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      Preface

      to the ESV Expository Commentary

      The Bible pulsates with life, and the Spirit conveys the electrifying power of Scripture to those who lay hold of it by faith, ingest it, and live by it. God has revealed himself in the Bible, which makes the words of Scripture sweeter than honey, more precious than gold, and more valuable than all riches. These are the words of life, and the Lord has entrusted them to his church, for the sake of the world.

      He has also provided the church with teachers to explain and make clear what the Word of God means and how it applies to each generation. We pray that all serious students of God’s Word, both those who seek to teach others and those who pursue study for their own personal growth in godliness, will be served by the ESV Expository Commentary. Our goal has been to provide a clear, crisp, and Christ-centered explanation of the biblical text. All Scripture speaks of Christ (Luke 24:27), and we have sought to show how each biblical book helps us to see the “light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 4:6).

      To that end, each contributor has been asked to provide commentary that is:

      
        	
exegetically sound—self-consciously submissive to the flow of thought and lines of reasoning discernible in the biblical text;

        	
biblically theological—reading the Bible as diverse yet bearing an overarching unity, narrating a single storyline of redemption culminating in Christ;

        	
globally aware—aimed as much as possible at a global audience, in line with Crossway’s mission to provide the Bible and theologically responsible resources to as many people around the world as possible;

        	
broadly reformed—standing in the historical stream of the Reformation, affirming that salvation is by grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, taught in Scripture alone, for God’s glory alone; holding high a big God with big grace for big sinners;

        	
doctrinally conversant—fluent in theological discourse; drawing appropriate brief connections to matters of historical or current theological importance;

        	
pastorally useful—transparently and reverently “sitting under the text”; avoiding lengthy grammatical/syntactical discussions;

        	
application-minded—building brief but consistent bridges into contemporary living in both Western and non-Western contexts (being aware of the globally diverse contexts toward which these volumes are aimed);

        	
efficient in expression—economical in its use of words; not a word-by-word analysis but a crisply moving exposition.

      

      In terms of Bible translation, the ESV is the base translation used by the authors in their notes, but the authors were expected to consult the text in the original languages when doing their exposition and were not required to agree with every decision made by the ESV translators.

      As civilizations crumble, God’s Word stands. And we stand on it. The great truths of Scripture speak across space and time, and we aim to herald them in a way that will be globally applicable.

      May God bless the study of his Word, and may he smile on this attempt to expound it.

      —The Publisher and Editors
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      Overview

      The book of Genesis is foundational to the whole Bible, so much so that Bible translators around the world often translate this book first before turning to the rest of Scripture. Without the book of Genesis we cannot properly understand who this God is who has taken flesh and redeemed us in the person of Jesus Christ. The book introduces us to Israel’s God, the Lord, who is the sole creator God of the whole universe (Genesis 1–3). In the beginning, before the world existed, there was God. He has made everything that exists, including time, and he reigns sovereignly over all things and all history. Genesis explains the nature of the universe, the relationship of good and evil, the place of humanity in the world, and God’s good purposes for creation. The book also shows us Israel’s place among the nations: Israel is the heir of God’s unique calling and promises, which are designed to bring blessing to the whole world (Gen. 12:1–3). Moreover, Genesis shows how these promises are slowly worked out in the lives of the patriarchs, bringing them closer to what God had promised, despite the patriarchs’ repeated sin and rebellion. These promises leave them looking forward in faith to a greater, heavenly inheritance that we share with them in Christ (Genesis 12–50).

      The opening chapters of the book, Genesis 1–11, constitute the divinely authorized origin story. Everyone lives his or her life on the basis of an origin story of some kind or other. We know something of other ancient Near Eastern origin stories, such as the Enuma Elish and the Atrahasis Epic; these are so different from modern conceptions of origins that sometimes we may be tempted to think that we have no similar accounts. In reality, however, it is not possible to function without some account of the nature of reality, the nature of mankind and its place within the cosmos, and the purpose and goal of the universe (or lack thereof). A vague version of the theory of evolution serves that purpose for many people in the modern world, though in the West people are often inclined to borrow elements that lean on the Genesis account to defend particular views they wish to hold, such as opposition to racism or the supreme value of human life, for which their origin story provides no rational basis.

      Of course, origin stories do not need to be true for people to build their worldviews upon them, but only true origin stories can provide solid foundations for our beliefs. The biblical claim to present the true story of the origins of the universe is uncompromising and provides a firm basis for our understanding of creation and our place within it. To the extent to which our ideas of origins deviate from those revealed in Genesis 1–11, they will be built upon sand rather than solid rock. That is not to say that Genesis 1–3 provides a full scientific portrayal of the origin of the universe; it does not. That is not its purpose. However, its portrayal of origins is truthful and accurate and undergirds its answers to life’s essential questions.

      It is sometimes suggested that premodern people, including the original readers of Genesis, did not ask questions about the truthfulness of their origin stories; it was sufficient that the stories be compelling. This is, of course, nonsense. Ancient people were not stupid. The test proposed by Elijah on Mount Carmel in 1 Kings 18 is a basic scientific experiment under controlled conditions designed to determine which deity—the Lord or Baal—is actually able to do what the Baal myths claim concerning him: that, as the storm god, he could deliver fire from heaven (as well as rain). The people understand clearly the test Elijah proposes, and they recognize the significance of the Lord’s victory over Baal on that day. Clever myths are not enough; truth matters (cf. 2 Pet. 1:16).

      The opening chapters of Genesis also deal with foundational questions about the origin of evil in the world. Why do we live in a world in which things fall apart, people die (often tragically), and other people commit grotesque and reprehensible acts? These questions demand answers from all of us. Genesis roots our experience of the existence of evil in the fall of Adam and Eve, recounted in Genesis 3: the universe is not an eternal dualistic balance of good and evil, as some religions teach. Neither is it simply a place where everyone starts out good and chooses for oneself the good path or an evil one. Evil is within all of us, as a result of our descent from Adam; as a result, we all die (cf. Genesis 5). Even a worldwide flood is unable to cleanse that inner evil with which we all struggle (Genesis 6–8). All nations on earth may be part of one great, big related family (Genesis 10), but it is a family that by nature is united in its commitment to seeking to live without reference to its Creator (11:1–9). From the beginning, however, God has been committed to his promise to redeem humanity through a descendant of Eve (3:15). Decline and fall cannot be the end of the story.

      At the end of Genesis 11, therefore, a pivotal change comes in the storyline of Genesis, with the call of Abram to go from Mesopotamia to the land that the Lord would show him, which is soon revealed to be Canaan. In place of the fivefold curse pronounced upon sin in Genesis 3–11 we see in Genesis 12 a fivefold promise of blessing, not merely for Abram and Sarai but for the whole world (cf. Section Overview of 12:1–9). They will have abundant offspring, who will possess the land and provide a blessing for all nations. Yet initially that promise seems impossible to fulfill: it takes twenty-five years and numerous missteps before Abraham and Sarah have a single child of their own (Genesis 21). Abraham’s commitment to the promise is then tested when the Lord commands him to offer Isaac as a sacrifice, though the drama is resolved by the Lord’s affirming Abraham’s faith and by his providing a ram as a sacrifice so that Isaac’s life can be spared and the promise reconfirmed (Genesis 22).

      The book of Genesis follows the next three generations of the patriarchs: Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob’s twelve sons (Genesis 23–50). In each generation the Lord sovereignly chooses the line through which the promise descends: Isaac, not Ishmael; Jacob, not Esau; all twelve of Jacob’s sons. The narrative makes clear that this is not a matter of choosing the best and leaving the rest; in particular, Jacob is not chosen because he is a better human being than Esau, a reality underlined by the fact that the Lord’s choice takes place prior to the twins’ birth, while both are still in the womb (Genesis 25).

      God’s design for Jacob’s offspring is that they should become a “company of peoples” (qehal ʿammim, “worshiping community of peoples”; Gen. 28:3; 48:4). The Hebrew word qahal is often used for sacred assemblies (Deut. 4:10; 9:10; etc.), and in most of the OT it is rendered in the LXX as ekklesia.1 It is thus not too strong to say that Israel’s sons are called to be a “church of peoples,” yet the initial history of Joseph and his brothers suggests that this calling is unlikely to be realized. Joseph’s brothers are incensed by the favoritism shown to him by his father, as well as by the divinely inspired dreams that show their bowing down before Joseph, and so they conspire to kill him (Genesis 37). In the end they decide not to follow through with this plan but, in order to make some money out of Joseph, to sell him down to Egypt as a slave instead (37:25–28). Yet their evil plan is designed by God to bring about good (50:20), as God miraculously makes Joseph ruler of all Egypt alongside Pharaoh, with the God-given insight to foresee through Pharaoh’s dreams the coming of a terrible famine (Genesis 41). The result is the salvation of Jacob and his family as well as of the Egyptians, which leads to the whole family’s going down to sojourn in Egypt for a while (Genesis 46), as the Lord earlier told Abraham (cf. 15:13).

      This sequence of events not only provides food for Jacob’s family amid the famine but also moves the sons of Israel into place for the next part of the Lord’s plan, which will involve their mistreatment in Egypt and ultimate exodus from there (Exodus 1–15; cf. Gen. 15:13–14). In the meantime the book of Genesis closes with the deaths of Jacob and Joseph, who each testifies in his own way to his faith in the promise of the land of Canaan, even while living outside it. Jacob makes Joseph take his body back to Canaan upon his death and bury him in the family tomb at Machpelah alongside Abraham and Isaac (Gen. 50:1–13). Joseph, on the other hand, gives instructions for his body to be embalmed and buried in a coffin so that, when the Israelites go up from Egypt, his bones can share in their exodus (50:24–26).

      At the end of Genesis the stage is thus set for the book of Exodus that follows. Indeed, the whole Pentateuch (Genesis—Deuteronomy) forms a coherent narrative that unfolds the story begun in Genesis. Ultimately, of course, the story will not end until Revelation 22, when the promise of Genesis 3:15 finds its full outworking in the redemption of all those who have become children of God through the death and resurrection of the seed of the woman and second Adam, Jesus Christ.

      Title and Author

      In this instance the Hebrew and Greek names for the book are both fitting. The Hebrew title, bereshit (“In the beginning”), points to the function of the book as an origin story, not merely for Israel but for the entire world. Meanwhile, the Greek title, genesis, alludes both to the role of the book as an origin story and (in the plural form, geneseis) to the toledot (“family history”) formula that structures the whole book (cf. comment on 2:4–7). This is not a collection of ancient myths and legends but an origin story that tells the family history of God’s chosen people.

      Traditionally, the author of Genesis has been held to be Moses, largely because the book is tightly integrated with the rest of the Pentateuch, which addresses the chosen family—now become a nation—as it is about to enter the land. That traditional ascription has been widely challenged in scholarly circles, which have often doubted that a single person could have produced such a wide-ranging and complex piece of literature as the Pentateuch, encompassing narratives, poetry, laws, and so on. It has also been questioned whether the Pentateuch could have been written at such an early period of history and whether many of the laws were relevant for the period in question. Scholars have sometimes endeavored to separate out different sources (often termed “J,” “E,” “D,” and “P”), each of which purportedly contributed to the whole at different times and with different interests.

      These challenges remind us of the complexity of questions of authorship in antiquity, especially of a document as complicated (and unique) as the Pentateuch. It is unlikely that no memory of Israel’s family story or the origins of the universe existed in Israel prior to Moses, and, whereas the book of Exodus describes events contemporaneous to Moses, the events of Genesis all precede the time of Moses by hundreds of years. At the same time, Moses was himself brought up as the adopted child of an Egyptian princess (Ex. 2:1–10) and thus likely schooled in a wide range of ancient Near Eastern literature, including various origin stories.

      We need not therefore suppose that everything in Genesis was composed by Moses de novo; under the inspiration of God, he would likely have been using and interacting with a wide variety of preexisting literature. The opening chapters of Genesis form a clear polemic against other ancient Near Eastern creation accounts and also provide a positive statement of the true nature of things, as we would expect. Moses likely had access to a variety of records, written and oral, concerning the early history of the Abrahamic families. The laws that Moses ordained for his people in the remainder of the Pentateuch probably drew on, as well as challenged, other ancient Near Eastern standards of justice. Yet Moses’ pen was guided throughout by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. There is a remarkable coherence to the entire Pentateuch—and within it to the book of Genesis—that would be hard to account for if it were the result of a series of mergers and edits by multiple rather clumsy hands with conflicting beliefs and interests over centuries of transmission. Many of the supposed “doublets” and “contradictions” from which these theories flow can be better accounted for by a closer study of the literary artistry of the author.

      There are a few places at which minor editorial changes have been made to make the work more accessible to later generations, such as the identification of ‘Dan’ as the city where Abram pursued Lot’s kidnappers (Gen. 14:14). Dan did not acquire that name until the time of the Judges. Likewise, the final chapter of Deuteronomy, recording the death of Moses and the lack of a prophet like him since that time (Deut. 34:10–12), must also postdate the time of Moses. Such oddities are few and far between, however, and there is no reason to doubt the traditional attribution of the Pentateuch (and thus of Genesis) to Moses himself.

      Date and Occasion

      If the author of Genesis is in fact Moses, the time of writing would be during Israel’s wilderness wanderings, after the exodus (Exodus 14) and prior to the entry into the Promised Land under Joshua (Joshua 1–11). Depending on the date of the exodus, which is variously placed in the fifteenth or thirteenth century BC, Genesis would be dated to roughly the same time period. While there is nothing corresponding to the Pentateuch in the literature of the time, there are parallels to many of the component parts—origin stories, family sagas, laws, epic poetry, and so on. Indeed, since no people has ever existed without origin stories and laws of some kind or another, if we did not have the Pentateuch we would have to postulate the existence of many separate similar materials, whether in oral or written form. Israel’s unique constitution as a “people of the book” and the central place of Moses as lawgiver and author (e.g., Josh. 1:13; 1 Kings 2:3) are hard to account for if Moses in fact wrote little or nothing.

      As a new nation, Israel had its relationship with God sealed at Mount Sinai in the form of a covenant (Exodus 19–24). However, that was far from the beginning of its interactions with this God, who had revealed himself much earlier as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Ex. 3:6). That backstory was of vital importance to Israel’s self-identity, as well as its understanding of that covenant relationship. The Sinai covenant was not an entirely new and different covenant but a further development of the covenant God had made with Abraham in Genesis 15, sealed with the sign of circumcision in Genesis 17. In addition the people of Israel needed to understand who they were as human beings in relationship to God, in relationship to other human beings, and in relationship to the world God had created. As those created in the image of God, they had rights and responsibilities (Gen. 1:26–28). In Abraham they had been called to be blessed and to be a blessing to all peoples on earth (12:1–3). And, like Abraham and Sarah, they too were called to look forward to the promised seed of the woman, who would bruise the serpent’s head and restore all creation to its destiny (3:15).

      One small detail highlights the original setting of Genesis during the wilderness wanderings: the identity of Egypt as a place of tempting fruitfulness (12:10–20; 13:10). It is not coincidental that Hagar, who is repeatedly called “the Egyptian” (16:3; 21:9; 25:12), is fertile, while the wife of promise, Sarah, is barren. Nor is it coincidental that the property Lot chooses outside the Land of Promise is “like the land of Egypt” (13:10), while the Promised Land is repeatedly wracked with famine. This theme would have resonated with Israel in the wilderness, as the people were constantly tempted to look back to Egypt with longing as the place of food and fertility (Num. 11:5; 14:3). Moses repeatedly reminds his hearers that the “Egyptian option,” while outwardly looking attractive, never constitutes the pathway to blessing.2

      Genre and Literary Features

      The Pentateuch as a whole comprises a dizzying array of different genres and perhaps should be seen as a unique example of its own genre. So too Genesis includes an array of origin stories, historical narratives, and genealogies, as well as a smattering of laws and explanations of laws (e.g., Gen. 9:6; 32:32). Origin stories are distinct from historical narratives not because they are necessarily nonhistorical but because their focus is on providing an explanation of reality, both natural and supernatural. Thus the narratives in Genesis 1–11 have global implications that stretch forward through time in a way that the narratives in Genesis 12–50 do not.

      One of the distinctive features of the biblical origin story is its profound historical rootedness, in contrast to similar ancient Near Eastern accounts, which are not directly connected to present-day history in the same way. The events described do not take place in a galaxy far, far away but in the same world we inhabit, to people to whom the first hearers were directly related. Indeed, a common function of linear genealogies is to establish a vital relationship between the first and last members of the listing,3 and that purpose certainly applies to many of the Genesis linear genealogies. Certain positions in linear genealogies may be particularly significant, especially the seventh, tenth, and twelfth generations. Segmented genealogies, on the other hand, primarily define family connections—“insiders” and “outsiders” for the purposes of particular definitions of family. For example, the table of nations in Genesis 10 defines all humanity as part of the Adamic family—a very inclusive definition in a world that included those ready to deny the full humanity of outsiders, or “barbarians.” On the other hand, the table also distinguishes within that larger family three smaller groupings that are singled out for a closer or more distant relationship with the line of promise.

      The largest part of Genesis—and indeed its overall genre—is historical narrative. As Meir Sternberg has pointed out, biblical narratives have three driving impulses: history, ideology (or perhaps “theology”), and literary artistry.4 That is, these stories can be appreciated for their literary skill and beauty, but they have always been intended to convey a message to their hearers, and they are also rooted and grounded in historical events. Of these three, history is foundational: it would have mattered to an ancient audience, as it should to a modern audience, whether these events actually happened as described.5 Yet, at the same time, because these stories are important parts of God’s story, these real events convey vital lessons to readers about ourselves, our world, and our God (1 Cor. 10:11). Moreover, these stories are so vital for us to understand that they not only may be but must be recounted with great literary skill and attention to detail. To be boring or trite in speaking of such events and such a God would be a sin in its own right.6

      Theology of Genesis and the Relationship to the Rest of the Bible and to Christ

      Insofar as it is an origin story, the book of Genesis has a strong polemic note to it, proclaiming a different perspective on who God is, how he created the world, who humans and animals are, and the purpose for which we exist. Since it proclaims itself to be the revelation of the only true God, who made all things in heaven and on earth and for whom and by whom all things exist, it cannot stand as merely one perspective among many; either it must be accepted as true and therefore allowed to govern our worldview in all of its different dimensions, or it must be rejected as false in favor of some other origin story, ancient or modern. The book of Genesis does not explicitly cite alternative origin stories; it simply lays out its own story, but it does so in many respects in conscious disagreement with the origin stories of Israel’s neighbors, with their multiple competing gods, fundamentally chaotic worlds, and low view of humanity. In the same way, the book of Genesis does not have to mention modern humanistic worldviews in order to challenge them at the most fundamental level.

      Doctrine of God and Creation

      In contradiction to ancient Near Eastern worldviews, the Genesis creation account involves only one God, who goes by the generic title “God” and the covenantal name “Yahweh” (“the Lord”). The two names are (unusually for Scripture) juxtaposed as “the Lord God” in Genesis 2–3 in order to make clear that the one God who created the heavens and the earth is Israel’s God, the one who delivered them from the land of Egypt. What is more, in the Genesis account there is no conflict involved in the creation of the world. Unlike in other Near Eastern creation stories, there are no battles against the forces of chaos. Instead there is simply the serene ordering of space and time via God’s word. This God has no rivals and faces no threats to his authority. He is good, and so is the world that he creates, which he blesses and fills with the potential for life to multiply (Gen. 1:28–31).

      Yet, even though the world as created in the beginning is good, it is not eternal. It has a beginning: there was a time when creation was not. What is more, it has a goal: the Sabbath pattern built into the world by God, with a day of rest at the end of the creation week, is intended to point mankind forward from the beginning to the fulfillment of creation’s purpose (2:1–4). Unlike some other ancient worldviews, creation is not an ever-repeating cycle of life; it came from somewhere and is going somewhere as well.

      Doctrine of Humanity

      Other ancient Near Eastern origin stories assign a low place to humanity in general, and an even lower place to women. According to an Assyrian proverb, “Man is the shadow of a god, a slave is the shadow of a man; but the king is like the (very) image of a god.”7 Kings may perhaps be related to the gods, but ordinary people are not—still less slaves and women. In contrast, the biblical account relates how all human beings—Jew and Gentile, male and female, slave and free—are created in God’s image, with an inherent dignity that comes with that status (1:26–28). Our status is not based on our functional competencies (the fact that we are reasoning, relational, and religious creatures) but is ontological: we are made in the image of God, no matter how poor, weak, or incapacitated we may be. Yet there is also an order in human relationships: even prior to the fall Eve is created to be Adam’s helper, corresponding to him and completing him (2:18–24). The original couple are not identical and interchangeable but complementary in their differences.

      In the Genesis account human beings are like the animals in being created on the sixth day but unlike them in being created in the image of God, inbreathed with God’s very breath, in the language of Genesis 2:7. We are called to rule over the lower aspects of creation as God’s representatives—not harshly or in an exploitative way but by imitating the rule of our heavenly Father, whose reign is a blessing to all creation. It is significant that it is as the image of God that mankind is assigned dominion over the world (1:26).

      Since we are made in the image of God, we are also crafted to be revelation receivers; we are designed for a personal relationship with God in a way that other aspects of creation are not. The sun and moon may declare God’s glory by obeying his laws (Ps. 19:1–4), but human beings are designed to glorify God and enjoy him in a unique way. For this reason God places the first humans in a sanctuary-garden, where they might enjoy his presence and glorify him through their happy obedience (cf. 3:8).

      Doctrine of Sin

      One of the ways in which God communicates with Adam and Eve is to give to Adam his law (2:16–17). This law is not burdensome; indeed, it begins with a command to eat freely from all the trees of the garden (save one)! Yet, when the serpent questions the intent behind this law, impugning God’s kindness and goodness, Eve breaks the law by eating the forbidden fruit and then gives some to Adam, who is with her (3:1–6). The order of creation is turned upside down, with catastrophic consequences not only for Adam and Eve but for the entire created order. Humanity now groans under a curse, affecting men and women at their deepest levels, and creation groans alongside them (Rom. 8:19–23). Far from becoming like God, as the serpent claimed (Gen. 3:5), human rebellion leads to the entry of death into the world (Rom. 5:12).

      The Doctrine of Judgment and Redemption

      The first doctrine that the serpent denies is God’s ability to judge rebels. God had said, “In the day that you eat of [the tree of the knowledge of good and evil] you shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17), whereas the serpent boldly claims, “You will not surely die” (3:4). But Satan, whom the serpent represents (Rev. 12:9), has been a “murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44), and God is more than capable of judging his wayward creation (Gen. 18:25). What is perhaps more surprising, however, is the Lord’s desire to redeem fallen humans. As Exodus 34:6–7 makes clear, the Lord is the judge of the guilty but also full of compassion and mercy, abounding in steadfast love (Hb. khesed) and faithfulness. His grace is revealed immediately in the garden, as the sentence of death is delayed and a promise made of an ultimate transformation of the curse of the fall upon creation through the coming of the seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15). Sin will not have ultimate dominion over humanity (Rom. 6:14). These themes of judgment and redemption are reprised at the time of the flood, when all humanity turns aside to sin except for one man—Noah, whose righteousness redeems his family in the face of a worldwide outpouring of divine wrath (Genesis 6–8). Yet Noah and his family are themselves sinners, and there is no hope for ultimate deliverance through a mere man (cf. Genesis 9). The promises of God are reiterated on this side of the flood, but the problem of sin remains as challenging as ever.

      The Doctrine of Christ

      That promise of blessing through the seed of the woman would not be the result of human effort, no matter how lofty. The attempt by the builders of Babel to storm heaven’s gates through their splendid tower accomplishes nothing but further judgment upon themselves (11:1–9). Hope for humanity will come only from God, and it does so in his calling of Abram and Sarai to go from Ur of the Chaldeans and sojourn in a backwater province called Canaan (11:27–12:3). Through them and their offspring God will restore blessing to all nations. Yet the faith of Abram and Sarai is deeply tested, first as they must wait for a son, and then as they almost see that son offered back to God as a sacrifice (Genesis 22). But on the mountain God instead provides a lamb as a figure showing ahead of time how he will win blessing for the world.

      Through Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob God gradually builds up the nucleus of what will become a great nation, Israel, which will be called to become a worshiping “company of peoples” (Gen. 28:3), a “kingdom of priests” (Ex. 19:6). Yet the sins of the patriarchs are visible to all: it is clear that God does not choose them because they are better than those whom God passes over. Eventually God will use the enslavement of Joseph by his own brothers and their selling him to slave traders in order to save their lives and protect them in a great famine. What they mean for evil, God means for good (Gen. 50:20). Yet at the end of Genesis the promises of offspring, land, and blessing are merely beginning to unfold. It is clear that, if the hope of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is only for this world, they are of all men most to be pitied (1 Cor. 15:19). But in fact their faith shines out through even their deaths and burials; by faith they look forward after death to receiving a city with foundations that God will build (Heb. 11:10).

      That is where the story ends in Genesis—but only so that it can be picked up again and resolved throughout the rest of Scripture. The people who go down to Egypt as a place of protection find it transformed into a place of bondage, just as God had told Abraham (Gen. 15:13). As promised, however, God brings them out of Egypt with a mighty arm in the exodus and leads them into possession of the land of Canaan (cf. Joshua 1–12). Like post-flood humanity, post-exodus Israel continues to be as sinful as its forefathers, wracked with grumbling and unbelief (cf. the book of Numbers). The Lord provides godly leaders, yet the people rebel against them, either during the leader’s reign or after his death. It gradually became clear through the OT that Israel itself is not the answer to the world’s problems.

      What is needed is the promised seed of the woman, a new Adam and new Israel who will triumph where the first Adam and first Israel fail. That promised seed of the woman is Jesus Christ, God himself taking on humanity in order to redeem his creation. The lamb that God provides to take Isaac’s place in Genesis 22 foreshadows the Lamb of God, come to take away the sin of the world (John 1:29) through his own death and resurrection. This good news is now preached not merely to Israel but to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). The God of judgment and mercy has triumphed in Christ and will one day complete the transformation of this cursed world into a “new heavens and a new earth” at Christ’s return (2 Pet. 3:13). Then we will be restored to the kind of face-to-face intimacy with God that Adam and Eve enjoyed—only better, because there will be no risk of losing it due to sin. We are even now a new creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17), God’s beloved children, upon whom the fullness of his blessing rests (Eph. 1:3–14).

      Preaching from the Book of Genesis and Interpretive Challenges

      Preaching from Genesis, as from any book of the Bible, should focus our eyes on the sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow (Luke 24:26, 46–47). The Scriptures are never intended simply to provide historical information and moral guidance, though they certainly contain both of those. The origin stories at the beginning of Genesis are intended to counter alternative ancient and modern origin stories (including the evolutionary narrative prevalent in our own time) rather than to give a full scientific account of origins. Of course, the historical veracity of the biblical origin story matters, but it is easy to get sidetracked onto such matters to the point that the focus of the narrative itself becomes obscured. It may be better to schedule another opportunity outside a worship service to explore such apologetic issues at the appropriate depth, where people can ask their questions and receive good answers.8 Preaching a text should focus on the point of the text itself rather than addressing ancillary matters, no matter how relevant to one’s culture.

      The length of the book of Genesis poses a different kind of challenge. The outline below breaks the text into approximately sixty literary units, which, if preached consecutively, would normally require fifteen to eighteen months, allowing for a few Sundays devoted to other topics. Even that pace requires moving through passages fairly quickly, often dealing with a chapter of narrative at a time, and such a series may be felt to be too long for a contemporary audience. However, it could easily be broken into four sections: Genesis 1–11 (Origins), 12–25 (Abraham), 26–36 (Isaac and Jacob), and 37–50 (Joseph).9 This would allow other series to be interspersed with Genesis for a more balanced diet over, say, a three- or four-year period. Of course, some literary units probably do not merit an entire sermon in their own right (e.g., the family history of Ishmael in 25:12–18), while other literary units stretch over as much as three chapters (e.g., Genesis 43–45) and may require more than one sermon. In general, however, sermons ought to roughly match a literary unit in order to ensure that the point of the sermon matches the point of that unit. Shorter preaching units lend themselves to taking a minor point out of context and elevating it to become the main point.

      The earlier assertion that the central focus of each text in Genesis is “the sufferings of Christ and the glories that will follow” (sometimes called a “Christ-centered” or “redemptive-historical” approach to preaching) raises the question of application. To what extent may we (must we?) use the human characters of the text to derive moral lessons for our hearers? Some preachers shy away almost completely from such application, for fear of moralism.10 Yet, while teaching “life lessons” may not be the primary purpose of Scripture, the OT and NT point out that there are at least some insights that we ought to glean from those who have preceded us in our earthly pilgrimages. Isaiah 51:2 holds up Abraham and Sarah as positive models of faith for a later generation,11 while the writer to the Hebrews warns against sharing the unbelief of the wilderness generation (Heb. 3:7–19). Paul goes so far as to say, “These things took place as examples for us” (1 Cor. 10:6–11). The Scriptures are more than moral instruction, to be sure, but not less.

      Indeed, this is typically how stories work. Leland Ryken puts it like this: “Heroic narrative springs from one of the most ancient and persistent impulses of literary art, namely, the desire to embody accepted norms of thought and action in the story of a protagonist whose destiny is regarded as being representative or exemplary. The true hero expresses an accepted social or moral norm.”12 Of course, the biblical account is not merely “heroic narrative”; it is part of the unfolding revelation of God’s plan of salvation, which often progresses in spite of, rather than because of, the actions of the “hero.” What is more, the correct lessons to infer from the behavior of biblical characters are not always straightforward. They text is rarely divided neatly into “heroes” and “villains,” and the narrator often sets characters’ behavior before us without overt moral comment. Sometimes, in narratives as in real life, we must interpret a character’s complex behavior in the light of the larger trajectory of his life and the narrative as a whole. Not every action is easy to interpret, and there will be times when good expositors will disagree about the interpretation of a character.

      To give a concrete example, I take quite a negative view of the character of Lot in Genesis, based on his downward trajectory throughout the narrative from the moment he leaves Abraham and sets off toward Sodom (Genesis 13–19) until he ends up living a degraded life in a cave, deceived and abused by his daughters (19:30–38). Yet 2 Peter 2:7 calls him “righteous Lot,” so other commentators have taken a more positive view of his actions. To be sure, the presupposition of the text is that Lot is “righteous”; the conversation between Abraham and the Lord in Genesis 18:23–33 concerns how to deliver the righteous from the coming judgment, and Lot and his immediate family are the only ones rescued. However, “righteous” people behave in all sorts of ungodly ways in Genesis, and the message is perhaps that even very compromised and hesitant sinners may be saved by God’s grace. Often the message of a biblical narrative is not “Be like this biblical hero” but rather “Don’t be like him or her; instead, be thankful that God’s grace in Christ extends to sinners like us, who all too often fail in the same way, and strive out of gratitude for the gospel to live in a manner that is worthy of the grace you have received.”

      This brings us to see how we may preach Christ from all the Scriptures, not merely from passages with an “obvious” connection, such as Genesis 3:15 or 49:8–12. In reality, every biblical passage challenges our thinking and behavior and exposes our hearts in some way or another. As sinners we do not treat those around us as made in the image of God (Genesis 1), we do not resist Satan’s siren call to trust our eyes over God’s Word (Genesis 3), we use our technology and sexuality to make a reputation for ourselves rather than to glorify God (Genesis 4), and so on. Every passage of Scripture is thus “law” in a sense, in that it convicts us of our sin and is designed to drive us to see our need of Christ as believers and unbelievers.

      Moralistic preaching short-circuits that process by presenting our own righteousness as the answer to our sin, as if the Scripture simply provides us with examples of people we should either imitate or shun. Our salvation and our sanctification depend on ourselves and our effort in this schema. But the gospel points us instead to Christ’s righteousness as the answer to our sin, whether we are unbelievers who need to come to Christ for salvation or believers who need to go back to Christ in gratitude for his perfect obedience in our place. Christ-centered preaching does not place another brick in the believer’s backpack, crushing him with yet more guilt, but instead joyfully brings him back to see the perfect righteousness of Christ in his place. Its goal is thus thoroughly doxological, leaving our hearts motivated to love and praise God.13

      Preaching that avoids application altogether, on the other hand, tends to act as though the law of the passage no longer has any relevance for us as believers. Yet, if the law is holy and good (Rom. 7:12), then it should still be “a lamp to [our] feet and a light to [our] path” (Ps. 119:105). God has “delivered us from the domain of darkness” (Col. 1:13) and has begun a good work in us that he will bring to “completion at the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6). As a result, the believer should find himself asking, “How do I live a life of grateful obedience to this God who has loved me so overwhelmingly? What difference should this passage make in my life on Monday morning?” The wise preacher will help to answer those questions via skilled application.

      Such application requires a proper understanding of the unfolding of redemptive history. Obedience for Abraham did not look identical to obedience for Joshua, or David, or Jesus, or Paul; the Bible does not merely give us “timeless truths.” Of course, some of God’s laws remain unchanged throughout history: you shall not kill; you shall not steal; you shall not commit adultery; and so on (Ex. 20:1–17). These laws have traditionally been called “moral laws.” Others relate to the ceremonies and sacrifices designed to point forward specifically to the coming of Christ and are therefore no longer in operation—what are often called “ceremonial laws.” Still other OT laws are designed to provide specific application of God’s wisdom to Israel’s situation in the land of Canaan under the Sinai covenant, such as the law forbidding harvesting all the way to the edge of one’s fields, in order to make provision for the able-bodied poor (Lev. 19:9–10). These laws do not bind us directly but have a more generalized application to the different specifics of our society; these are commonly called “civil laws.”14 Any preaching from the OT must consider into which of these three categories the “law of the passage” fits. Yet any and all of these categories will in some way point us to Christ as the remedy for our sin through his suffering and death and as the provider of our righteousness through his own perfect and holy keeping of this law.
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      Genesis 1:1–2:3

      1 1:1In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 2 1:2The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.

      3 1:3And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. 4 1:4And God saw that the light was good. And God separated the light from the darkness. 5 1:5God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.

      6 1:6And God said, “Let there be an expanse1 in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.” 7 1:7And God made2 the expanse and separated the waters that were under the expanse from the waters that were above the expanse. And it was so. 8 1:8And God called the expanse Heaven.3 And there was evening and there was morning, the second day.

      9 1:9And God said, “Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.” And it was so. 10 1:10God called the dry land Earth,4 and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good.

      11 1:11And God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation, plants5 yielding seed, and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind, on the earth.” And it was so. 12 1:12The earth brought forth vegetation, plants yielding seed according to their own kinds, and trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. 13 1:13And there was evening and there was morning, the third day.

      14 1:14And God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the heavens to separate the day from the night. And let them be for signs and for seasons,6 and for days and years, 15 1:15and let them be lights in the expanse of the heavens to give light upon the earth.” And it was so. 16 1:16And God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. 17 1:17And God set them in the expanse of the heavens to give light on the earth, 18 1:18to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness. And God saw that it was good. 19 1:19And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day.

      20 1:20And God said, “Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures, and let birds7 fly above the earth across the expanse of the heavens.” 21 1:21So God created the great sea creatures and every living creature that moves, with which the waters swarm, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. 22 1:22And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.” 23 1:23And there was evening and there was morning, the fifth day.

      24 1:24And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds—livestock and creeping things and beasts of the earth according to their kinds.” And it was so. 25 1:25And God made the beasts of the earth according to their kinds and the livestock according to their kinds, and everything that creeps on the ground according to its kind. And God saw that it was good.

      26 1:26Then God said, “Let us make man8 in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.”

      27 1:27    So God created man in his own image,

          in the image of God he created him;

          male and female he created them.

      28 1:28And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” 29 1:29And God said, “Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is on the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit. You shall have them for food. 30 1:30And to every beast of the earth and to every bird of the heavens and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.” And it was so. 31 1:31And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.

      2 2:1Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 2 2:2And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. 3 2:3So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation.

      1 Or a canopy; also verses 7, 8, 14, 15, 17, 20 2 Or fashioned; also verse 16 3 Or Sky; also verses 9, 14, 15, 17, 20, 26, 28, 30; 2:1 4 Or Land; also verses 11, 12, 22, 24, 25, 26, 28, 30; 2:1 5 Or small plants; also verses 12, 29 6 Or appointed times 7 Or flying things; see Leviticus 11:19–20 8 The Hebrew word for man (adam) is the generic term for mankind and becomes the proper name Adam 

      Section Overview

      The book of Genesis is a book of beginnings, as the first word (Hb. bereshit, “In the beginning”) suggests. Indeed, that first word is the Hebrew title for the book. The subject of the opening sentence is the subject of the entire passage and, we might add, the entire Bible: God. The object of the opening sentence, the heavens and the earth—creation, in other words—is the object of the entire passage. At the outset the Bible makes clear that there is one universal God, that he created all things, and that he himself is quite distinct from the world he has created. The origin of the world tells us a great deal about its nature and destiny in seed form and therefore much about who we are as human beings and that for which we have been designed. We ourselves are not gods, defining our own identity and living for our own glory; we are creatures, made in the image of our Creator in order to glorify and enjoy him forever.

      Every story in the world thus begins with Genesis 1 and unfolds against the foundational backdrop that this chapter paints. One story runs from the beginning of Genesis through to the end of Genesis, which begins in a garden-sanctuary but ends in a grave in Egypt. Yet it is not without hope: Joseph’s bones are buried in a portable coffin (Gen. 50:24–26) so that, when (not if) the exodus occurs, he may posthumously join in the journey to the Promised Land alongside his people. That storyline finds its fulfillment in the book of Deuteronomy, which recounts Israel’s deliverance out of Egypt and to the brink of the Promised Land.

      Another storyline that begins with Genesis 1:1 runs connectedly through to the end of 2 Kings, when Israel’s possession of the Promised Land is brought to an end by her sin, and the people find themselves in exile in Babylon. A third story that begins with Genesis ends with the book of Malachi (or 2 Chronicles, if one follows the Hebrew ordering of the OT), with Israel’s having returned from exile to rebuild the ruins in the land of Judah. But all these stories are incomplete. The full account of the world that God creates runs all the way to the end of the book of Revelation, whereupon the lost paradise of Eden is replaced with a fully restored new Jerusalem and the original heavens and earth are transcended by a new heavens and new earth, now inhabited forever by multitudes of people, not just from Israel but from every tribe, nation, and language—all those who are Abraham’s spiritual children through faith in Christ (cf. Romans 4).

      The creation of the world is described in two distinct accounts, Genesis 1:1–2:3 and Genesis 2:4–25. Each of these accounts has its own focus and distinct contribution, just as each of the four Gospel accounts gives its own picture of Jesus—the differences between them are not contradictory but complementary. In the opening account (Gen. 1:1–2:3) the focus is on the creation of the whole universe by an utterly transcendent God (ʾelohim), who has neither peers nor rivals but establishes the world exactly as he pleases through his sovereign Word. That creation finds its focus and pinnacle in humanity, made in God’s image as male and female, created for a special role ruling over the other animals, not just living among them (1:26–28), and in the Sabbath, the seventh day of divine and human rest (2:2–3).

      In Genesis 2:4–25 the lens zooms in to examine more closely the creation of Adam and Eve, their location in the garden-sanctuary God makes for them, and their special roles and relationship. In this section God appears under his covenant name, Yahweh (“the Lord”), by which he later reveals himself to Moses and delivers his people from Egypt. In Genesis 3 the two names are brought together in the composite yahweh ʾelohim (“the Lord God”) in order to guard against any misunderstanding in a polytheistic environment that there might be two different creator gods, Yahweh and Elohim. The theme of this entire opening section is “It was good” (seven times in Genesis 1). In the beginning God orders and makes a universe of vast scope and minute detail that is good in every aspect, and he sets humanity to rule over it under his authority so that they might eventually enter into his rest.
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      Comment

      1:1 The book of Genesis opens with an introductory statement that sums up God’s great work in history: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.”15 This summary statement covers the whole of what follows in Genesis 1 and is balanced by the summary completion statement in Genesis 2:1: “Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them.”

      The Hebrew word “create” (baraʾ) generally implies a finished product, not merely the manufacture of raw materials.16 So when Genesis 1:1 tells us that God created the heavens and the earth, it does not mean (as some have thought) that he creates the raw materials in verse 1, out of which he then proceeds to create the cosmos in the remainder of the chapter (perhaps after a lengthy gap of time). “Created” describes the end of the process, not the various stages in that process.

      The word baraʾ by itself does not necessarily imply creation ex nihilo (cf. Ps. 51:10), and indeed it is used synonymously with ʿasah (“to make”) in Genesis 1. However, it is always used, when God is its subject, to describe the origin of things that he alone can manufacture. What is more, the combination “heaven and earth” functions as a merism, so together these terms include everything that exists, implying that ex nihilo doctrine.

      What this means is that “In the beginning” in Genesis 1:1 refers not to a time prior to creation but rather to the initial six days of creation, as a summary heading; the rest of the chapter lays out the development of God’s initial purpose in the ordering of space and time.

      1:2 Having begun with a universal focus (“the heavens and the earth”), the creation account immediately focuses on the center of God’s purpose, which is the earth. Its initial state is tohu vabohu (“without form and void”), a rhyming pair in Hebrew that is hard to translate. Tohu often refers to the wilderness or wasteland (cf. Deut. 32:10; Isa. 34:11), and the combination with bohu is used in Isaiah 34:11 and Jeremiah 4:23 in judgment passages, where formerly habitable land is rendered uninhabitable. The reference here is thus not so much to a primordial chaos, as older scholars argued, but to a wilderness that is unsuitable for life (“desolate and empty”) yet transformed into a perfect environment.17 The unusual dual combination tohu vabohu alludes to the two-phase creation project, God’s forming the environments in days 1–3 and filling those environments with occupants in days 4–6.

      The deep sea and darkness were the most inhospitable conditions to life for the Israelite, so “darkness . . . over the face of the deep” describes a wilderness that must necessarily be devoid of life. Yet even this scene is not hopeless, because over it all is the Spirit of God, hovering like an eagle over its chicks (cf. Deut. 32:10–11). Without God the scene would be one of total, hopeless desolation, but when God is present—whether in a universe or in the life of an individual—he brings life, order, and hope. Even the most inhospitable conditions cannot prevent him from establishing life in a world of beauty, splendor, and majesty—the best of all possible worlds. In Genesis 1 the darkness and the sea are the elements from which the cosmos takes shape, but in the new creation described in Revelation 21 even these are gone: “I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more” (Rev. 21:1); “Its gates will never be shut by day—and there will be no night there” (Rev. 21:25).

      The phrase “Spirit of God” (ruakh ʾelohim) could also be rendered “wind of God” or “mighty wind,” which draws our attention to the parallel situation at the height of Noah’s flood (Gen. 8:1). Then too darkness was upon the face of the deep: water was everywhere and every living soul perished, except for the few occupants of the ark. But when God remembered Noah and sent his ruakh over the waters, he once again brought life and hope out of a wilderness world.

      1:3–5 Having described the inhospitable pre-creation state in verse 2, Genesis 1 goes on to report the process of creation by the word of God. It is described as taking place over six days, each of which has the same basic structure. The day begins with an announcement: “And God said.” God’s will is expressed through his all-powerful word. Following the announcement comes a commandment (“Let there be”) and a report (“And so God made . . . and he separated”). The report is followed by naming, as God not only brings the universe into existence but defines its essential nature. God names only the basic ecosystems, the static life-support systems; the animals, in contrast, he brings to Adam, the first man, for him to name as an act of subordinate authority under God’s rule (2:19–20). Finally, there is an evaluation (“And it was good”) and the whole is placed within a sequential, temporal framework (“There was evening and there was morning”). The latter is an essential element of the creation narrative since it demonstrates that in creation God is ordering not merely cosmic space but time as well. In contrast to ancient views of history that were cyclical or essentially timeless, the biblical understanding of history is linear, proceeding from an origin point (“the beginning”) and moving toward an ending point, as anticipated by the Sabbath rest that is the goal of the original creation week.

      In addition to the repeated themes within the days, there are also patterns that run across the days. For instance, the six days subdivide into two sets of three days. In the first three days, with four creative words (each beginning with “And God said”) God creates the spaces and life-support systems of the universe:

      (1)  light (one word; 1:3–5)

      (2)  sky and waters (one word; vv. 6–8)

      (3)  land and seas; vegetation (two words; vv. 9–10, 11–13).

      In the first three days God replaces an inhospitable wilderness with an inhabitable universe. Then in the next three days, again with four creative words, God creates various moving creatures to fill these spaces:

      (4)  sun, moon, and stars (one word; vv. 14–19)

      (5)  fish and birds (one word; vv. 20–23)

      (6)  various beasts; humans (two words; vv. 24–25, 26–27).

      In these last three days God replaces emptiness with fullness. The sun, moon, and stars on day four correspond to the light on day one; the fish and birds in day five correspond to the seas and skies in day two; and the beasts and man in day six correspond to the land and vegetation on day three. In each triad the creative work moves from the heavens to the water to the earth. Each triad ends with two creative words on the last day and with the earth’s bringing something forth.

      This structure is designed to call attention to the sixth day, which is the chronological and literary climax: the report of the sixth day takes up twice as much space as any other day. Not only that, but God breaks into poetry over the man he has created (v. 27); for the first time a day is deemed not simply good but “very good.” This, the sixth day, with the creation of man, is the high point of the story so far, to be surpassed only by the seventh day and the cosmic rest it anticipates.

      In keeping with the structure described earlier, the first day revolves around the creation of light and its separation from darkness (vv. 3–4). God is not said here to create darkness (though cf. Isa. 45:7), perhaps because darkness is perceived as a negative entity rather a positive one. Separation is a key concept in Genesis 1, flowing from the idea of there being a proper place for everything, with boundaries determined by God. A collapse in the boundaries between the distinct realms of light and darkness would be a sign of God’s returning cosmos to chaos as an act of ultimate judgment (e.g., Zech. 14:6–7).

      Light and darkness are thus imagined not in modern scientific terms as the presence or absence of electromagnetic radiation but rather as two distinct realms: a realm of light and a realm of darkness, each of which will receive its proper inhabitants on day four. These realms are given their names, “Day” and “Night,” by God in an act of sovereign determination. The privilege of naming someone or something was a sign of power in the ancient world; for example, an Egyptian pharaoh renames Eliakim as “Jehoiakim” before placing him on the throne of Judah in place of his deposed brother (2 Kings 23:34). God is not sovereign merely over humans, on occasions giving them new names (cf. Genesis 17); he rules even over the foundational structures of the universe, such as day and night. His authority is finally evident in the new name that will be given to “the one who conquers” in Revelation 2:17.

      By beginning his work with the creation of day and night God starts out by ordering time as well as space, a theme underlined by the refrain that divides the creative acts: “There was evening and there was morning, the [number] day” (Gen. 1:5, 8, 13, etc.). Much ink has been spilled on the question of whether the days are normal, representational, or analogical. These questions are important, and each reader should be convinced in his or her own mind.18 However, it is worth remembering that these questions would have been unlikely to occur to the original readers, or most readers throughout the history of the church, so the meaning of the passage should be able to be established without recourse to this discussion.

      1:6–8 The second day begins with the creation of a raqiaʿ (“expanse”; KJV: “firmament”). This word is hard to translate into English; the underlying Hebrew verb means to beat out metal (Isa. 40:19), though most uses of the noun refer back to the creational context. It seems plausible that the underlying metaphor depicts the bright sky as a metal mirror19 that God has hammered out and set in place (Job 37:18), but the poetic image should not be pressed too strongly. Robert Alter suggests “vault,” like a vaulted ceiling, which seems as good a concept as any.20

      More importantly, the spreading out of the raqiaʿ represents a mighty act of God’s incomparable power, as well as establishing a fundamental division between the heavenly realm and the earthly (cf. Ezek. 1:22). The raqiaʿ is part of the heavenly realm and may thus be named “the heavens,” in contrast to the earth. It is also an element of the water cycle, dividing the waters above, from which the rain and dew descend, and the waters below, which include rivers as well as seas and the subterranean deeps (Gen. 1:6–8). As a result, God is sovereign over the provision of the life-giving elements of dew and rain, as well as the chaotic seas (cf. Psalm 29).

      1:9–13 On the third day two creative words are spoken by God. His first word gathers the waters under the heavens, so that dry ground can appear (Gen. 1:9), which is then named “Earth” (v. 10; or “land”). After this the land is commanded to bring forth vegetation, which it does: each plant has within it the seed necessary to propagate itself according to its own kind (v. 12), stressing again the orderly universe that the Lord has created. This is the first occurrence of the word “seed,” which will have a prominent role to play later in Genesis: like the plants, humans too carry seed, and each generation will reproduce the image of the father in the children. The distinction of different “kinds” of animals anticipates the later Levitical laws against mixing species (Lev. 19:19)—God’s order for creation is to be respected.

      Although the earth “brings forth” the plants, this is in no way conceived as a naturalistic process; these elements too are part of what God has made (cf. Gen. 1:24–25, where the animals that the earth brings forth are “made” by God). The lesson for an agricultural community is obvious: God makes the ground fruitful, not the pagan deities. Vegetation belongs in the first triad of days because it does not move, unlike the various elements of the second triad.21

      1:14–19 On day four the second triad of days begins, as the spaces created in the first triad receive their occupants. Day and night were created on day one, and, correspondingly, God creates the sun, moon, and stars on day four (v. 16). Their purpose is also assigned: to distinguish between day and night; to distinguish between seasons, months, and years; and to act as signs, as well as the more obvious function of imparting light to the earth (vv. 14–15). The announcement in verses 14–15 is fulfilled in reverse order in verses 17–18, placing the focus on the creative act itself in verse 16.

      The function of these heavenly bodies is carefully limited to providing services to those on earth. Though they have the honor of “rule” over day and night (v. 18), they have no independent status as deities, as they do in other ancient Near Eastern creation accounts. Indeed, the sun and moon are not even called by name in Genesis 1 but are denoted as “the greater light” and “the lesser light” (v. 16). The stars, which were conceived by many in antiquity as controlling human destinies and whose creation comes before the moon and the sun in the Enuma Elish, are almost an afterthought at the end of verse 16. Although the heavenly lights are good and useful to humanity, there is nothing in their nature that deserves worship or praise. Indeed, part of their function is to remind humans of the appropriate time to worship their Creator: moʾadim in verse 14, which the ESV renders “seasons,” generally has religious festivals in view (cf. Lev. 23:2). The stars also serve as a testimony to the Lord’s power and authority (cf. Ps. 19:1–6).

      1:20–23 On day two the skies were formed first, followed by the seas, whereas on day five the skies and seas are populated in reverse order. The seas are filled with smaller, “swarms of living creatures” (Hb. sherets), which conjures up an image of abundant schools of fish (Gen. 1:20). The seas are also the home of “great sea creatures” (tanninim); these sea monsters, like Leviathan (cf. Job 41; Ps. 74:14), feature in cosmic battles in other ancient creation narratives, but in the biblical account they are merely one more of God’s obedient creatures (Ps. 148:7).22 There is no intense battle against chaos in Genesis 1, out of which the earth finally emerges. Rather there is the simple, repeated, unruffled combination “And God said . . . and it was so.”

      The skies are likewise filled with birds or, more precisely, “flying things” (cf. ESV mg.)—ʿop is a broader term than zippor (“bird”), encompassing insects and bats as well (cf. Lev. 11:19–20). All these are “living creatures” (nepesh hakhayyah; Gen. 1:21); like the beasts and humans, they are to be fruitful and multiply under God’s blessing in their proper place, in the waters of the seas and upon the earth (v. 22). The Levitical laws will later divide animals, birds, and insects into the categories of “clean” and “unclean,” but these divisions are not there in the beginning: at the outset of creation all creatures are “good.” They are “blessed” with the ability to procreate, a key linkage between the original creation and God’s new order that will be established in Noah (9:1, 7), and ultimately in Abram in Genesis 12:1–3.

      1:24–31 The sixth day parallels the third in that both record two creative words of God (“And God said”). On the third day the land appeared and brought forth vegetation, while on the sixth day the land brings forth animals and vegetation is assigned to them as food. As noted earlier, the sixth day is the literary and chronological climax of creation thus far, with the longest description of any of the days. The living creatures are brought forth from the earth and reproduce after their own kind, as was the case with vegetation (cf. 1:11–12). However, they acquire a special honor in being brought into existence on the same day as humanity, and, along with humanity, they are given the plants and trees as food (vv. 29–30).

      The formation of humanity in the image of God is the climax of the sixth day, and with it of the entire creation week. Humans are the only part of creation addressed directly by God, setting them apart from all other creatures. The concept of all humanity, male and female, slave and free, as being made equally in the image of God was radically countercultural in the ancient Near East. A proverb dated to the reign of the Assyrian king Esarhaddon (r. 681–669 BC) claims, “Man is the shadow of a god, a slave is the shadow of a man; but the king is like the (very) image of a god.”23 Women did not merit a mention in the proverb, being ranked even lower than slaves! In the Bible, however, women are fully equal to men in status, even though the sexes are assigned different roles in Genesis 2. This passage also shows that our gender as male or female is an essential feature of God’s design from the beginning, not a mere social construct that can be reconfigured in a multitude of ways according to one’s desires or feelings.

      The importance of the decision to make mankind is underlined by the unusual act of self-deliberation preceding it: “Let us make man in our image” (v. 26).24 This plural is not merely an address to the heavenly council. No such body appears in this passage (unlike in Isa. 6:8, where the plural may perhaps have that force), for reasons that should be obvious: nothing can distract from the relentless monotheism of the creative process. There is no divine or angelic being but God, the Lord, involved in creating the world (cf. Isa. 40:14). Humans are made not in the image of angels but in the image of God himself. There is not yet here a full revelation of the Trinity, but later biblical revelation fills out that doctrine, showing us God’s creation by the Word (Jesus; cf. John 1:1–14), through the work of the Spirit (Gen. 1:2). In that regard it is intriguing that it is as “male and female” that humanity is made in God’s image, hinting at the relational dimension at the heart of the Trinity as a differentiated unity. But no earthly analog can ultimately explain the mystery of the Trinity.

      Genesis 1 does not unpack all that is involved in being made in the image of God. But this text is a striking affirmation for the OT, which is so resistant to any attempt to image God in worship in any form—human or nonhuman (Ex. 20:4).25 In context, the emphasis on man’s ruling over the lower creation as a vassal king fits the ancient Near Eastern emphasis on the relationship between image and kingship. There are a nobility and a rule assigned to humanity by being made in God’s image, as well as the implication of the possibility of a relationship with the God who made us sufficiently like him that we could come to know him. Theologians have organized a number of attributes under this theme—rationality, morality, goodness, and so on—and have sometimes sought to distinguish between “image” (Hb. tselem) and “likeness” (demut). However, in Genesis these seem to be broadly synonymous terms, as is common in Hebrew poetry, and both image and likeness continue in man after the fall (Gen. 9:6; James 3:9), though damaged through sin and in need of renovation. Although God has no body, even our physical bodies reflect something of the nature of God: our ears reflect his power of hearing, and our arms image his power to save (cf. Deut. 26:8; Ps. 94:9). Since we are inscribed with God’s image, we belong to him and owe him our service (cf. Matt. 22:20–21).

      Having made humanity in his image, God then blesses them, turning his face toward them in favor (Num. 6:24–26) and endowing them with the gifts of fruitfulness and life (Gen. 1:28). Together as male and female they are to fill the earth with their offspring and subdue it—not in an oppressive way but by organizing it productively and beautifully so that its varied aspects cohere in form and function. In the beginning the animals and birds have no fear of humanity or each other, just as it will be in the new heavens and new earth (cf. Isa. 65:25).

      As a final act of blessing, God provides food for humans and animals, assigning them plants and fruit as their food (Gen. 1:29–30). This does not necessarily mean that all creatures were vegetarians before the fall, any more than it means that humans could have eaten grass. The point is that God has made a world in which everything necessary for human and animal flourishing has been provided. The original inhabitants of the world God has made lack for nothing, so much so that at the end of the creative process God can survey the universe he has made and declare it “very good” (v. 31).

      2:1–3 It might seem, now that the creative work is done, that the initial episode is over—hence the ending of chapter 1. The heavens and the earth (days 1–3) and all their inhabitants (days 4–6) are now in place (Gen. 2:1). However, the author adds a crucial seventh day to the week, recording the fact that on it God rests from all his labors (v. 2). Since God never gets tired or weary, this cannot be a rest for his own sake but makes sense only as a model for humanity, made in his image, to follow. Other cultures in antiquity had significant cycles of seven days, but the concept of breaking up time into a series of seven-day weeks seems to be original to the OT.26 A seven-day system cuts across all natural rhythms that may be derived from the sun and moon (such as years and months) and therefore becomes a means for Israel to subordinate its time to God’s rule. It is a weekly reminder that God made the universe without our help and that the universe can continue on without us. Six days of labor culminating in a seventh day of rest points humanity forward, even before the fall, from the work of this world to the ultimate rest for which humanity has been created. The original world, good though it was, was never intended to be humanity’s final destination. God created time as well as space, and his intention from the very beginning was to bring both to an ultimate conclusion in Christ.

      Response

      Origin stories, like the one in Genesis 1:1–2:3, are designed to define the nature of the world and the relationships that exist within it. Who am I as a human being? How do I relate to God/the gods? How am I like or unlike the animals? What defines my purpose in life? Every culture, ancient or modern, that has ever existed has its own answers to these questions, which define our understanding of the reality around us. As a result, the biblical worldview is necessarily polemical, insofar as its origin story provides different answers to these questions than other worldviews do. In its ancient context it described a world made by one sovereign, all-powerful God—the same God, we learn in Genesis 2, who under the name Yahweh will make a covenant with Israel’s forefathers and ultimately bring them out of the land of Egypt. In the biblical worldview there is no equally powerful force of chaos constantly threatening to undo the cosmos if the proper rituals are not performed by humans. There is no heavenly conflict between different gods with different agendas, some of whom may be for humanity but most of whom do not care about us. The only God makes everything good in the beginning.

      To apply the insights of this passage in a modern context, we must ask about the modern answers to these questions. Many around us believe an origin story based (loosely)27 on evolutionary ideas, in which there is no god (and therefore no being to whom humans are ultimately accountable). Reality around us is the result of a series of random chance events with no ultimate arbiter of truth; we therefore define for ourselves who we are and how we relate to other humans and animals, including foundational concepts such as the nature of gender or marriage. There is still some carryover of ideas from a more broadly Christian conception, such as the uniqueness of human beings, but these ideals are swiftly ebbing since they lack any proper foundation in a secular origin narrative.

      The biblical account provides the foundation for our understanding of racial and sexual equality, since both men and women are made in the image of God, without reference to a particular tribe or ethnicity (cf. Genesis 10). This provides an inherent value for persons based simply on their humanity, without regard to physical or mental capacities. That much sounds appealing to the modern world, especially since there is no similar basis for these concepts in the secular origin narrative.

      However, the biblical origin story also calls us to submit to the Lord’s rule over our lives, not least in the shape of a weekly Sabbath rest—something that is much less attractive to our culture. Although the OT ceremonial aspects of the Sabbath have passed away (Col. 2:16), the Sabbath as a foundational principle of life was made for man (and creation) at the outset of all things and therefore it is prima facie likely to be a persistent obligation and blessing (Heb. 4:1–13). The biblical origin story is not just a metaphorical (or mythical) account but rather an understanding of reality rooted in actual history. The story that begins in Genesis 1:1 continues on in unbroken fashion down to the lives of the patriarchs and the history of Israel as a nation. In this it is quite unlike other ancient Near Eastern creation narratives.

      There was, however, another clear lesson for the generation to which Moses was writing. They found themselves in a literal desert, surrounded by tohu vabohu everywhere they looked. But even such unpromising conditions could not stand between them and their possession of the Land of Promise if God was on their side and his Spirit was hovering over them (cf. Deut. 32:10–12). That is a timeless lesson for God’s people. Like the people of Isaiah’s day, we often find ourselves walking in deep darkness and hopelessness (Isa. 9:2). We too need the life-giving light of the Lord’s favor to shine upon us, bringing us deliverance from the darkness and chaos of our sin-entangled lives. As the apostle Paul reminds us, the same God who commanded the light to shine in the darkness in the beginning now shines his light in our hearts as well, enabling us to recognize the glory of God shining in the face of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 4:6). Our God will one day re-create his good world in all its intricate details as an eternal home for his redeemed people, and he invites us to share that inheritance through faith in Christ.Genesis 1:1–2:3

      Genesis 2:4–25

      Genesis 2:4–25

       4 2:4    These are the generations

          of the heavens and the earth when they were created,

          in the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens.

      5 2:5When no bush of the field1 was yet in the land2 and no small plant of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had not caused it to rain on the land, and there was no man to work the ground, 6 2:6and a mist3 was going up from the land and was watering the whole face of the ground— 7 2:7then the Lord God formed the man of dust from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature. 8 2:8And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed. 9 2:9And out of the ground the Lord God made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food. The tree of life was in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

      10 2:10A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided and became four rivers. 11 2:11The name of the first is the Pishon. It is the one that flowed around the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold. 12 2:12And the gold of that land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are there. 13 2:13The name of the second river is the Gihon. It is the one that flowed around the whole land of Cush. 14 2:14And the name of the third river is the Tigris, which flows east of Assyria.4 And the fourth river is the Euphrates.

      15 2:15The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. 16 2:16And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, 17 2:17but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat5 of it you shall surely die.”

      18 2:18Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for6 him.” 19 2:19Now out of the ground the Lord God had formed7 every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them to the man to see what he would call them. And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. 20 2:20The man gave names to all livestock and to the birds of the heavens and to every beast of the field. But for Adam8 there was not found a helper fit for him. 21 2:21So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. 22 2:22And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made9 into a woman and brought her to the man. 23 2:23Then the man said,

        “  This at last is bone of my bones

          and flesh of my flesh;

          she shall be called Woman,

          because she was taken out of Man.”10

      24 2:24Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. 25 2:25And the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed.

      1 Or open country 2 Or earth; also verse 6 3 Or spring 4 Or Asshur 5 Or when you eat 6 Or corresponding to; also verse 20 7 Or And out of the ground the Lord God formed 8 Or the man 9 Hebrew built 10 The Hebrew words for woman (ishshah) and man (ish) sound alike 

      Section Overview

      The majority of the book of Genesis is structured by ten toledot formulae (cf. comment on 2:4–7) scattered throughout the book. These formulae divide up the narrative into sections of varying sizes and significance but highlight the fact that Genesis is a connected family history—indeed, the title “Genesis” comes from the Greek translation of this word in the LXX. Genesis 1:1–2:3 stands outside this literary structure, forming a prologue to the larger account, or, in musical terms, the overture to the symphony. Genesis 2:4 marks the first of these toledot formulae. This chapter covers ground parallel to Genesis 1 but focuses on the “things generated” by the heavens and the earth, especially the first humans, Adam and Eve. As in Genesis 1, the main actor in Genesis 2 is God—or more precisely “the Lord God” (yhwh ʾelohim). He is the one who forms the man (2:7), plants the garden (v. 8), sovereignly places the man in the garden (v. 15), assigns him his tasks there (vv. 15, 16), notices his potential for loneliness (v. 18), and provides him with a bride (vv. 21–22).

      As is Genesis 1:1–2:3, Genesis 2:4–25 is an origin story, a defining narrative that intends to shape its readers’ understanding of the nature of reality. In this case the focus is on God’s creation of a garden-sanctuary for the first couple and their disparate roles in God’s design for marriage. As in Genesis 1, the key thought is that God creates all things good for humans—the single “not good” element, Adam’s aloneness (Gen. 2:18), being swiftly rectified. This consistent picture makes all the more jarring the claims of the serpent in Genesis 3 that the Lord God does not have mankind’s best interests at heart.

      Section Outline

        II.  The Family History of the Heavens and the Earth (2:4–4:26)

      A.  Adam and Eve in the Garden (2:4–2:25)

      Comment

      2:4–7 The Hebrew word toledot (“generations”; or “family history”28) comes from a root that means “to generate” or “to father a child”; the formula “These are the generations of X” typically introduces the history of X’s offspring. Some scholars have argued that this is a closing rather than an opening formula, which would then include Genesis 1:1–2:3 in the larger structure of Genesis but at the cost of excluding 37:3–50:26.29 It is clear, however, from the use of the formula elsewhere that it introduces the section that follows (cf. Num. 3:1; Ruth 4:18), and that makes the best sense in Genesis as well.

      Here the creator God is identified as yahweh ʾelohim (“the Lord God”), an unusual title that occurs more frequently in Genesis 2–3 than it does in the entirety of the rest of the OT. The reason for this change in title is not due to different source material, one with a different name for God (as many critical scholars claim). Rather it is an emphatic way in which the author can identify the transcendent God who created the universe in chapter 1 with the covenant deity, Yahweh, who led his people out of Egypt, while making it clear that there is only one God. In a pantheistic context great care would be necessary to avoid the misconception that a High God, Elohim, had made the world but then delegated the task of creating insignificant humanity to a lesser deity, Yahweh. No! In Israel’s world there is only one God, and Yahweh is his name (cf. Deut. 6:4).

      Having offered a chronological account of creation in Genesis 1, marked by repeated temporal notices, the author makes a more thematic presentation in Genesis 2. He starts by observing a twofold lack at a specific point in the creative process. Certain kinds of plants30 had not yet been made because there was not yet a regular water source to support them, nor yet a human to cultivate them (Gen. 2:5). That twofold lack is no sooner introduced into the storyline than the Lord answers it by creating a water source and a caregiver. First he establishes a “mist” (or perhaps better a “raincloud”) to provide rain,31 and then he makes a man from the dust of the earth to care for these plants (vv. 6–7). This establishes a connection between humans (ʾadam) and the cultivation of the ground (ʾadamah; v. 5) that will be developed later in the garden (v. 15). The main point, however, is the immediate provision by the Lord of anything that is lacking, so that creation might be good for humanity. After the intervention of sin, however, the twin blessings of tilling the ground and God’s provision of rain will also have a dark side, as humans are condemned to till the cursed soil and God pours out rain in overwhelming quantities in the flood.

      The creation process is described in very concrete terms, with the first man being formed out of the dust from the ground and inbreathed with the very breath of God himself (v. 7)—a uniquely personal mode of creation32 in comparison to the rest of the animals, which were brought forth by the earth (1:24). In the creation of humanity the Lord “forms” (yatzar) the man, as a potter (yotser) might shape a piece of clay, an image highlighting the Lord’s absolute sovereignty over human beings (cf. Jer. 18:6; Rom. 9:20). Man’s origin in the dust highlights his fragility (Ps. 103:14), yet the Bible holds out no vision of humanity’s ultimately transcending the body and existing on a purely spiritual plane. Rather it envisages a bodily resurrection in which the earthly body is transformed into a heavenly one (cf. 1 Cor. 15:35–49).

      2:8–17 Not content with making a good world for mankind, the Lord takes the man he has made and places him in a garden (Gen. 2:8), a place of special fruitfulness in a fruitful world—a kind of Most Holy Place in a holy land.33 In the ancient Near East, temples generally faced east, toward the rising sun. So also the access to the garden of Eden is from the east, a fact demonstrated by the location of the guardian cherubim in Genesis 3:24.34 Technically the garden is “in Eden,” suggesting that the name Eden was attached to the larger area around the garden that was also a place a special abundance (2:11–14). Gold and onyx are associated with the high priestly breastplate in Exodus 28:20 and Ezekiel 28:13, while bdellium is associated elsewhere with the color of the manna from heaven (Num. 11:7).

      The garden of Eden is set upon a mountain. This location is implicit in Genesis 2:10, where the four rivers flow out of the garden to all four points of the compass, and becomes explicit in Ezekiel 28:13–14, where Eden is called the mountain of God. Mountains in the Bible, as elsewhere in the ancient Near East, symbolize God’s connection with man. Mount Sinai is where Moses receives his great revelation from God (Exodus 32–34). Ezekiel’s picture of a restored temple in Ezekiel 40 is located on a high mountain, and so too is the new Jerusalem in Revelation 21:10. It is no coincidence that Jesus’ transfiguration and ascension take place on mountains. The Bible is full of mountaintop experiences with God—and such is the case with Eden.

      Out of this “garden on the mount” flow four rivers that impart blessing to the whole world. Two of these rivers are easily identifiable, the Tigris and the Euphrates, the chief rivers of Mesopotamia. The other two, the Pishon and the Gihon, remain enigmatic. Even the identifiers “Cush” and “Havilah” do not necessarily provide greater clarity, since several places are named Cush in the Bible, and Havilah remains indeterminate. Perhaps that is the point: the geography of Eden cannot be straightforwardly mapped onto the world as we know it, but neither is it in an imaginary location.

      Clearly the garden is well watered, without the need for irrigation, which was so prevalent and necessary in much of the ancient Near East. Yet there is more to the “river of life” that flows from Eden than merely the provision of water. It is the flowing source of life for the whole earth. The image of a life-giving stream flowing from the sanctuary is ubiquitous in Scripture, from here to the closing chapter of Revelation, which features a similar river that flows outward from the throne of God and the Lamb to nourish the tree of life, whose fruit appears every month and whose leaves are for the healing of the nations (Rev. 22:1–2). The motif of the river of life is attested also in mythological literature of the ancient Near East, while the tree of life is itself a feature typical of sanctuaries, in the form of a literal sacred tree or a symbolic representation of such a tree.35

      If Eden is thus a sanctuary, it sheds light on the task assigned to the man, to “work” (Hb. ʿabad) and “keep” it (shamar; “take care”). When these two phrases occur together in the OT, they normally refer to priestly work, especially the work of guarding from profane intrusion the sphere of that which is sacred.36 In short, Adam should have been keeping his eye open for serpents that contradicted the word of God and crushing them on sight. After all, that is what God promises that his seed, the new Adam, will do when he comes (Gen. 3:15).

      In 2:16–17 Adam receives his instructions (torah, we might say, to utilize the later terminology). He is commanded first to eat freely of all the trees of the garden—the law begins by enjoining the enjoyment of the good world he has been given (v. 16). Only after this positive command to delight in all the attractive trees of the garden (cf. v. 9) is the restriction imposed that he may not eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. In this way an element of conditionality is imposed upon mankind’s existence in the garden. Will they submit to their Creator’s definition of “good” and “evil”—ordaining which trees are “good” to eat and which would be “evil” to eat—or will they seek autonomously to determine for themselves that which constitutes good and evil? To eat defiantly from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil would be to make a claim of absolute moral authority, a prerogative the Bible reserves for God alone.

      As God’s priest, it is Adam’s task to teach this torah to Eve. In regard to the trees of the garden he is to teach her to “distinguish between the holy and the common, and between the unclean and the clean” (Lev. 10:10, 11), so that both might live and not die (the Hebrew is a strong imperative of the infinitive absolute, followed by the cognate verb: “You shall surely die”). The one who is faithful in keeping torah will “live,” a term describing not merely physical life but the fullness of relationship with the Great King that flows from obedience. Death, on the other hand, means estrangement from both God and the covenant community. To be cut off from God’s people is to be “dead” even while physically still alive, for in such a case one would be separated from the source of life, which in the garden is symbolized concretely in the form of the tree of life.

      2:18–25 Into this original world of universal sweetness and light a discordant note enters at Genesis 2:18: The Lord God remarks, “It is not good that the man should be alone.” Thus far everything has been “good” (six times in Genesis 1) or “very good” (a climactic 7th pronouncement), but now there is not merely something lacking in goodness (Hb. ʾen tob) but something that is positively not good (loʾ tob).37 Man is not meant to be a solitary creature: he needs a “helper corresponding to him” (2:18; cf. ESV mg.).

      As is often the case when the Bible describes a particularly challenging situation, an initial insufficient solution is presented before the final answer is provided.38 First the Lord brings to Adam all the animals that he has (previously)39 made so that Adam can name them—a sign of his lordship over them as God’s visible representative on earth. But no suitable helper for Adam is found among them (v. 20). The animals are created for man’s enjoyment and blessing, but they are no substitute for human society. The purpose of placing man in the midst of this zoo is not so that God could determine by trial and error whether Adam could be happy living with an armadillo or a zebra; God knew already that he was not going to squander his greatest creation on an unappreciative audience.40 However, it is necessary for the man to feel his aloneness and to understand that it is not good for him to be alone. Rabbinic commentators imagine all the animals bounding up to Adam in pairs to be named, underlining his solitary state.41 The Trinitarian God does not intend his created image to dwell alone. Man is built for marriage—and so, of course, is woman (cf. Prov. 18:22).

      To provide for this need in man God creates woman. Unlike with the creation of man, Eve is not formed from the dust of the ground but “built” from one of Adam’s ribs to emphasize their close connection. As Matthew Henry puts it, “Eve was not taken out of Adam’s head to top him, neither out of his feet to be trampled on by him, but out of his side to be equal with him, under his arm to be protected by him, and near his heart to be loved by him.”42 The Lord first places Adam under a very “deep sleep” (tardemah; Gen. 2:21), a word found often in the context of dreams and visions and almost always divinely induced (cf. Gen. 15:12; 1 Sam. 26:12).43 God then brings the woman to the man, playing the role of the father of the bride (or the attendant at a Jewish wedding), whose job it is to present the bride to the groom.44

      The woman is perfectly designed to be a “helper corresponding to” the man (ESV mg. on Gen. 2:18). Eve is man’s equal in being—created in the image of God, just as man is (1:27). God creates for the man not a “helper like him” (ʿezer kamohu) but a “helper corresponding to” him (ʿezer kenegdo). There is no suggestion of inferiority in this title, for God himself can be called our helper (e.g., Ps. 33:20). Rather the focus is on complementarity: like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, men and women are designed to fit together perfectly, completing each other precisely because they are not the same but have different roles.

      When Adam is presented with God’s answer to his need, he breaks into the first recorded human poetry:45 “Yes! This is it! Bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23 AT).46 Adam also names her “Woman,” just as he named the animals, as an act of authority (v. 23; cf. v. 19). Yet that authority is softened by the passive voice of the verb, “She shall be called,” and the acknowledgement in the form of her name that she is from him, made of the same stuff (ʾishah from ʾish).

      Just as Genesis 1 climaxes in the Sabbath, a day of rest with lasting significance for all humanity, so chapter 2 climaxes in the union of Eve and Adam, a model for marriage for all human societies. Even the most holy people in the OT, the high priest and the Nazirite, are allowed to marry. Marriage is holy; it is life as God intended. Indeed, the marriage relationship is assigned priority even over relationships within the husband’s family of origin: the husband is commanded to leave his father and mother—the very ones whom he is told to honor in the fifth commandment (cf. Ex. 20:12)—and cleave to his wife in a unique one-flesh relationship (Gen. 2:24). Since in most cases in antiquity sons did not leave the physical household of their parents, this “leaving” must be metaphorical, giving preference and honor to his wife over long-lasting and deeply rooted family ties. There was no need for a similar instruction to brides, since the wife usually moved in with her new in-laws.

      However, this absolute statement of the goodness and priority of marriage is qualified in the NT. There is a spiritual gift of celibacy; some are gifted not to marry so that they can be free to serve God (Matt. 19:11), while there may be times when even wives must be counted as secondary in pursuit of God’s kingdom (Luke 14:26). Paul makes a remarkable statement in 1 Corinthians 7:1: “It is good for a man not to marry” (ICB), which he then goes on to explain as being due to the particular challenges of the present situation in Corinth (cf. 1 Cor. 7:29–35). In a fallen world there may be some circumstances in which singleness is better, as Paul’s own example illustrates (cf. 1 Cor. 7:8). But singleness is not in itself a higher, more spiritual state than marriage, as the monks and nuns thought in the Middle Ages. Although Jesus himself was not married while he lived here on earth, he has a bride prepared for him, his church. The usual state for human beings to desire and pursue is marriage.

      Profound though the parent-child bond is, only the bond of marriage involves becoming “one flesh.” This has in view far more than sexual intercourse, though certainly not less than that. Intercourse is indeed designed by God to create and sustain deep bonds of relationship, which is why sexual relations outside of marriage are so deeply damaging (1 Cor. 6:16). Just as the prohibition on eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is preceded by the command to eat freely of all the other trees of the garden (Gen. 2:16–17), so also the command “You shall not commit adultery” (Ex. 20:14) is preceded by the celebration of unashamed sexuality within marriage (Gen. 2:24–25). Similarly, the prohibition on homosexual activity and relationships (e.g., Lev. 20:13) is preceded by the foundational and defining marriage between a man and a woman, two distinct and different genders joined in one flesh (Matt. 19:5–6). They were naked before one another, with nothing to hide because neither was seeking an advantage over the other. As long as they were both agreed that the Lord was their king and that they would mutually submit to the roles he had defined for them, there was nothing over which to fight. It is only after they decide to strive after divine status and throw off the Lord’s yoke that conflict—and therefore concealment and shame—becomes inevitable (Gen. 3:7).

      Response

      Genesis 1–2 lays the foundation and sets the trajectory for understanding the cosmos properly, whenever and wherever we live. The world and everything in it was created by God and belongs to him. Humans are not merely animals but transcend them in their composition and calling. We were made to worship God together, coming into his presence with praise, glorifying and enjoying our Creator. And marriage is a sacred joining of one man and one woman in an unbreakable relationship intended to result in offspring (“filling the earth”; 1:28) and mutual encouragement (“a helper corresponding to him”; ESV mg. on 2:18). If Genesis 1 is lofty and poetic prose, stressing the transcendence of almighty God, then Genesis 2 paints a more personal and intimate picture of the Lord’s interactions with the world, especially with humanity. Israel’s God (and ours) is both the high and holy God who inhabits eternity and also the God who stoops down to dwell with the humble and contrite in spirit (Isa. 57:15).

      This passage has wide-ranging implications for understanding our place in the world. Created in the world to have dominion over it, the first man was immediately taken out of the wider world and placed directly in the divine presence and in divine service. This is how the creation mandate was intended to be exercised: man was to control the world not primarily by immersing himself in the tasks of ordering it but by “seek[ing] first the kingdom of God” (Matt. 6:33). If Adam was relating rightly to his Creator, then he would necessarily respond rightly to creation. This includes the male-female relationship. As with his dominion within wider creation, the man is given the obligation of seeking to understand the nature of the marriage relationship as well as the duty to maintain it first of all by exercising a God-centered life (1 Pet. 3:7).

      Eve’s task of helping Adam certainly includes the chief end for which he is made: glorifying and enjoying God in the garden-sanctuary within which they are placed. It is not possible to worship and glorify God to the fullest extent on one’s own or in company with a Labrador retriever! Human fellowship is required. The first couple’s freedom and privilege are enormous: they are given a home in the most beautiful part of the most perfect world, living in the presence of God himself, constantly enjoying the smile of his blessing. The only limitation on their freedom is the command not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen. 2:17), hardly an onerous restriction in a garden filled with other good trees to enjoy (vv. 8–9).

      Of course, we no longer live in Eden. Nakedness is no longer unaccompanied by shame, and marriage sometimes ends in divorce. With the fall in Genesis 3 everything has changed. Our world is cursed because of human sin, which mars the natural order as well as complicating our relationships with God, with other humans (especially our spouses), and with the created order. The “good” trajectory launched in Genesis 1–2 has turned tragically “evil” through the entry of sin. But God’s plan from the beginning included a new creation, in which he would redeem a people for himself in Christ—a people who would become the spotless bride of Christ, clothed in his righteousness, and would inhabit a new creation, of which they themselves would be part. God’s goal for humanity is not merely union with one another in marriage but the deeper reality that marriage exists to image: the union between Christ and his church (Eph. 5:32). This goal can be accomplished only through Christ’s self-sacrifice for his bride, which now becomes the inspiration and model for Christian husbands (Eph. 5:25–27), while Christian wives are called to submit to their husbands as the church submits to Christ (Eph. 5:24).Genesis 2:4–25

      Genesis 3

      Genesis 3

      3 3:1Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the Lord God had made.

      He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You1 shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” 2 3:2And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden, 3 3:3but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree that is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 4 3:4But the serpent said to the woman, “You will not surely die. 5 3:5For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 6 3:6So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise,2 she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate. 7 3:7Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. And they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves loincloths.

      8 3:8And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool3 of the day, and the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden. 9 3:9But the Lord God called to the man and said to him, “Where are you?”4 10 3:10And he said, “I heard the sound of you in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself.” 11 3:11He said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” 12 3:12The man said, “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate.” 13 3:13Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this that you have done?” The woman said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”

      14 3:14The Lord God said to the serpent,

        “  Because you have done this,

          cursed are you above all livestock

          and above all beasts of the field;

          on your belly you shall go,

          and dust you shall eat

          all the days of your life.

      15 3:15    I will put enmity between you and the woman,

          and between your offspring5 and her offspring;

          he shall bruise your head,

          and you shall bruise his heel.”

      16 3:16To the woman he said,

        “  I will surely multiply your pain in childbearing;

          in pain you shall bring forth children.

          Your desire shall be for6 your husband,

          and he shall rule over you.”

      17 3:17And to Adam he said,

        “  Because you have listened to the voice of your wife

          and have eaten of the tree

          of which I commanded you,

        ‘  You shall not eat of it,’

          cursed is the ground because of you;

          in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life;

      18 3:18    thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you;

          and you shall eat the plants of the field.

      19 3:19    By the sweat of your face

          you shall eat bread,

          till you return to the ground,

          for out of it you were taken;

          for you are dust,

          and to dust you shall return.”

      20 3:20The man called his wife’s name Eve, because she was the mother of all living.7 21 3:21And the Lord God made for Adam and for his wife garments of skins and clothed them.

      22 3:22Then the Lord God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of us in knowing good and evil. Now, lest he reach out his hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live forever—” 23 3:23therefore the Lord God sent him out from the garden of Eden to work the ground from which he was taken. 24 3:24He drove out the man, and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim and a flaming sword that turned every way to guard the way to the tree of life.

      1 In Hebrew you is plural in verses 1–5 2 Or to give insight 3 Hebrew wind 4 In Hebrew you is singular in verses 9 and 11 5 Hebrew seed; so throughout Genesis 6 Or to, or toward, or against (see 4:7) 7 Eve sounds like the Hebrew for life-giver and resembles the word for living 

      Section Overview

      In Genesis 1–2 we saw God create a good and perfect world. The one thing that was not good, man’s being alone, was swiftly and perfectly put right. The first man and woman lived in a world in which there was no excuse for sin. Genesis 3 is therefore shocking in its introduction of sin and evil into this world: we move from a perfect world into a broken and dysfunctional one in the space of a few verses. Some theologians are reluctant to speak of a “fall” since the Bible does not use that terminology explicitly. But it is hard to think of a better term for the injury inflicted on all subsequent humanity by Adam and Eve’s original sin—a sin that affects not only themselves but all subsequent offspring (1 Cor. 15:22).

      As it records the fact and the consequences of that first sin, it is striking that Genesis 3 does not tell us why man sins. Ultimately, there is no reason for sin.47 If there were a “why” behind sin, then in some measure we might claim that sin is not completely our fault; it is (at least in part) the product of our genetics or our environment. Yet Adam and Eve can blame neither of these things. In showing the fundamental irrationality of the very first sin (and all subsequent sins) the Bible reveals us as we really are: without excuse.

      Section Outline

        II.  The Family History of the Heavens and the Earth (2:4–4:26) . . . 

      B.  The Fall (3:1–24)

      Comment

      3:1–5 Genesis 3 begins with a disjunctive construction (vav + nonverb), separating what follows from what precedes grammatically, just as the chapter will separate “life before” from “life after” in a comprehensive way. We are introduced to a new character, “the serpent.” This character is not a god; he is merely one of the creatures that the Lord God has made, albeit potentially dangerous in being “more crafty” (“shrewder”)48 than all other creatures (Gen. 3:1). We are not told the serpent’s backstory here. Indeed, the entire Bible says very little about Satan’s origins, except to affirm that he has been created by God and is subject to his control—he is “God’s devil,”49 as it were, and, wicked though he is, Satan cannot do anything beyond God’s permission (cf. Job 1–2). The form chosen by the serpent is not arbitrary; Leviticus classifies animals in terms of clean and unclean—for a variety of reasons, some connected with eating habits, some with means of locomotion—and snakes are in the unclean category (Lev. 11:42). The serpent’s writhing motion on the ground, which is connected to this episode (cf. Gen. 3:14), makes it an appropriate anti-God image.50

      The serpent speaks to the woman—a surprising turn of events, given our experience of the world. Yet the woman’s experience of life is much more limited at this point, perhaps especially with the “beasts of the field,” who live outside the garden. The serpent clearly targets the woman since she did not hear the prohibition in Genesis 2:16–17 directly from the mouth of God. Yet the man evidently is also present with her throughout the entire encounter (3:6). There is a reversal of the proper ordering of creation from man-woman-beast to beast-woman-man in this chapter. This theme is highlighted by the chiastic structure of the passage in terms of the characters interacting in each scene, which begins with disordered relationships in scenes A and B and ends with those relationships’ being properly reordered after the divine intervention.

      (A) The serpent and the woman (vv. 1–5); the man is silently present (v. 6)

      (B) The woman and “her man” (vv. 6–7)

      (C) God and the man (vv. 8–12); the woman is silently present

      (D) God and the woman (v. 13)

      (E) God and the serpent (vv. 14–15)

      (D') God and the woman (v. 16)

      (C') God and the man (vv. 17–19)

      (B') The man and “his woman” (v. 20)

      (A') God and the man (vv. 21–24)

      As is typical of Satan, the serpent uses the things God has created good for his own wicked purposes. He begins with a question that misrepresents God’s words: “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the garden’?” (v. 1). Far from saying “You shall not eat of any tree in the garden,” what God actually said was, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden” (2:16), with a single exception. Eve’s response is initially accurate—though omitting the intensification of God’s command (“You may surely eat”)—but she adds a clause to God’s words that make the prohibition regarding the tree of life sound petty and legalistic. According to her, God told them not merely to avoid eating from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil but not even to touch it,51 lest they die (3:3). Again Eve omits the intensification of the original command (“You shall surely die”).

      The serpent not only misquotes God; he goes on to contradict him. God had said, “Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” (2:17). Satan says to Eve, however, “You will not surely die” (3:4). His inclusion of the intensification that Eve omitted evinces firsthand knowledge of the truth, even as he twists it to serve his own purposes. The shrewdness of the serpent is evident further in the fact that he never directly tells Eve to eat from the tree; he simply proposes a different exegesis of the key biblical text and then allows her to draw her own desired conclusion. Eve also follows the serpent in referring to the deity generically as “God” rather than by his more relational covenant name, “the Lord.” The greater the distance that exists between humans and the deity, the easier it is for them to believe that God does not have their best interests at heart.

      After the serpent denies the doctrine of judgment (“You will not surely die”; v. 4), the doctrine of divine providence is the next target of the serpent’s attack. Far from acknowledging God’s working all things together for Eve’s good (Rom. 8:28), the serpent claims that God is seeking to protect the uniqueness of his divine status, which would be imperiled if the humans ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and became like him (Gen. 3:5). The irony of the man and woman’s believing this claim is deeply tragic, for God had created them in his very image for rulership over an entire creation designed for their good. Nevertheless, this is the same heresy that we routinely believe any time we choose to sin rather than to obey the Lord’s fatherly commands to us.

      The serpent claims not only that Adam and Eve (the verb is plural) will not die but that they will have their eyes opened, acquiring godlike knowledge and status (vv. 4–5). But the serpent is trading in characteristic half-truths. Adam and Eve do not die immediately, though their fullness of life in God’s presence is immediately lost. Moreover, while their eyes are opened with a new kind of knowledge, this knowledge brings shame and conflict rather than status and power (vv. 7–13).

      3:6–7 In light of the serpent’s words the woman looks at the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in a new way, considering it to be “good for food,” “a delight to the eyes,” and desirable “to make one wise” (v. 6). Even before she takes the fruit she is already beginning to form her own evaluations independently of God’s word.52 In reality, every tree that God had made was “good for food” and “pleasant to the sight” (cf. 2:9), but now she sets her heart on the forbidden tree. The wisdom offered by eating from that tree is certainly not God’s wisdom, for the beginning of that wisdom is the fear of the Lord (Prov. 9:10). The fear of the Lord would have kept her from eating from the tree. Eve’s “logic” thus deconstructs itself, as our reasoning in favor of sin always does. But it is enough to tempt her to take and eat the fruit from the forbidden tree, hoping for a new kind of knowledge that would give her autonomy from her creator. Christian art since at least the Middle Ages has pictured the fruit as an apple, likely based on the fact that in Latin the word for “apple” and for “evil” is the same (malum). The type of fruit is unspecified in the Genesis account, however, and it was unlikely to have been an apple, since those were not introduced to Israel until significantly later.53

      It is at this point that we learn that Adam has evidently been with Eve throughout the entire encounter (Gen. 3:6), apparently without contributing a single word to a conversation in which God’s words to him have been misquoted, maligned, and denied by both the serpent and his own wife. Instead of being Adam’s helper, Eve is leading him astray, and he has done nothing to challenge her. Before the fruit is even touched Adam fails in his God-appointed priestly task as guardian of the sanctuary and teacher of torah. Adam’s sinful abdication of his responsibility throughout the encounter is highlighted at this point by his being named “her husband” (v. 6; “her man”). Sin always subverts God’s ordering of the world. However, the chapter is not devoid of hope. In the corresponding chiastic section B' (cf. structure above), when order is restored after God’s intervention, their relationship is once more “the man and his woman” (v. 20; ESV: “his wife”) as Adam resumes a leadership role by naming his wife “Eve” in response to God’s word of promise.

      Immediately after Adam and Eve sin the consequences of that sin begin to become apparent: “The eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked” (v. 7). Their nakedness had not bothered them previously because they had had nothing to hide. Because they had been content to accept their assigned place in the divine order, there had been nothing over which to fight. But now that they have declared themselves to be as gods, everything is in flux. Once they have rejected the created order, they seek to establish their own order, which inevitably means conflict with one another, a striving for the dominant position. In that struggle, knowledge is power. No longer could they be completely open with one another, because the other person might use that openness against the spouse. As a result, they begin to cover up and hide from one another with ineffectual and uncomfortable loincloths made from fig leaves in a desperate attempt to regain the safety they had experienced prior to the fall (v. 7). In a tragicomic scene, after Adam and Eve’s declaration of cosmic war on the creator of the universe, the highest priority on their to-do list is to sew fig leaves together to hide from one another.

      Adam and Eve do not die immediately, in the sense that their life is not at once extinguished. Otherwise the Lord’s purposes of redemption could not be completed. However, in the Bible death is the reverse of life, not of existence. Adam and Eve’s experience of life in its fullness is immediately greatly diminished as their sin exposes them to shame and fear. The serpent had claimed that, if they disobeyed God, they would experience freedom and power; in actuality their sin brings bondage and helplessness. They discover the hard way that Satan is the real hard taskmaster, not God.

      3:8–13 The futility of Adam and Eve’s attempt to “be like God” is rapidly exposed when the Lord makes known his presence in the garden. It was apparently customary for the Lord to “walk to and fro”54 in the garden on a daily basis. The difficult phrase “With respect to the wind/Spirit of the day” (Hb. leruakh hayyom; v. 8) is understood by most as a temporal description, following the LXX, which translates it “in the afternoon” (to deilinon). This would thus be a reference to the time of day when the afternoon breeze picks up, making it a pleasant time for a walk: “At the breezy time of day” (NET).55 When Adam and Eve heard the sound of God’s arrival, they immediately recognized the inadequacy of their flimsy coverings and ran to hide in the trees, as if the created world could conceal them from the one who had made all things.

      Like a parent confronting a naughty child, the Lord calls out a question that gently invites the man to reveal himself: “Where are you?” (v. 9). Unlike the serpent, who inverted the proper order by approaching the woman, God begins his questioning with the man (the pronoun is singular). Adam immediately emerges from hiding and answers not only God’s question but the unspoken question behind it as well (i.e., “Why are you hiding?”): “I heard the sound of you56 in the garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked, and I hid myself” (v. 10).

      Adam’s response reveals not only his location to God; it also reveals the nature of his problem. Adam does not come to God humbly confessing his sin and seeking forgiveness. Rather, he laments the consequences of that sin as if it were an unfortunate natural disaster for which he was not responsible. He is afraid of the Lord, but only when it is too late. Earlier, the fear of the Lord might have kept him from sin, but not fearing the Lord at the right time led to an overpowering fear of God later. Adam’s refusal to receive God’s wisdom leaves him with nothing to receive from God but his judgment.

      Adam also laments his nakedness before God (v. 10). That had never been an embarrassment to Adam and Eve before. God had made them, after all, and he was not unfamiliar with the shape of their bodies! But now, with the coming of sin into the world, Adam and Eve have a powerful urge to hide from God. That relationship, once so unhindered, is now shattered in pieces. Adam immediately realizes that his fig leaves are an inadequate covering. They might have been sufficient to keep out his wife’s threatening gaze, but not that of the all-seeing God.

      The Lord continues his interrogation: “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten of the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” (v. 11). Again, these are questions not seeking to elicit information but rather aimed at giving Adam the opportunity to make a confession. No one needed to tell Adam that he was naked; his own guilty conscience is sufficient to cause his shame. However, Adam’s answer to God’s questions is less about taking responsibility for his action than it is about placing the responsibility elsewhere: “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I ate” (v. 12). In Hebrew the sentence starts with the subject rather than the verb, highlighting the woman’s role in the transgression. Next, Adam blames God for giving the woman to him—the Lord gave him the woman, and she gave him the fruit, as if he were entirely passive throughout the process.57 Then he returns to blaming the woman (the feminine pronoun is emphatic: “She gave me”), and it is only with the very last word of the sentence that Adam utters anything close to a confession (“and I ate”; one word in Hebrew).

      Then God turns to the woman, asking her: “What is this that you have done?” (v. 13), opening the door for her to admit her responsibility. However, she too seeks to blame someone else: “The serpent deceived me.” Once again it is only with the final word of her sentence that she made the same one-word confession (“and I ate”). The catastrophic effects of that first sin are already evident in the blame-shifting and evasion that have become humanity’s modus operandi. Instead of being “naked and . . . not ashamed” (2:25), they are now inadequately clothed and deeply ashamed.

      3:14–19 Having heard Adam and Eve’s worthless defense, God pronounces his gracious sentence. He does not ask the serpent to explain his behavior: he is not permitted to speak. The Lord could justly destroy humanity outright on the spot. However, God’s sentence is remedial, not retributive. God will be the judge, notwithstanding the serpent’s denial, but he is not the harsh master Satan had portrayed him to be. The order of judgment parallels the proper order of creation, first addressing the lower order, then the woman, and then the man.

      God begins by judging the serpent.58 In a larger narrative marked out by a focus on God’s blessing, this is the first occurrence of the word “cursed” (Hb. ʾarur; v. 14). As in English, the relative clause normally comes after the main clause; putting it first here highlights its importance in giving the reason for the curse, which has just cause and is not a capricious act on God’s part. The serpent that has been distinguished from the rest of creation by its shrewdness will now be distinguished by the judgment it experiences, which will bring it low. Just as the serpent’s offense involved eating, so too does God’s judgment curse. To “lick the dust” expresses abject humiliation and defeat, as when someone is prostrated before his conqueror (cf. Ps. 72:9; Mic. 7:17); the equivalent English idiom is to “bite the dust.”59 This is the opposite of triumphing with head held high. Satan’s moment of triumph will be short lived.

      Not only will Satan be brought low, but his apparent victory in ensnaring the pinnacle of creation will be short lived: the Lord will place enmity between the serpent and the woman, and between their offspring60 as well (Gen. 3:15). This accounts for the continuing need for subterfuge on the part of Satan; very few of his followers are out-and-out Satanists, for he has nothing within himself to attract people. To overcome man’s God-given enmity Satan must pretend to be something he is not, to deceive and seduce people into a continued rebellion against God. Yet there is no question about the outcome of this multigenerational conflict. Ultimately, though he may wound the seed of the woman, the serpent will be kicked in the teeth and defeated by the seed of the very race he has just brought down.

      This is not merely an etiological story about people’s fear and loathing of snakes; it has a singular conflict in view, the struggle between the second Adam, who is the ultimate promised seed of the woman, and the ancient Serpent (cf. Rom. 5:19; Rev. 12:9). Not coincidentally, the issue of “seed” is prominent in the rest of Genesis (cf. Gen. 4:25; 12:7), as humans look forward to the coming promised seed and the salvation he will bring. However, Genesis also reveals a fundamental division within humanity from this point onward, which finds expression in the conflict between the line of promise and a line of children of the devil (John 8:44), a conflict that leads to the murder of Abel by Cain (Genesis 4).

      In spite of this continual opposition the curse on the serpent in Genesis 3:15 is at the same time the first proclamation of the gospel, the promise that through this seed of the woman God will restore humanity to his side and thus reverse the effects of the curse upon creation. In light of the forthcoming judgment upon the woman it is striking that the victory is assigned to the seed of the woman. The victor will not merely be a second Adam; he will also vindicate Eve.

      God next judges the woman (Gen. 3:16). His judgments on the first couple strike at the heart of what it means to be a man and woman, respectively. Thus, because men and women are not the same, neither are their judgments.61 The woman’s judgment strikes primarily at her relationships, especially motherhood and marriage. Eve was designed for one-fleshness with her husband, but now that one-fleshness will be dogged by problems—on both sides. To begin with, the woman will desire to dominate her husband; when God says, “Your desire shall be toward62 your husband,” the Hebrew word for “desire” (teshuqah) is the same rare word used in Genesis 4 to describe the relationship between sin and Cain. Some have interpreted teshuqah as sexual desire, on the basis of the other use of this word in Song of Solomon 7:10; however, the usage in Genesis 4:7 is more relevant, not merely because it is adjacent and by the same author but because the same combination of teshuqah and mashal recurs. There sin is depicted as a wild animal, crouching outside the door of Cain’s heart, waiting to overpower Cain unless he masters (mashal) it. So too here the woman will constantly be in danger of repeating her disruption of the created order in relationships, while for his part the man will seek to dominate her. Now “he shall rule over” her harshly (Gen. 3:16), rather than with the sensitive, servant leadership pose he was intended to have in the beginning (cf. discussion of Genesis 2 above, though the creational order between men and women lies on the surface of Genesis 3 as well, as we have seen).63

      The fall also affects a woman’s natural desire to be a mother. Now, even though the bearing of children is the means through which salvation comes, the process itself is inseparably linked with pain and anguish. As Kenneth Mathews puts it, “By this unexpected twist the vehicle of her vindication (i.e., labor) trumpets her need for the deliverance she bears (cf. 1 Cor. 11:12). Painful childbirth signals hope but also serves as a perpetual reminder of sin and the woman’s part in it.”64 Moreover, the initial suffering associated with childbirth is simply a miniature depiction of the suffering that goes with being a mother in a fallen world. One of Eve’s sons, Abel, will be brutally and senselessly murdered; the murderer will be her own firstborn, Cain (Genesis 4; cf. Mary’s experience in Luke 2:34–35). It is not easy being a mother in a fallen world.

      Nor is it always easy to become a mother in a fallen world. With God’s blessing and command that mankind should be fruitful and multiply, conception ought to have been easy (Gen. 1:27). But the fall changes that. God’s challenge to a woman he is about to use in a special way is often seen in precisely the area of her fertility. Sarah (Gen. 11:30), Hannah (1 Samuel 1), and Elizabeth, mother of John the Baptist (Luke 1:7), are among many who face this challenge as a preparation for roles of remarkable importance in God’s plan.

      God’s judgment upon the man likewise strikes at the heart of what it means to be a man, namely, in the realm of his work. Man was designed to work the garden in Eden and take care of it (Gen. 2:15). Now, however, his labor will lead to sweat and anxiety, not joy. Work will no longer be fulfilling and satisfying, as it was intended to be in the beginning; instead, it will be laborious and frustrating toil (cf. Eccles. 1:3; Ps. 90:9–12). Our labor-filled days are turned to sorrow, frustration, and pain. Both men and women are condemned to pain in the deepest area of their identity.

      The man is also rebuked because he abdicates his leadership role in the marriage and “listened to the voice of your wife” (Gen. 3:17). The same problem recurs in Genesis 16:2: there Abram “listened to the voice of Sarai” and took Hagar as a concubine.65 This does not mean it is always wrong for a man to listen to his wife—Abraham is specifically instructed by God to listen to Sarah in Genesis 21:12. But a proper creational order is to be observed in that relationship.

      The ultimate judgment on both men and women is death (3:19). This is the complete refutation of the serpent’s lie. He had claimed, “You will be like God”—the one who never dies (cf. v. 5). Instead death lies at the heart of the curses on both the woman and the man. Death leads to great pain in relationships. One day, if the Lord tarries, we shall all have to say goodbye to those we love. And death relativizes the joys and sorrows of our work, for one day we shall leave that behind as well if the Lord does not first return. Final judgment on humanity may have been postponed, but it has not been abolished. From dust we are, and to dust we shall return (cf. Ps. 90:3–6).

      3:20–24 The proper reordering of male-female relationships is reiterated in Adam’s immediate response to God’s word of judgment and hope: “The man called his wife’s name Eve” (Gen. 3:20). From “the woman and her man” (cf. v. 6) we have returned to “the man and his woman,” so to speak. The name Adam gives his wife (Hb. khavvah, “Eve”) is a play on the verb “to live” (khayyah) and reflects not only his recognition that there will be a continued existence for himself and Eve but also his faith that through Eve God’s promise of restored blessing will ultimately be established (cf. v. 15). Through Eve’s seed God will ensure that his final word on humanity is “life” and not the “death” that Adam and Eve have merited because of their sins.

      God also provides more effective coverings for Adam and Eve’s nakedness66 in the form of tunics of animal skin (v. 21). Older scholars often derived an atoning significance from this provision of God, in which animals lose their lives in order to cover the effects of human sin;67 however, that seems to be deriving the right doctrine from the wrong text. In the passage there is no mention of God’s killing the animals, let alone of their foreshadowing a sacrificial ritual. Rather the focus is on the fact that God provides an effective covering for Adam and Eve’s shame, replacing the inadequate works of their own hands (the fig leaves) with something much better. To be sure, the theme of clothing as a metaphor for redemption does appear later in the Bible (e.g., Zechariah 3), and that theme may certainly be seen foreshadowed here, but this verse does not directly connect Adam and Eve’s clothing with the need for blood sacrifices. The focus is far more on God’s continued providential care for his children in covering their shame, even after the fall (cf. Matt. 6:28–30).

      At the same time, Adam and Eve’s sin has immediate and tragic consequences, as they are driven out of the garden (Gen. 3:22–24). Because68 the man has aspired to become like God in knowledge, he must not now be allowed to “take” and “eat” from the tree of life in a repetition of his rebellion involving the tree of knowledge. Once again the headship of Adam is acknowledged, and he is held responsible for the sin that has caused humanity’s expulsion. It is not entirely clear from the text whether Adam and Eve have previously been permitted to eat the fruit of the tree of life; it is not included in the prohibition of 2:17. However, a key consequence of their sin is a loss of access to the Lord’s presence, which the tree of life concretely represents. The wages of their sin is indeed death (Rom. 6:23).

      From now on they will have to work the ground outside the garden, which, while still good, is now under God’s curse and will yield its fruit only in response to strenuous labor (cf. Gen. 3:17–19; the phrase “sweat of your face” is literally the more vivid “sweat of your nose”). Toiling in the dust from which he had been taken will be a constant reminder to Adam of his mortality, since that same dust will be his final resting place (v. 23). Meanwhile, the entrance to the garden of Eden—and with it to the presence of God—is closed, guarded by cherubim, along with a flaming sword (v. 24). The cherubim are stationed on the east side of the garden because that is where the entrance is, as with the tabernacle. As composite creatures the cherubim sum up and unite the highest forms of all creation (cf. Ezek. 1:5; 10:15) and are the fearsome guardians assigned to guard (shamar) God’s holiness. They will not fail to protect the sanctity of the garden, as Adam has failed (Gen. 2:15). No longer will access into the presence of the Lord be easy and untroubled for humanity, as it once was. For now the doorway into the Most Holy Place has been firmly closed in their faces, and mankind is left to make its own way “east of the garden of Eden.”

      Response

      The fall is one of the key events in redemptive history, a tragedy that explains the brokenness of the world in which we find ourselves living. Every religion—and every person—has to wrestle with the big question of why bad things happen, not just to the wicked but to the innocent as well. Some religions, such as those of Israel’s ancient neighbors, solve the problem by imagining multiple deities locked in a perpetual conflict, with humanity as an unfortunate bystander. Others imagine a God who tries his best but is not powerful enough to avert all evil, especially given human free will.

      The Bible gives us a different answer. Evil and suffering in this world are a result of the failure of our first parents to resist temptation. Because of their sin, all people now are born with a bent toward sin that they cannot fully resist, even if they wished to do so. Creation itself is under God’s curse because of human sin, which results in innumerable natural disasters and sicknesses (Rom. 8:20–23). Yet none of this is outside God’s control, any more than individual human decisions are. Without being the author of sin, God ultimately controls it and directs it for his glory and the good of those who love him and are called according to his purpose (Rom. 8:28). Thus the fall, tragic as it is, becomes the context in which we hear the first promise of the gospel, in Genesis 3:15. The rest of Scripture is in many ways the sovereign working out of God’s fulfillment of that promise in Christ. The obedience of the second Adam transcends the disobedience of the first Adam. The death that enters the world through Adam and Eve’s sin is overcome by life and hope in the second Adam, Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 15:22).

      Indeed, we can sketch the main flow of the history of the world in four movements: creation, fall, redemption, and consummation. Each of these represents a different experience for mankind: as created before the fall, it was possible for humans to sin, but also possible for them to resist it (man was posse peccare—able to sin). After the fall our natural state is one in which it is not possible for us not to sin (non posse non peccare)—we may choose to sin in differing ways, but we are all living for our own glory, not our Creator’s. Redemption makes it possible for us not to sin (posse non peccare), although we are still deeply stained with sin’s legacy (Romans 7; 2 Cor. 5:17). At the consummation God will finish the sanctifying work he has begun in us, and we will no longer be able to sin (non posse peccare), which will be true freedom (Phil. 1:6).69

      To be sure, we must be careful not to confuse the categories of the historia salutis (the history of salvation) with those of the ordo salutis (the order of salvation): many saints were regenerated by the Spirit and saved in the OT, long before the coming of the Christ in whom they placed their trust by faith (John 8:56). However, as a way of categorizing the broad sweep of redemptive history, these categories seem helpful. The next several chapters of Genesis will work out the implications of life outside the garden, under God’s curse. It is a very different world from the one in which Adam and Eve first lived, and without a proper understanding of the fall many aspects of this broken world are impossible to explain.

      In addition to this primary focus of the chapter on the fall, we find a number of secondary themes as well, as might be expected in an origin story. The foundational differences and nonreversible relationship between men and women lie at the heart of the narrative. The fall occurs through a reversal of the male-female relationship, an order that God restores when he intervenes by addressing the man first. This pre-fall order underlies the rest of Scripture’s teaching about the proper roles of men and women, including in the church. Many scholars have gone astray by attempting to interpret Paul’s teaching about women’s roles in the church in 1 Corinthians and 1 Timothy in a vacuum, or against the background of Second Temple Judaism, rather than seeing it as rooted and grounded in creation, a plain connection that Paul makes explicit in 1 Timothy 2:12–15.Genesis 3

      Genesis 4

      Genesis 4

      4 4:1Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, “I have gotten1 a man with the help of the Lord.” 2 4:2And again, she bore his brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a worker of the ground. 3 4:3In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an offering of the fruit of the ground, 4 4:4and Abel also brought of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions. And the Lord had regard for Abel and his offering, 5 4:5but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his face fell. 6 4:6The Lord said to Cain, “Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? 7 4:7If you do well, will you not be accepted?2 And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is for3 you, and you must rule over it.”

      8 4:8Cain spoke to Abel his brother.4 And when they were in the field, Cain rose up against his brother Abel and killed him. 9 4:9Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is Abel your brother?” He said, “I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” 10 4:10And the Lord said, “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground. 11 4:11And now you are cursed from the ground, which has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. 12 4:12When you work the ground, it shall no longer yield to you its strength. You shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” 13 4:13Cain said to the Lord, “My punishment is greater than I can bear.5 14 4:14Behold, you have driven me today away from the ground, and from your face I shall be hidden. I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and whoever finds me will kill me.” 15 4:15Then the Lord said to him, “Not so! If anyone kills Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold.” And the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest any who found him should attack him. 16 4:16Then Cain went away from the presence of the Lord and settled in the land of Nod,6 east of Eden.

      17 4:17Cain knew his wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch. When he built a city, he called the name of the city after the name of his son, Enoch. 18 4:18To Enoch was born Irad, and Irad fathered Mehujael, and Mehujael fathered Methushael, and Methushael fathered Lamech. 19 4:19And Lamech took two wives. The name of the one was Adah, and the name of the other Zillah. 20 4:20Adah bore Jabal; he was the father of those who dwell in tents and have livestock. 21 4:21His brother’s name was Jubal; he was the father of all those who play the lyre and pipe. 22 4:22Zillah also bore Tubal-cain; he was the forger of all instruments of bronze and iron. The sister of Tubal-cain was Naamah.

      23 4:23Lamech said to his wives:

        “  Adah and Zillah, hear my voice;

          you wives of Lamech, listen to what I say:

          I have killed a man for wounding me,

          a young man for striking me.

      24 4:24    If Cain’s revenge is sevenfold,

          then Lamech’s is seventy-sevenfold.”

      25 4:25And Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and called his name Seth, for she said, “God has appointed7 for me another offspring instead of Abel, for Cain killed him.” 26 4:26To Seth also a son was born, and he called his name Enosh. At that time people began to call upon the name of the Lord.

      1 Cain sounds like the Hebrew for gotten 2 Hebrew will there not be a lifting up [of your face]? 3 Or to, or toward, or against (see 3:16) 4 Hebrew; Samaritan, Septuagint, Syriac, Vulgate add Let us go out to the field 5 Or My guilt is too great to bear 6 Nod means wandering 7 Seth sounds like the Hebrew for he appointed 

      Section Overview

      In the beginning everything in creation is good. The fall, however, changes everything, bringing sin and death into a previously untarnished world. The dramatic nature of that change is nowhere clearer than in Genesis 4, in which we hear of the first human death, which is the result not of old age or a natural disaster but of murder. Having heard the curse pronounced and sin judged in theory, we now see the effects of sin starting to work themselves out in reality. The formula “God said . . . and it was so” is not limited to Genesis 1 but stretches throughout Scripture, now with devastating results.

      In Genesis 3 Adam and Eve had to be talked into sin by the subtlety of the serpent (cf. Gen. 3:1–6), whereas in Genesis 4 Cain will not be talked out of sin by the direct intervention of God himself (4:6–7). Yet God’s longsuffering grace is shown even to Cain, allowing human history and culture to develop and flourish (vv. 19–22), albeit in rebellion against God, which reaches a climax in the celebration of gratuitous violence by the seventh of Cain’s line, Lamech (vv. 23–24). Nevertheless, the Lord provides a replacement seed for Adam and Eve in the person of Seth to carry on the line of promise (v. 25). This line has neither the technology nor artistic prowess or cities that come from the line of Cain, but it has something far better: hearts that call upon the name of the Lord (v. 26).

      Section Outline

        II.  The Family History of the Heavens and the Earth (2:4–4:26) . . . 

      C.  Cain and Abel (4:1–26)

      Comment

      4:1–5 The chapter starts on a positive note. Adam has sexual relations70 with Eve, and she gives birth to two sons, fulfilling her role as “the mother of all living” (3:20). Women were often involved in the naming process in the OT (cf. Gen. 29:32–30:24; 38:4–5; Judg. 13:24; 1 Sam. 1:20), though men also named their children (cf. Gen. 21:3; 38:3; Ex. 2:22). The firstborn child she names “Cain” (Gen. 4:1; Hb. qayin) because, she says, “I have gotten [qanah, “acquired, created”] a man with the help of the Lord.” The woman who was herself taken from the man (cf. 2:23) has now produced a man herself.

      The reason given for Cain’s name suggests great rejoicing at his arrival, which is natural given that he was the first human to arrive in this way. Does Eve think that this son is perhaps the promised seed of Genesis 3:15? He is, after all, the oldest son, who follows in his father’s footsteps as a cultivator of the ground (4:2), and Eve attributes his arrival to “the help of the Lord” (v. 1).71 Eve calls this little baby a “man” (ʾish), like the man, Adam, from whom she herself was taken (2:22), suggesting his potential to be a second Adam, reversing the effects of the fall.72 Certainly her words are an expression of faith in the promise of God, even if she does not yet understand how long the redemptive process will take.

      Abel’s name, on the other hand, sounds like “worthless, vanity” (hebel; the same word used frequently in Ecclesiastes, rendered “vanity”; e.g., Eccles. 1:2). There is no special rejoicing recorded over his birth, nor mention of the Lord’s help. The text simply says, “And again, she bore his brother73 Abel” (Gen. 4:2). To the casual observer Abel seems the disadvantaged one as the younger brother. After all, if the promised seed of the woman has already arrived in Cain, what need is there for Abel?

      Each brother pursues a different calling. Cain, like Adam, works the ground (v. 2; cf. 3:23), while Abel keeps flocks of sheep (or perhaps goats; Hb. tson can refer to either animal). Their respective callings form the backdrop for the conflict that ensues. At some unspecified point of time74 the brothers bring offerings to present to the Lord from their respective produce, with Cain bringing a grain offering and Abel offering a lamb (4:3–4). We are not told where they bring these sacrifices; since there is no sanctuary in Genesis 4–11, they may simply present them on a suitable rock. But God reverses the natural order and accepts the offering of the younger brother, Abel, while refusing the offering of the older brother, Cain. Perhaps fire descended from heaven on Abel’s offering indicating God’s favor, while Cain’s was untouched (as in 1 Kings 18:38; 2 Chron. 7:1).75

      The reason God accepts Abel’s sacrifice while refusing Cain’s has been much debated. Some interpreters suggest that it is because Abel offers a blood sacrifice while Cain’s sacrifice is of grain.76 They point out that the Bible insists that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins” (Heb. 9:22). But that understanding fails to recognize that both offerings are specifically described as being minkhot, “tribute offerings” (Gen. 4:4–5).77 According to the law of Moses, a minkhah would very often be a grain offering—and this is how the ESV often translates the word (cf. Lev. 2:11). That is because the aim of the minkhah is not to seek forgiveness of sins but rather to acknowledge someone as overlord by bringing him a gift or, more precisely, tribute. In 1 Samuel 10:27, when Saul has been crowned king over Israel, it is reported that certain people “brought him no present [minkhah].” These troublemakers are reluctant to recognize Saul as their king, and they show it in their lack of tribute offerings.

      So then, the offerings Cain and Abel bring to God are tribute offerings, acknowledging him as their king. But Abel, we are told, brings the very best that he has (some “of the firstborn of his flock and of their fat portions”; Gen. 4:4), whereas Cain brings “an offering of the fruit of the ground” (v. 3).78 There is a difference in heart attitude between Cain and Abel, expressed in the quality of the sacrifices they offer: it is not simply Abel’s sacrifice that God favors but Abel (v. 4).79 To put it another way, the writer to the Hebrews tells us that Abel’s sacrifice is offered in faith (Heb. 11:4). He offers a better sacrifice because he believes in God’s promise that one day there will be a Redeemer, and so gives of his very best, while, in contrast, Cain has no love for God; he is simply going through the motions of religion.

      Cain’s reaction to God’s refusing his offering is significant: he becomes very angry (Gen. 4:5). “His face fell” indicates a feeling of rejection; acceptance is sometimes described as a person’s having his face lifted (cf. ESV mg. on v. 7; Job 11:15). Cain does not ask himself the question “Why did God not accept my offering?” He simply explodes with rage, as if God has no right to determine which offerings are acceptable and which are not—or which offerers are acceptable and which are not. Like his parents, he wants to decide for himself what constitutes good and evil when it comes to making offerings to God. He believes that God should gratefully receive whatever is given to him.

      4:6–8 In the midst of Cain’s rebellion God gives him a second chance: he comes to Cain directly and asks, “Why are you angry, and why has your face fallen? If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door. Its desire is toward80 you, but you must rule over it” (Gen. 4:6–7). Once again, as in the garden, God approaches humans with questions designed to spark self-reflection. Rather than being angry with Abel (and with God), Cain should examine his own heart. If he had offered his sacrifice with the right spirit, his sacrifice—and he—would also have been accepted. The doorway to life through a relationship with God is still open to him.

      However, the Lord also warns Cain of the danger facing him. Sin is depicted as a wild animal poised and ready to spring on the unwary Cain (v. 7; cf. 1 Pet. 5:8). This is the first time in Genesis that “sin” has been named, and it appears not merely as a wrong action on Cain’s part but as a powerful force that desires to take over his life. The parallelism of Genesis 4:7 and 3:16 is instructive: sin now fills the woman’s position in the equation. Through the fall mankind has now become “one flesh” with sin; like a nagging wife, it will not go away. Yet there is still time for Cain to recognize the danger, repent with godly sorrow, and resist sin’s power. The original mandate for man to have dominion over creation (1:26) has now become the struggle for man to have dominion over himself. To quote Romans 6:12, “Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, to make you obey its passions.”

      As noted earlier, the progress of sin’s power is evident in Cain’s refusal to listen even to a direct appeal from God. He submits to sin’s power, and the results are fatal for his brother. He invites Abel out into the field,81 and there he kills him (Gen. 4:8). In the OT violent crimes committed in the field are regarded as premeditated, since they take place where there would be no witnesses to respond to cries for help.82 The deadly seriousness of sin is on full display. Anyone tempted to dismiss the original sin as a victimless crime, an offense against God rather than man, must recognize that breaking the earlier commandments inevitably ends with breaking the latter ones as well.

      4:9–16 God then comes to Cain, as he had earlier come to Adam, and confronts him with a question inviting confession of his sin: “Where is Abel your brother?” (v. 9). Even though Adam made excuses for his actions, at least he finally told the truth and confessed his sin, as did Eve (cf. 3:12–13). Cain does neither. He first lies to God, saying, “I do not know,” and then attempts to evade his own responsibility for Abel, asking, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” (4:9). Having failed in its appointed task as the guardian (Hb. shomer; 2:15) of God’s sanctuary, now mankind shrugs off its responsibility as the guardian (shomer; 4:9) of one’s brother. But Cain’s pretense of innocence could hardly deceive the all-knowing God, who responds, “What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood83 is crying to me from the ground” (v. 10). Alienated from the ground, which previously he had worked, Cain will from now on be a wanderer upon the face of the earth (v. 12). He will become a man without a place, an outcast from God’s presence, alienated from the ground from which his food comes and from his fellow man. Whereas Adam was indirectly cursed through the ground that he worked (3:17), the curse on Cain is direct and personal: “You are cursed” (4:11). The doctrine of judgment, denied by the serpent (3:4), is nonetheless real. Only the blood of Jesus, which cries out for grace rather than justice, can redeem those under the wrath of God (cf. Heb. 12:29).

      There is no sign of penitence in Cain’s response to God—only anger and fear at the fate awaiting him (Gen. 4:13–14). He laments the forthcoming absence of God’s face (v. 14), yet he had done nothing to cultivate that relationship earlier by offering proper sacrifices from a broken and contrite heart or by resisting the pull of sin. Yet in his grace God does not allow judgment to take its immediate course. He puts a mark of his protection on Cain (v. 15)84 to keep him safe in a dangerous world, showing far more compassion on Cain than Cain had shown to his brother. Even the unbelieving murderer is to be afforded protection from revenge and anarchy and allowed to live out the full number of his days on earth. Cast out from the vicinity of Eden, Cain goes farther and further from God, away to the east, to the land whose very name means “wandering” (nod; v. 16)—an expression of Cain’s deep lostness.

      4:17–24 In a sad parody of the optimistic beginning of Genesis 4 we are told that Cain “knew” his wife, who bears him a son. The son’s name is “Enoch” (Hb. khanok; v. 17), which comes from a verb meaning “to dedicate,” usually at the outset of a project (cf. Deut. 20:5; 1 Kings 8:63).85 There is nothing in the text to suggest that this Enoch is dedicated to the Lord in any way, however, and he serves primarily as a foil for the later Enoch, from the line of Seth, who will truly embody the meaning of his name (Gen. 5:18–22).

      Since Cain has no center for his society in God, he founds a city to provide that center, forming an imitation of the sacred community that has been lost through his sin against his brother. There is already here an anticipatory contrast with Abraham: Cain seeks an earthly city, desiring to make a name for himself by founding a civilization and pursuing immortality through naming a city after his son (4:17). Abraham, however, is promised both offspring and a great name by God (12:2) yet spends his earthly lifetime as a wanderer here on earth, looking for a city yet to come, “whose designer and builder is God” (Heb. 11:10). From the outset there is a profound contrast between earth-centered religion and heaven-centered religion, between the true covenant community and the noncovenant imitation community.

      The city is in a profound sense Cain’s natural territory; it is archetypally the place where no one is his brother’s keeper. Yet God’s grace can redeem even the city; the place that in Genesis 1–11 is the home of Cain’s descendants and the builders of the Tower of Babel becomes in Revelation 21 the new Jerusalem, where God dwells with his people, where we know God and are fully known by him, and where we live in intimate and untroubled fellowship with our brothers and sisters.

      Intriguingly, advances in farming, in the arts, and in engineering are ascribed to Cain’s line (Gen. 4:20–22).86 The city concentrates human talent and insight, encouraging progress and development, even in a fallen world. Jabal is called the father of the nomadic shepherding lifestyle (v. 20), while his brother, Jubal, is the originator of musical instruments (v. 21). Their half-brother, Tubal-cain, originates metalwork of various kinds,87 while his sister, Naamah (“Pleasant”), earns a rare genealogical mention for a woman in Genesis, though we are not informed of any particular innovations on her part. The point is clear: Cain’s line is advanced in power, wealth, luxury, and artistic accomplishment—and likely beauty as well.

      At the same time that the line of Cain contributes all these advances to mankind, it also declines rapidly in morals, as exemplified in Lamech, the seventh in Cain’s line. In addition to being the place of technological, artistic, and educational opportunities, the city is a place of moral decay from the beginning. It is Lamech who transgresses God’s design for marriage between one man and one woman through the introduction of polygamy (v. 23). It is Lamech who has access to the technology necessary to make deadly weapons and the vicious ruthlessness to use them. What is more, Lamech composes the first poetry since the fall, in order to glorify to his wives an act of gratuitous violence he commits—killing a child (yeled) for merely hurting Lamech (v. 23). In the process he turns God’s gracious withholding of punishment on Cain into the justification for his own outrageous personal vindictiveness, promising seventy-seven-fold judgment upon those who cross him (v. 24), thereby becoming the father of all genres of music that glorify sex and violence. The seventh of Cain’s line has developed the full measure of sin’s destructiveness. In diametric contrast Jesus teaches a model of seventy-seven-fold forgiveness of those who wrong us (Matt. 18:21–22).

      Cain’s house comprehensively turns its back on God. His descendants are still living busy, productive lives, taking the gifts God has given them and using those gifts to build their own kingdoms and to establish their own forms of security and significance. They completely invest themselves in the progress and the pursuits of this world, and their course is determinedly set to the east of Eden. Despite this, however, they cannot escape the fulfilling of God’s purposes of the creation mandate, and their inventions and discoveries, intended to serve their own glory, will nonetheless help the progress of civilization under God’s sovereign plan.

      4:25–26 God is not finished with humanity. In place of Abel God raises up another son to Adam and Eve, through whom his promise will ultimately bear fruit. The end of the chapter brings us full circle to the beginning, as “Adam knew his wife again, and she bore a son and called his name Seth” (“appointed”; Gen. 4:25). In this line lies the hope of the world. Seth is not simply appointed to be a replacement child for Abel. In naming him Seth Eve sees far more in him than that. She says, “God has appointed for me another seed [ESV: “offspring”], instead of Abel, for Cain killed him” (v. 25). Eve recognizes that the true hope of the world lies not in the rich, the powerful, the educated, or the artistic influencers—not in the descendants of Cain, in other words, for all their vaunted achievements—but in the seed of the woman, which was promised in Genesis 3:15. As long as that line survives, there is hope of salvation.

      In contrast to the line of Cain, which is steadily increasing in decadence and immorality, the line of Seth preserves true religion, calling on the name of the Lord (Gen. 4:26).88 There is no pomp or circumstance in its worship; it seems to be simple and unadorned prayer and praise, presumably along with heartfelt sacrifices similar to the ones offered by Abel, acknowledging the Lord as God. It may look like nothing compared to the great City of Man, founded and developed by Cain’s line. The true remnant seems pitiably small and backward in comparison. It is probably significant that Seth names his son “Enosh,” which means something like “mere man” (e.g., 2 Chron. 14:11; Job 7:17). Seth is under no illusions about the weakness of his family line. But God’s strength is made perfect in human weakness (2 Cor. 12:9). In God’s own time he will bring the treasures and insights of all civilizations into the heavenly city, the new Jerusalem (Rev. 21:26). Technology and the arts can ultimately be redeemed because God is the ultimate source of all knowledge, insight, and beauty. On the last day even the spiritual descendants of Cain must bow their knees and confess that the seed of the line of Seth, Jesus Christ himself, is the Lord of all, to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:10).

      Response

      The story of Cain and Abel challenges all of us in terms of our worship. It is not enough to make offerings to God, not even to the true God, if they come from a heart that lacks faith and love for God. In this regard it is striking that most people ask “Why was Cain’s sacrifice rejected?” instead of “Why was Abel’s accepted?” Those two questions reveal two contrasting approaches to God: the approach of self-justification versus the approach of humble dependence upon divine grace. Self-justification expects God to be obligated to receive whatever we choose to offer, no matter how sketchily we go through the motions of presenting it. Grace realizes that even our best offerings are not adequate to present to a holy God, and it marvels that he would be pleased to receive such poor gifts as we have to offer, even though they be our very best.

      Of course, the reality is that all of us offer deeply tainted worship to God, even as Christians. Our minds wander, our bodies fidget, and our hearts are given over to other idols, even as we are physically there, offering a half-hearted song and perhaps some money that we can easily spare. We should be profoundly thankful for Jesus, who came as a wholehearted worshiper, the fulfillment of David’s cry in Psalm 69, “Zeal for your house has consumed me” (Ps. 69:9; cited in John 2:17). Unlike our half-hearted worship, which so easily spills over into indifference or anger toward our brothers and sisters, his worship led him to the cross, where the temple of his body was destroyed for us (John 2:19). His blood, shed for us on the cross, cries out for mercy and acceptance by the Father toward all those who are in him, cleansing us from all our sins, including our dysfunctional worship (Heb. 12:24).

      Who, though, is my brother? We are often overly enamored of the powerful and influential, those who control the world of technology and the arts, even though they bear the marks of Cain’s spiritual parentage rather than that of the line of promise. In our modern culture we are sometimes also overly enamored of cities, thinking that through them we can gain power to reach the wider culture with the gospel. The desire for influence and power often penetrates the church in our age, especially in more affluent countries. Yet the call to follow Jesus is often a call to leave the city, the place of worldly influence, and go outside its gates to the place of suffering and of the cross, the place of simple, heartfelt, dependent worship by men and women calling on the name of the Lord. As the writer to the Hebrews reminds us,

      Jesus also suffered outside the gate in order to sanctify the people through his own blood. Therefore let us go to him outside the camp and bear the reproach he endured. For here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come. Through him then let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name. (Heb. 13:12–15)

      Of course, the poor, the weak, and the needy can be found in many places, and cities need the gospel too. Yet those who live in cities are not more precious to God than those who live in suburbs or rural towns and villages.Genesis 4

      Genesis 5

      Genesis 5

      5 5:1This is the book of the generations of Adam. When God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. 2 5:2Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them Man1 when they were created. 3 5:3When Adam had lived 130 years, he fathered a son in his own likeness, after his image, and named him Seth. 4 5:4The days of Adam after he fathered Seth were 800 years; and he had other sons and daughters. 5 5:5Thus all the days that Adam lived were 930 years, and he died.

      6 5:6When Seth had lived 105 years, he fathered Enosh. 7 5:7Seth lived after he fathered Enosh 807 years and had other sons and daughters. 8 5:8Thus all the days of Seth were 912 years, and he died.

      9 5:9When Enosh had lived 90 years, he fathered Kenan. 10 5:10Enosh lived after he fathered Kenan 815 years and had other sons and daughters. 11 5:11Thus all the days of Enosh were 905 years, and he died.

      12 5:12When Kenan had lived 70 years, he fathered Mahalalel. 13 5:13Kenan lived after he fathered Mahalalel 840 years and had other sons and daughters. 14 5:14Thus all the days of Kenan were 910 years, and he died.

      15 5:15When Mahalalel had lived 65 years, he fathered Jared. 16 5:16Mahalalel lived after he fathered Jared 830 years and had other sons and daughters. 17 5:17Thus all the days of Mahalalel were 895 years, and he died.

      18 5:18When Jared had lived 162 years, he fathered Enoch. 19 5:19Jared lived after he fathered Enoch 800 years and had other sons and daughters. 20 5:20Thus all the days of Jared were 962 years, and he died.

      21 5:21When Enoch had lived 65 years, he fathered Methuselah. 22 5:22Enoch walked with God2 after he fathered Methuselah 300 years and had other sons and daughters. 23 5:23Thus all the days of Enoch were 365 years. 24 5:24Enoch walked with God, and he was not,3 for God took him.

      25 5:25When Methuselah had lived 187 years, he fathered Lamech. 26 5:26Methuselah lived after he fathered Lamech 782 years and had other sons and daughters. 27 5:27Thus all the days of Methuselah were 969 years, and he died.

      28 5:28When Lamech had lived 182 years, he fathered a son 29 5:29and called his name Noah, saying, “Out of the ground that the Lord has cursed, this one shall bring us relief4 from our work and from the painful toil of our hands.” 30 5:30Lamech lived after he fathered Noah 595 years and had other sons and daughters. 31 5:31Thus all the days of Lamech were 777 years, and he died.

      32 5:32After Noah was 500 years old, Noah fathered Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

      1 Hebrew adam 2 Septuagint pleased God; also verse 24 3 Septuagint was not found 4 Noah sounds like the Hebrew for rest 

      Section Overview

      Genesis 5 provides an interlude after the breathtaking march of sin in Genesis 3–4. It comprises a linear genealogy for the line of Seth, from the beginning (Adam) to the time of the flood (Noah). The genealogy shows the line of Seth as it obediently fulfills the creation mandate and continues the line from which the promise of Genesis 3:15 will ultimately find its fulfillment. A remarkable feature of this genealogy is the prominence of dates and of death. A normal genealogical structure consists of identifying father-son relationships over multiple generations, often with relevant mininarratives inserted where appropriate (e.g., Genesis 36). Here, however, the (remarkable) ages achieved by the patriarchs at their deaths are an additional feature, along with the repeated refrain “and he died” (nine times in Genesis 5, with the age and notice of the death of the 10th generation, Noah, deferred to 9:29).

      This repeated formula highlights the unique position of Enoch, in the seventh generation, whose culminating age is given without a death notice: “He was not, for God took him” (Gen. 5:24). The contrast to the line of Cain is striking: the seventh89 in the line of Adam through Cain was Lamech, the depths of depravity (4:19–24), while the seventh in the line of Adam through Seth, Enoch, walks with God—a phrase indicating a special intimacy with God and a life of piety—and then he is not, for the Lord takes him (5:24). The only other OT character to avoid death in this way is Elijah, whom God takes to heaven in a chariot of fire (2 Kings 2:11–12).

      The genealogy climaxes in the tenth generation with the birth of Noah, whose name means “relief” (Gen. 5:29). His father has high hopes that in him the promised rest from laboring over the cursed ground might finally be achieved. But the peace of Genesis 5 is merely the calm before the storm. Noah is not the promised seed of the woman, though he will have an important role to play in maintaining humanity’s hope. Many generations must yet pass before the coming of the promised and eagerly anticipated Christ, but that hope is faithfully preserved by the line of Seth.

      Section Outline

        III.  The Family History of Adam (5:1–6:8)

      A.  From Adam to Noah (5:1–32)

      Comment

      5:1–5 The chapter begins with the main structuring device in Genesis, the toledot formula (cf. comment on 2:4–7). Here it introduces the “family history,” or the “account of the offspring,” of Adam and specifically the line of Seth. The focus of chapter 4 was the line of Cain and its advancements of technology, civilization, and the arts, in contrast to which the line of Seth received only a very brief mention in connection with true worship (4:26). Now the focus shifts to the elect line, though there is no mention of any similar cultural achievements on its part. It is often assumed that this chapter was borrowed from an earlier source;90 this is plausible, since genealogies by their very nature tend to have an independent existence, preserving remembrance of the family line. However, a more interesting question asks why Moses chose to incorporate this genealogy here and what function it serves within the wider narrative. (Note esp. the tight connections to 1:26–28 and 4:25–26, connecting this section with the prologue, 1:1–2:3, and the first toledot, 2:4–4:26.) The genealogy is not a random insertion at this point in the story; rather it serves to underline the historical nature of the narratives surrounding it. These events did not take place “in a galaxy far, far away” or in some timeless heavenly realm of the gods but in real time and space that are connected directly through these genealogies down to the world of Moses’ first readers.

      The passage begins with a reprise of 1:26–28, focusing specifically on humanity’s relationship to God and omitting all the aspects of the original that had to do with its lordship over creation. Humans were made in the likeness of God—both male and female—and named by him. What is more, they existed under his blessing in the beginning (5:1–2). This reprise both introduces and forms a contrast with what follows. Just as humans were made in the image of God and named by him, so too Adam had a son in his own likeness, whom he named Seth (v. 3). In a fallen world conception and safe delivery cannot be taken for granted; both are a blessing from God (cf. Ps. 127:3–5) in light of the judgment on the woman in Genesis 3:16. If Seth is in Adam’s likeness, and Adam is in God’s likeness, then this implies that all subsequent humans are also in the likeness of God, even after the fall.91 God’s creation of and naming of mankind form a pattern that the line of Seth will imitate. The story of Cain and Abel does not need to be repeated here; Cain is not included in the line of promise because of his sin, and Abel has been replaced by Seth (4:25).

      An unusual feature of the genealogy in Genesis 5 is the cataloging of the ages of the primeval figures, both when each fathers his first child and when each dies. The figures for both these events are high throughout the genealogy—Adam, for example, fathers his first child at 130 years old and then lives to be 930 (Gen. 5:3–5). Ancient people were as familiar with normal lifespans as modern people are (cf. Ps. 90:10), yet their memory was that people lived to far greater ages in the period prior to the flood. In the providence of God this would, of course, have permitted far more rapid population growth (note the repeated refrain “And he had other sons and daughters”; Gen. 5:4, 7, 10, etc.), enabling much of the earth to be occupied within only a few generations. It also suggests that the full effects of the curse had not yet taken hold; it is not until the time of the flood that normal human life expectancy is reduced to less than 120 years (cf. 6:3). Yet the curse is still in effect upon humanity, as may be seen by the repeated refrain “And he died” (5:5, 8, 11).

      In most cases nothing is recorded in the genealogy about the lives of these early humans beyond their birth, having and naming children, living out their days, and death. The message of Psalm 90—the one biblical psalm by Moses—is that humans are like the grass that springs up in the morning and is swept away by the evening, because we pass our days under the wrath of God; our time is soon gone and we return to the dust from which we were taken (Ps. 90:3–10). Genesis 5 communicates the same message in the form of a genealogy; even the longest human life is largely empty and devoid of substance. Although we may fill the earth with children made in our own image, sooner or later we will die and return to the ground from which we were taken. This is true not merely of the line of Cain, the non-elect line; it is the fate also of the elect line of promise. Calling on the name of the Lord (Gen. 4:26) does not exempt the family from the trials and challenges of living in a world in which (almost) every life ends in death. Yet we should not miss the significance of the fact that each of these otherwise unknown people has his own part to play in passing on the line of promise.

      5:6–24 This repeated cycle of birth, fathering a son, living a long (but essentially empty) life, and then dying makes the story of Enoch distinct. Just as Lamech is the seventh from Adam in the line of Cain (Gen. 4:19–24), so Enoch is the seventh from Adam in the line of Seth. But whereas Lamech is noted for the height of his iniquity, introducing polygamy and celebrating gratuitous violence with his poetry, Enoch is marked out because he “walked with God” (5:24). Although he fathers his first child at age 65 (a relatively normal age in the genealogy; cf. v. 15), Enoch lives to be a mere 365 years old, by far the youngest of the preflood patriarchs, less than half the lifetime of his grandson (also named Lamech), who at 777 years is the shortest-lived of the antediluvian patriarchs. This clearly challenges the idea that a long life is an unmitigated blessing from God: in this case the patriarch who walks most closely with God lives the shortest life before God takes him (5:24).92

      It is sometimes suggested that the idea of individual resurrection is a late concept in the Hebrew Bible, appearing first in books such as Daniel (e.g., 12:2–3). This may be true if one is looking for explicit references to bodily resurrection; however, the whole fabric of the Hebrew Bible rests on the reality of life after death (or more precisely in Enoch’s case, “life after life”). Jesus, of course, points this out to the Sadducees when he reminds them of the simple formula “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” which, he argues, presupposes the reality of the resurrection, since the Lord is the God not of the dead but the living (Matt. 22:32). He could just as easily have pointed to the experience of Enoch. If life in this world is all there is, then the one who walks with God should live here longer than others. What is more, if there is nothing beyond this life, what could it mean for God to “take Enoch” (Gen. 5:24) or for the later patriarchs to be “gathered to [their] people” (e.g., Gen. 49:29)? If Abraham had no expectation of a resurrection, why did it matter for him to be buried in a plot of the Promised Land that he owned (cf. Genesis 23)? As the writer to the Hebrews correctly discerns, everything in Genesis rests on the substratum of a hope of life beyond this life, a hope that finds its firstfruits, as it were, in the experience of Enoch.

      When we are told that Enoch walked (Hb. hithallek) with God, we are immediately reminded of God’s walking around in the garden, which he apparently did regularly with Adam and Eve, which uses exactly the same form of the verb (cf. comment on 3:8–13). Similar terminology is later used to describe the Lord’s presence in the midst of his people in the wilderness by means of the tabernacle (Deut. 23:14). This is the language of keeping company with and sharing intimate fellowship with someone, not merely marching together along the same road (cf. 1 Sam. 25:15). The same virtue will be ascribed to Noah in Genesis 6:9: in contrast to the wicked and perverse generation surrounding him, Noah walks with God. However, whereas for Enoch the outcome of his walking with God is to be caught up to live with God “early,” as it were, thus avoiding many of the trials and pains that accompany life in a fallen and cursed world, for Noah the fruit of his walking with God is that the Lord preserves him through those trials and pains as he endures and survives the flood. God has more than one way of dealing with his faithful servants.

      5:25–32 The last three generations in the ten-generation sequence from Adam to Noah include the longest-lived patriarch of all, Methuselah, whose son, Lamech—not to be confused with the Lamech in the line of Cain93—is the shortest lived of the patriarchs to live out a full life and die. Methuselah lives 969 years, while his son lives a mere 777 years. Yet, like most of the other antediluvian patriarchs, neither of them does anything more significant than having children to carry on the line of promise.

      This reality is emphasized by the explanation of the name given to Lamech’s son, Noah. Thus far there has been no explanation given for any name since the time of Cain and Seth (cf. Gen. 4:1, 25). This should caution us against the attempts of some popular commentators to draw imaginative significance out of the sequence of names in Seth’s line; to do so is at best to interpret the passage in a direction entirely unintended by the original author, while at worst some of the proposed etymologies are extremely tortured in such an interpretation. The passage itself largely uses these names as markers of the passage of the generations, while the line of promise keeps alive hope that God would in due time send the appointed seed.

      This hope is expressed concretely by Noah’s father, Lamech, who names him “relief” (Hb. noakh; 5:29),94 saying, “This one will bring us relief [yenakhamenu] from the agonizing labor of our hands, caused by the ground the Lord has cursed” (v. 29 CSB).95 The reference to the “agonizing labor of our hands” and the curse on the ground clearly alludes to God’s judgment upon Adam in 3:17, so the hope of Noah providing relief must be a reference to the promise of Genesis 3:15. Surely, now that Adam had died,96 it is time for God to provide relief to his people through the promised seed of the woman? But, though Noah will carry humanity safely through the judgment of the flood, it is not yet time for the people to enter their rest. That seed will take many more generations to arrive.

      Noah is marked out in one other way from the other generations in the genealogy. Each of the other patriarchs has a single named son who carries on the line of promise and multiple other sons and daughters who disappear from the picture. Are we to assume that they virtually all assimilate to the line of Cain, so that the elect line remains just that—a line, with almost no branches? That may be the case, if Noah’s generation is in any way representative: Noah walks alone with God, surrounded by a wicked and rebellious generation (cf. 6:9–12). Yet unlike his ancestors Noah has three named sons—Shem, Ham, and Japheth—through whom there will be a new beginning for humanity. He has to wait a long time for those sons, even by antediluvian standards: Noah’s first son is born when he is six hundred, which explains why there are no grandchildren on the ark and hints at a lengthy period of barrenness for Noah and his wife, a theme that will become prominent later in Genesis.

      It will not take long before the line of promise returns to being a single thread, however, passed down through the line of Seth to Terah, then to Abraham and to Isaac. It will not branch into a segmented genealogy again until the time of Jacob, whose twelve sons will together form the nation of Israel. But the remaining offspring of Shem, Ham, and Japheth will have important roles to play in establishing the various nations of Israel’s world (cf. Genesis 10).

      Response

      According to Romans 6:23 “The wages of sin is death,” an assertion that Genesis 5 thoroughly confirms. Tracing the line of promise from Adam to Noah, we see that each of the patriarchs dies in turn. Being in the image of their father Adam means that they all die, just as he did. Yet the chapter’s emphasis on universal death is the background, not the focus. Two characters introduced here demonstrate the possibility of a different future. The first is Enoch, who walks with God and then is not, for God takes him. The writer to the Hebrews asserts that by his faith Enoch is miraculously exempted from the normal human ending of life (Heb. 11:5). In that regard he is somewhat like those who will still be alive at the return of Christ: “We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed” (1 Cor. 15:51).

      Enoch models for us what the godly life looks like: walking with God. For Enoch that presumably means obeying what he knows about God’s law, which is in some measure written on his heart, but it also means more than that: living a relationship of faith in the God who has made him and called him to himself. The reward for Enoch’s life of obedience is not length of days but a shorter time here on this broken planet, the sooner to enter heavenly fellowship with God. As the missionary martyr Jim Elliot put it, “He is no fool who gives up what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”97 In that regard Enoch points forward to his Savior, Jesus, who lived a far shorter life than his and walked with God even more consistently, to the point of drinking the cup of God’s wrath in order to redeem the line of Seth from its sins.

      The other pointer of hope is Noah, another man who, we will later be told, “walked with God” (Gen. 6:9). Unlike Enoch, Noah is not delivered from the trials and sufferings of this world but enabled to endure them by God’s grace. In that regard Noah also points us to Jesus, the one who brought true relief and rest from our burden of sin through his death and resurrection. Noah and Enoch finish their days in faith and hope, looking forward to the promised seed of the woman (3:15). We may now look back on that promised seed and find strengthening for our own faith and hope in a dark and perverse world. In him we are offered rest in all its fullness (Matt. 11:28–30).Genesis 5

      Genesis 6:1–8

      Genesis 6:1–8

      6 6:1When man began to multiply on the face of the land and daughters were born to them, 2 6:2the sons of God saw that the daughters of man were attractive. And they took as their wives any they chose. 3 6:3Then the Lord said, “My Spirit shall not abide in1 man forever, for he is flesh: his days shall be 120 years.” 4 6:4The Nephilim2 were on the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God came in to the daughters of man and they bore children to them. These were the mighty men who were of old, the men of renown.

      5 6:5The Lord saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. 6 6:6And the Lord regretted that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him to his heart. 7 6:7So the Lord said, “I will blot out man whom I have created from the face of the land, man and animals and creeping things and birds of the heavens, for I am sorry that I have made them.” 8 6:8But Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord.

      1 Or My Spirit shall not contend with 2 Or giants 

      Section Overview

      Chapter 5 presented a peaceful interlude between the increasing wickedness of the line of Cain, in the person of Lamech (Gen. 4:19–24), and the even more widespread wickedness of Genesis 6. Now, as we return to the world outside the confines of the elect line, we discover that the peace of Genesis 5 was merely the calm before the storm. The spread of wickedness picks up with the mysterious transgression of 6:1–4, as the “sons of God” go in to the “daughters of men.” Until this point sin has been committed only by specific individuals; now for the first time it involves whole classes of people.

      Nor does sin stop there; it eventually engulfs an entire generation, so that every thought of the whole world is only evil all the time (Gen. 6:5). God’s response is to decree the destruction of the created order (v. 7). But one man stands out from the crowd: Noah alone is righteous (v. 9), and so through him God determines to preserve alive a people for himself, along with the various kinds of animals that would otherwise be destroyed in the flood. Through Noah and his sons mankind will have a future, so that the Lord’s promise to bruise the head of the serpent through a seed of the woman could ultimately find its fulfillment (cf. 3:15).

      Section Outline

        III.  The Family History of Adam (5:1–6:8) . . . 

      B.  The Spread of Wickedness (6:1–8)

      Comment

      6:1–4 The timing of this episode is introduced in rather vague terms: “When man began to multiply on the face of the land and daughters were born to them” (6:1). However, from what follows it appears that these events occur during the lifetime of Noah. At this time “the sons of God saw that the daughters of man were attractive [Hb. “good”]. And they took as their wives any they chose” (v. 2). The language of seeing and taking something perceived to be good echoes the first temptation in Genesis 3:6, so it is clear that this action represents a significant sin on the part of the “sons of God.” But who are the “sons of God” and the “daughters of man,” and why is their intermarriage sinful?

      Three views of the identity of these groups have been argued, with the first two explanations both finding support since the earliest interpreters.98 The first view suggests that the “sons of God” are the descendants of the line of Seth, with the “daughters of man” being the descendants of Cain.99 The second view interprets the “sons of God” as (demonic) spirit beings, who engage in sexual intercourse with human women (“daughters of man”). Justin Martyr (AD 100–160) wrote, “God, when He had made the whole world, and subjected things earthly to man, . . . committed the care of men and of all things under heaven to angels whom He appointed over them. But the angels transgressed this appointment, and were captivated by love of women, and begat children who are those that are called demons.”100 Meanwhile, a third view identifies the “sons of God” as kings, who in many ancient Near Eastern societies claimed divine status for themselves as “sons of the gods.” These kings had the power of life and death over their subjects, and on this interpretation the stress in 6:2 lies on the rulers’ taking on “any [of the daughters of men] they chose.” These kings seize whatever women they wish for their harems—marrying not just one woman, as God intended (2:24), but as many as they choose. Whereas Lamech first broke God’s pattern for marriage by having two wives (4:19), these kings multiply that sin many times over by multiplying for themselves wives.101

      Each of these views has able exponents and is defensible, though each has its own problems. The greatest challenge for the first view is that nowhere else in the OT are human beings described as the “sons of God”; on the contrary, the term consistently designates angelic beings (cf. Job 1:6; 38:7; and probably Deut. 32:8).102 In addition, “daughters of man” in verse 2 seems obviously related to the daughters born to men in verse 1, which does not seem to limit them to a particular subgroup (i.e., the daughters of the line of Cain).103 Moreover, some NT passages seem to reference the involvement of spiritual beings in these events. For example, Jude 6–7 speaks of angels’ leaving their proper home and sinning in a way similar to the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah in pursuing “strange flesh.”104 Similarly, 1 Peter 3:19–20 references the proclamation of the gospel to spirits who were disobedient in the time of Noah.

      The main challenge for the second view is the question of whether angels are capable of producing offspring through intercourse with humans (cf. Matt. 22:30). John Calvin says the angelic view “is abundantly refuted by its own absurdity; and it is surprising that learned men should formerly have been fascinated by ravings so gross and prodigious,”105 though it must be said that ancient audiences did not find the idea as obviously absurd as Calvin did. Moreover, Genesis says remarkably little about the world of angelic beings, good or bad; on the contrary, it is focused much more closely on human sin and its consequences.106 Indeed, the transgression in Genesis 6 (whatever it may be) seems to result in a specific judgment that comes upon humanity, not on angelic beings.

      The third view offers a potential explanation for the use of the language of “sons of God” to describe humans but does not necessarily provide a much better alternative overall. In general, ancient Near Eastern kings as individuals may have styled themselves as “son of the gods,” but there is little evidence for the use of “sons of the gods” as a collective term for kings or rulers. There seems little interest in the political organization of the ancient city-states in Genesis 4, which references farming, music, and technology as advances belonging to the line of Cain but says nothing at all explicitly about kingship.

      It is hard to establish with any certainty which of these interpretations is to be preferred. However, a significant contextual consideration is the fact that the contrast between the lines of Cain and of Seth forms the larger backdrop against which this episode occurs. Indeed, Genesis 6:1–8 is itself incorporated into the larger genealogy of Seth that starts in chapter 5 and concludes in 9:29.107 On this view the passage provides an explanation of why the two families do not result in large numbers of people in the category of “righteous” and “wicked.” Because so many of the sons of the line of Seth intermarry indiscriminately, the result is an almost complete loss of the righteous line.

      What is more, it is also true that, even though the OT does not elsewhere use “sons of God” to describe God’s people, the idea is not entirely foreign to the passage. In Genesis 5:1–3 image and sonship are intimately connected: Adam is made in God’s image, and he passes that image on to his children through Seth. If Adam is thus, by virtue of bearing his image, God’s son (Luke 3:38), and Seth is explicitly made in the image of Adam (Gen. 5:3), could not Seth and his line rightly be called “sons of God”?108

      Finally, elsewhere in the Bible Satan’s three primary modes of attack on God’s people take the form of deception, persecution, and seduction,109 and it could be argued that the same modus operandi is evident already in the opening chapters of Genesis: deceiving Eve (Genesis 3), martyring Abel (ch. 4), and now seducing the line of promise (6:1–4). These considerations, taken together, persuade me that the interpretation that understands the sin as being the wrongful mixing of the lines of Seth and the line of Cain is correct, though the alternative views each has its strengths.

      Whichever interpretation is adopted, what is abundantly clear is that as man multiplies and fills the earth—evidence itself of God’s blessing (Gen. 1:28)—sin multiplies also. The sin of these verses forms an evil parody of the creation mandate: these beings, who aspire to be in the image of God, seek to fill the earth with their offspring as God has commanded, but they go about it in the wrong way, abusing the marriage relationship to serve their corrupt desires and seeking to make a name for themselves, following the pattern of Cain (6:4; cf. 4:17).

      In this pursuit they are unsuccessful, as is the case for every act of human rebellion in Genesis. God judges the “sons of God,” and their sin results in curse and destruction rather than the blessing and prosperity that was sought. Just as indiscriminate eating in Genesis 3 resulted in death, so too indiscriminate marriage that transgresses the boundaries set by God results in death. In contrast to the lengthy lives of the antediluvian patriarchs in Genesis 5, human life will be limited to a mere 120 years.110 The reason given (“For he is flesh”; 6:3) could describe human mortality or corruption. In fact, both are likely in view: human mortality is the result of human corruption, and the expansion in corruption in these verses will be matched by a decrease in human lifespan. The divine breath/spirit gives life to humanity, and, when it is withdrawn, the result is death (cf. Gen. 2:7; Pss. 104:29; 146:4; Ezek. 37:10).

      The judgment of Genesis 6:3 logically separates verses 1–2 from verses 4–5, though they are linked by the renewed mention of the sons of God and the daughters of man in verse 4. The result is a chiastic structure that focuses our attention on the judgment curse that falls on humanity:

      (A) Humanity multiplies on the face of the earth (v. 1)

      (B) Sin increases: the sons of God and daughters of men transgress (v. 2)

      (C) Judgment declared upon humanity (v. 3)

      (B') Sin increases: the Nephilim and mighty men transgress (v. 4)

      (A') Human wickedness grows great in the earth (v. 5)

      The significance of this observation is to note that the sin in verse 4, while contemporaneous with that of verse 2 (“When the sons of God came in to the daughters of man and they bore children to them”),111 is not necessarily identical to it. In other words, the Nephilim and the mighty men are not necessarily the offspring of the sons of God and daughters of men, as is often assumed by the interpretation that sees the sons of God as angelic beings.112 Genesis 6:4 simply asserts that the Nephilim (“fallen ones,” cf. CSB mg.) were also present during these corrupt days, as well as later on. It does not tell us anything about the Nephilim, assuming that readers are already familiar with these people.

      The only other explicit reference in the Bible to the Nephilim is at Numbers 13:33, where the scouts claim that the fearsomely large Anakim that they encountered were “of” (min) the Nephilim. This Hebrew construction could mean that the Anakim were “descended from” the Nephilim, though that raises questions about how the Nephilim could have survived the flood.113 More likely the point of the comparison is that the Anakites shared the characteristics of the Nephilim of old, not that they were actually related to them. In that case, Numbers 13 gives us a window into what the original audience of Genesis thought the Nephilim were like: tall and strong, fearsome and invincible in battle.

      Given this, it makes sense to identify the Nephilim as the antecedent of the pronoun in the last part of Genesis 6:4: “they” would then refer to the Nephilim rather than to the children of the illicit unions described immediately before, so that the Nephilim would be the “mighty men” (“warriors”; gibborim) and the “men of renown” (or “men of name”). In that capacity the Nephilim represent a different manifestation of the growth of sin, namely, self-promoting violence rather than sexuality. Their sin lies in seeking to make a name for themselves through their military conquests rather than humbly calling on the name of the Lord, as the line of Seth had done (cf. 4:26). Not coincidentally, Lamech celebrated his deviancy in both his sexuality and his fame-seeking violence in 4:19–24; likewise the universal spread of sin in Genesis 6 demonstrated in both these areas. Yet, as the concentric structure emphasizes, what counts ultimately is not human striving but God’s action, here in judgment (and later in making a name for his chosen one, Abraham; cf. 12:2).

      6:5–8 Verse 5 summarizes the culmination of man’s downward spiral into sin that has been unfolding since Genesis 3. Seven times in Genesis 1 we read, “God saw . . . and it was good”; now, however, what the Lord sees is the great wickedness of mankind (6:5). It has become so comprehensive that for almost everyone “every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (v. 5). Theologians often stress the fact that the doctrine of total depravity does not mean that people are as wicked as they could possibly be; it is simply that every aspect of their thinking and doing is tainted with sin. However, the world of Noah’s day was closer to the former, with unbridled sexual expression and gratuitous violence on all sides.

      God is not an “unmoved mover” who coldly surveys the destruction of his good world without caring. The Scriptures can speak of God’s “regretting” that he had made humanity, of how the situation “grieved him to his heart” (v. 6). Of course, we must remember that our speech about God is always analogical; he no more literally “regrets” and “grieves” than he has a literal heart or mouth. A God who transcends time cannot “regret” an action in exactly the same way humans do, for he knows the end from the beginning and plans every event perfectly. Yet, because we are made in the image of God, this language can communicate something important to us. Even though God does not have emotions, our emotions nonetheless help us to understand something important about God, just as, even though God does not have a mouth, when the Scriptures speak of the “mouth of the Lord” we understand something of his nature as a speaking God. So we may meaningfully speak of God’s care and compassion for the world he has made and of his grief over the damage sin causes to it and the people it contains.

      And God is not merely a helpless bystander, watching the chaos and evil of the world unfolding while wringing his hands and wishing he could do something. He is the God who created this world out of nothing, and he can return it to nothing at any time he chooses. He will judge wickedness, as he warned Adam in 2:17, and, though he is “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin,” he is also the God who “will by no means clear the guilty” (Ex. 34:6–7). As a result, judgment will come upon all flesh, both human and animal, blotting them out from the face of the land and the heavens. The comprehensiveness of the destruction is highlighted by the repetition of language from Genesis 1 (“man and animals and creeping things and birds of the heavens”; Gen. 6:7; cf. 1:20, 24). The sweeping spread of sin in Genesis 3–6 is matched by sweeping judgment on the whole world, proving that the wages of sin is indeed death (Rom. 6:23).

      Yet in the midst of the blackest description of human sin a shaft of light still shines: “Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord” (Gen. 6:8). A single individual who walks with the Lord (v. 9) can have an impact far beyond what might be expected. Noah’s faith and faithfulness will be the means by which the Lord preserves the human race and moves forward his purposes for creation. In the midst of the coming destruction of the flood a holy remnant will be preserved and kept safe by God.

      Response

      Many people naively believe that humans are, in their heart of hearts, fundamentally good. They may be misguided or misled into sin, but, if they really followed their best instincts, they would end up in a good place. Rabbinic Judaism, for example, teaches that within each of us there is not one yetser (“inclination”; cf. Gen. 6:5) but two, struggling for control; one is good and one is evil. What we need to do is to fight hard to control the evil yetser and to support the good yetser.114 If that is the case, then what humanity needs is not a savior but merely a helper, or a life coach—someone who will show us the right way and give an inspiring example for us to follow. Christianity, however, insists that there is only one yetser naturally present in our hearts, the evil one. This is the doctrine that theologians call total depravity. Or, as Paul puts it in his letter to the Ephesians,

      You were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience—among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. (Eph. 2:1–3)

      Genesis 6:1–8 shows us the same doctrine in OT garb. The natural tendency of humanity without God is to fill the world with sin. Sin always blurs the lines between things that God created to be separate, and believers are regularly tempted to compromise their distinctive identity and join themselves to unbelievers. The temptation to intermarriage with people who do not share our values is perennial (cf. 2 Cor. 6:14), but it inevitably ends badly. If the center and focus of our individual worlds is so far apart, how can those worlds be joined together as one? Either our love for the other person will draw us away from a life centered on God, or a life centered on God will draw us away from the other person.

      In addition to unbridled sexuality, pervasive and gratuitous violence remains a problem. If we are not finding our identity in Christ, we will tend to find our “name” in other things, and we will bite, destroy, and kill in order to achieve and protect the status we desire (cf. James 4:2). It is doubtful that the modern world is really any better than the world of Noah’s day. The flood did not accomplish a fundamental change in the hearts of men and women (cf. Gen. 8:21)—nor was it intended to do so.

      Yet, instead of sending another flood to destroy the present world order, God sent his own Son to redeem it. He is the one who most of all found favor in the Lord’s sight (Matt. 3:17) and in whose life was no hint of sin. Through Jesus’ death and resurrection God put to death our evil and sin and now makes us a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). The evil of the world that surrounds us will not endure forever but will finally be judged and destroyed—yet we who ourselves are so deeply stained with our sin are even now called “sons of God” (Rom. 8:14) and look forward with the remainder of creation to its full and final renovation (Rom. 8:19–21).Genesis 6:1–8

      Genesis 6:9–22

      Genesis 6:9–22

      9 6:9These are the generations of Noah. Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation. Noah walked with God. 10 6:10And Noah had three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

      11 6:11Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence. 12 6:12And God saw the earth, and behold, it was corrupt, for all flesh had corrupted their way on the earth. 13 6:13And God said to Noah, “I have determined to make an end of all flesh,1 for the earth is filled with violence through them. Behold, I will destroy them with the earth. 14 6:14Make yourself an ark of gopher wood.2 Make rooms in the ark, and cover it inside and out with pitch. 15 6:15This is how you are to make it: the length of the ark 300 cubits,3 its breadth 50 cubits, and its height 30 cubits. 16 6:16Make a roof4 for the ark, and finish it to a cubit above, and set the door of the ark in its side. Make it with lower, second, and third decks. 17 6:17For behold, I will bring a flood of waters upon the earth to destroy all flesh in which is the breath of life under heaven. Everything that is on the earth shall die. 18 6:18But I will establish my covenant with you, and you shall come into the ark, you, your sons, your wife, and your sons’ wives with you. 19 6:19And of every living thing of all flesh, you shall bring two of every sort into the ark to keep them alive with you. They shall be male and female. 20 6:20Of the birds according to their kinds, and of the animals according to their kinds, of every creeping thing of the ground, according to its kind, two of every sort shall come in to you to keep them alive. 21 6:21Also take with you every sort of food that is eaten, and store it up. It shall serve as food for you and for them.” 22 6:22Noah did this; he did all that God commanded him.

      1 Hebrew The end of all flesh has come before me 2 Transliterated from Hebrew; the identity of this tree is uncertain 3 A cubit was about 18 inches or 45 centimeters 4 Or skylight 

      Section Overview

      One of the distinctive features of Israel’s God is his propensity to announce ahead of time his great works, both of salvation and of judgment. As Amos 3:7 says,

          The Lord God does nothing

          without revealing his secret

          to his servants the prophets. (cf. Gen. 18:17)

      Unlike the gods of the ancient Near East, who were capricious and acted on a whim, the Lord has a purpose and plan from the beginning that he will carry out, for his own glory and for the good of his people. These two things are connected: as God announces his works ahead of time, humans may acknowledge that these are the Lord’s work, not merely random chance events. When the work is one of judgment, people may have the opportunity to repent and be saved out of the coming judgment; when it is one of salvation, people may have their faith in God’s power and goodness increased.

      Israel will have its own formative moment of judgment and salvation involving water at the exodus, when God drowns the Egyptians at the Red Sea and brings his people safely through (cf. Exodus 12–14). But even that mighty work is only a faint echo of the flood, when God brings watery judgment on almost the whole world, delivering only one family through that trial.

      Other ancient Near Eastern societies had their own flood narratives, with similarities and differences to the biblical account.115 This is as one would expect, as memories of such a catastrophic ancient historical event would have tended to be preserved, in forms that cohered with and revealed a culture’s worldview. The differences between the stories are often more significant than the similarities, since they highlight the uniqueness of Israel’s (inspired) version. For example, the boat that Utnapishtim—the Noah figure in the Gilgamesh epic—is instructed to build is a perfect cube; this is the ideal form for a sacred place in the ancient Near East (compare the Most Holy Place of the tabernacle and the temple) but hardly ideal for an actual boat. In comparison Noah’s ark, although massive, is more nautically appropriate.

      In the Akkadian Atrahasis epic116 the cause of the flood is human overpopulation, which leads to the gods’ being troubled by noise pollution, while in the biblical account it is caused by human sin. Moreover, in the Akkadian account it is an accident that any humans survive, due to differences of opinion among the gods, while the gods themselves are terrified by the forces they have unleashed, cowering before them like dogs. However, it is just as well for the gods that Utnapishtim survives, since they are dependent upon the sacrifices offered by humans for their food, and so they gather like hungry flies around Utnapishtim’s altar. These accounts have a very different worldview than that of the biblical picture, which shows a single God who sovereignly executes his plan of judgment and salvation by unleashing the mighty forces of nature according to his will and to accomplish his own purposes.

      Section Outline

        IV.  The Family History of Noah (6:9–9:29)

      A.  Announcement of Judgment and Salvation (6:9–22)

      Comment

      6:9–12 The toledot formula (“These are the generations of”; cf. comment on 2:4–7) introduces the third major section in the book of Genesis, which will concern Noah and his offspring, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.117 Their story begins with a reprise of the immediately preceding verses. “Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord” (6:8) is unpacked in terms of Noah’s behavior that has led to such acceptance before God. In contrast to the universal wickedness surrounding him (vv. 1–5) Noah is a righteous man (Hb. tsaddiq; v. 9), a term with roots in legal texts that recognize someone as being “in the right.”118 He is also “blameless” (tamim), a word that has to do with wholeness and integrity. Sacrificial animals that are tamim are “without blemish” (Lev. 1:3); so too people with this quality are morally pure and upright.

      These two attributes of righteousness and integrity summarize Noah’s ethical behavior, but he also “walked with God,” a phrase describing relational intimacy (cf. comment on 5:6–24 [at v. 24]). Noah is thus a man of outstanding character, all the more so in contrast to “his generation” (dorotav),119 which is evil to the core. Second Peter 2:5 infers from the distinction between Noah and his contemporaries that Noah must have preached to those around him, without seeing any turn and repent. Noah’s exemplary reputation leads to his being cited as an example of righteousness elsewhere in the Bible (e.g., Ezek. 14:14; Heb. 11:7). Noah is not perfect, of course, but like Abraham after him he walks consistently before God by faith (Gen. 15:6).

      As the first man born after the death of Adam (according to the chronology of ch. 5), Noah becomes a kind of second Adam figure, a new father for the entire human race.120 Like the first Adam, Noah has three named sons, one of whom proves to be reprobate. Shem, Ham, and Japheth are introduced here, repeated from 5:32, since they will have a major part to play in the later story, but no evaluation is yet given of their character, unlike with Noah (6:9) and the remainder of their contemporaries (v. 5). Their salvation from the destruction of the flood rests not upon their own righteousness but on Noah’s, their faithful covenant head.

      The indictment against humanity is repeated in order to make it clear that the Lord’s judgment is just and righteous: the earth (haʾarets) had been corrupted (shakhat, used three times in vv. 11–12) and filled with violence by humanity. The Hebrew haʾarets can, of course, be translated as “the land” rather than “the earth,” and some have therefore argued for a limited flood, covering only a small portion of the earth; however, the global nature of the spread of sin described in these verses suggests the flood is at least as widespread as the spread of humanity at this point. “All flesh” has corrupted the earth (v. 12), and the only solution is for God to make an end to all flesh because of the violence it has spread throughout the earth (v. 13), as demonstrated by the behavior of Lamech (4:19–24) and the Nephilim (6:4). “Violence” (khamas) is the opposite of “justice” (mishpat), the situation that provides the ideal circumstances for human flourishing (cf. Job 19:7).

      These sins are committed “in God’s sight” (Gen. 6:11) rather than being concealed in secret. It is natural to hide our sins (Isa. 29:15; Heb. 4:13), but to sin openly and brazenly in this way is almost challenging the Lord to act—a challenge he is ready and willing to meet. “God saw” does not mean merely a casual observation; as judge, he examines the facts and then issues a just sentence. Mankind has corrupted the perfect world it has been given, so the judgment of the destruction of its world is merely turning man over to the fate he richly deserves.

      6:13–22 Although God threatened to make a complete end of the earth and all its human occupants because of its corruption, it was not yet time for that final destruction (cf. 2 Pet. 3:5–13). Noah and his family will be preserved, and, because they are not sinless—not even Noah—with them will be carried the seeds of sin that will reflower on the far side of destruction. Only a complete new creation will finally achieve God’s ultimate goal of creating a holy people prepared to walk with him in a sin-free environment.

      In the meantime Noah is instructed to make himself an “ark” (Hb. tebah);121 Noah is also informed of the reasons for the Lord’s decision, which shows that God’s action is neither hasty nor capricious. He has waited ten generations of increasing corruption before acting to bring judgment upon the world. The word “ark” is probably a loanword from Egyptian, where it means a chest or even a coffin,122 with the latter sense being particularly fitting for a vehicle designed to take its occupants through a symbolic death and resurrection. The Hebrew word is used only of Noah’s ark and of the container in which Moses is placed as a baby for his equally risky water adventure (Ex. 2:3).123 Noah is given very precise instructions by the Lord for the materials and manufacture of the ark, a procedure seen more commonly in the ancient world when a deity instructs a king about the plans for building a sanctuary.124 That precision is fitting, for constructing this boat is an equally sacred endeavor.

      The ark is to be 450 feet [135 m] long by 75 feet [23 m] wide and 45 feet [14 m] high, made of “gopher wood,” which is simply a transliteration of the Hebrew word gofer. The term occurs only here, and so it is uncertain what kind of wood is intended, though an etymological connection is possible to “cypress,” a coniferous wood used widely in ancient shipbuilding. The three floors of the ark are each to have an unspecified number of “rooms” (qannim, “nests”), presumably to provide separate quarters for the various animals. The ark is to have a roof, necessary to keep the rainfall off, though it seems to have an opening of 18 inches [46 cm] all around under the roofline.125

      In spite of God’s decree to destroy every living thing under heaven126 through the flood127 (Gen. 6:17), he will establish his covenant with Noah (v. 18). When a new covenant was made in the ancient Near East, the terminology was usually to “cut” (karat) a covenant, reflecting the self-imprecatory oath taken by the parties passing between two dismembered animals, asking the gods to make them like those animals if they broke their word (cf. 15:9–18). In this case, however, the Lord speaks of “confirming” (heqim; cf. Gen. 17:7, 9, 21) his covenant with Noah, which may reflect a reference to the covenant originally made with creation.128 In this case God is covenanting to keep Noah and his family safe within the ark, along with two of every kind of animal, bird, and creeping creature according to their kinds (6:20; cf. 1:24–26), along with their necessary food (6:21; cf. 1:29). The extensive reuse of terminology from Genesis 1 stresses the fact that this mission is nothing less than a new start for creation.

      The chapter closes with an affirmation of Noah’s obedience (6:22). This might seem superfluous, given the earlier description of Noah’s righteousness and integrity, but such notices of precise conformity (“As God/the Lord commanded him”) are common throughout the Pentateuch (Ex. 7:6, 10, 20, etc.). Exact obedience to the Lord’s commands is of vital importance, especially when constructing a sacred object such as the ark, notwithstanding God’s covenanted promise of blessing. It is the appropriate response of gratitude to the Lord’s grace extended to Noah and his family.

      Response

      There were (broadly speaking) two kinds of covenants in the ancient world: (1) suzerainty treaties, in which a great king (a suzerain) entered into a relationship with a lesser king (a vassal), promising protection and reward in return for future obedience to the specified terms of the covenant, and (2) covenants of grant, which were unconditional promises of favor, often based on past acts of faithfulness.129 The Sinai covenant is often classified as belonging to the former category, while the Noahic covenant, like the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants, is generally regarded as being more like a covenant of grant. That is, it reflects a reward for Noah’s past history of serving and walking with God and is not dependent upon his future obedience.

      These distinctions are helpful in focusing our attention on some crucial differences between different biblical covenants. Yet covenants—even of the suzerainty variety—always have an inherently gracious quality in that there is nothing forcing the great king into making this commitment to the vassal. Moreover, covenants of grant may sound entirely unconditional, but that does not mean that future obedience is unimportant if the grant is to be maintained.130 God owes Noah nothing in return for his years of walking with him, which is simply what humanity owes God, and God could equally easily have preserved Noah by taking him out of the world, as with Enoch. Yet through this covenant God promises that he will preserve not only Noah’s life but the lives of his family as well. His righteousness brings blessings not only to himself but to his entire household, as is typical of biblical covenants.

      It is in this way that the passage points us forward to Christ. The Father has made a covenant with the Son that, through the righteousness of Christ, salvation will come to all those who are in him. Jesus has fulfilled the conditions of the covenant through his perfect righteousness of life and his self-offering as the blameless Lamb of God, whose death atones for our sins. In him God accomplishes the complete new creation that the flood was never able to establish, pouring out his Spirit on believers and their children (Acts 2:39). To paraphrase the writer to the Hebrews, the blood and water that flows from Jesus’ side on the cross speaks a better word than that of the water that fell from heaven in Noah’s days (Heb. 12:24). We who have benefitted from this new covenant should respond as Noah did, with gratitude-infused obedience to all that God has commanded us through his Word.Genesis 6:9–22

      Genesis 7

      Genesis 7

      7 7:1Then the Lord said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I have seen that you are righteous before me in this generation. 2 7:2Take with you seven pairs of all clean animals,1 the male and his mate, and a pair of the animals that are not clean, the male and his mate, 3 7:3and seven pairs2 of the birds of the heavens also, male and female, to keep their offspring alive on the face of all the earth. 4 7:4For in seven days I will send rain on the earth forty days and forty nights, and every living thing3 that I have made I will blot out from the face of the ground.” 5 7:5And Noah did all that the Lord had commanded him.

      6 7:6Noah was six hundred years old when the flood of waters came upon the earth. 7 7:7And Noah and his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives with him went into the ark to escape the waters of the flood. 8 7:8Of clean animals, and of animals that are not clean, and of birds, and of everything that creeps on the ground, 9 7:9two and two, male and female, went into the ark with Noah, as God had commanded Noah. 10 7:10And after seven days the waters of the flood came upon the earth.

      11 7:11In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second month, on the seventeenth day of the month, on that day all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened. 12 7:12And rain fell upon the earth forty days and forty nights. 13 7:13On the very same day Noah and his sons, Shem and Ham and Japheth, and Noah’s wife and the three wives of his sons with them entered the ark, 14 7:14they and every beast, according to its kind, and all the livestock according to their kinds, and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth, according to its kind, and every bird, according to its kind, every winged creature. 15 7:15They went into the ark with Noah, two and two of all flesh in which there was the breath of life. 16 7:16And those that entered, male and female of all flesh, went in as God had commanded him. And the Lord shut him in.

      17 7:17The flood continued forty days on the earth. The waters increased and bore up the ark, and it rose high above the earth. 18 7:18The waters prevailed and increased greatly on the earth, and the ark floated on the face of the waters. 19 7:19And the waters prevailed so mightily on the earth that all the high mountains under the whole heaven were covered. 20 7:20The waters prevailed above the mountains, covering them fifteen cubits4 deep. 21 7:21And all flesh died that moved on the earth, birds, livestock, beasts, all swarming creatures that swarm on the earth, and all mankind. 22 7:22Everything on the dry land in whose nostrils was the breath of life died. 23 7:23He blotted out every living thing that was on the face of the ground, man and animals and creeping things and birds of the heavens. They were blotted out from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those who were with him in the ark. 24 7:24And the waters prevailed on the earth 150 days.

      1 Or seven of each kind of clean animal 2 Or seven of each kind 3 Hebrew all existence; also verse 23 4 A cubit was about 18 inches or 45 centimeters 

      Section Overview

      Genesis 6 gives us very few details about the process of building the ark. There is no mention of what Noah’s neighbors think or of the construction challenges and cost overruns that typically accompany such a massive project. God tells Noah to build an ark, and he does—just as, at creation in Genesis 1, God spoke the word and it was so.131 Now, in Genesis 7, it is time to gather the animals and enter the completed ark, for the judgment rains are about to fall. The lives of Noah and his family depend upon their trusting God’s word and entering their coffin-shaped boat, dying to the world, as it were, while believing that God’s promise to protect them will keep them safe. So it transpires: judgment falls upon the world around them, but they are kept safe in the midst of the storm, just as God has promised. God judges the wicked while preserving the lives of those who trust in him.

      Section Outline

        IV.  The Family History of Noah (6:9–9:29) . . . 

      B.  God’s Judgment Descends (7:1–24)

      Comment

      7:1–5 Noah is not left to calculate the time of God’s coming judgment by watching for signs; instead, God tells him when it is time to enter132 the ark and exactly how the judgment will transpire. Noah is also instructed to take his household with him. His family members are included in this act of salvation explicitly on the basis of Noah’s by-faith righteousness, not their own. The Hebrew is emphatic: “Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I have seen that you [singular] are righteous” (7:1). God’s “seeing” of Noah’s righteousness is the equivalent of his “reckoning” Abraham to be righteous in 15:6. It also contrasts with God’s “seeing” the extensive wickedness of the world in which Noah lives (cf. 6:5, 12). Noah’s righteousness not only serves as the foundation for his family’s salvation but also underlines the condemnation of the rest of his generation for its wickedness. When Lot is told to flee from the judgment coming upon Sodom, he finds it hard to persuade his household to join him (19:12–14), but Noah has no similar difficulties in recruiting his family for this much more challenging mission.

      Noah had earlier been told to gather one pair of every kind of animal and bird (Gen. 6:19); God now adds the stipulation that seven pairs of clean animals must be brought along, along with seven pairs of birds (7:2–3). The reason for this is not explicitly stated, but presumably it is to allow for the possibility of offering sacrifices after the flood without wiping out an entire species in the process. This does not necessarily require Noah to be aware of the full Levitical laws of clean and unclean animals (cf. Leviticus 11); he simply needs to be aware of which animals might legitimately be offered as sacrifices and which are not “kosher” for that purpose.133

      The number seven is prominent in the flood account, echoing the seven days of the original creation (Gen. 1:1–2:3). In addition to the seven pairs of clean animals and birds, there is a seven-day delay before the rain comes (7:4, 10) in order for the collection process to be completed. Another sacred number, forty, is also prominent in the forty days and nights during which the rain falls, wiping out every living creature from the face of the earth (v. 4). The period of forty days is often associated with periods of testing and trial in the Bible—for example, Moses’ forty days and nights at Mount Sinai (Ex. 24:18), the spies’ forty days in the Promised Land (Num. 13:25), Goliath’s taunting Israel for forty days (1 Sam. 17:16), and Jesus’ testing in the wilderness for forty days (Luke 4:2).134 Once again we are informed explicitly of Noah’s obedience to the Lord’s commands, underlining his righteousness (Gen. 7:5).

      7:6–10 And it is so: having heard God’s word announcing to Noah what will happen, we see these same events unfolding exactly as God has said. The repetition may seem cumbersome to modern readers, but it drives home the point effectively. This is no random or out of control process that God has unleashed (unlike the flood brought about by the gods in the Gilgamesh epic) but rather a measured and controlled process of judgment. What God has created, he has the power and the authority to destroy (v. 4; cf. Jer. 18:4). Noah follows the Lord’s instructions with precision, and, when the appointed day of judgment arrives, so too does the flood.

      7:11–16 For a third time we hear more or less the same facts related, each time with a little more detail, stressing just how precisely the events follow the divinely ordained pattern. The date of the flood, the seventeenth day of the second month (Gen. 7:11),135 is significant precisely for its insignificance: it is not the day of any major festival or celebration. There is no ultimatum given to humanity that slowly ticks down to zero; rather, at a moment no one anticipates time finally runs out for this evil generation and the day of God’s terrible judgment begins. The implications for the Lord’s future judgments are unmistakable: no one knows the hour or the day (or the month or the year) of the end of all things.

      The source of the water is described phenomenologically in terms of an opening of the fountains of the deep and the windows of heaven (v. 11).136 In other words, the waters that had been separated and ordered by God on days two and three of creation in order to form the dry land are now reunited, so that the dry land once again disappears into the great deep (Hb. tehom; cf. 1:2, 6–9). The hospitable world the Lord built for man returns to a wilderness state, “without form and void” (tohu vabohu; cf. 1:2). For three chapters humanity has been sinfully striving to erase the lines of separation God had drawn; it is therefore a fitting judgment when the Lord removes the lines of separation upon which life itself rests.

      From an Israelite perspective there would be a certain irony in the Lord’s bringing destruction by opening wide the windows of heaven and pouring out rain, since in Israel the problem was usually the reverse—a drought caused by the Lord’s closing the windows of heaven in judgment upon Israel (cf. Deut. 11:17; Mal. 3:10). The Lord is sovereign over the rain as a means both of blessing and of curse, a theme underlined by the use of the verb hamtir (“to rain down”; Gen. 7:4), which can be used equally of curse or of blessing (curse: Gen. 19:24; Ex. 9:23; blessing: Ex. 16:4; Amos 4:7).

      Those who enter the ark are described as having the “breath of life” (Gen. 7:15). Soon they will be the only ones left on the earth who still have this breath, since all others will be blotted out. The difference between the two groups is simple: those inside the ark will live because of their relationship to Noah, with whom God has covenanted, while all those outside the ark will die because they lack such a saving relationship. It is not explicit in Genesis, but 1 Peter implies that, in spite of a climate of unrestrained sexuality all around them, Noah and his family remain committed to monogamy, so that the human contingent on the ark comprises only eight people (1 Pet. 3:20).137 The description of the embarkation onto the ark is very detailed in some ways but equally sparing in others. Unlike Utnapishtim, who takes all his gold and silver onto his boat with him,138 Noah and his family’s possessions go unmentioned. There is no mention of other people’s seeking admission to the ark and being turned away; only those who have been called by God and have faith in God’s word would want to enter this coffin-shaped refuge. But there is no other sanctuary in which to seek shelter from the judgment to come.

      One added detail is the fact that “the Lord shut [Noah] in” (Gen. 7:16). Noah built the ark and collected the animals, as he had been commanded to do, but the final act in the process, safely sealing him into the ark, is God’s.139 This ensures that the safety of those on board rests not in the effectiveness of Noah’s marine engineering or navigational skills but in the hands of God. They can relax, confident that the God who has sealed them safely on board will watch over them every moment of their voyage until their ship comes safely to dry land.

      7:17–24 Forty days of torrential rain, along with the outpouring of subterranean springs, is more than sufficient to complete the task of blotting out every living creature from the face of the earth (vv. 17–21). The rising floodwaters are marked literarily by a repetitive style, piling sentence upon sentence as the waters gradually prevail over the earth, then cover the mountains, then finally cover the mountains by a significant amount, 15 cubits (roughly 27 feet [8 m]; v. 20), which would provide plenty of clearance for the ark, with its total height of 30 cubits. The floodwaters then remain high for a total of 150 days (v. 24).140 Eight times in verses 19–23 the word “all” appears, stressing the comprehensiveness of the global destruction. Only Noah is left alive, along with those with him in the ark (v. 23). Nothing outside the ark could survive such a deluge; it all dies (v. 22), fulfilling God’s judgment upon Adam and all those made in his image (cf. Genesis 5).

      Response

      Since the beginning the serpent has sought to deny the doctrine of divine judgment (Gen. 3:4) and has had considerable success in sowing doubt into human minds (cf. Mal. 2:17). Even believers sometimes struggle to believe that evil will have its proper day in court and that the righteous will be vindicated (cf. Ps. 73:2–14). Throughout history, however, the Lord has given us clear lessons of his judgment, of which the flood is perhaps the most prominent. Does God see the wicked? Is he able to judge them? Can he preserve the righteous in the midst of that sweeping judgment upon sin? The flood narrative answers all those questions with a resounding “Yes!” God sees; God judges; God preserves a righteous remnant141 alive.

      The implications of these realities are clear. Those who do not know God live their lives in the face of clear and present danger. Just as no one knew ahead of time exactly when the flood would come, so no one knows when Christ will return to bring the final day of judgment (cf. Matt. 24:36–39, which explicitly draws a comparison to the days of Noah). As a result, we should strive constantly to be ready for the Lord’s return (Matt. 24:44). Now is the time to make one’s peace with God, before the judgment draws nigh.

      In addition to a warning to unbelievers, however, this passage provides a comfort for believers that “the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment” (2 Pet. 2:9; again explicitly referencing the flood—cf. 2:5). Believers too wonder about God’s deferred justice in a wicked world, but the flood shows us that justice is not always delayed and will not be deferred forever. At the same time, the Lord is able to keep safe in that coming judgment those with whom he has covenanted (Gen. 6:18). As we follow his commandments faithfully—however strange that obedience may look to a watching world—the Lord will seal us safely into the ark that preserves our lives from the deluge of his wrath.

      For us as Christians the fulfillment of that theme is found in Christ himself. Christ is the righteous covenant-keeper in whom we, like Noah’s family, find undeserved safety. Faith in Christ calls us to die to the world around us, just as the inhabitants of the ark voluntarily entered their coffin-shaped vehicle of salvation. We are called to trust not in our ability to pilot the vessel of our lives—for the ark had neither sails nor rudder—but in the God who has sealed us into the vessel that he will guide safely into the harbor of heaven. Through a final act of cataclysmic judgment God will bring about his new heavens and new earth, where righteousness reigns (2 Pet. 3:13), and we will be free from the sin and wickedness that currently still afflicts us all.Genesis 7
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      8 8:1But God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the livestock that were with him in the ark. And God made a wind blow over the earth, and the waters subsided. 2 8:2The fountains of the deep and the windows of the heavens were closed, the rain from the heavens was restrained, 3 8:3and the waters receded from the earth continually. At the end of 150 days the waters had abated, 4 8:4and in the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month, the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat. 5 8:5And the waters continued to abate until the tenth month; in the tenth month, on the first day of the month, the tops of the mountains were seen.

      6 8:6At the end of forty days Noah opened the window of the ark that he had made 7 8:7and sent forth a raven. It went to and fro until the waters were dried up from the earth. 8 8:8Then he sent forth a dove from him, to see if the waters had subsided from the face of the ground. 9 8:9But the dove found no place to set her foot, and she returned to him to the ark, for the waters were still on the face of the whole earth. So he put out his hand and took her and brought her into the ark with him. 10 8:10He waited another seven days, and again he sent forth the dove out of the ark. 11 8:11And the dove came back to him in the evening, and behold, in her mouth was a freshly plucked olive leaf. So Noah knew that the waters had subsided from the earth. 12 8:12Then he waited another seven days and sent forth the dove, and she did not return to him anymore.

      13 8:13In the six hundred and first year, in the first month, the first day of the month, the waters were dried from off the earth. And Noah removed the covering of the ark and looked, and behold, the face of the ground was dry. 14 8:14In the second month, on the twenty-seventh day of the month, the earth had dried out. 15 8:15Then God said to Noah, 16 8:16“Go out from the ark, you and your wife, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you. 17 8:17Bring out with you every living thing that is with you of all flesh—birds and animals and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth—that they may swarm on the earth, and be fruitful and multiply on the earth.” 18 8:18So Noah went out, and his sons and his wife and his sons’ wives with him. 19 8:19Every beast, every creeping thing, and every bird, everything that moves on the earth, went out by families from the ark.

      20 8:20Then Noah built an altar to the Lord and took some of every clean animal and some of every clean bird and offered burnt offerings on the altar. 21 8:21And when the Lord smelled the pleasing aroma, the Lord said in his heart, “I will never again curse1 the ground because of man, for the intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth. Neither will I ever again strike down every living creature as I have done. 22 8:22While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease.”

      1 Or dishonor 

      Section Overview

      Many scholars have suggested that the flood narrative is structured as a large-scale chiasm.142 The proposals vary in their details, but everyone agrees that Genesis 8:1 represents the central turning point: “But God remembered Noah.” God is just as much in control of the aftermath of the flood as he was over its causes. The same God who brought the rain now closes up the fountains of the deep and the floodgates of heaven and sends a wind to dry up the earth (vv. 1–2). The resemblance to creation, at which God’s Spirit/wind (Hb. ruakh) was hovering over the waters, deliberately paints this action as an act of recreation, once again separating the waters and returning them to their allotted boundaries so that the dry ground may appear and the world may again be populated by people and animals. God is sovereign over salvation as well as over judgment.

      Section Outline

        IV.  The Family History of Noah (6:9–9:29) . . . 

      C.  God Remembers Noah (8:1–14)

      D.  Celebrating Salvation (8:15–22)

      Comment

      8:1–5 “But God remembered Noah” highlights this verse as the turning point in the flood narrative. Up to this point God has been bringing destruction upon the earth; from here onward he begins to restore what he has destroyed. Yet grammatically speaking the vav-consecutive imperfect form is more commonly conjunctive than disjunctive, so we might as easily translate “And God remembered Noah” (KJV; NJPS). Furthermore, speaking of God’s remembering Noah does mean he forgot Noah for the duration of the rains and then suddenly recalled him to mind and so began to dry up the flood. Rather, throughout this whole period of destruction and restoration God has remembered Noah and watched over him and his ark, keeping its occupants safe from all harm. “Remembering” in Hebrew is always more than a mental activity; it includes the appropriate actions that flow from such knowledge. Hence the term is used often to describe the behavior that follows from a prior commitment, such as a covenant. To “remember a covenant” is to keep its conditions and fulfill its obligations, while to “forget” it is to disobey it (Ex. 2:24; 6:5).

      God’s re-creative work begins just as his creative work did,143 with his sending a Spirit/wind (Hb. ruakh) upon the face of the chaotic waters (Gen. 8:1; cf. 1:2). Just as the work of destruction was no mere natural process but God’s work, so too the restoration process rests on God’s decision and follows his exact timeline. The twin sources of the water for the flood, the fountains of the deep and the windows of heaven, are closed up (8:2; cf. 7:11)—the rain ceases and the earth begins to dry out. The 150 days the water takes to dry up (8:3) equal the 150 days the rain “prevailed on the earth” (7:24), so that the ark comes to rest five months after the rain began (five thirty-day months equal 150 days), on the seventeenth day of the seventh month (8:4; cf. 7:11). The seventh month of the Jewish calendar would later include the Feast of Booths, when the Israelites would camp out for a week to remember the wilderness wanderings and look forward to their heavenly inheritance (Lev. 23:24–43), making this date a fitting one for the ark’s wilderness wanderings to end and for it to find rest (vattanakh; Gen. 8:4). This is probably not the “rest” for which Noah’s father, Lamech, named him (nuakh; 5:29 ESV mg.), but it is a fitting play on his name.

      Ararat, upon whose mountains the ark finishes its journey, is usually identified with Urartu, a region in northern Mesopotamia now part of Turkey. The modern-day Mount Ararat came to be associated with Noah only in the eleventh or twelfth century AD, however. There is no biblical record of any subsequent interest in this region; it did not form a place of pilgrimage for God’s people, perhaps in part because of the significant distance involved and the uncertainty of its exact location. However, even Mount Sinai was not generally considered a place of religious interest in biblical times after Israel departed from its sojourn there.144 There was only one place worthy of pilgrimage for God’s people, and that was the place where God chose to place his name: Jerusalem.

      8:6–13 Even though the ark finds its rest, the occupants must wait a considerable time before it is safe to leave the ark. It is another two and a half months before the tops of the mountains become visible (8:5); the lengthy process of renovation is striking in contrast to the rapid process of creation in Genesis 1. Indeed, waiting is a key theme of this section (vv. 10, 12). Forty days pass before Noah sends out a raven; it fails to return, presumably satisfied with the endless supplies of carrion for it to eat. Then he sends out a dove three times, at weekly intervals, with different results each time. The first time the dove comes back with nothing, having found no place to alight (v. 9); the second time it comes back with a fresh olive twig in its mouth, a sign of hope that the trees are growing above the remaining waters (v. 11); the third time it does not return, presumably because it now finds the earth to be habitable (v. 12).

      The significance of the raven and the dove lies in the fact that they are opposites: the raven is an unclean bird, while the dove is not only a clean bird but one suitable for sacrifice. The raven’s self-sufficient attitude is suggestive; it does not return to the ark but forges its own path in the new world independently, while the dove meekly returns repeatedly to Noah until it has conveyed to him the message that all is safe. The combined impact of the raven and the dove is ominous, however, suggesting that, though the world Noah is inheriting is new, the old sinful tendencies have not been entirely wiped out by the flood (cf. v. 21).

      Finally, on the first day of Noah’s 601st year in this world, it is time to open the roof of the ark and survey the scene (v. 13). The first day of a year was considered an auspicious day for a major religious undertaking such as consecrating or reconsecrating a sacred building (e.g., Ex. 40:2; 2 Chron. 29:17), so it seems a fitting day to start afresh in the new world God has given Noah and his family. The face of the ground, from which the Lord had determined to blot out every living creature (Gen. 7:4, 23), is finally dry (8:13).

      8:14–19 Even then, with the face of the ground “dry,” it is still not time to leave the ark. That awaits the twenty-seventh day of the second month, when “the earth had dried out” (v. 14). The difference between the two dates suggests the time needed for the surface water to disappear and the ground to dry out sufficiently enough to allow Noah and his family to walk on it. More importantly, however, it seems that Noah is waiting for divine sanction to leave the ark. Just as God had told Noah when it was time for him and his menagerie to enter the ark (7:1–4), so Noah must wait until God tells him it is time to leave (8:15–17). The parallels are striking: just as Noah was told to enter the ark with his wife, his sons, and their wives, now he must leave with the same people. The birds, animals, and creeping things that he took in with him must now be brought out by him, so that they may once again be fruitful and multiply on the earth (v. 17; cf. 1:22). And it is so. Noah obeys this commandment too, as detailed in 8:18–19—verses that seem to underline the fact that not one creature is missing out of all those Noah had brought with him onto the ark. The God who shut Noah into the ark has remembered him and his cargo and brought them safely through the watery trial to a new beginning on the other side.

      8:20–22 The first action Noah takes upon emerging from the ark is to build an altar and offer sacrifices (v. 20). Open-air altars could be simple affairs, not requiring a priest to tend them, as a sanctuary would. For that reason these are commonly where the patriarchs offer their sacrifices (e.g., Gen. 12:7, 8; 13:18). This offering is not a minkhah, a tribute offering, such as Cain and Abel offered (4:3, 4), but rather a whole burnt offering (Hb. ʿolah; lit., “ascending offering”), the first explicit atoning sacrifice to be recorded.145 The whole burnt offering stands in place of the person offering it, who identifies it as representing him by laying hands on the animal (i.e., by leaning on it).146 It is a ransom payment given to God, frequently with a strong undertone of atonement and substitution (e.g., Lev. 1:4).147 Here the clean animals and birds suffer the judgment of death that Noah and his family have escaped by grace. The deaths of those animals and birds substitute for redeemed humanity, as it stands represented in Noah and his family.

      Particularly striking is the impact this sacrifice is said to have on God: he smells the pleasing smoke of the “ascending offering” and is pacified by it (Gen. 8:21). There is another play on Noah’s name here: the Hebrew for “pleasing” (nikhoakh) sounds similar to Noah’s name (noakh)—it is a “rest-giving” aroma. We even hear God’s inmost thoughts: because of Noah’s sacrifice, never again will the Lord bring a flood of similar magnitude upon the earth—even though148 the nature of mankind has not changed. Nor will God add to the curse that already exists on the ground (though neither is the curse on the ground lifted, as human experience makes all too clear). The power to bring delight to God’s wounded heart resides not in the sacrifices themselves but in that to which they point: the atoning work of Christ, which provides lasting hope even for deeply broken and sinful people like us (Heb. 10:4–10).

      Noah’s sacrifice is a faithful response to the deliverance he has received, thanking God and seeking atonement for his own sins and those of his family. God receives that offering, just as he received Abel’s offering earlier (cf. Gen. 4:4), and he commits himself to preserving the fundamental distinctions that keep the world in balance, “seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night” (8:22)—distinctions that had been dissolved in the flood. God also blesses Noah and his renewed covenant with him (cf. 9:9); in this way Noah and God continue to walk together (cf. 6:9).

      Response

      The flood’s work of judgment is complete by the end of Genesis 7, but Noah’s work of faithful perseverance is far from done. God could have instantly dried out the land, just as he did in creation (1:9), but instead he chose to leave Noah and his family in the confined quarters of the ark for many more months. Yet, unlike Israel, who rapidly turned to grumbling when forced to remain in the wilderness, Noah and his family apparently wait patiently. Even after the dry ground appears they wait longer for God to give the word to leave the ark. Peter draws the conclusion from the ark narrative that we should also be patient as we wait for the return of the Lord, not accusing the Lord of slowness but recognizing his longsuffering with sinful humanity (cf. 2 Pet. 3:6–9).

      Like Noah, we should live righteous and holy lives, walking with God through whatever trials we may face, remembering that the Lord is as sovereign over each of our situations as he was over Noah’s experience. If he asks us to go through difficult and tragic circumstances, the Lord will personally seal the door for us too, keeping us safe through the midst of the storm (Isa. 43:2). When the Lord finally determines our time of trial to be over, he will cause the floodwaters to subside around us and call us out of our refuge, having worked in us an endurance and patience that we could not have learned any other way.

      Ultimately, Noah’s flood was a dress rehearsal for the final cataclysmic destruction of the world, which will complete God’s work of a new creation in which righteousness dwells. On that day the inclination of our hearts will be no longer constantly toward evil but only toward good, all the time (2 Pet. 3:12–13). We will be safe on that day, if we are Christians, through faith in Christ, who offered the perfect and unblemished sacrifice on the cross for our sin and the sins of all his people (1 John 2:2). When the Father beholds the suffering of his Son, his wrath is satisfied and his love is kindled, first toward Jesus and then toward all those who are in him. For the sake of Christ he will not execute further judgment upon us, because Jesus has taken it all in our place as the atoning Lamb of God (John 1:29). So on that great day our sins will be fully forgiven and our hearts cleansed, and we too will be able to walk with God in the new Jerusalem that God will bring down from heaven as our eternal home (Rev. 21:2–5).Genesis 8
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      9 9:1And God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth. 2 9:2The fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth and upon every bird of the heavens, upon everything that creeps on the ground and all the fish of the sea. Into your hand they are delivered. 3 9:3Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you. And as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. 4 9:4But you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood. 5 9:5And for your lifeblood I will require a reckoning: from every beast I will require it and from man. From his fellow man I will require a reckoning for the life of man.

       6 9:6  “  Whoever sheds the blood of man,

          by man shall his blood be shed,

          for God made man in his own image.

      7 9:7And you,1 be fruitful and multiply, increase greatly on the earth and multiply in it.”

      8 9:8Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him, 9 9:9“Behold, I establish my covenant with you and your offspring after you, 10 9:10and with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the livestock, and every beast of the earth with you, as many as came out of the ark; it is for every beast of the earth. 11 9:11I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of the flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” 12 9:12And God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: 13 9:13I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. 14 9:14When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, 15 9:15I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh. And the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. 16 9:16When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” 17 9:17God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have established between me and all flesh that is on the earth.”

      18 9:18The sons of Noah who went forth from the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth. (Ham was the father of Canaan.) 19 9:19These three were the sons of Noah, and from these the people of the whole earth were dispersed.2

      20 9:20Noah began to be a man of the soil, and he planted a vineyard.3 21 9:21He drank of the wine and became drunk and lay uncovered in his tent. 22 9:22And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father and told his two brothers outside. 23 9:23Then Shem and Japheth took a garment, laid it on both their shoulders, and walked backward and covered the nakedness of their father. Their faces were turned backward, and they did not see their father’s nakedness. 24 9:24When Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him, 25 9:25he said,

        “  Cursed be Canaan;

          a servant of servants shall he be to his brothers.”

      26 9:26He also said,

        “  Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem;

          and let Canaan be his servant.

      27 9:27    May God enlarge Japheth,4

          and let him dwell in the tents of Shem,

          and let Canaan be his servant.”

      28 9:28After the flood Noah lived 350 years. 29 9:29All the days of Noah were 950 years, and he died.

      1 In Hebrew you is plural 2 Or from these the whole earth was populated 3 Or Noah, a man of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard 4 Japheth sounds like the Hebrew for enlarge 

      Section Overview

      Surviving the flood was just the beginning for Noah and his family. Now that they have emerged from the ark, they face the massive task of rebuilding and repopulating the world. Just as the original creation had been followed by a commissioning and a blessing for the first humans, so too this re-creation will be recommissioned and re-blessed by God. In some ways the world will be the same as it had always been, while in other ways it will be quite different. Noah and his family need reassurance that humanity will not be wiped out repeatedly every ten generations or so, something that seemed eminently plausible given the fact that human nature had not been transformed by the cataclysm (cf. Gen. 8:21). The reassurance comes in the form of a renewal of the covenant between God and Noah, with a new sign of God’s commitment to humanity in the shape of the rainbow.

      Just as the original creation was swiftly followed by a fall, so too this re-creation of the world is marked by Noah’s fall into drunkenness. The man who had walked blamelessly with God for six hundred years gets drunk shortly after his new beginning (9:21). Just as Noah’s righteousness had implications for his children, so too does his sin. Shem and Japheth seek to preserve their father’s dignity, but Ham leaves him exposed to ridicule (vv. 22–23). As a result of this failure to honor his father properly, Ham, and especially his son Canaan, receive a divine curse (vv. 25–27). Divine election is once again choosing its own pathway as God determines who is blessed and who is cursed. Finally, the chapter closes with the deferred ending of Seth’s genealogy in chapter 5 as it records the days of Noah’s life and his death (v. 28).

      Section Outline

        IV.  The Family History of Noah (6:9–9:29) . . . 

      E.  A New Beginning (9:1–17)

      F.  Blessing and Curse on the Next Generation (9:18–29)

      Comment

      9:1–7 Just as God blessed Adam and Eve and the original creation with the command “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (1:28), so now that blessing is repeated for Noah and his family (9:1). In some of ancient Near Eastern flood accounts, such as the Atrahasis epic, human overpopulation and noise pollution were the reasons that the gods sent the flood in the first place. As a result, after the flood the gods imposed barrenness, miscarriages, and singleness on mankind to prevent a recurrence of the problem.149 Utnapishtim, the Noah figure, was rewarded with eternal life and removed from the challenges of everyday survival. Israel’s God, on the other hand, is profoundly pro-life and in favor of human flourishing; he calls the gift of children a blessing to be celebrated, not a nuisance to be avoided (Ps. 127:3–4; cf. Matt. 19:14). Noah’s own sons and grandchildren are a particular blessing since it is through one of them that the promised seed of the woman must come (Gen. 3:15). God also calls his representatives to get their hands dirty in the task of culture building rather than separating themselves in safe ghettos, away from the problems of everyday life.

      However, whereas Adam and Eve had been granted uncomplicated dominion over the lower orders of creation (1:28) in a world in which there was not yet any fear, from now on the animals and birds will fear humans (9:2). These creatures will now learn the need to keep their distance from people, which is ironic and sad since they have so recently survived the flood thanks to contact with Noah and his family. However, that same fear will keep Noah and his descendants safer from potential attacks by wild animals. Creation looks forward longingly to the day when that distance will be closed and friendship between humanity and wild animals—even potentially dangerous ones—will finally be restored (cf. Isa. 11:6–9; Mark 1:13).

      One reason for that fear among the animals and birds is the fact that from now on animals, birds, and fish will serve as food for humans (Gen. 9:3). Previously, it appears, humans (and perhaps animals) ate a primarily vegetarian diet (cf. 1:29–30), though it should be noted that those verses describe the pre-fall state of the world. Abel’s offering (and indeed the provision of clothing for humanity; 3:21; 4:4) suggests that meat was not entirely off the menu prior to the flood. Nonetheless, here God’s permission for man to eat a broad diet is made explicit (9:3).

      One single restriction is applied to potential food sources: humans must not eat “flesh with its life, that is, [the] blood” (v. 4). It is striking that there is no reference here to clean and unclean animals; this distinction awaits the Mosaic covenant, although the principle that only certain animals may be sacrificed is already known to Noah (cf. 7:2; 8:20). Nor is it simply blood that is prohibited as food but “flesh with its life.” This suggests that the symbolic role of blood as representing the vitality of the animal is significant; partaking of that fresh blood is thought of not simply as tasty or nutritious but explicitly as a way of absorbing that life-essence. The consumption of blood formed part of certain religious rituals in the ancient world, which is one reason the consumption of blood is utterly forbidden in the Pentateuch.150 The blood, representing the life, belongs to God alone, since he gave it in the first place, and it is to be returned to God by pouring out the blood either on an altar or on the ground (cf. Lev. 1:5; Deut. 12:16). This principle lies behind accepting the blood of each sacrificial animal as representing its life.

      If the life of animals is to be treated with respect by regarding their blood as requiring special treatment, how much more special is the blood of a human being? The shedding of human blood requires an accounting, whether by an animal or by another person (Gen. 9:5). In the case of domestic animals that causes a human death, they are to be put to death (cf. Ex. 21:28); it is plausible that wild animals that killed a person would also have been hunted down, although there is no explicit record of such. Ultimately, whether or not the animal is found and put to death, God himself is the judge who will call that animal to account.

      The same principle is true in the case of human murder:151 justice for the dead person requires a commensurate payment with the life of the guilty party. The chiastic structure of the sentence underlines the appropriateness of the judgment: “Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed” (Gen. 9:6). Murder is an assault on the image of God in man, and therefore a form of sacrilege, as well as being an assault on one’s brother (“fellow man,” 9:5, is in Hb. “his brother,” recalling Cain’s murder of Abel). It is a crime not merely against a fellow human being, or even against society, but against God, which means that God is a plaintiff in every murder case, demanding an accounting from the guilty party. Capital punishment, rightly administered,152 is pro-life, inasmuch as it acknowledges the value of the life that has been taken. Given the explosion of violence immediately prior to the flood and the fact that humanity at its core has not been changed, these verses address a foundational element in a just society. The section is then rounded off with an inclusio that repeats the opening command: “Be fruitful and multiply,” which is the opposite of murdering one’s brother.

      9:8–17 God previously established his covenant with Noah in Genesis 6:18 (cf. comment on 6:13–22), though few details were given at that point. The word “covenant” (Hb. berit) occurs seven times in 9:8–17, highlighting its centrality in this passage. God here reestablishes his covenant with Noah and his sons, as well as with the rest of creation, with explicit application for the future. This universal aspect of the covenant with Noah as being a covenant with all creation distinguishes it from subsequent biblical covenants made only “with you and your seed/offspring” (e.g., 17:7). Although different covenants focus on different aspects of life, they are all part of the single eternal covenant (berit ʿolam; 9:16; cf. Heb. 13:20) between God and man.

      Ancient Near Eastern covenants were always sovereignly decreed by the suzerain, and God’s covenants are no exception: it is God’s covenant, and he determines with whom he will enter covenant and the terms of that covenant. The human responsibility is simply to submit and accept those terms and conditions or suffer the consequences. In this case, unlike the Sinai covenant, there are no conditions imposed on humanity; God is solemnly and unilaterally binding himself never153 to repeat the judgment of the flood and destroy the earth once more.

      It is customary for biblical covenants to have signs attached to them; for example, the Abrahamic covenant has the sign of circumcision (Gen. 17:11). These signs serve as visible and tangible reminders to the parties of the agreement that has been made (cf. Rom. 4:11). In this case the sign is that the Lord has hung his bow (qeshet) in the sky as a symbol that it is no longer drawn and pointed toward humanity in judgment (Gen. 9:12–17). In a similar manner, in the Babylonian creation narrative, after the conflict between the gods, Marduk’s bow was hung in the sky, although in that case as a constellation of stars rather than as a rainbow.154 In Noah’s case the rainbow becomes a perpetual symbol of peace that is all the more relevant because it occurs in the context of storm clouds that remind observers of the power of God’s wrath (cf. Ezek. 1:28). It is not necessary to suppose that the rainbow was a new element in the world after the flood, just as circumcision was not a newly invented ritual when Abraham was instructed to use it as a sign, nor were Israelite sacrifices unknown to their neighbors; God frequently takes up existing elements of human cultures (placed there sovereignly by his own direction) and invests them with new, redemptive significance.155 What is significant is that this is a sign that only God can put in place, unlike signs such as circumcision, baptism, or the Lord’s Supper, highlighting the fact that it is God alone who is bound by this covenant.

      The rainbow is thus not merely a comforting reminder to humanity of God’s promise; it is a reminder to the Lord himself (Gen. 9:15). This is not because God could forget something. Rather, it represents God’s commitment to act according to all that he has promised in the covenant. The need for such a memorial is a regular testimony to man that God would be perfectly justified in once again bringing comprehensive judgment upon the world, since human wickedness continues unchecked (8:21), but he tempers his judgment with mercy—for now. The day will come, of course, when he will consume the heavens and the earth in a mighty conflagration that will usher in the fullness of new creation (cf. 2 Pet. 3:7).

      9:18–29 The text now shifts in focus from Noah to his sons, preparing the way for the table of nations in Genesis 10, which will define the relationships between the various nations of Israel’s world. Shem, Ham, and Japheth have been named as Noah’s sons several times before (Gen. 5:32; 6:10; 7:13), but here they become individual actors in the story for the first time. They are described as “the sons of Noah who went forth from the ark” (9:18), which highlights their mutual experience of salvation and as the ones from whom the whole earth will be repopulated. Ham is also described as the father of Canaan, preparing for the curse that is to come upon the latter because of Ham’s sin (v. 18; cf. v. 25). As the ancestor of the inhabitants of the land later promised to Abraham, Ham is of special interest to Moses’ original audience. Often in biblical narratives a character’s first actions are of pivotal importance for establishing his nature (e.g., Gen. 25:27), and this is certainly true of Canaan, whose origins are corrupt and cursed.

      If Noah is a second Adam in being the father of all the living, he is like Adam in other ways as well, not all good. Like Adam, he works the soil (2:15; 9:20), sins (3:6; 9:21) and is ashamed of his nakedness (3:8; 9:21). This underscores God’s remark in 8:21 regarding the unchanged evil intent of man’s heart. The sin of both bears bitter fruit in the next generations, with Cain killing Abel (4:8) and Ham’s son Canaan being condemned to slavery for his father’s sin (9:27). This is the last notice of Noah’s life, even though he lives for another 350 years (9:28), and it is a sad epitaph for a man who has walked with God for 600 years (7:6).

      With the flood behind him, Noah begins to work the soil by planting a vineyard (9:20), just as God planted a garden in Eden (2:8). When he drinks of the wine he has produced, however, he becomes intoxicated and lies exposed in his tent (9:21). There is nothing to suggest that he is the first person ever to engage in viniculture, or that the results of his drinking could not have been predicted. His drunkenness is shameful enough, but it is compounded by his uncovering himself in his tent.

      The focus of the narrative is not on Noah’s sin, however, but on that of Ham, who sees the “nakedness of his father” and subsequently tells his brothers about it (v. 22). Attempts have been made to explain Ham’s sin as some form of physical or sexual abuse of Noah, through the observation that in Leviticus 18:7 “to uncover the nakedness of your father” is a euphemism for sexual intercourse with the person’s mother.156 However, this euphemism is used only of heterosexual sins, especially incest, which is not in view here; the book of Genesis tends to use a different euphemism (“to know”) for homosexual rape (Gen. 19:5). Moreover, the obscure phrase in 9:22 is immediately clarified by the following verse, in which Ham’s brothers do the exact opposite of what Ham has done by covering up their father with a garment while deliberately “not seeing” his nakedness by walking backward (9:23). This suggests a more literal understanding of the nature of Ham’s sin. It is enough that, instead of “covering over” his father’s private shame, Ham chooses to publicize it further by announcing it to his brothers (cf. Prov. 20:19 for a warning about “uncovering” secrets). Shem and Japheth, on the other hand, honor their father (Ex. 20:12), even in his dishonorable state, restoring his modesty by covering his nakedness, just as God had done for Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:21).

      When Noah awakes from his binge and discovers what has happened, he pronounces a blessing and curse upon his children in response to their actions—a blessing and curse that will have an impact not only on them but on their children and their descendants in a lasting way. Just as Noah’s sons have been blessed because of Noah’s faithfulness, so too Shem and Japheth’s lineage will be blessed by their honoring of their father, while Ham’s sons, especially Canaan, his youngest, will be cursed because of his parental disrespect. Ham is the youngest of Noah’s sons, and often in Genesis the younger son is favored by God, but not in this case. This is not a blanket curse on all Ham’s offspring (although it has sometimes been read tendentiously in that way); it is a specific curse on Canaan, the youngest son of Noah’s youngest son. Because his father, Ham, failed to honor his own father, Noah, Canaan will receive the opposite of long life in the land (cf. Ex. 20:12): a life of servitude under the descendants of Shem and Japheth.157 To modern readers a curse on someone who has not personally participated in a sin may seem unfair, but of course the same is true of blessings: God deals corporately with families, not simply individuals.158 Moreover, God’s curse falls not on an “innocent” victim but on one whose sins would have been well known to the original readers. This judgment is completed when the Israelites conquer the Promised Land in Joshua’s days and has no further aspect yet to be fulfilled.

      In contrast to the curse upon Canaan, the blessings upon Shem and Japheth are much more indirect. Indeed, the blessing on Shem is really a blessing of Shem’s God, the Lord (Gen. 9:26), while Japheth’s blessing is that as he increases159 he should dwell in the tents of Shem, sharing fellowship with the brother upon whom the Lord’s primary blessing lies (v. 27). This implies that God will be Shem’s God in a unique way, such that Japheth will find blessing only in identifying with the line of his brother, an idea that will be developed further as the book of Genesis unfolds.

      Indeed, the entire mininarrative has a longer perspective. God chooses for blessing whom he will, younger or older son, and no one can argue with his choices. Shem’s and Japheth’s behavior are identical, yet their blessings are different: God has chosen the line of Seth to be the line of promise, so the calling for the descendants of Japheth is to identify with the promised seed of the Sethite line. This is a promise that finds almost no fulfillment in the course of the OT, though it is anticipated in Isaiah 66:19–20. However, it is fulfilled richly in the NT, as the gospel comes to the Japhetite world of the Mediterranean in the book of Acts—and even to the descendants of Ham.160 Yet by the same token God’s election is not arbitrary. The judgment that is coming upon the Canaanites in the days of Joshua is related to their father’s sin of disrespect, a sin that finds full flower in the Canaanite opposition to the descendants of the line of Shem (and Abraham). Those whom God has chosen for blessing come and place their hope in the line of promise that God has provided, whereas those who are reprobate will never come to him—and so face a future of judgment and curse. It is not a case of the “innocent” descendants of Ham being denied the opportunity to repent and believe. There are no innocent descendants of Noah, and the sin of the inhabitants of Canaan is the primary reason for their subjugation and expulsion from the land (Gen. 15:16; 1 Kings 21:26).

      The passage closes by completing the genealogy of the line of Seth, interrupted at the end of chapter 5 to include the flood narrative (Gen. 9:28–29). This reminds us that the issue of the two seeds is still with us even after the flood. Not all those who come from Noah will share his faith, and the distribution between believers and unbelievers is not a random distribution. God generally works by calling families, working for the most part through that structure. In this case the line of hope will descend through the line of Shem, whose name means “name” or “renown”; God is the one who gives this renown, not human exploits (6:4).

      Response

      The ugly reality of the continuing sin of humanity, highlighted in Genesis 8:21, casts its long shadow over the whole of this chapter. What should be a joyful recommissioning, in which humanity and animals alike are commanded to be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth (Gen. 9:1), is overshadowed by fear: the fear the animals now have of humans, and the fearful reality that humans will continue to kill their brothers, just as Cain killed Abel (9:6; cf. 4:8). The theme climaxes in Noah’s drunkenness, which leads to Ham’s sin toward his father and the curse that thereby descends on Ham’s descendant, Canaan, and his offspring. Sin is an indelible stain on the human condition as a result of Adam’s fall. Even though God singled out one man and his family for redemption, a man who alone in his generation walked with God in righteousness, nothing has fundamentally changed in the heart of man. What can prevent yet another destructive outpouring of God’s judgment that this time might wipe out the entirety of the human race?

      The answer is God’s covenant, which in this chapter is signified by the rainbow, representing the light of God’s favor that continues to shine through the deep storm clouds of his wrath (9:13). The sign is necessary because of the continuing sin of mankind that constantly cries out for judgment. Yet God commits himself to hang up his battle bow and shine his favor on Noah and (some of) his descendants through the line of Seth. God has not forgotten his promise to bruise the head of the serpent and return humanity to his side through the seed of the woman (3:15). Renewing his covenant with Noah is a renewal of that commitment.

      However, though the covenant is renewed here with Noah, its foundation cannot be Noah’s personal righteousness. Even though Noah was uniquely righteous in his own generation—one of only two people in the Bible who “walked with God” (6:9)—if the covenant rested on Noah’s righteousness it would have been rapidly undermined by his fall into drunkenness. God alone can provide the righteous head whose obedience provides us with the perfect righteousness we need in order to stand forever in the sunlight of God’s favor; he did so in the person of Jesus, to whom Noah was looking forward by faith ahead of time. At the cross of Christ the wrath of God and his favor met just as they did in the rainbow; the dark clouds of God’s wrath were poured out on Jesus in our place so that we might live forever in the light of the Father’s smile. Jesus’ lifeblood was shed unjustly by men and yet became the means by which our lives are redeemed. Through his curse we receive blessing forever.Genesis 9

      Genesis 10

      Genesis 10

      10 10:1These are the generations of the sons of Noah, Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Sons were born to them after the flood.

      2 10:2The sons of Japheth: Gomer, Magog, Madai, Javan, Tubal, Meshech, and Tiras. 3 10:3The sons of Gomer: Ashkenaz, Riphath, and Togarmah. 4 10:4The sons of Javan: Elishah, Tarshish, Kittim, and Dodanim. 5 10:5From these the coastland peoples spread in their lands, each with his own language, by their clans, in their nations.

      6 10:6The sons of Ham: Cush, Egypt, Put, and Canaan. 7 10:7The sons of Cush: Seba, Havilah, Sabtah, Raamah, and Sabteca. The sons of Raamah: Sheba and Dedan. 8 10:8Cush fathered Nimrod; he was the first on earth to be a mighty man.1 9 10:9He was a mighty hunter before the Lord. Therefore it is said, “Like Nimrod a mighty hunter before the Lord.” 10 10:10The beginning of his kingdom was Babel, Erech, Accad, and Calneh, in the land of Shinar. 11 10:11From that land he went into Assyria and built Nineveh, Rehoboth-Ir, Calah, and 12 10:12Resen between Nineveh and Calah; that is the great city. 13 10:13Egypt fathered Ludim, Anamim, Lehabim, Naphtuhim, 14 10:14Pathrusim, Casluhim (from whom2 the Philistines came), and Caphtorim.

      15 10:15Canaan fathered Sidon his firstborn and Heth, 16 10:16and the Jebusites, the Amorites, the Girgashites, 17 10:17the Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites, 18 10:18the Arvadites, the Zemarites, and the Hamathites. Afterward the clans of the Canaanites dispersed. 19 10:19And the territory of the Canaanites extended from Sidon in the direction of Gerar as far as Gaza, and in the direction of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim, as far as Lasha. 20 10:20These are the sons of Ham, by their clans, their languages, their lands, and their nations.

      21 10:21To Shem also, the father of all the children of Eber, the elder brother of Japheth,3 children were born. 22 10:22The sons of Shem: Elam, Asshur, Arpachshad, Lud, and Aram. 23 10:23The sons of Aram: Uz, Hul, Gether, and Mash. 24 10:24Arpachshad fathered Shelah; and Shelah fathered Eber. 25 10:25To Eber were born two sons: the name of the one was Peleg,4 for in his days the earth was divided, and his brother’s name was Joktan. 26 10:26Joktan fathered Almodad, Sheleph, Hazarmaveth, Jerah, 27 10:27Hadoram, Uzal, Diklah, 28 10:28Obal, Abimael, Sheba, 29 10:29Ophir, Havilah, and Jobab; all these were the sons of Joktan. 30 10:30The territory in which they lived extended from Mesha in the direction of Sephar to the hill country of the east. 31 10:31These are the sons of Shem, by their clans, their languages, their lands, and their nations.

      32 10:32These are the clans of the sons of Noah, according to their genealogies, in their nations, and from these the nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood.

      1 Or he began to be a mighty man on the earth 2 Or from where 3 Or the brother of Japheth the elder 4 Peleg means division 

      Section Overview

      Genealogies are not most people’s favorite part of reading the Bible. It is hard for us to make sense out of a list of names, most of which we know little or nothing about. Yet genealogies were important in the ancient world as a kind of road map indicating the connections between people. These connections could reach back through time, as is the case for linear genealogies such as the one in Genesis 5.161 In these genealogies, though there may be some small details introduced about people along the way, the most important links in the chain are the first and the last, who are linked together firmly by descent. So in Genesis 5 the primary focus is on the link between Noah and Seth, highlighting the line through whom the promise would descend. Noah is the heir of that great promise, not just a random righteous person selected by God for salvation.

      Segmented genealogies like the one in Genesis 10, on the other hand, serve to group and distinguish families horizontally (though there is often a vertical element as well). This is the kind of genealogy one uses to decide whom to invite to a family reunion. Generally, someone does not reach out to everyone in the world who happens to share his last name. Rather, such a person might go back a generation or two and then forward and sideways to invite all his cousins. The further back one goes, the larger the reunion, with more people being counted as family. At the same time, other individuals will be excluded from that particular definition of the family, being included in someone else’s family instead.

      In this way Genesis 10 locates Israel among the seventy162 nations that are identified at this point in history. Other nations also descended from Shem are relatively close family to the descendants of Abraham (even though not Israelites themselves). Meanwhile, others are less close relatives, being descended from Japheth or Ham. With them Israel has less to do. This listing of the origins of nations reverberates elsewhere in the OT as history plays itself out, showing that God has planned out everything from the earliest days of his world.163 It also identifies the entire human race as members of one family, despite their diversity. It is hard to date this table, though a careful analysis of which nations are absent and which are present suggests a date somewhere in the second millennium BC.164

      Section Outline

        V.  The Family History of Noah’s Sons (10:1–11:9)

      A.  The Table of Nations (10:1–32)

      Comment

      10:1–5 This passage begins a new section according to the toledot formula: “These are the generations of . . .” (Gen. 10:1; cf. comment on 2:4–7). In this case the toledot outlines the family history of Noah’s sons—that is, the various lines that come from Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Their descendants are all born after the flood (10:1), since there were only eight people on the ark: Noah, Shem, Ham, Japheth, and their respective wives (1 Pet. 3:20). The genealogy does not begin with Shem, even though he is the oldest (cf. Gen. 10:21); as the line of promise, his line is held back so that it can lead into the story of Abraham. Instead the genealogy starts with Japheth, the second son.165 As a segmented genealogy, its purpose is to express relative kinship between nations and peoples and to define who is “not far from the kingdom of God” (the Shemite line; cf. Mark 12:34) in contrast to those who are more distant (the lines of Japheth and Ham). At the same time, there is no bar preventing anyone from coming as an individual and being added to God’s kingdom, and Isaiah anticipates the day when both Japhethite and Hamite nations will come flocking to Israel’s God (Isa. 19:21–23; 66:19–20).

      The Japhethite family seems to have settled in a wide sweep from the Aegean Sea in the west to the area north of the Caspian Sea in the east, on the most distant horizon of Israelite vision. There is an awareness that many of these different groups have their own distinct languages, which anticipates the result of the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11.

      Of the seven sons and seven grandsons of Japheth it is possible to identify many of these people groups from other ancient sources. Gomer (Gen. 10:2) represents the warlike gimirrai, who originated in the Crimea but were pushed southward across the Caucasus by the Scythians at the end of the eighth century BC.166 Magog is similarly in “the uttermost parts of the north” in Ezekiel 38:6, which need not refer to anywhere further north than the nations surrounding it in Genesis 10. The Madai are more familiar to most Bible readers as the Medes (cf. Esther and Daniel). Javan represents the Ionian Greeks and later became a term more generally used for the inhabitants of Greece. Tubal and Meshech likely refer to the Tabal and Mushku peoples of central and eastern Anatolia, who appear in cuneiform texts from the first half of the first millennium BC,167 while Tiras may perhaps be related to the Etruscans.168

      To match the seven sons of Japheth seven grandsons are also listed, from the lines of Gomer and Javan. Gomer’s offspring are located in Asia Minor: Ashkenaz represents the Scythians, who lived between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea; Togarmah is known in Assyrian as Tilgarimmu, located in Armenia;169 while Riphath (“Diphath” in 1 Chron. 1:6 ESV mg.) is otherwise unknown. Meanwhile, Javan’s offspring occupy coastal areas and islands of the Mediterranean: Cyprus (“Elishah” = Alashiya from Egyptian and cuneiform texts of the 2nd millennium; also “the Kittim” = inhabitants of Kition/Larnaca), Spain (“Tarshish” = Tartessus?), and Dardenia or Rhodes (“Dodim” or “Rodim”; 1 Chron. 1:7).170

      These names are not to be thought of as an exhaustive survey of the people groups of the area; the text suggests that others—the “coastland peoples” (Gen. 10:5)—will also come from them. But the names and groupings demonstrate some real knowledge and understanding of the geography and history of the Mediterranean world.

      10:6–20 After Japheth’s sons come the sons of Noah’s youngest son, Ham (v. 6). These are focused in a wide sweep to the south and west of the Mediterranean. Four sons are attributed to Ham: Cush (Upper Egypt), Egypt (more precisely Lower Egypt), Put (Libya), and Canaan, who was introduced in the previous chapter. Links between Egypt and the Canaanite city-states prior to Israel’s conquest are well attested.171 The identification of Canaan in both biblical and ancient sources fluctuates between a people and a geographical location.

      Cush’s genealogy goes two generations deep (seven descendants in all, encompassing a number of people groups known from the Arabian peninsula). The peoples who occupied places such as Seba and Sheba were very wealthy during biblical times due to their control of trade routes from Africa and further afield at a time when oceangoing ships were a very limited and unreliable form of transport.

      Mizraim (Egypt) also has seven descendants, who become the focus in verses 13–14. The identities of most of these peoples is uncertain, though several have an Egyptian or North African connection. The Ludim are associated with Cush and Put in Jeremiah 46:9 and Ezekiel 30:5, while the Pathrusim are connected with Pathros (“Southland” in Egyptian and therefore another word for Upper Egypt). The Caphtorim (Akkadian kaptaru) originated in Crete but spread from there to colonize various coastal areas of the Mediterranean (Deut. 2:23), which explains their identification with the Philistines, or “Sea Peoples” (cf. Jer. 47:4; Amos 9:7).172

      Meanwhile, Canaan is attributed no fewer than eleven offspring (Gen. 10:15–19), highlighting their importance from an Israelite perspective. Sidon is attributed firstborn position (v. 15), with no mention of Tyre, which later becomes a more significant city, attesting to the antiquity of the listing. The Sidonians are later usually distinguished from Canaanites (e.g., Josh. 13:4), though their lands are adjoining. The Hittites (sometimes “sons of Heth”; Gen. 23:3 ESV mg.) are a smaller tribal group resident within Canaan, not the much larger Hittite empire of Asia Minor and northern Syria.173 The Jebusites, Amorites, Girgashites, and Hivites, along with the Hethites, were all peoples living in the land at the time of Joshua’s conquest, though this exact combination does not occur anywhere else (Josh. 3:10 is perhaps the closest). The Arkites, Sinites, Arvadites, Zemarites, and Hamathites (Gen. 10:17–18) do not appear in the conquest narrative, however, perhaps because these were coastal and border towns that remained outside Israelite control.

      The importance of the land of Canaan to this genealogy is shown by a brief mention of its borders (v. 19). This description is not as detailed as the later borders defined in Numbers 34:2–12 or Ezekiel 47:15–20, simply comprising a brief delineation of the limits on the western side (from north to south, from Sidon to Gaza) and then on the eastern side (from south to north, from Sodom and Gomorrah to the unknown Lasha).174 Some have suggested that these borders broadly match those of the Egyptian province that emerged following a treaty between the Egyptian Pharaoh Ramses II and the Hittite King Hattusilis III (c. 1280 BC).175

      In the middle of the passage the focus shifts to Nimrod, who is assigned the parentage of many of Israel’s later enemies in Mesopotamia, especially Assyria and Babylon (Gen. 10:10–12). It is not coincidental that the chief opponents of the line of promise are found among the descendants of Ham, the cursed youngest child of Noah. Nimrod is unusual in the entire list in that his importance is as an individual rather than as a people group, though he founds a number of key cities. He also uniquely receives a brief biographical sketch, describing characteristics that he is undoubtedly assumed to pass on to the cities that he founds.

      Nimrod is described as a “mighty man” (Hb. gibbor; v. 8), that is, a warrior, and a “mighty hunter [gibbor tsaid] before the Lord” (v. 9). These two images immediately conjure up visions of the portrayals of Assyrian kings and gods in their monumental reliefs, such as those from Sennacherib’s palace at Nineveh, now housed at the British Museum.176 Both kings and gods are portrayed as hunting lions and bulls, as well as engaged in warfare, so Nimrod certainly epitomizes the later Assyrian and Babylonian image of masculine power. Whether Nimrod can be identified with a known figure from Babylonian history, either human or divine,177 is much more uncertain; his attributes were not restricted to any one individual but were widespread throughout that society. In this he resembles the “men of renown” in Genesis 6:4—hardly a positive comparison.

      The description of Nimrod as a mighty hunter “before the Lord” (10:9) is particularly challenging to interpret. Some have taken it as positive affirmation of Nimrod, while others render it in the opposite direction—“a mighty hunter against the Lord,” an interpretation influentially advanced by Augustine.178 Although the etymology of Nimrod’s name is not explored in the text, it could easily be read as “Let us rebel,” which would fit with the links between his account, the subsequent narrative of the Tower of Babel (11:1–9), and the general role of Babylon throughout the biblical text.179 Yet even his rebellion is “before the Lord,” under his oversight and control rather than that of the gods of Assyria and Babylon.180

      Nimrod’s kingdom begins in the land of Shinar, a place associated invariably with idolatry and false worship in the Bible (cf. Isa. 11:11; Dan. 1:2), where he founds the cities of Babylon (Babel), Uruk (Erech), Akkad, and Calneh (Gen. 10:10); from there he moves on to found Nineveh, Rehoboth-Ir, Kalkhu (Calah), and Resen; the description “the great city” recalls the similar description of Nineveh (and its environs?) in Jonah 1:2. Nimrod is thus credited with establishing the heartland of the later Assyrian and Babylonian empires, places that will later be associated with infamy from an Israelite perspective. Indeed, the dark shadow of Mesopotamian aggression is already being felt in Canaan as early as Genesis 14, following the pattern that Nimrod first sets for those aggressors.

      10:21–32 Lastly we come to the line of promise, the descendants of Shem. This is why his genealogy has been saved until last, even though he is the firstborn (Gen. 10:21). Shem is described as the father of all those descended from Eber (v. 21). There is an obvious connection between the name Eber (Hb. ʿeber) and the people group “the Hebrews” (ʿibrim), the term outsiders typically used to identify Israelites (Gen. 14:13; 39:14; Jonah 1:9).181 In Genesis 10, however, Eber is the father of many more descendants than simply Israelites, and the term “Hebrew” may originally have denoted a wider referent than merely the Israelites.

      The word ʿeber can mean “region beyond,” especially in terms of rivers (cf. Gen. 50:10; Num. 21:13); in Akkadian sources the land to the west of the Euphrates was called ʿeber nari, often with reference to Syria,182 which plausibly explains the name. Attempts have often been made to connect the title “Hebrew” with the Habiru, a wandering group of rebels and mercenaries who appear in various ancient Near Eastern sources throughout the second millennium BC, but these attempts have not been compelling.

      Unlike the genealogies of Japheth and Ham, which are wide but no more than a couple of generations deep, the genealogy of Shem traces multiple generations, although (of necessity) incompletely. Shem’s five sons are the foundation for the family, including well-known peoples such as the Elamites, the Assyrians, and the Arameans (Gen. 10:22). Later narratives indicate a particularly close relationship between Abraham’s family and certain Arameans, even though they are not especially close in the genealogy (cf. Gen. 25:20; 28:5).183

      Arpachshad is the son of Shem through whom the promise will descend, in spite of his curiously non-Hebrew sounding name (10:24).184 The latter part of the name may be linked with the “Chaldeans” (kasdim), who occupied part of Babylon and came to dominate it in the days of Nabopolassar, father of Nebuchadnezzar. In the context of the genealogy, however, his role is simply to father Shelah, who fathers Eber (cf. above on “Hebrew”), who is himself the father of Peleg (v. 25). Unusually for a person forming a link in the chain of a linear genealogy, Peleg is given a biographical note that—like the earlier description of Nimrod—anticipates the Tower of Babel in 11:1–9: “In his days the earth was divided” (10:25).185

      As the line of promise, Peleg’s line will not be picked up until later, after the Tower of Babel narrative (Gen. 11:18). Instead the present genealogy focuses on the non-elect line, through Joktan. The descendants of Joktan, where they can be identified, belong to southwest Arabia,186 an unexpected place to find Semitic connections. Ophir was famous for its gold (1 Kings 9:28), as was neighboring Havilah (Gen. 10:29; cf. 2:11). The extensive listing of sons, many representing unidentifiable places and people groups, highlights the importance of Joktan (and thus also Peleg) as the generation in which there is a decisive parting of the ways (10:25). These are Israel’s “separated kinsmen,” but the emphasis is more on “separated” than on “kinsmen.”

      This point is drilled home by the conclusion of this part of the genealogy in verse 32: “From these the nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood.” The line of promise is extending down through the generations, even as mankind is fruitful and multiplies from a single family into a massive family of nations according to God’s command (9:1). Yet as the example of Nimrod shows—soon to be reinforced by the narrative of the Tower of Babel—that expansion and spreading out may often be driven by a violent and rebellious spirit.

      Response

      The purpose of the table of nations is twofold. First, it identifies all the nations and ethnic groups on earth as being descended from Noah and his wife. In this sense all human beings everywhere are brothers and sisters, part of the same family, all together made in the image of God, whether Jew or Greek, male or female, king or slave. This emphasis provides a profound basis to confront the xenophobia, sexism, and class distinctions that were rife in ancient times, as they are in our own.

      Yet on top of that fundamental unity is a fundamental distinction that divine election brings. Only one of Noah’s sons is the bearer of the line of promise: Shem. And only one family from Shem will continue that line until it finds its immediate focus in Abraham (11:26). That divine election is preserved precisely in the distinction of Abraham and his offspring from all other families on earth, which is why genealogies connecting God’s people to their ancestral families subsequently become so important to the Israelite community (cf. Josh. 22:14; 1 Chronicles 1–9; Ezra 10:16). The other nations will find blessing only through submitting themselves to Abraham and his seed (Gen. 12:1–3; Acts 3:25).

      Ultimately it is in Christ that “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Along with kosher food, the need for genealogies that identify a kosher ethnicity have been done away with, for Abraham’s descendants are those who share his faith in Christ, not simply those who come from him physically (Rom. 4:16).

      This fundamental division in humanity—ultimately, into those who have faith in Christ and those who do not—is alluded to in the reference to the division in the time of Peleg (Gen. 10:25), a division that comes to the fore in the Tower of Babel narrative that follows (11:1–9). There the city founded by Nimrod demonstrates its penchant for false worship. Babel’s worship seeks to create an artificial unity based on human religiosity without regard to the true God, a worship that elevates man and seeks to make a name for itself, rather than humbly seeking God and glorifying his name. That quest for blessing by that path is inevitably fruitless, since only the true God has the power to bless his people.Genesis 10

      Genesis 11:1–9

      Genesis 11:1–9

      11 11:1Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. 2 11:2And as people migrated from the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. 3 11:3And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. 4 11:4Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face of the whole earth.” 5 11:5And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of man had built. 6 11:6And the Lord said, “Behold, they are one people, and they have all one language, and this is only the beginning of what they will do. And nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. 7 11:7Come, let us go down and there confuse their language, so that they may not understand one another’s speech.” 8 11:8So the Lord dispersed them from there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. 9 11:9Therefore its name was called Babel, because there the Lord confused1 the language of all the earth. And from there the Lord dispersed them over the face of all the earth.

      1 Babel sounds like the Hebrew for confused 

      Section Overview

      The story of the Tower of Babel187 is familiar from children’s story Bibles, but it often comes without context. This is another part of the story of the city founded by Nimrod, famous for his hunting prowess, a man whose very name suggests “rebellion” against God (Hb. marad; Gen. 10:8–10). The Tower of Babylon is also the culminating episode in the downward spiral that is Genesis 4–11, in which humanity receives the ultimate judgment. The flood of Noah’s day may have affected everyone alive at that moment, but it did not have a lasting impact upon subsequent humanity, whereas the judgment upon Babylon, which results in the confusion of human languages, continues to plague us until today. As in Noah’s generation, it is not the sin of a single individual that is the problem but rather a sin involving “the whole earth” (five times in these verses: 11:1, 4, 8, 9 [2x]).

      Section Outline

        V.  The Family History of Noah’s Sons (10:1–11:9) . . . 

      B.  The Tower of Babylon (11:1–9)

      Comment

      11:1–4 The narrative does not begin by identifying the precise location of these events—that information is held back to the end of the story. Nor is a precise date given. Rather, as in Genesis 6:1, a general circumstance forms the introduction: the earth has a single language and vocabulary (“the same words”; Gen. 11:1), and indeed at this point humans are still traveling together as a single group.

      As they journey, humanity moves eastward,188 which is not a positive direction of travel in Genesis. The garden of Eden itself is “in the east” (2:8). Yet when the man and woman are driven from the presence of the Lord, they settle in a land on the east side of the garden (3:24). When Cain is sent to wander, he settles in the land of Nod, a land “east of Eden” (4:16). Similarly, when Lot separates from Abraham in chapter 13 and follows his eyes into a land “like the garden of the Lord,” the place where he heads is “east” (Hb. miqqedem) from the Promised Land (13:11). As John Sailhamer puts it, “In the Genesis narratives, when people go ‘east’ they leave the land of blessing (Eden and the Promised Land) and go to a land where their greatest hopes will turn to ruin (Babylon and Sodom).”189

      Moreover, the wanderers end up settling on a plain (biqʿah) in Shinar, or Babylonia (Gen. 11:2; cf. Dan. 1:2). It is not coincidental that Nebuchadnezzar will later erect his massive golden statue on a similar plain (biqʿah) in the province of Babylon—the flat land of Babylonia is the archetypal home of idolatry (Zech. 5:5–11), the antithesis of the high mountains where the Lord is to be worshiped (cf. Ezek. 40:2).190 Mountains in the Bible, as elsewhere in the ancient Near East, symbolize God’s connection with man,191 which is precisely the rationale driving the building of the Babylonian tower.

      There in Shinar mankind works together192 to harness the latest technological advancements in material science (bricks and pitch) and build himself a city and accompanying tower. The combination of moving eastward and building a city, alongside a fascination with technology, aligns these people with the history of Cain’s line, not Seth’s (Gen. 4:16–22).193 The communal building of a city is very unusual in the ancient Near East, where the founding of cities and the building of sanctuaries is usually attributed to kings or other powerful individuals. Moreover, in general deities would send instructions to the king to build them a sanctuary, specifying the materials as well as the location. In the case of the Lord’s temple in Jerusalem it is to be made out of naturally occurring (or more precisely God-made) materials such as stone and wood, rather than the products of human hands, such as bricks or bitumen (1 Kings 6:7, 18).194 It is therefore striking that the inhabitants of Babel feel bold enough to build their own access point to heaven without prior authorization, constructed out of the best bricks they could manufacture (Gen. 11:3).

      The clue to the builders’ intentions lies in the name they give to their city: Bab-ilu, which means “The gate of the gods.” They are also open about their purpose for building it, which is to make a name for themselves and not be scattered throughout the earth (v. 4), in contrast to what God had commanded in his earlier blessing (9:1). To achieve these goals they build not only a city but also a “tower,” or ziggurat—a stepped pyramid functioning as an artificial mountain.195 Since they live in a flat area, there are no naturally occurring mountaintops on which to worship, and so, as with the brick and pitch, they decide to create their own.

      What the Babylonians are doing is constructing a counterfeit Eden, the place where God visited with man in the garden. Babylonian technology attempts to imitate Eden by building the tower as a man-made mountain “with its top the heavens” (11:4). It could also be thought of as a convenient staircase for the gods to come down and visit the earth (cf. 28:17). The Babylonians believe that their “gate of God” could bypass the cherubim and the flaming sword preventing humanity’s return to the garden (3:24).

      This city with its tower is intended to serve as a center for their society. But it is striking what is not said about the builders of Babel: there is no mention of calling on the name of the Lord, as the Sethites did (4:26). There is no attempt to offer up acceptable sacrifices, as Abel did (4:4). The builders of Babylon do not want to be dependent upon God. Rather, they want to return to Eden through their own efforts and technological innovations, bypassing God’s route.

      11:5–9 If the goal of the builders of Babel is to make their own way back to God, they fail miserably. They plan a tower so big that it will reach heaven—but the result is so small that God must come down to see it (v. 5).196 They vastly overestimate their own resources and vastly underestimate the scale of the task they have set for themselves. The builders of Babel said, “Come, let us make bricks . . . come, let us build” (vv. 3–4), but God’s “Come” is the decisive word. God simply says “Come, let us197 go down and there confuse their language” (v. 7), and it happens. Just as God had once said, “Let us make man in our image” (1:26), and out of the dust sprang Adam, so also here God simply speaks the word and judgment falls.

      God is not threatened or troubled by these human attempts to storm his residence; he is more amused at the impertinence of such a foolish enterprise (cf. Ps. 2:4). There is more than a hint of sarcasm in God’s “Nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them” (Gen. 11:6), since they have clearly failed to achieve their more limited goals. They are, after all, merely bene-haʾadam, the children of Adam (v. 5), mortal ones, in contrast to the all-powerful deity.198 Man may propose, but ultimately only God disposes—and here he will dispose of even a potential threat by scattering man and dividing his languages.

      The centrality of God in the passage is highlighted by its chiastic structure, which focuses on verse 5 as the key turning point in the passage:

      (A) “the whole world had one language” (v. 1)

      (B) “there” (v. 2)

      (C) “each other” (v. 3)

      (D) “come, let us make bricks” (v. 3)

      (E) “come, let us build ourselves” (v. 4)

      (F) “a city, with a tower” (v. 4)

      (G) “the Lord came down” (v. 5)

      (F') “the city and the tower” (v. 5)

      (E') “that the men were building” (v. 5)

      (D') “come, let us . . . confuse” (v. 7)

      (C') “each other” (v. 7)

      (B') “from there” (v. 8)

      (A') “the language of the whole world” (v. 9)199

      When God comes down to investigate and to judge, everything changes. The builders of Babel built their city “lest [they] be dispersed” (v. 4); God scatters them anyway (v. 8). They sought to make a name for themselves, finding security and significance through the work of their hands (v. 4); God makes their name a laughingstock. He sees to it that they will be remembered down through history not for what they achieve but for what they fail to do. Finally, what they seek to build is what Babel means: the gate of God. What they actually built is what Babel sounds like: balal, which literally means “confusion” or, as we might render it in English, “Blah, blah, blah.” Finally, we should not miss the polemic against Babylonian ideology here: the Babylonians proclaimed that their city was as old as the earth itself, having been established by the gods and then rebuilt after their flood.200 The biblical text, however, affirms Babylon as a relatively latecomer to the world, established by mere mortals (bene-haʾadam; 11:5),201 who fail utterly in their designs.

      Response

      This narrative wraps up Genesis’ account of prehistory: sin has reached its widest limit with a united attempt on mankind’s part to reenter God’s presence by storm, to establish the glory of man through ingenious use of technology. The attempt to gain fame and a lasting center for human society that define its relationship with God on its own terms not only fails but is woefully inadequate. Man’s “massive” tower is so small that God must come down even to see it, and man’s attempt to entrench himself ends with his being not only scattered physically but divided in his speech, so that humanity can never again work together on such an ambitious project, a judgment whose bitter fruits reach down to the present day. United humanity gave its best effort to finding its own way back to God but failed. What hope is there now for a divided world desperately seeking God in all the wrong ways and places? Why would any individual think that he could now reach God through his own insight and wisdom? If there is to be hope for a new relationship between God and Noah’s offspring, it will come not through human initiative’s stretching upward but by God’s coming down to meet us where we are.

      This hope of a God-given pathway of salvation is the unfolding message of the rest of the Scriptures. It begins in Genesis 12, with God’s coming down and calling Abram—who originally is living not very far from Babylon—and promising to give him a great name and make him a great nation, through whom blessing will come to all the scattered nations of the earth (Gen. 12:1–3). God’s answer to a scattered and divided world is to raise up a united people, a worshiping community of nations (Hb. qehal ʿammim; 28:3), bound together in their covenant commitment to God and their mutual calling to be a blessing to the world.

      The staircase to heaven that God shows Jacob at Bethel (Gen. 28:12) is his answer to the confusion and chaos of Babel, a new way of access to God that finds its fulfillment in Christ (John 1:51). In Christ God will reveal himself to men and women from many nations, giving them new life in him and calling them into his kingdom. The day of Pentecost marks the beginning of this work of undoing the effects of Babel, as people from all over the diaspora each hear the gospel in their own tongue (Acts 2:7–11). The rest of the book of Acts maps out the spread of the gospel to the “end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). But the ultimate fulfillment of the promise is found in the multitude from every tribe and language and people and nation who together will serve God forever in a renewed and restored earth (Rev. 5:9, 10), while Babylon will be cast down and destroyed forever (Rev. 18:2–3; 21–22).Genesis 11:1–9

      Genesis 11:10–32

      Genesis 11:10–32

      10 11:10These are the generations of Shem. When Shem was 100 years old, he fathered Arpachshad two years after the flood. 11 11:11And Shem lived after he fathered Arpachshad 500 years and had other sons and daughters.

      12 11:12When Arpachshad had lived 35 years, he fathered Shelah. 13 11:13And Arpachshad lived after he fathered Shelah 403 years and had other sons and daughters.

      14 11:14When Shelah had lived 30 years, he fathered Eber. 15 11:15And Shelah lived after he fathered Eber 403 years and had other sons and daughters.

      16 11:16When Eber had lived 34 years, he fathered Peleg. 17 11:17And Eber lived after he fathered Peleg 430 years and had other sons and daughters.

      18 11:18When Peleg had lived 30 years, he fathered Reu. 19 11:19And Peleg lived after he fathered Reu 209 years and had other sons and daughters.

      20 11:20When Reu had lived 32 years, he fathered Serug. 21 11:21And Reu lived after he fathered Serug 207 years and had other sons and daughters.

      22 11:22When Serug had lived 30 years, he fathered Nahor. 23 11:23And Serug lived after he fathered Nahor 200 years and had other sons and daughters.

      24 11:24When Nahor had lived 29 years, he fathered Terah. 25 11:25And Nahor lived after he fathered Terah 119 years and had other sons and daughters.

      26 11:26When Terah had lived 70 years, he fathered Abram, Nahor, and Haran.

      27 11:27Now these are the generations of Terah. Terah fathered Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran fathered Lot. 28 11:28Haran died in the presence of his father Terah in the land of his kindred, in Ur of the Chaldeans. 29 11:29And Abram and Nahor took wives. The name of Abram’s wife was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife, Milcah, the daughter of Haran the father of Milcah and Iscah. 30 11:30Now Sarai was barren; she had no child.

      31 11:31Terah took Abram his son and Lot the son of Haran, his grandson, and Sarai his daughter-in-law, his son Abram’s wife, and they went forth together from Ur of the Chaldeans to go into the land of Canaan, but when they came to Haran, they settled there. 32 11:32The days of Terah were 205 years, and Terah died in Haran.

      Section Overview

      The genealogy of Genesis 10 was a segmented genealogy, designed to explore and express kinship within wider families; in contrast, the genealogy of Genesis 11:10–26 is a linear genealogy, like that of Genesis 5, designed to express connection between its starting and ending points. The starting point is Shem, the son of Noah who has already been identified as bearing the line of blessing (9:26–27); the end point is Abram, who will shortly receive the promise of land and offspring, along with bearing blessing for all nations (12:1–3).

      These linear genealogies, when taken together, connect the work of creation in the persons of Adam and Eve to the historical context of Israel’s ancestors, communicating a message about the fundamentally historical nature of reality. The events we experience are not an endless cycle, in which the same things happen over and over without resolution, as the ancient Stoics held—even though it may sometimes feel as though that were the case (Eccles. 1:5–10). Rather, history is an unfolding story, with a beginning, a middle, and an end. These events are connected, for history is itself nothing other than the outworking of God’s plan to fulfill his promise to redeem a people for himself. Indeed, the didactic nature of stories, with all their literary artistry, rests fundamentally on their rootedness in history and in God’s sovereignty as the divine storyteller.202

      The section divides into two parts: a ten-generation genealogy from Shem to Abraham (Gen. 11:10–26) and the background to Abram and Sarai’s story (vv. 27–32). The ten-generation pattern matches that in Genesis 5, where the ten generations link Seth and Noah; here they connect Shem with Abram. Meanwhile, the second section has only eight names, including the otherwise unknown Iscah, leaving the reader anticipating the ninth and tenth names, Ishmael and Isaac.203 But, since Sarai is barren, a potential crisis is brewing: What will happen to the line of promise if the wife is unable to have children (v. 30)? The answer to that question will drive much of the next section of Genesis.

      Section Outline

        VI.  The Family History of Shem (11:10–26)

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11)

      A.  Introducing Abram and Sarai (11:27–32)

      Comment

      11:10–26 The genealogy of Seth is introduced with the toledot formula, the major structuring device in Genesis (cf. comment on 2:4–7), which marks it out as important and distinct from what precedes it. Its linear form is quite different in genre from the segmented genealogies of Japheth and Ham (cf. Genesis 10). The interest in Japheth and Ham lies purely in identifying the connections and distinctions between the nations that come from them and hardly extends more than two or three generations deep. Meanwhile, the interest in Shem’s offspring is linear, listing just one descendant in each generation but covering at least ten generations.204 The resemblance to chapter 5 is heightened by the text’s mentioning the patriarch’s age at the birth of his first child, how long he lived after his first child, and the fact that he subsequently had other sons and daughters. In both genealogies (and unlike ch. 10), those other sons and daughters are not named in order to avoid any distraction from the single-minded focus on the line of promise. Missing are any expository notes about the life of the patriarch, such as the comments on Enoch (5:22–24), as well as the ubiquitous conclusion “And he died,” preparing the reader for the more positive turn in the narrative. The lifespans of the patriarchs are also notably shorter than those before the flood.

      With the tenth generation, that of Abram, the genealogy breaks the usual pattern in order to highlight the significance of this generation. Just as Noah had three named sons, one of whom was chosen for blessing, so too Abram’s father, Terah, has three named sons: Abram, Nahor, and Haran (11:26). In Terah’s case the announcement of the length of his life after the birth of his first child is delayed until the final verse of the chapter, verse 32. In addition his death is recorded, as with the patriarchs in Genesis 5, and his place of death is noted as being in Haran. This serves to bind this genealogy to the genealogy of chapter 5 as a coherent and consecutive connection between Seth, the replacement “seed” (4:25), and Abram, as well as with the events that follow as God calls Abram to leave his homeland and go to the land of Canaan (12:1–3). Joshua 24:2 identifies Terah explicitly as a worshiper of other gods, so it is not surprising that several members of his family either bear names or are associated with places connected with the worship of the moon.205

      11:27–32 After a relatively short section on the toledot (family history) of Shem, a new toledot formula (cf. comment on 2:4–7) introduces the family history of Terah. This is the sixth of eleven toledot formulae in the book of Genesis, highlighting the central role of Abraham in the storyline. As is commonly the case, this toledot focuses on the next generation after the person named (Terah): the story of Abram, Nahor, and Haran (11:27), though primarily Abram. As earlier in Genesis, the author deals quickly with the non-elect lines before moving on to focus on the elect line. Haran’s only role in the narrative is to have a son,206 Lot (v. 27), who will feature significantly in the chapters that follow, after which Haran dies early and is buried in the ancestral home, Ur of the Chaldeans. Haran’s death leaves Lot free to travel with his uncle Abram.

      The location of Ur and its relationship to the Chaldeans have prompted much discussion. At least two locations for Ur have been proposed: a location in southern Mesopotamia identified with the well-known city of Urt207 and an unknown northern location, perhaps named after the southern city and closer to Haran. The southern city of Urt was of great importance during the time of Abram, but the Chaldeans did not become a recognized force in Babylonian history until much later, during the reign of Ashurnasirpal II or III (883–859 BC).208 It is possible, if the southern location is preferred, that calling Ur “of the Chaldeans” is a later addition to make explicit the connection between Abraham’s origins and subsequent Israelite history: both left southern Mesopotamia in response to God’s call to (re)inhabit the land of Canaan.209 However, the first mention of the Chaldeans in the cuneiform texts refers to them as coming from elsewhere, which presupposes that they existed prior to that date in a different location, perhaps for a long time.210 It is possible that they were present at an earlier time in the region to the south of Babylon or that their existence was further north, where they also had a city called Ur.211 There is not enough evidence to be certain of the exact geographical location of Ur at this time, but the fact that the text explicitly links it with the Chaldeans (also in 15:7; Neh. 9:7) should not be dismissed too hastily.

      Both Abram and Nahor marry. In Nahor’s case it is explicit that he marries his niece, his brother Haran’s daughter, but Sarai’s origins are left unclear for now, to allow for a later revelation that Sarai is Abram’s half-sister (Gen. 20:12). We are also told that Sarai experiences the ultimate tragedy in the ancient (and much of the modern) world: she is barren (11:30). The point is then repeated for emphasis: she has no child. This is an aspect of the curse upon the woman in Genesis 3:16, where judgment is rendered upon the whole process of childbirth; barrenness could be considered grounds for divorce in the ancient world.212 Yet in the Bible God chooses to use barrenness as a training ground for faith for many women whom he will use in a special way: alongside Sarai, other barren women for whom God provides children include Rebekah (25:21), Rachel (29:31), Samson’s mother (Judg. 13:2), Hannah (1 Sam. 1:2), and Elizabeth (Luke 1:7).

      Prior to God’s speaking to Abram about his future, Abram has already begun to move toward Canaan: his father, Terah, initiates the journey, along with Abram and Sarai and Lot, Abram’s nephew (Gen. 11:31). No reason is given as to what prompts this desire to leave one of the biggest and most advanced population centers of the ancient world, Ur, and go to a backwater territory like Canaan, though this is a period of history in which many people are migrating for a variety of reasons. The Elamites will destroy Ur around 1950 BC, so that may perhaps have something to do with it, or it could simply have to do with more general issues of overpopulation or a poor economy.

      However, Terah does not complete the journey to Canaan. Instead, when the family comes to Haran213 in northern Mesopotamia, a journey of about 550 miles [900 km] from Ur, it halts and settles down there (v. 31). Nevertheless, the idea of migration has been planted in Abram’s mind: God is preparing him for the challenging call that he will shortly receive, beginning the process of separating him from his ties to his family of origin and his native land. Ultimately it is not Terah but the Lord who brings Abram out of Ur to bring him to Canaan (15:7). We are not told when Nahor moves from Ur to the area around Haran, but, since he is settled there in 24:10, he may also have traveled there with his father.

      Here ends the story of Terah, and the stage is set to move from prehistory into history with the decisive event that changes the direction of the entire story: the calling of Abram. Terah belongs to the previous epoch, and so the end of his story returns to the classic genealogical style of Genesis 5, recording the length of his days and the fact that he dies short of the land that will be promised to Abram and, as far as we know, with little or no knowledge of the true and living God (cf. Josh. 24:2). His destiny is to be “not far” from the kingdom of God (Mark 12:34); the Lord will later describe himself as the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” but never as the “God of Terah.”

      Response

      We often pass over the prequel to Abram’s story in our hurry to get to God’s promise of blessing in the beginning of Genesis 12. However, the literary marker at 11:27, “These are the generations of Terah,” shows that this is where the story of Abram properly begins. God’s dealings with Abram do not begin with him as a seventy-five-year-old about to set out on a journey to Canaan. By bringing Abram’s father—who, as far as we know, remains an idol worshiper his whole life—out of Ur and up to Haran, God is preparing Abram for a much more important move yet to come, planting in Abram’s mind the idea of going to Canaan. Through this experience of moving once from home and family in Ur God is preparing him so that, when the call comes, he is ready.

      Of course, Terah is not picked at random, either. The genealogy of Genesis 11:10–26 shows us that Terah comes from the line of Shem, the son of Noah, and that Abram is the tenth descendant of Noah, who was the tenth descendant of Seth. Through Abram a new deliverance will be set in motion, with far greater impact even than Noah’s ark, not merely preserving mankind alive but ultimately providing them with a savior. The “name” (Hb. shem) that the builders of Babel thought to make for themselves is already present in the divinely chosen genealogy.

      Abram is born and grows up in a hotbed of idolatry in Ur, and his family is not immune from its temptations. In Joshua 24:2 we read, “Long ago, your fathers lived beyond the Euphrates, Terah, the father of Abraham and of Nahor; and they served other gods.” But God will not give up on rebellious humanity. With Abram the time comes for the next phase in the history of redemption. Although Abram may be unaware of the ways in which God has prepared him for his task, everything is ready.

      Sarai is also being prepared in the traditional school of hard knocks for women: barrenness. Not to be able to have children in a society in which a woman’s value is measured by her fertility is a bitter blow indeed. Sarai likely sheds many bitter tears over her inability to bear children. But, paradoxically, her inability in this area is a crucial part of God’s preparation of her for her role in his plan. In order for her to be the mother of the child of promise it is necessary for her to be unable to bear children without the direct intervention of God.

      God is also at work in our lives, preparing us for the tasks he has prepared for us. As was the case for Abram and Sarai, that process of preparation may be incomprehensible to us, and also very painful, yet God knows exactly how to use trials and dislocations to accomplish good fruit in our lives for him (cf. James 1:2–4). Our calling may be much more modest than Abram and Sarai’s, but God has a purpose for each one of us and for every difficulty and loss we experience.Genesis 11:10–32

      Genesis 12:1–9

      Genesis 12:1–9

      12 12:1Now the Lord said1 to Abram, “Go from your country2 and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. 2 12:2And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 12:3I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”3

      4 12:4So Abram went, as the Lord had told him, and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran. 5 12:5And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s son, and all their possessions that they had gathered, and the people that they had acquired in Haran, and they set out to go to the land of Canaan. When they came to the land of Canaan, 6 12:6Abram passed through the land to the place at Shechem, to the oak4 of Moreh. At that time the Canaanites were in the land. 7 12:7Then the Lord appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.” So he built there an altar to the Lord, who had appeared to him. 8 12:8From there he moved to the hill country on the east of Bethel and pitched his tent, with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east. And there he built an altar to the Lord and called upon the name of the Lord. 9 12:9And Abram journeyed on, still going toward the Negeb.

      1 Or had said 2 Or land 3 Or by you all the families of the earth shall bless themselves 4 Or terebinth 

      Section Overview

      The genealogy in Genesis 11 introduced Abram as a key character in the narrative, the tenth generation from Shem, just as Noah was the tenth generation from Seth. Genesis 12 marks the transition from prehistory, in which events that are clearly intended to be understood as part of a connected and unfolding series nonetheless tend to be of universal significance for all humanity, to something closer to what we understand as regular history, events that are easier to locate in time and space and our own lived experience.

      What is more, the call of Abram represents nothing short of a new beginning for mankind. In the first eleven chapters of Genesis the narrator shows us the slow, steady, shocking spread of sin from its origin in the garden of Eden to its culmination in the Tower of Babylon. Five times in these chapters God’s solemn curse is pronounced upon the created order, replacing the original blessing upon life in the garden: God curses the serpent (3:14–15); the ground from which the man and the woman are made (3:17); Cain, because he murders his brother (4:11); the earth for the wickedness of society (8:21); and Canaan, because of the sin of his father, Ham (9:25). Now, however, God begins the process of re-creating for himself a people by pronouncing a fivefold blessing upon Abram.214 God will turn Abram into a living model of what blessing should look like. What the builders of the Tower of Babel sought to do on their own behalf but failed to accomplish—to establish a lasting city and make a name for themselves—God will do for Abram, making him into a numerous people and granting him a land in which to dwell, thereby making his name great. Through his obedience Abram will bring blessing to the whole world so that “In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (12:3).

      In response to this great and glorious promise Abram steps out in faith, along with his wife, Sarai, his nephew Lot, and all those with them (vv. 4–5). He arrives in the land promised him by God, the land of Canaan, and moves through it from north to south, building altars and worshiping at key locations—claiming it for his God, as it were (vv. 5–9). Although the presence of the Canaanites in the land is noted (v. 6), their existence poses no explicit challenge to the promise. Rather, we see Abram responding to the word of God in faith and worship, exactly as he ought.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      B.  The Call of Abram (12:1–3)

      C.  Abram Traverses the Land (12:4–9)

      Comment

      12:1–3 There was no mention of the Lord in Genesis 11:27–32, even though his fingerprints were all over the events that transpired. Now, though, the Lord speaks directly to Abram, just as he had earlier spoken to Adam and Eve (chs. 2–3), Cain (4:6–15), and Noah (6:13–9:17). His words are a command that would be especially challenging in an ancient context: Abram is to leave his country, his wider relations (“kindred”; Hb. moledet), and his nearer relations—his “father’s house” (12:1), including his father, Terah, who will live in Haran for another sixty years (11:32). Nothing is specified about this land to which he is headed, except that the Lord will show it to him (12:1). Abram has already left the land of his kindred, Ur of the Chaldeans (11:28–31), with the goal of traveling to Canaan but has stopped at Haran, which could still be considered “home turf” for Abram since it remains the home of his immediate family (cf. 24:4). Many would make the journey regularly from Haran to Ur and back again. Now, though, the Lord is calling Abram to complete the journey into the unknown that he began earlier.

      In light of this command the Lord promises to make Abram into a great nation (12:2), which implies numerous descendants—a remarkable promise to a seventy-five-year-old man with a barren wife. In contrast to God’s original command to creation to be fruitful and multiply (1:22), which simply required the creatures to fulfill the potential with which the Lord had endowed them through his blessing, this promise will require a special work of God to complete. It therefore is an enormous step of faith on the part of Abram (and Sarai) to believe this incredible word (cf. Isa. 51:2). The promises of a land and of a nation are integrally related: without descendants, Abram’s ownership of territory would be fleeting, while a nation without a land would be homeless and subject to oppression, as Israel will experience in Egypt prior to the exodus.

      The Lord also promises to bless Abram (Gen. 12:2), a promise that would normally include material prosperity as well as numerous offspring. This will be the first aspect of the blessing to be realized, as God multiplies Abram’s possessions when he returns from Egypt at the end of this chapter. The provision of an heir will take considerably longer. The Lord will see that Abram’s “name,” or reputation, is made great, a concern of the builders of Babel (11:4) and of the Nephilim in 6:4. In fact, the Lord will change Abram’s name to Abraham (“father of nations”) and make him the spiritual ancestor of those from all nations who have faith in God (17:5; cf. Rom. 4:16–17).

      Abram will also be a blessing to others (Gen. 12:2). That is, when others want to bless someone, they will invoke Abram as a model of what blessing looks like: “May the Lord make you like Abram” (cf. 48:20; Ruth 4:11). This general promise is unpacked in what follows. As Abram is the chosen representative of the deity, people’s attitude to Abram will define the Lord’s response to them. Those who bless Abram, treating him with respect and favor, will receive blessing from the Lord, while those who dishonor him will be placed under divine curse (Gen. 12:3), resulting in their dishonor or even death. Abram and Sarai will thus be under the Lord’s direct and personal protection. It is ironic that this protection is most evident in the episodes in which Abram doubts God’s ability to take care of him (vv. 10–20; 20:1–18).

      In Hebrew “Those who bless you” is plural, while “Him who dishonors you” is singular, perhaps suggesting that many more will belong to the former category than the latter one.215 This sense is reinforced by the concluding clause “In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”216 The goal of Abram’s calling is to bring salvation to the peoples of the earth, not merely judgment—though those who despise Abram and his offspring will surely find themselves under God’s wrath. This calling for Israel to be a light to the Gentiles recurs throughout the OT, especially in the prophet Isaiah, where it becomes the mission of God’s servant (cf. Isa. 49:6). This enigmatic servant at first seems to be Israel as a nation (e.g., Isa. 41:8–9), but it is clear that even after the return from exile Israel is in no fit state to fulfill this calling. Its mission will devolve to the true seed of Abraham, the true Israel and true servant of the Lord, Jesus, who through his suffering, death, and resurrection will bring salvation not only to ethnic Israel but to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 1:8; 3:25–26). In this way people from all tribes and nations will indeed find blessing for themselves in Abraham and his offspring (Rev. 7:9–10).

      12:4–9 In the beginning of all things God spoke and his word was immediately fulfilled (Genesis 1). So too here in this momentous new beginning for humanity God says “Go!” and Abram goes, even though he does not yet know where he is going. This is the archetypal response of faith that will (in large measure) characterize Abram’s life. His nephew, Lot, also goes with him. As we shall see, while he travels with Abram, sharing his faith, Lot is also blessed, just as Genesis 12:2 anticipated. Once he leaves Abram and strikes out on his own, however, Lot’s story takes on a different and more negative trajectory.

      The text also reiterates Abram’s age, seventy-five years, which by itself does not preclude his having offspring (his own father, Terah, had been seventy when Abram was born; Gen. 11:26) but certainly highlights the fragility of that hope. The next twenty-five years will be spent waiting for the fulfillment of the promise. More serious still, Abram takes with him his wife, Sarai, whom we have already been told is barren (12:5; cf. 11:30). Nothing short of the Lord’s help could solve their need and fulfill God’s promise. Lot is no substitute for a child of Abram and Sarai’s own, as we shall see.

      The promise of a land for his offspring is also challenged by the revelation that Abram is headed for Canaan (12:5). This is not an empty territory, waiting to be inhabited, but the historical home of the Canaanites and Amorites, among others (cf. v. 6; 15:16). This raises the question that will not be resolved until later in the Pentateuch concerning how this land will become Israel’s, though, since the inhabitants have already been declared to be under God’s curse, the outcome of the conflict is not in question (9:25).

      Abram does not leave Haran empty handed, however. He begins his journey with the possessions and people he acquired while in Haran (12:5). These “people” may be what we call “servants” or “slaves,” though ancient working patterns and relationships could be quite different from modern slavery. One of these “people” acquired by Abram is undoubtedly Eliezer, described in 15:2 as “heir of my house,” who stands to inherit Abraham’s estate if he dies childless. Others undoubtedly have much more menial roles but are still regarded as part of the larger household over whom Abram has authority and for whom he also bears responsibility.

      Once he arrives in the land of Canaan Abram traverses it from north to south, stopping at three significant locations: Shechem, Bethel/Ai, and the Negeb (12:6–9). Jacob will also visit each of these places when he returns to the land after his sojourn in Paddan-aram (cf. 33:18; 35:6, 27), and they are each the site of important events during the conquest under Joshua. In the first two of these places, at the oak of Moreh217 at Shechem and in the area between Bethel and Ai, Abram builds altars and offers sacrifices to the Lord, symbolically claiming ownership of this land for his God and renewing his own commitment to serve him (12:7–8). It is significant that, though God had called Abram to go to the land of Canaan while he was still living in Ur, the Lord does not appear to him until he has arrived within the boundaries of the Promised Land, at Shechem (vv. 6–7). It is in response to this revelation that Abram builds his first altar and calls on the name of the Lord, fulfilling the customary pattern of worship in the Bible: God speaks and humans respond, a pattern that the builders of Babel willfully rejected in seeking to enter heaven without reference to heaven’s God (cf. 11:1–9).

      Response

      Great promises make great demands on our faith. God does not come to Abram and ask him what he wants out of life. If he had, Abram’s requests would probably have been much more modest—a son, perhaps, rather than a nation; a manageable piece of property on which to settle down rather than an entire land; positive relationships with his neighbors and their respect rather than a great name and being regarded as a blessing by the nations. Yet our God promises the unimaginable—“more abundantly than all that we ask or think,” in Paul’s language (Eph. 3:20)—and he more than delivers on his promises.

      At the same time, God’s big promises are often at least partially delayed, as Abram experiences. There is a significant gap between what God promises and what he sees with his eyes all around him. We often have a similar experience when we step out in faith: things do not immediately fall into place for us. This is not an accident but part of God’s plan to grow Abram (and us) in our faith. Abram’s faith in God’s promises will be repeatedly tested by God’s sovereign orchestration of circumstances. Sometimes Abram demonstrates great faith, while at other times he falls short. But God is always faithful to his promises, even when Abram is unfaithful (cf. 2 Tim. 2:13).

      Yet, though Abram and Sarai are excellent models of faith for us (Isa. 51:2), they are not our saviors. They point forward to their ultimate offspring, Jesus Christ, who for the joy set before him left a far greater homeland, his Father’s house in heaven, and came to earth to bring us this blessing. Like Abram, he did so on the strength of God’s promise (cf. Ps. 2:8–9). His faith never wavered, even under the greatest trials, culminating in the cross—a faith that was vindicated in his resurrection from the dead. Abram received a great name and was a blessing to those who blessed him, while those who cursed him were cursed. But Christ has received “the name that is above every name,” that “at the name of Jesus every knee should bow” (Phil. 2:9–10). He has now inherited a glorious homeland, where he awaits the arrival of his people—men and women from every tribe, nation, and tongue, all those who by faith have trusted in his righteousness for their salvation. Every blessing that Abraham anticipated by faith is wrapped up in Christ and is inherited by us through our own faith in him (Eph. 1:3–12).Genesis 12:1–9

      Genesis 12:10–13:4

      Genesis 12:10–13:4

      10 12:10Now there was a famine in the land. So Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was severe in the land. 11 12:11When he was about to enter Egypt, he said to Sarai his wife, “I know that you are a woman beautiful in appearance, 12 12:12and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife.’ Then they will kill me, but they will let you live. 13 12:13Say you are my sister, that it may go well with me because of you, and that my life may be spared for your sake.” 14 12:14When Abram entered Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 15 12:15And when the princes of Pharaoh saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh. And the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house. 16 12:16And for her sake he dealt well with Abram; and he had sheep, oxen, male donkeys, male servants, female servants, female donkeys, and camels.

      17 12:17But the Lord afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife. 18 12:18So Pharaoh called Abram and said, “What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? 19 12:19Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife? Now then, here is your wife; take her, and go.” 20 12:20And Pharaoh gave men orders concerning him, and they sent him away with his wife and all that he had.

      13 13:1So Abram went up from Egypt, he and his wife and all that he had, and Lot with him, into the Negeb.

      2 13:2Now Abram was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold. 3 13:3And he journeyed on from the Negeb as far as Bethel to the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, 4 13:4to the place where he had made an altar at the first. And there Abram called upon the name of the Lord. 

      Section Overview

      Genesis 12 began with great promises of blessing and a response of simple obedience. Yet the rest of the chapter shows how complicated the blessed life can be in a cursed world. Before Abram can even begin to establish himself in this “land flowing with milk and honey” (Ex. 3:8), a famine in the land sends him fleeing down to the more bountiful resources of Egypt in order to survive (Gen. 12:10). In the process, fear drives Abram to deception, pretending that Sarai is his sister and not his wife, a strategy that results in a kind of antifulfillment of the promise of Genesis 12:1–3: Abram is out of the land, his wife is taken into Pharaoh’s harem, threatening the prospect of offspring, and his presence brings curse on Pharaoh instead of the blessing he is supposed to represent to the nations.

      God will not let his plans be thwarted, however. He intervenes not only to rescue Abram from his own folly and sin but also to deliver him from Egypt and bring him back to the Promised Land with even greater possessions than before (vv. 17–20). In the process this episode foreshadows Israel’s later journey down to Egypt, sojourning there and returning, once again laden with Egyptian plunder.218 Just as God takes care of Abram, protecting him from external dangers and his own sinful compromises, bringing him back to the Land of Promise, so also the Lord will later provide for Israel as well.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      D.  Abram in Egypt (12:10–13:4)

      Comment

      12:10–20 The apparent plenty and fertility of Egypt in comparison to the famine of the Promised Land is a repeated theme in Genesis, one that would have resonated with the original audience in the wilderness (as well as many other later Israelite readers), who were constantly tempted to return to Egypt (cf. Num. 11:4–6).219 The relative geography of the two regions readily explains the phenomenon: the land of Canaan was dependent upon unreliable seasonal rainfall from the Mediterranean for its fertility, while Egypt’s abundance was supplied by the more reliable resource of the Nile, whose annual inundation based on rains in the Ethiopian highlands was a regular occurrence. It is therefore striking that the Lord chooses to call Abram to possess the land of Canaan rather than the land of Egypt as his inheritance‚ a backwater country on the major land bridge between Asia and Africa without reliable water supplies.220 These features will later require Israel to exhibit constant dependence upon God for her survival, and the Lord similarly put Abram’s faith to the test at a very early stage by means of a severe famine.

      Significantly, Abram does not seem to consult God in this difficult circumstance,221 in contrast to Jacob’s inquiry of the Lord in 46:1–4. Rather, he follows the “commonsense” approach of going down to Egypt in search of food. He views it as a temporary move, to be sure—he is going to “sojourn” (Hb. gur) there for a while and then return (12:10). However, this temporary status far away from kinfolk and friends leaves him in a vulnerable situation, with few legal protections.

      As a result, one fear-driven choice on Abram’s part is swiftly followed by another: persuading Sarai to identify as his sister rather than his wife, lest he be murdered in order to take her as a wife for an Egyptian (v. 11). Sarai is his half-sister (v. 11), and his fear is not entirely without cause, since there are cases in the OT of kings’ eliminating husbands in order to marry their wives (cf. 2 Samuel 11). However, Abram’s actions are now being driven by his fears, not by his faith: the promises of the living God have been forgotten under the pressure of difficult circumstances.

      The reasonableness of Abram’s fears becomes clear once his retinue arrives in Egypt. The Egyptians notice Sarai’s attractiveness and “praised her to Pharaoh,” who takes her into his harem (Gen. 12:15). This is the first biblical reference to the title Pharaoh, which is never modified by a personal name, much to the frustration of scholars who would like to synchronize the biblical account with Egyptian history. It appears that Abram’s strategy for dealing with the situation is succeeding, at least superficially; not only is he still alive, but he prospers greatly as the brother of Pharaoh’s newest wife, gaining an abundance of servants and animals, including camels, which are quite rare in this time period.222 Yet this material prosperity hardly compensates for Abram’s sense of having completely derailed God’s plan, leaving the Promised Land, losing his wife and therefore the prospect of children, and becoming a curse rather than a blessing to those around him. There is therefore a heavy irony in the statement “He dealt well with Abram” (v. 16).

      Of course, God’s plans are not so easily threatened by human sin. As he does later in the time of Moses, the Lord brings great plagues upon Pharaoh, so that Pharaoh sends Abram away to return to the land of Canaan (v. 20), with Sarai and his now greatly enlarged possessions of livestock, silver, and gold (13:2). Yet Abram is left silent, without anything to say in his own defense in his audience with Pharaoh, who appears as the entirely innocent and wronged party in this encounter (12:18–19).

      13:1–4 The opening verses of Genesis 13 show Abram systematically reversing his tracks from the previous chapter. The spiritual geography matches the physical geography: having gone down to Egypt in Genesis 12:10, now he goes up to return to the Promised Land (13:1). He first returns to the Negeb in the southern part of Judah (v. 1), which is where he was when he made the wrong decision to go down to Egypt (12:9). From there he makes a further pilgrimage to Bethel (13:3), to the place where he had pitched his tent earlier and had built an altar (12:8). There he once again calls on the name of the Lord, just as he had on the earlier occasion (13:4; cf. 12:8). It is clear that this is a journey of repentance and renewed faith, retracing his steps and trusting God to provide for him from now on within the Promised Land. Like later Israel when coming out of Egypt, the goal of Abraham’s exodus is the worship of the Lord who had promised the land to him.

      Response

      If in the opening part of chapter 12 Abram is a model of faith to be emulated, in the latter part of the chapter he is a reminder of how quickly the strongest faith can falter in the face of life’s difficulties. It is clear that God’s wonderful plan for the life of his people often includes trials and difficulties, not merely blessing and prosperity—otherwise how would we ever grow in our faith? It is also clear that even the “heroes” of the biblical text regularly fail and fall short of God’s perfect standard. Before we judge Abram too harshly, we should consider how quickly our own faith crumbles in the face of sickness, adversity, and loss, which tempt us to turn away from trusting God and instead to seek to rely on seemingly more solid earthly refuges, such as Egypt represented to OT Israel.

      Yet the narrative does not end with Abram’s being cast off for his lack of faith. Instead, God orchestrates events in such a way as to bring him back to the path of obedience he left behind him. There is a doorway of repentance and renewal open to Abram, as he turns his face back toward God and returns to the altar at Bethel, where he previously called on the name of the Lord. The same door is always open to us when we sin and wander astray. God is the good Father, who stands with arms open wide to welcome home the prodigal son (cf. Luke 15:20), even though our rebellion is equally without cause and without excuse.

      This pathway of repentance is open to us because of what the altar at Bethel signifies, which is the sacrifice offered to atone for our many sins. The death and resurrection of Christ atone for our failure and faithlessness, and we are now clothed in his constant faithfulness, which enables us to stand before the Father as his beloved children. Because of the grace of this Father, we should run along the pathway of repentance that leads us to the cross whenever we find ourselves to have sinned again, knowing that he will receive us and restore us to his favor and blessing.Genesis 12:10–13:4

      Genesis 13:5–18

      Genesis 13:5–18

      5 13:5And Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents, 6 13:6so that the land could not support both of them dwelling together; for their possessions were so great that they could not dwell together, 7 13:7and there was strife between the herdsmen of Abram’s livestock and the herdsmen of Lot’s livestock. At that time the Canaanites and the Perizzites were dwelling in the land.

      8 13:8Then Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, and between your herdsmen and my herdsmen, for we are kinsmen.1 9 13:9Is not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right, or if you take the right hand, then I will go to the left.” 10 13:10And Lot lifted up his eyes and saw that the Jordan Valley was well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar. (This was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.) 11 13:11So Lot chose for himself all the Jordan Valley, and Lot journeyed east. Thus they separated from each other. 12 13:12Abram settled in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled among the cities of the valley and moved his tent as far as Sodom. 13 13:13Now the men of Sodom were wicked, great sinners against the Lord.

      14 13:14The Lord said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, “Lift up your eyes and look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and westward, 15 13:15for all the land that you see I will give to you and to your offspring forever. 16 13:16I will make your offspring as the dust of the earth, so that if one can count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted. 17 13:17Arise, walk through the length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you.” 18 13:18So Abram moved his tent and came and settled by the oaks2 of Mamre, which are at Hebron, and there he built an altar to the Lord.

      1 Hebrew we are men, brothers 2 Or terebinths 

      Section Overview

      The Lord had promised to provide Abram with an heir, but before that can happen several potential “heir substitutes” have to be eliminated from possible consideration. Abram’s nephew, Lot, is one of these. He has traveled with Abram from Haran, after the death of his own father, and prospered alongside Abram as an immediate example of the promise of Genesis 12:3 working its way out. As long as Lot stays with Abram, his fortunes are assured. Yet in this chapter Lot makes the catastrophic decision to part from Abram and strike out on his own, choosing what seems like the best location to prosper, even though it is outside the land promised to Abram and means separating from the presence of the one upon whom God’s blessing rests (13:10). He does not know—though he will discover later to his cost—that the inhabitants of the area he has chosen are wicked in the eyes of the Lord (v. 13). The land that looked so good to his eyes turns out to be anything but the best option.

      Lot’s story serves a purpose in the narrative on the individual level, exposing the danger of choosing with our eyes rather than following our faith, but he is also important as the ancestor of the Moabites and the Ammonites (19:37–38), who will be Israel’s neighbors once she enters the land under Joshua. They are therefore Israel’s close relatives after the flesh, and their stories would continue to be intertwined with Israel’s down through history, but they are not part of the people upon whom the Lord has placed his name.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      E.  Abram and Lot Separate (13:5–18)

      Comment

      13:5–7 Lot was reintroduced into the storyline at Genesis 13:1, which recounts the return from Egypt. This prepares for his importance in the rest of the chapter, although it is also significant that he participates without becoming an heir to Israel’s inheritance. In that regard his story parallels that of the “rabble” (Hb. hasafsuf; Num. 11:4) that accompanies Israel later on its exodus.223 It is possible to travel for a while with the people of God without ever truly being part of them.

      During his time with Abram Lot prospers greatly, which in a seminomadic context means an abundance of flocks (sheep and goats), herds (cattle), and tents (Gen. 13:5). This is a fulfillment of God’s promised blessing in Genesis 12:2: as long as Lot accompanies Abram, he is blessed abundantly and prospers greatly. Yet prosperity can be as challenging as adversity, and the combined abundance of Abram and Lot leads to pressure on the available grazing land and conflict between their herdsmen over scarce resources (13:6). This is an ominous note with regard to the Promised Land—how will it support Israel if it cannot support two seminomadic families? However, the tension is explained by a note: “At that time the Canaanites and the Perizzites were dwelling in the land” (v. 7). It is their presence that limits the available resources; once the Israelites drive them out of the land under Joshua, there will be sufficient resources for all. Of course, if Israel fails to drive the Canaanites and Perizzites out of the land comprehensively, as will prove to be the case, the story will be different (cf. Judges 1).

      13:8–13 To resolve the conflict Abram makes a remarkable offer. Although he is the senior member of the alliance and the one to whom God has promised the entire land, he will cede part of the land to Lot—and, what is more, Lot can choose for himself which part of the land he desires, either the right or the left, that is, north or south as they look eastward over the plain of the Jordan from the heights near Bethel (Gen. 13:8–9). Abram proposes this division in order to avoid strife (“For we are men, brothers”; ESV mg. on v. 8), a striking description given the frequently unbrotherly actions of literal brothers elsewhere in Genesis. It is also striking that the word “strife” (Hb. meribah; v. 8) is the same word used elsewhere for Israel’s incessant complaining against the Lord in the wilderness (e.g., Ex. 17:7),224 which suggests an ungrateful attitude on Lot’s part.

      Many Westerners misunderstand this offer and fail to see the offensiveness of Lot’s response. It is customary in negotiations in many parts of the world for something to be offered as a gift that politeness demands the recipient to decline. An example of this kind of negotiation may be seen in Genesis 23, where Ephron the Hittite appears to offer to give Abraham the burial site he has requested before a purchase price of 400 shekels of silver is finally negotiated. Ephron would have been shocked and offended if Abraham had accepted the land as a gift! So too here, readers from non-Western countries often recognize the inappropriateness of Lot’s eager acceptance of Abram’s offer. As the younger family member, he should politely refuse the offer and either insist on staying together or insist that Abram make the first choice as the older one in the relationship.

      Even more profoundly, since God’s blessing rests upon those who honor Abram (cf. Gen. 12:3), Lot should insist on remaining with Abram on those grounds alone. He has prospered alongside Abram already, and surely some arrangement could be found that would enable them to live together in harmony, even if it limited their potential for wealth and possessions.

      Yet Lot’s decision making is not driven by such spiritual considerations. Instead he “lifted up his eyes and saw that the Jordan Valley was well watered everywhere” (13:10). As noted earlier, intermittent rainfall is a common cause of famine in Israel, so a reliable water supply is a significant asset. As Eve did in the garden (3:6) and the sons of God did prior to the flood (6:2), Lot sees something attractive and pursues it, with similarly catastrophic results. After the Lord’s destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (13:10; cf. ch. 19) the land is no longer such an attractive place to settle. The small settlement of Zoar is mentioned (13:10) because it represents the southern limit of the plain of the Jordan; it will reappear later in Lot’s story (14:2, 8; 19:22–23).

      The Jordan Valley is described as being “like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt” (Gen. 13:10). This may sound like a good place to choose to settle down, since the garden of the Lord was beautiful and Egypt was the place where there was no famine. Yet this superficially delightful description carries with it ominous undertones of spiritual danger. It was in the garden of the Lord that Lot’s first ancestors, Adam and Eve, were tempted by the serpent and fell into sin (3:6). As did the builders of the Tower of Babel (11:1–9), Lot thinks to bypass the cherubim guarding the way back to God’s presence and to enjoy the benefits of a place resembling the garden of the Lord without the inconvenience of having to trust in the Lord of the garden.

      Describing the land chosen by Lot as being “like the land of Egypt” (Gen. 13:10) further reinforces the image of physical prosperity combined with spiritual danger. Abram and Lot have only just returned from Egypt, where they prospered materially at the cost of endangering God’s promise. It appears that Lot would be quite happy to return there. The danger of this attitude should not have been lost on the original readers of this account in the time of Moses, who had themselves just emerged from captivity in Egypt and experienced its continuing attraction as well.225 Finally, to get to this land Lot journeys “east” (13:11), an ominous direction of travel in Genesis (cf. 3:24; 4:16; 11:2).226

      Genesis 13:10 adds parenthetically, “This was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.” The fate of Sodom and Gomorrah have not yet been sealed, although their sin is already a well-known feature of their city (cf. 13:13). In choosing with his eyes and neglecting a fuller exploration of the facts, Lot entrusts his life to a dangerously flawed sense. The land that Lot is choosing for himself227 is on the edge of the land promised to Abraham, if not actually outside it (cf. v. 12), and he chooses to live with wicked sinners, under God’s curse, rather than with Abram, the bearer of the Lord’s blessing. It is no surprise that Lot’s life begins to follow a downward trajectory from this moment onward after the two of them separate (v. 11).

      Once Lot begins on this path of compromise he progresses smoothly along it. He may have started out living “as far as Sodom” (v. 12), but before long he is living “in Sodom” (14:12). Later Lot is to be found “sitting in the gate of Sodom” (19:1), which suggests that he holds a position of honor and respect among the citizens of Sodom, and his daughters are pledged to marry inhabitants of the city (19:14). At that point Lot’s destiny and that of Sodom are intertwined, and only a personal intervention by the Lord could deliver him from Sodom’s destruction (cf. Genesis 19). Lot may seem to have triumphed in this exchange, receiving “all the Jordan Valley” (13:11), but in reality he is the loser in terms of everything that really matters.228

      13:14–18 The real winner in this division of the land is Abram, who continues in faith, trusting that God can provide for him within the Land of Promise. In return he receives a renewed blessing from the Lord. The one who refuses to live by sight is now told to lift up his eyes229 and look in all directions—north, south, east, and west (v. 14). Instead of limiting himself to the land on the left or the right (v. 9), or even the apparently best of the land, all the land that he can see is to be his, and his offspring will become as numerous as the dust of the earth (vv. 14–16). This represents a substantial expansion of the Lord’s promise to Abram in 12:7, which had merely mentioned offspring and land. Now, even though he has just separated himself from the last remaining member of his father’s house, he is told that his offspring will be as innumerable as the dust of the earth and that his offspring will possess the whole land forever (13:15–16). For this promise to be fulfilled God will have to give him an heir and a family line.

      In contrast to Lot, who settles down quickly with the inhabitants of Sodom, Abram continues his nomadic travels, walking to and fro throughout the land (v. 17), exploring the goodness of God’s gift to him. Abram will never receive the full ownership of that property while he lives here on earth. At the time of his death all that Abram owns is a field containing a cave with two small burial plots for himself and his wife—significantly, in Hebron, where he ends this chapter (v. 18). If Abram’s hope is in earthly property, then it must be said that God fails him. As the apostle Paul puts it, “If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied” (1 Cor. 15:19). Yet Abram is looking for a city with foundations, which God himself will build (Heb. 11:10), so his hopes are not disappointed.

      Abram’s spiritual hopes are summed up by the conclusion to the chapter. After surveying the land and settling at Hebron, in the center of Judah, Abram builds an altar there to the Lord (Gen. 13:18). In this way the entire section is bracketed by worship (cf. v. 4), the appropriate response of faith to God’s promises. To borrow from the language of a later chapter, “[Abram] believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness” (15:6).

      Response

      Lot chooses with his eyes and takes the apparently easy prosperity offered to him in the fertile Jordan Valley next to Sodom and Gomorrah. From a worldly perspective this seems the sensible choice, but it is a decision Lot will live to regret. Turning his back on the Land of Promise also means turning his back on the one in whom blessing resides, Abram, and ultimately Abram’s offspring, Jesus Christ.

      In a similar encounter the devil takes Jesus up onto a very high mountain and shows him all the kingdoms of the world and their splendor, promising to give them all to Jesus if he would just bow down and worship him (Matt. 4:8–9). Yet, knowing the emptiness of Satan’s promises, Jesus refuses this offer, quoting Scripture back at Satan: “It is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve’” (Matt. 4:10). As Abraham’s offspring and heir, Jesus will indeed inherit all the kingdoms of this world as the Father’s gift (cf. Psalm 2)—but only by following the painful pathway of faithful suffering all the way to the cross. Whatever the cost, Jesus is committed to a life of worship and trust in his heavenly Father for the sake of the joy set before him (Heb. 12:2), knowing that his inheritance is secure.

      As a result, we are called to turn our backs on the pathway of worldly compromise, even when it promises us a life of ease and security. As Lot discovers to his cost, even in this world compromise does not always pay, and in the light of eternity it is a foolhardy bargain. Far better to step out in faith, believing God and trusting him to deliver the good things he has promised us in Christ, even though it means following Christ along the road of suffering and trials.Genesis 13:5–18

      Genesis 14

      Genesis 14

      14 14:1In the days of Amraphel king of Shinar, Arioch king of Ellasar, Chedorlaomer king of Elam, and Tidal king of Goiim, 2 14:2these kings made war with Bera king of Sodom, Birsha king of Gomorrah, Shinab king of Admah, Shemeber king of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar). 3 14:3And all these joined forces in the Valley of Siddim (that is, the Salt Sea). 4 14:4Twelve years they had served Chedorlaomer, but in the thirteenth year they rebelled. 5 14:5In the fourteenth year Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him came and defeated the Rephaim in Ashteroth-karnaim, the Zuzim in Ham, the Emim in Shaveh-kiriathaim, 6 14:6and the Horites in their hill country of Seir as far as El-paran on the border of the wilderness. 7 14:7Then they turned back and came to En-mishpat (that is, Kadesh) and defeated all the country of the Amalekites, and also the Amorites who were dwelling in Hazazon-tamar.

      8 14:8Then the king of Sodom, the king of Gomorrah, the king of Admah, the king of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar) went out, and they joined battle in the Valley of Siddim 9 14:9with Chedorlaomer king of Elam, Tidal king of Goiim, Amraphel king of Shinar, and Arioch king of Ellasar, four kings against five. 10 14:10Now the Valley of Siddim was full of bitumen pits, and as the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled, some fell into them, and the rest fled to the hill country. 11 14:11So the enemy took all the possessions of Sodom and Gomorrah, and all their provisions, and went their way. 12 14:12They also took Lot, the son of Abram’s brother, who was dwelling in Sodom, and his possessions, and went their way.

      13 14:13Then one who had escaped came and told Abram the Hebrew, who was living by the oaks1 of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshcol and of Aner. These were allies of Abram. 14 14:14When Abram heard that his kinsman had been taken captive, he led forth his trained men, born in his house, 318 of them, and went in pursuit as far as Dan. 15 14:15And he divided his forces against them by night, he and his servants, and defeated them and pursued them to Hobah, north of Damascus. 16 14:16Then he brought back all the possessions, and also brought back his kinsman Lot with his possessions, and the women and the people.

      17 14:17After his return from the defeat of Chedorlaomer and the kings who were with him, the king of Sodom went out to meet him at the Valley of Shaveh (that is, the King’s Valley). 18 14:18And Melchizedek king of Salem brought out bread and wine. (He was priest of God Most High.) 19 14:19And he blessed him and said,

        “  Blessed be Abram by God Most High,

          Possessor2 of heaven and earth;

      20 14:20    and blessed be God Most High,

          who has delivered your enemies into your hand!”

      And Abram gave him a tenth of everything. 21 14:21And the king of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the persons, but take the goods for yourself.” 22 14:22But Abram said to the king of Sodom, “I have lifted my hand3 to the Lord, God Most High, Possessor of heaven and earth, 23 14:23that I would not take a thread or a sandal strap or anything that is yours, lest you should say, ‘I have made Abram rich.’ 24 14:24I will take nothing but what the young men have eaten, and the share of the men who went with me. Let Aner, Eshcol, and Mamre take their share.”

      1 Or terebinths 2 Or Creator; also verse 22 3 Or I have taken a solemn oath 

      Section Overview

      In Genesis 12 Abram and Lot’s personal story interacted with one of the great empires of the day as they journeyed down to Egypt to avoid a famine in the land of Canaan (12:10). The Lord protected and provided for them despite their unbelief in going down there and Abram’s deception concerning Sarai. In Genesis 14 Abram and Lot encounter the alternative great danger that could befall occupants of the land of Canaan: military invasion and exile, in this case by the other great world empire, based in Mesopotamia. Once again, however, God protects his people from all harm.

      In between Genesis 12 and 14 Lot had separated himself from Abram and gone to live near Sodom, a city of great wickedness (13:13). And now, because of his close proximity to Sodom, Lot is swept up in their military defeat and carried away with the exiles from that city (14:12). Since Lot had chosen to abandon Abram and make his own way, Abram could easily have left Lot to his deserved fate. Instead, Abram pursues the Mesopotamian army at great personal risk and retrieves Lot along with the other captives from Sodom, returning them to their homes.

      On Abram’s return he is met by two contrasting figures. One of these, the king of Sodom, treats Abram as a mercenary, brusquely asking for the return of his people but ceding rights over the property to Abram (Gen. 14:21). The other, Melchizedek, king of Salem, comes out as priest of God Most High to bless Abram and give thanks for his victory with a celebratory meal of bread and wine (vv. 18–20). It is clear which of these two is a kindred spirit to Abram. There is no mention in the conclusion of what happens to Lot. We might perhaps have expected this experience to have drawn Lot to repent and return to dwell with his uncle Abram, in whose presence blessing resides. Instead, as we discover later (cf. ch. 19), Lot returns to Sodom and becomes even more entrenched in its godless and wicked society.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      F.  A Tale of Two Kings (14:1–24)

      Comment

      14:1–12 The beginning of Genesis 14 includes an abrupt change in style, with verses 1–11 closely mirroring the style of the annals of ancient Near Eastern kings. The cycle of the subjection of a people, followed by rebellion, followed by the great king’s crushing defeat of his enemies and their resubjection to him, was a common one in the ancient world. This need not necessarily mean that these verses come from a different source;230 rather, this may simply be the author’s way of communicating the nature of the conflict he is describing: a mighty empire bent on imposing its authority and steamrollering local opposition. The kingdoms represented here form a major alliance of empires, underlining the risk Abram takes in confronting them, even if the actual army involved may be more of a raiding party than a full-scale assault. It also reminds us that the narratives of the patriarchs intersect with the real world of ancient history, even if we cannot precisely identify from external sources the names mentioned here.

      The Mesopotamian alliance is led by Chedorlaomer of Elam (v. 4),231 supported by the kings of Shinar (i.e., the area around Babylon; cf. 11:2) and two unknown locations, Elassar and Goiim. On the opposing side is a local alliance of five small cities around the Dead Sea: Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim, and Bela/Zoar (14:2). It is an unequal struggle, and the five cities of the plain are reduced to vassal status, which would require them to pay annual tribute and accept other obligations to serve their overlord. They continue in this state of subjection for twelve years but then rebel in the thirteenth year (v. 4). Often such revolts would be triggered by changes in leadership or in response to another perceived weakness on the part of the great king, requiring him to send an army if he wanted to reestablish his hegemony. Since the Mesopotamian alliance is a considerable distance away, it takes time for news of the revolt to travel and additional time to put together a fighting force, so campaigning does not commence until the fourteenth year of the subjugation.

      It is clear that the rebellion is much more widespread than the involvement of merely five cities of the plain, and so the Mesopotamian army deals first with a series of other threats: the Rephaim, the Zuzim, the Emim, and the Horites (vv. 5–6). These peoples are listed in order from north to south along the King’s Highway, the main road south through the land east of the Jordan that any army from the east would follow on its way into Israel. And one can imagine the mounting concern as news arrives of the successive fall of these cities. None of these tribal groups is individually particularly significant, but their mention underlines the power and commitment of the invaders: no one who challenges their power will escape.

      Finally they arrive on the doorstep of the cities of the plain after defeating the more significant forces of the Amalekites at Kadesh and the Amorites at Hazazon-tamar (En-gedi; Gen. 14:7; cf. 2 Chron. 20:2). The outcome of the battle close to the Dead Sea with the five local kings and their small forces is predictable: the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah are defeated, and many of their men flee to hide in the hill country, while others fall (or perhaps throw themselves) into the bitumen pits dotting the area (Gen. 14:10). The cities are left defenseless, to be looted and pillaged by the invaders. The remaining inhabitants will be enslaved, their possessions stolen.

      Thus far there seems to be no connection between these events and Abram, but that changes with the mention of Lot in Genesis 14:12. Lot does not seem to have been directly involved in the fighting, but, as someone allied to the inhabitants of Sodom, he and his household are also enslaved and their possessions stolen. It seems that the end of his story will be an ignominious life of bondage in faraway Mesopotamia, an apt punishment for his selfish grasping of what looked like the best of the land when separating from Abram in Genesis 13. However, Lot is Abram’s relative, as verses 12–14 remind us, and Abram will not leave him to his fate.

      14:13–16 A fugitive brings the news to Abram, who is still living where he had been at the end of chapter 13, by the oaks of Mamre at Hebron (14:13; cf. 13:18), a distance of 20–30 miles [32–48 km] over very rough terrain. Abram is here uniquely called “Abram the Hebrew,” a description normally applied to Israelites by outsiders or used by Israelites to identify themselves to outsiders (cf. Gen. 39:14; Ex. 1:15).232 We also discover that Abram has formed an alliance with some of the local people, who, as Amorites, would have their own reasons for resisting the Mesopotamian alliance (cf. Gen. 14:7). Yet the motivating factor for Abram’s unexpected military action is not a generalized desire to protect the land from invaders but a very specific concern to rescue his kinsman, Lot (v. 14). In response to Lot’s capture and forced exile Abram mobilizes a significant part of his household: 318 fighting men (v. 14). Those “born in his house” as servants would generally be regarded as more reliable than those enslaved as adults or paid to serve.233 This force is a significant body for one man to put into the field but is tiny compared to the resources that could be mustered by the Mesopotamian alliance. Yet Abram pursues the victorious army as far as the northern border of Israel, which will later be marked by the city of Dan (v. 14).234 Abram is putting into practice the principle articulated many years later by Saul’s son Jonathan: “Nothing can hinder the Lord from saving by many or by few” (1 Sam. 14:6).

      At Dan, Abram follows a time-tested strategy of smaller forces taking on much larger armies, dividing his company into groups and attacking the enemy encampment at night, counting on creating confusion and fear in the darkness (Gen. 14:15; cf. Judges 7). The strategy is a success, and the Mesopotamian alliance is routed, with Abram pursuing the remnants of their force a considerable distance, as far as the unknown location of Hobah (Gen. 14:15), which is north of Damascus and thus well outside what would later constitute the Promised Land. Having seen off the invaders, Abram returns home to the southern part of Israel, bringing with him all the captives and spoil that the Mesopotamian alliance had carried off, including Lot (v. 16).

      In this passage Abram is depicted as though he were the king of the land promised to him, risking his own life in warfare to deliver his people from bondage to foreign enemies. This is quite different from the way in which Abram is portrayed elsewhere in Genesis, but the point is not so much Abram’s boldness and military might as it is the Lord’s protection and support, which enable Abram—and others who are later called to follow in his footsteps—to triumph by faith over adversaries far mightier than they. A striking example of this pattern is found in the person of King Jehoshaphat in 2 Chronicles 20, whose faith-filled conflict with an overwhelming enemy is explicitly connected with Genesis 14 by the mention in both texts of Hazazon-Tamar, a location mentioned nowhere else in the Bible (2 Chron. 20:2; cf. Gen. 14:7).

      14:17–24 Upon his return Abram is faced with a much more subtle struggle that tests his faith in the Lord’s power and provision. It comes in the approach of two kings, Melchizedek, king of Salem, and the unnamed king of Sodom, who both come to meet him in a location named “the King’s Valley” (vv. 17–18). These two kings form a study in contrasts. Melchizedek’s name means “king of righteousness,” and the name of his city means “peace”;235 he approaches Abram as the priest of God Most High, offering Abram the priestly elements of life, bread and wine, pronouncing a gracious blessing upon him, and praising God for Abram’s victory (vv. 19–20). In consequence Abram gives him a tithe of the spoils of battle236 as an acknowledgement of God’s role in the victory (v. 20)—an explicit acknowledgment that Melchizedek’s “God Most High” (Hb. ʾEl ʿElyon) is the same God whom Abram serves. The title “Most High” (ʿelyon) or “God Most High” (ʾEl ʿElyon) recurs a number of times in the OT, especially in the Psalms and Daniel. On the other hand, the title “Possessor [or Creator]237 of heaven and earth” (qoneh shamayim vaʾarets) occurs only in this passage. Abram makes the identification explicit when he calls him “The Lord, God Most High” in his response to the king of Sodom (14:22).

      The king of Sodom, on the other hand, rules over a territory justly notorious for its wickedness (13:13). He “went out” (vayyetseʾ; 14:17) to meet Abram, a verb that often implies a confrontation of some kind.238 His words to Abram are terse and rude, offering no thanks to Abram for his actions nor praise to God for the victory (v. 21). Rather, he assumes that Abram is a man like himself, motivated chiefly by the desire for personal gain (v. 21). In response Abram calls on the Most High God as his witness that he will take nothing of the spoil recovered by Sodom—not even the most worthless items, a thread or the strap of a sandal. He marks the solemnity of the oath by formally swearing with an uplifted hand (v. 22). His Amorite allies are not bound by his oath and are entitled to their share, which is part of the blessing due to those who have aligned themselves with Abram (cf. 12:2–3), but no one will be able to credit the looting of Sodom with making Abram rich. His trust for his financial provision rests entirely in the Lord’s fulfilling his promise to bless him, just as his trust for safety in battle had done.

      Response

      In a chapter in which we see Abram’s acting as though he were already the king of the land that God had promised him, going out in faith at great personal risk to ensure the safety of his undeserving kinsman, Lot, we also see the mysterious figure of Melchizedek towering over Abram. Although God has declared that there is blessing to be found in Abram, here is another worshiper of El Elyon who is even greater than Abram. In the NT the book of Hebrews picks up this idea, mediated by the promise to David as the then-king of Jerusalem of a future priest-king after the order of Melchizedek (Ps. 110:4), a promise that the writer of Hebrews sees fulfilled in the coming of Christ. He highlights three specific points of comparison between Melchizedek and Jesus.

      First, both men exercise a priesthood established on the basis not of their heredity but rather of their office. Unlike the Levitical priesthood, for which the appropriate lineage was of critical importance, Melchizedek is a priest simply because he is king of Salem. Similarly, Jesus is likewise a priest not because of his heredity—he does not come from the priestly tribe of Levi—but rather because he is ordained by God into the promised priesthood of Melchizedek (Heb. 6:20).

      Second, both men exercise an “eternal” priesthood. That is, there is no mention in the Bible of Melchizedek’s having, or needing, any predecessor or successor (Heb. 7:3). His priestly office, so far as the Bible is concerned, is completely fulfilled in this single encounter. For the Levitical priesthood, however, there is a great deal of concern in the OT to ensure the provision of a proper succession. Sacrifices had to be offered continually, and so new generations of Levitical priests were constantly needed to fulfill that calling. Jesus’ ministry, however, like Melchizedek’s, is completed in a once-for-all sacrifice (Heb. 7:27). What is more, having been raised from the dead, Jesus is personally able to intercede for his people perpetually.

      Third, both men exercise a superior priesthood. Abram acknowledges Melchizedek’s superiority when he gives him a tithe and receives from him a blessing—since the greater always blesses the lesser, not vice versa (Heb. 7:4–7). This acknowledgement is particularly striking because elsewhere Abram acts as the priest for his own family, building his own altars and offering his own sacrifices. Here, uniquely, he publicly acknowledges the priesthood of another. In a sense we might say Levi, though yet unborn, also submits to Melchizedek in the person of his ancestor and recognizes the superiority of his priesthood (Heb. 7:9–10). In these ways Jesus, the priest after the order of Melchizedek, holds a priesthood superior to the Levitical one.

      This is good news, because all of us are more like Lot in this story than like Abram. We too have wandered astray from the pathway of blessing through our own sinful choices and found ourselves in desperate bondage to our sins and transgressions, unable to free ourselves. However, we need a far greater deliverance than that provided by Abram for Lot. Abram rescued Lot and brought him back to where he had been before—but then Lot simply renewed his pursuit of this world’s pleasures in Sodom. Abram could not give Lot what he most needed: a new heart and a new spirit that would bring him to repentance and real change. Through the sacrifice offered for us by our true priest-king, Jesus Christ, however, we can be made into new creations and given a heart that, like Abram’s, is turned toward God in repentance and faith.Genesis 14

      Genesis 15

      Genesis 15

      15 15:1After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.” 2 15:2But Abram said, “O Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue1 childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 15:3And Abram said, “Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir.” 4 15:4And behold, the word of the Lord came to him: “This man shall not be your heir; your very own son2 shall be your heir.” 5 15:5And he brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” 6 15:6And he believed the Lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness.

      7 15:7And he said to him, “I am the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess.” 8 15:8But he said, “O Lord God, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” 9 15:9He said to him, “Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” 10 15:10And he brought him all these, cut them in half, and laid each half over against the other. But he did not cut the birds in half. 11 15:11And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

      12 15:12As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great darkness fell upon him. 13 15:13Then the Lord said to Abram, “Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred years. 14 15:14But I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 15 15:15As for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16 15:16And they shall come back here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete.”

      17 15:17When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. 18 15:18On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your offspring I give3 this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, 19 15:19the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, 20 15:20the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21 15:21the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites and the Jebusites.”

      1 Or I shall die 2 Hebrew what will come out of your own loins 3 Or have given 

      Section Overview

      After Abram’s refusal of the king of Sodom’s grudging offer of wealth at the end of the previous chapter Genesis 15 opens with the Lord’s promise of protection and reward to Abram (v. 1). Certainly the Lord has demonstrated his faithfulness to Abram in both these areas over the preceding chapters, protecting him from the dangers of Egypt and the Mesopotamian alliance (chs. 12; 14), as well as greatly expanding his flocks and herds (13:6). Yet the two central elements of the Lord’s promise to Abraham, offspring and land, seem as far away from fulfillment as ever. In Genesis 15 the Lord appears to Abram and confirms by means of a covenant ceremony his commitment to give both these blessings to him. The focus of verses 1–5 is on posterity, while verses 7–21 focus on the promise of land, leaving verse 6 as the crucial hinge holding the chapter together:239 Abram’s faith in God’s promise, counted to him as righteousness. This verse sums up the central thrust of Abram’s story: he is a man of faith who takes God at his word and lives his life on the basis of it—not perfectly, as we shall see again in Genesis 16, but consistently. In this way he anticipates the coming of Jesus, the one in whom all of God’s covenant commitments will be definitively fulfilled.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      G.  Abram Believed God (15:1–21)

      Comment

      15:1–6 The Lord appears to Abram in a vision (v. 1), the first reference to such an event in the Bible. Abram is called a prophet in Genesis 20:7, and this chapter contains information about the Lord’s future plans, concerning not just Abram personally but the future of the nation that will come from him. Even though this revelation is termed a “vision,” the verbal content of the revelation is more important than what, if anything, the prophet actually sees. Thus we are told that “the word of the Lord came to Abram” (15:1, 4)—the standard form for a prophetic revelation (e.g., Jer. 1:2) but the only use of the form in Genesis.

      The initial vision takes place at night (Gen. 15:5) and seems to continue until the end of the following day (v. 12), unless two distinct visions have been combined. Both sections begin with an “I am” statement by the Lord, marking out the structure of the passage: “I am your shield; your reward shall be very great” (v. 1);240 “I am the Lord who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess” (v. 7).

      It is very common when the Lord or an angelic figure appears to someone in the Bible for the first words communicated to be “Fear not” (v. 1). It is an overwhelming experience to encounter God in this way, and so words of reassurance are in order. However, in this context these words are far more than pro forma. Fear is connected closely to unbelief (cf. Matt. 25:25), and Abram has clearly been concerned about the continuing lack of an heir, despite God’s promise to make him into a great nation (Gen. 15:2; cf. 13:16–17). In the absence of a son God’s promises could easily ring hollow and start to create doubt in Abram’s mind.

      God’s promise to be a shield to his followers is common in the Psalter (cf. Pss. 3:3; 18:2; etc.) and forms a concrete image to support the imperative “Fear not.” The further assurance “Your reward shall be very great” emphasizes the Lord’s provision for as well as his protection of Abram, both of which have been in the forefront of the preceding chapters. Yet these assurances leave unaddressed the great promises of offspring and land that the Lord has also made to Abram, and as a prophet Abram boldly confronts the Lord, seeking clarification about his lack of offspring to serve as an heir. As things stand, his heir would be Eliezer of Damascus, a servant in his household, not a member of his family (Gen. 15:2–3). This is the only explicit reference to Eliezer, though it is plausible that he is the servant sent to find a wife for Isaac in Genesis 24. It was common in the ancient Near East for childless couples to adopt a servant to fill the role of a son in providing for them in old age, in return for becoming their heir. Once such an adoption had been completed, however, it could not be revoked, so it appears that Abram has not yet formally adopted Eliezer.241

      The Lord in turn reiterates his promise that he will give Abram a seed from his own body (“your very own son”; v. 4), not just an adoptive heir. He will provide not merely a single heir to inherit Abram’s possessions but an abundantly numerous family of descendants. The Lord illustrates this truth by taking Abram outside and showing him the stars: just as the stars are uncountable, so also will Abram’s offspring be (vv. 4–5). Yet the vision of the innumerable multitude of heaven is also intended to remind Abram that the one who called these stars into existence could surely also raise up a son for him, even if it were beyond all human hope and help. As the prophet Jeremiah puts it, “Ah, Lord God!242 It is you who have made the heavens and the earth by your great power and by your outstretched arm! Nothing is too hard for you” (Jer. 32:17).

      It is worth noticing that there is no fundamental change in Abram’s circumstances at this point. The Lord has not yet provided a son for him. Even the promise is not exactly new; in chapter 13 the Lord promised to give Abram offspring as numerous as the dust of the earth, a similarly immeasurable quantity (Gen. 13:16). Yet on the basis of the bare word of promise Abram believes God (15:6), just as he had when he left Haran, trusting that the Lord would certainly do what he had said. This is the posture of faith in its most dependent form, and God acknowledges it, reckoning it as righteousness for Abram. That is, Abram’s continuing faith in God’s promise forms the basis on which the Lord will enter into covenant with him later in the chapter, a covenant whose fulfillment rests entirely in God’s hands, not Abram’s (cf. below). The order of events is important: The Lord promises. Abram believes the Lord’s promise. His faith is vindicated in the Lord’s ratification of the covenant between them. Abram’s salvation is thus “by faith” and not by works every bit as much as the salvation of Christians is (cf. Eph. 2:8–10).

      15:7–16 The second interaction between Abram and the Lord follows a similar statement-question format. The Lord reminds Abram that he was the one who had brought Abram all the way from Ur of the Chaldeans in order to give him this land of Canaan (cf. Gen. 12:7). The phrasing anticipates the opening of the Decalogue in Exodus 20:2: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt,” which invites a comparison of this covenant with the Sinai one. In both cases the Lord’s past faithfulness is the starting point for the covenant about to be enacted.

      Once again Abram points out that the promise remains yet unfulfilled; what assurance could Abram have to be sure of the Lord’s commitment to this promise (Gen. 15:8)? It is clear that faith—even deep and genuine faith—does not eliminate profound questions. On the contrary it provides the relational context in which believers can ask their deepest questions to God. In the first interaction the Lord simply showed Abram the night sky in response to his question, but his response in this second section is to invite Abram to a covenant-making ceremony, in which the Lord will underline the full depth of his commitment to fulfilling his promises to Abram and, through him, to all humanity.

      First, Abram is told to gather a representative selection of sacrificial animals and cut them in two: a three-year-old (i.e., fully grown) young cow, a similar female goat and ram, a turtle dove, and a young pigeon (v. 9). Although these are animals regularly offered as sacrifices in the later Israelite cult, here they are not sacrificed, for there is no altar and no instructions concerning their blood. Rather they are killed and cut in two, except for the two birds, which are simply killed, perhaps because of their small size (v. 10; cf. Lev. 1:17).

      The significance of this action is not explained in the text since it was well known to its original audience. At the conclusion of some ancient Near Eastern covenant ceremonies it was the practice for both of parties to pass between the pieces of slaughtered animals as an oath of self-malediction. In effect the participants would be saying, “If I break the terms of this covenant, may I become like these animals.” Thus one of the Sefire treaties from around 750 BC declares,

      As this wax is consumed by fire, thus Mattiʿel shall be consumed by fire. As this bow and these arrows are broken, thus Inurta and Hadad [the two gods guaranteeing the covenant] shall break the bow of Mattiʿel and the bow of his nobles. As a man of wax is blinded, thus Mattiʿel shall be blinded. As this calf is cut up, thus Mattiʿel and his nobles shall be cut up.243

      Given the symbolic importance of this action, the birds of prey that immediately threaten to consume the animals before the covenant is consummated likely speak of the difficulties and dangers that will surround Abram’s offspring as they travel to Egypt (cf. Gen. 15:13).244 The setting sun and the arrival of thick darkness (v. 12) also add to the threatening and fear-inducing atmosphere of the scene. The Lord proclaims Israel’s forthcoming fate in three distinct stages: going down to Egypt, being enslaved, and then being afflicted (v. 13). This would be followed by a corresponding three-stage liberation process: judgment on their afflicters, freedom and deliverance from Egypt, and return to the land (vv. 14–16). The period of exile will be four hundred years (v. 13; Ex. 12:40 records it more precisely as 430), which corresponds approximately to the “four generations” of verse 16 if “generation” (Hb. dor) here stands for an entire lifetime.245

      The Lord’s sovereignty over history is on full display here. There is no question as to how Israel’s future will unfold: the Lord is as sovereign over its suffering and exile from the land as he is over the time of its return to the land. Moreover, that timing is interlinked with the completion of the sin of the Amorites (Gen. 15:16), which provides the moral basis for the conquest under Joshua. The actions of the Lord’s enemies are as under his control as those of his servants are, and even the sinful acts of human beings cannot do anything other than his good purposes (50:20). Only the Lord can do such things; no other god can compare (cf. Isa. 44:6–8).

      As for Abram himself, his own departure will be peaceful, after a long life (Gen. 15:15). He will experience God’s goodness and see the beginnings of the fulfillment of the promise in the shape of Isaac. When Abram dies, he will go to his fathers (v. 15), a statement that necessarily implies a concept of some form of life beyond death. But the fullness of God’s promise to him will remain unfulfilled in this life. Abram must recognize that the land he is seeking is a heavenly country, not an earthly one. God has already demonstrated his goodness to Abram, and he will continue to do so throughout his lifetime. Yet the chief and crowning blessing of his life awaits him on the other side of the grave.

      15:17–21 Abram had fallen into a deep sleep at sunset (v. 12). Once it is fully dark, God’s verbal revelation that the promised offspring would indeed inherit the land of Canaan, though only after a lengthy period of suffering in a faraway country, is accompanied by a dramatic sign driving home the Lord’s personal commitment to the promise. Abram sees a smoking firepot and flaming torch pass between the pieces (v. 17). The smoke and fire represent God himself in a way that clearly anticipates the pillar of cloud and fire that will lead Israel out of Egypt (Ex. 13:21), as well as the Lord’s self-revelation to Moses at Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:18). As noted earlier, the general pattern in covenant making was for both parties to pass between the pieces of the animals, symbolizing a self-imprecatory oath, yet here only one of the parties passed between the pieces: the Lord. Clearly this is a unilateral covenant, in which the Lord is taking upon himself full responsibility to fulfill the promises of seed and land confirmed to Abram in this chapter. Abram’s only responsibility is to place his faith in God’s promise and to trust him to fulfill it.

      This is a pivotal moment for mankind and especially for Israel. The solemnity of the occasion is underlined by the phrase “on that day” and the note that God is making (or “cutting”) a covenant with Abram (Gen. 15:18). The same God who will later give his people the law on Sinai is declaring four hundred years earlier that he alone will be responsible for fulfilling his commitment to Abram and his offspring. Grace comes first, before the law, over which it has ultimate priority. As a result, our salvation is by grace through faith from beginning to end (cf. Galatians 3).

      Yet what could it mean for the ever-living God to pledge himself to be torn apart like those animals, rather than letting his covenant with Abram fail in its purpose? It must seem like a metaphor to Abram, a pledge of the impossible as an assurance of God’s determined purpose. Yet in the gospel the figure becomes an outrageous reality: the eternal, immortal God takes on human nature and tastes death in the place of the covenant-breaking children of Abram. On the cross God takes upon himself the full burden of making the covenant effective, despite our weakness, sin, and failure. In Jesus God himself bears the punishment of being almost literally torn apart by the whips, the thorns, the nails, and the spear for our sins, so that he could be faithful to his promise to be our God and that we might be his people through simple faith in him.

      To Abram the Lord makes the unbreakable commitment to fulfill his promise to give Abram the land of Canaan—and more. In this case the boundaries allotted to the land stretch from the “river of Egypt” (Hb. nahar mitsrayim) to “the great river, the river Euphrates” (Gen. 15:18). The former landmark is sometimes identified with the “Wadi of Egypt” (nakhal mitsrayim), which represents the traditional southwestern boundary of the land (e.g., Num. 34:5).246 However, since the latter landmark—the Euphrates—is far beyond the normal boundaries of Israel, it may be that this boundary also reaches into Egyptian territory, perhaps as far as the eastern arm of the Nile delta. Certainly, the land described here is never controlled and inhabited by Israel, not even at the height of the Solomonic empire, which suggests that the Lord is already directing Abram’s eyes beyond mere real estate in the middle east to what the Promised Land has always represented: an eternal heavenly dwelling with God (Heb. 11:10).

      At the time of the original audience, as in Abram’s day, this land was still occupied by no fewer than ten247 different tribal groupings: the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites (Gen. 15:19–21). Israel’s commission under Joshua, trusting in the Lord’s promise, was to drive these tribes out on the basis of their sin (v. 16)—just as Abram had trusted the Lord to do the impossible four hundred years before them.

      Response

      Old Testament saints were saved in exactly the same way that NT saints are, through faith in Christ. They anticipated the coming of Christ ahead of time and trusted God to fulfill his promises (John 8:56); we look back with the benefit of hindsight and trust in the reality. The Mosaic law, given to Israel by God at Mount Sinai, was never intended to be an alternative method of salvation. It could never have supplanted the promise of the Abrahamic covenant that our salvation is by grace, through faith in God’s work of salvation (Galatians 3). Nor are the Abrahamic and Mosaic covenants in ultimate tension with each other, as though the Abrahamic covenant were a covenant of grace alone while the Mosaic covenant was purely legal. The God who covenants with Abram under the form of a smoking firepot and flaming torch is the same God who reveals himself in fire and cloud on Mount Sinai, while the animals that are cut in two by Abram are the same as those sacrificed in the Levitical order.

      How then do these covenants relate to one another? First comes the Abrahamic covenant with its emphasis on God’s sovereign choice and gracious promise to Abram, to which he responds by faith. That faith then shows itself as a living reality in a life lived in accordance with God’s character, as it has been revealed to Abram, out of gratitude for the promise (e.g., Gen. 17:1; cf. James 2:21–23). The Sinai covenant works out in far greater detail what obedience to God looks like for Israel as she lives in the Promised Land.

      Yet the Abrahamic covenant is a constant reminder to Israel not to treat the law as a means of self-salvation. Salvation is of the Lord from beginning to end, and it requires the Lord to take on flesh and dwell among us as the new Israel, the one who keeps the terms of the Sinai covenant perfectly. In that way he merits our salvation and clothes us in his righteousness while at the same time giving himself up to experience the curse of covenant breaking on our behalf (2 Cor. 5:21). This is how the demands of the law have been fully satisfied and we may be saved by faith alone, through grace alone, to the glory of God alone (Eph. 2:8–10).Genesis 15

      Genesis 16

      Genesis 16

      16 16:1Now Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had a female Egyptian servant whose name was Hagar. 2 16:2And Sarai said to Abram, “Behold now, the Lord has prevented me from bearing children. Go in to my servant; it may be that I shall obtain children1 by her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 3 16:3So, after Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Sarai, Abram’s wife, took Hagar the Egyptian, her servant, and gave her to Abram her husband as a wife. 4 16:4And he went in to Hagar, and she conceived. And when she saw that she had conceived, she looked with contempt on her mistress.2 5 16:5And Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done to me be on you! I gave my servant to your embrace, and when she saw that she had conceived, she looked on me with contempt. May the Lord judge between you and me!” 6 16:6But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your servant is in your power; do to her as you please.” Then Sarai dealt harshly with her, and she fled from her.

      7 16:7The angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the way to Shur. 8 16:8And he said, “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?” She said, “I am fleeing from my mistress Sarai.” 9 16:9The angel of the Lord said to her, “Return to your mistress and submit to her.” 10 16:10The angel of the Lord also said to her, “I will surely multiply your offspring so that they cannot be numbered for multitude.” 11 16:11And the angel of the Lord said to her,

        “  Behold, you are pregnant

          and shall bear a son.

          You shall call his name Ishmael,3

          because the Lord has listened to your affliction.

      12 16:12    He shall be a wild donkey of a man,

          his hand against everyone

          and everyone’s hand against him,

          and he shall dwell over against all his kinsmen.”

      13 16:13So she called the name of the Lord who spoke to her, “You are a God of seeing,”4 for she said, “Truly here I have seen him who looks after me.”5 14 16:14Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi;6 it lies between Kadesh and Bered.

      15 16:15And Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram called the name of his son, whom Hagar bore, Ishmael. 16 16:16Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to Abram.

      1 Hebrew be built up, which sounds like the Hebrew for children 2 Hebrew her mistress was dishonorable in her eyes; similarly in verse 5 3 Ishmael means God hears 4 Or You are a God who sees me 5 Hebrew Have I really seen him here who sees me? or Would I have looked here for the one who sees me? 6 Beer-lahai-roi means the well of the Living One who sees me 

      Section Overview

      In Genesis 13–15 Abram is portrayed as a man of faith and obedience, trusting God and following him, even amid doubts and difficulties. Genesis 16 shows that he remains a fallible sinner, able to make significant mistakes that will continue to haunt him (and his descendants after him) for many years. He has been promised an heir that will come from his own body (Gen. 15:4), but ten years have now passed since God brought him to Canaan and made him the original promise (16:4). So when his wife, Sarai, suggests following an ancient custom whereby a husband might take his wife’s maidservant as a subordinate wife in order to have children by her, Abram agrees to the idea. It might seem like a reasonable way to help God fulfill the promise, but the result is an unmitigated disaster. Abram blames Sarai, Sarai is cruel to Hagar, and Hagar responds by running away.

      However, the angel of the Lord appears to Hagar in her hour of need, encouraging her to go back to Abram and Sarai and endure the mistreatment in order to receive the blessing that still adheres to the chosen family despite its sin (v. 9). Her child, Ishmael, although not part of the chosen line, will nonetheless be multiplied into a nation and thrive with God’s help (v. 10). His family will continue to be at odds with Abram’s descendants, however, highlighting the limits to its blessing. Worldly prosperity is not the same thing as membership in the kingdom of God.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      H.  Abram and Hagar (16:1–16)

      Comment

      16:1–6 This chapter opens with a reminder of Sarai’s childless status (v. 1). Normally in the Bible this would be a signal that God is about to do something to redress the situation. In this case, however, the intervention comes from Sarai herself, not God. Sarai has an Egyptian slave named Hagar, presumably acquired during Abram and Sarai’s sojourn in Egypt (cf. 12:16). Her Egyptian status is not a random detail but part of an ongoing motif in the narrative contrasting the attractiveness and fertility of Egypt with the apparent fruitlessness of the Promised Land. Thus Egypt provides food when there is a famine in Canaan (12:10); Lot chooses the visually most attractive destination, even though it is outside the Promised Land, because it is “like the land of Egypt” (13:10); and here Hagar the Egyptian maidservant is instantly fertile while her mistress, the heir of God’s promise, is barren. This motif warns the original audience against the temptation to trust in the apparent bountifulness of Egypt when they find themselves in times of difficulty (cf. Num. 11:5).248

      Sarai suggests that Abram should take Hagar as his concubine and have children through her (Gen. 16:2). This practice is well attested throughout the ancient Near East,249 and the children of such unions were normally considered full members of the family, inheriting alongside children born to the primary couple (cf. Genesis 30).250 It was also regarded in some situations as a potential treatment for infertility, with the child born to the maidservant somehow inducing a similar effect for the wife. Many of the ancient Near Eastern laws concerning the practice have to do with regulating the relational problems that would predictably arise: the maidservant’s elevating herself to equality with the wife, the maidservant’s being mistreated by the wife, questions regarding the maidservant’s being sent away or not, and so on. Genesis 16 could serve as a sociological case study of the reason behind such laws.

      Sarai blames the Lord for her lack of conception (16:2). Her frustration is palpable, and of course God is indeed ultimately sovereign over the opening or closing of the womb, but instead of laying out her fears and concerns before the Lord, as Abram did in 15:2, she confronts her husband. She commands him to have sexual relations with her maidservant, Hagar, in hopes of Hagar’s having children that will be reckoned as belonging to Sarai (cf. 30:3). Abram in turn “listened to the voice” of Sarai, his wife, and does as she asks (16:2). Listening to one’s wife is not always problematic in Genesis; later the Lord commands Abraham to listen to Sarah’s voice and send Hagar and Ishmael away (21:12). However, Adam is earlier rebuked for listening to the voice of his wife (3:17), so the reader is forewarned that this failure of leadership (and reversal of gender roles) will likely not turn out well for Abram. In another echo of the fall narrative, Sarai “took” Hagar and “gave” her to Abram (16:3; cf. 3:6).

      In this case Sarai’s plan works exactly as anticipated. Abram sleeps with Hagar, who becomes pregnant (Gen. 16:4). However, having conceived, Hagar then becomes proud and looks down on her mistress, an outcome foreseen in the Code of Hammurabi.251 Her resentment of her mistress is perhaps not surprising; Sarai never speaks directly to her in this chapter, and both Abram and Sarai treat her more like an object than a person. Yet Hagar is not blameless in this matter; verse 4 tells us that Hagar “looked with contempt [qalal] on her mistress”—the same word used in Genesis 12:3, where blessing is promised to those who bless Abram but a curse is pronounced on those who despise (qalal) him. Sure enough, Hagar’s disdain of Sarai ends up with her wandering in the wilderness.

      Sarai in turn responds with anger against both Hagar and Abram, blaming him for her idea. She even boldly enlists the Lord as judge between them, confident that he will support her as the wronged party (16:5). Abram, meanwhile, abdicates his responsibility as leader in the home, just as Adam had done before him. He washes his hands of the whole matter, leaving Hagar to be abused by Sarai to the point that she feels she has no choice but to run away (v. 6)—an extremely desperate measure for a pregnant servant girl without resources or protection of any kind.252

      16:7–12 Yet, despite her own sins and the sinful mistreatment of Hagar by Abram and Sarai, the Lord has not forgotten Hagar. His concern naturally extends to the poor and needy, the disadvantaged and helpless, even though there is nothing to suggest that Hagar knows the Lord or calls out for help to him in any way. She is carrying Abram’s child and, on that basis at least, receives the Lord’s care in the shape of an angelic messenger,253 the angel of the Lord (Gen. 16:7). He encounters Hagar on the way to Shur, which is itself on the road to Egypt, her homeland (cf. 1 Sam. 15:7). She is beside a spring, a natural place to rest on a journey. However, there may also be a wordplay here: ʿayin can mean “eye” as well as “spring,” and so it is a fitting place for the Lord to “see” her (Gen. 16:13).

      As with Adam and Eve, the angel of the Lord asks a question designed to elicit a confession: “Hagar, servant of Sarai, where have you come from and where are you going?” (16:8; cf. 3:9, 11, 13). Since the angel addresses her by name, it is clear that he already knows her story, but he induces her to admit, “I am fleeing from my mistress Sarai” (16:8). The angel responds with a command and a promise. The command is that Hagar should go back to Sarai and submit to her mistreatment (v. 9). It would be better for her to be in the house of blessing, even under such circumstances, than to go back to Egypt in peace and abundance. If she returns to Sarai, the Lord will bless her child on an Abrahamic scale: the Lord will ensure that her offspring will be too numerous to count (16:10; cf. 15:5). Hagar is also informed that her child will be a son, and she is commanded to call him Ishmael, which means “God heard,” because the Lord has heard her cry of affliction.254 This is the first time in the biblical text that a positive promise is made directly to a woman, while the divine instruction concerning Ishmael’s name is a mark of the Lord’s interest in Ishmael and his future.

      The Lord’s care and protection for Hagar and Ishmael are all the more remarkable because these two will not ultimately be part of God’s people. Yet the Lord’s care for these outsiders is also profoundly encouraging to his own people. If the Lord takes such personal care of Hagar and Ishmael in their time of need in the wilderness, how much more will he take care of his own people when they are in distress?

      In fact, the parallel is very apt. Hagar’s cry of affliction heard by the Lord (Gen. 16:11) explicitly parallels Israel’s cry amid the bondage of Egypt (Ex. 3:7). Sarai’s oppression of her Egyptian maid forms a miniature picture in reverse of the suffering and oppression Israel will later undergo in Egypt. But the similarities between Hagar’s situation and that of the Israelites only highlights the difference between the commands that the Lord gives each of them. God will say to Pharaoh, “Let my people go!” (Ex. 5:1), but he says to Hagar, “Return to your mistress and submit to her” (Gen. 16:9). One must find freedom by leaving the house of bondage, while the other will find freedom only by reentering the house of bondage. Hagar is sent back simply because there is no blessing to be found apart from Abram and his seed. Painful though the path of submission may be, there is no other way for Hagar to receive the blessing of God.

      However, Hagar’s blessing will come at a long-lasting cost for Israel. Her son, Ishmael, will be a “wild donkey of a man” (v. 12), that is, someone not bound by normal social conventions. He will live outside society in the wilderness, “close to” or “in hostility to”—the Hebrew ʿal-peney can mean either255—his brothers (v. 12). As we might put it, Ishmael will constantly be in his brothers’ faces. His hostility to Isaac will eventually cause him and Hagar to be sent away from the Abrahamic family (21:9–13).

      As an “also-son” like Esau, in R. Syrén’s terminology, Ishmael will father an “also-people,” whose existence as legitimate offspring of Abram will be part of Abram’s legacy of blessing.256 Yet their continuing bitter opposition to Israel will confirm and display their non-elect status. They will receive a measure of common-grace blessing via their relationship with Abram but not the special-grace blessing that comes only to the true heirs of Abram, who share his faith. Of course, the same could be said for many of Abram’s physical descendants in Israel.

      16:13–16 Hagar responds to this revelation of God with obedient faith. She identifies God as El roʾi, the “God of seeing” (v. 13).257 In seeing the angel she believes that she has actually seen the one who has been watching out for her, and so thenceforth the spring at which the encounter takes place is called “Beer-lahai-roi” (“the well of the Living One who sees me,” ESV mg. on v. 14; cf. 24:62; 25:11). She then returns home to Abram and Sarai, despite Sarai’s mistreatment, and there bears Abram’s son, whom Abram names “Ishmael,” just as the Lord had commanded (16:15). At this point, eleven years after Abram’s initial call, he is eighty-six years old. He will still be waiting for a child by Sarah thirteen years later, which is where the following chapter picks up the narrative.

      Response

      The great heroes and heroines of the biblical story are profoundly sinful people, capable of going from the heights of faith in one chapter to the depths of unbelief in the next—as are all of us. Abram is saved not by the strength of his faith but by the strength and grace of the God in whom his faith rests. Like Abram, we too face situations in life in which we are tempted to doubt the reality of God’s promises, especially when their fulfillment is delayed. As the proverb says, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick” (Prov. 13:12). In such situations it is easy to persuade ourselves that God needs our help to accomplish his purposes. Yet, as Abram discovers, human wisdom rarely solves a problem and often massively increases it. The family of God can be a deeply dysfunctional place as people hurt and abuse one another while all the time being convinced that they are pursuing the will of God. Abram and Sarai need to learn that, when God calls us to wait, the proper response is . . . to wait. This remains true even when the time of waiting grows long.

      It will help us as we wait to ponder the lesson Hagar learns while attempting to flee the messiness of her life with the family of God. She meets the living God, who is looking out for her. Often we forget that God is living and active in our lives. If we do not see him at work, we assume he is not there, and so we take matters into our own hands. Alternatively, we forget that God cares for us. When our hopes and dreams are delayed, we begin to think that God does not see what is happening or have any concern for our well-being. But our God is still El lahai roi, the Living One who sees and provides for us.

      The proof of this care comes in the person of Christ. In Christ God entered this broken world and experienced firsthand what it is like to be abused by the very people who claimed to be serving God. He endured great suffering, even to the point of death, at the hands of those who considered themselves to be Abraham and Sarah’s heirs so that he could provide hope for a lost and wandering world. Through Jesus’ death and resurrection those who were once outsiders to the promise, like Hagar, have now been brought near to God. The gospel has a place for the descendants of Ishmael as well as for the descendants of Abram if they come to share Abram’s faith in the Lord. What is more, the gospel reminds us that God is sovereign over all our sufferings, which he will use to bring glory to himself and to grow us up into the image of his Son. This hope will sustain us through the many long and dark stretches of our earthly pilgrimage to our heavenly home.Genesis 16

      Genesis 17

      Genesis 17

      17 17:1When Abram was ninety-nine years old the Lord appeared to Abram and said to him, “I am God Almighty;1 walk before me, and be blameless, 2 17:2that I may make my covenant between me and you, and may multiply you greatly.” 3 17:3Then Abram fell on his face. And God said to him, 4 17:4“Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5 17:5No longer shall your name be called Abram,2 but your name shall be Abraham,3 for I have made you the father of a multitude of nations. 6 17:6I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you into nations, and kings shall come from you. 7 17:7And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. 8 17:8And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their God.”

      9 17:9And God said to Abraham, “As for you, you shall keep my covenant, you and your offspring after you throughout their generations. 10 17:10This is my covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be circumcised. 11 17:11You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you. 12 17:12He who is eight days old among you shall be circumcised. Every male throughout your generations, whether born in your house or bought with your money from any foreigner who is not of your offspring, 13 17:13both he who is born in your house and he who is bought with your money, shall surely be circumcised. So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. 14 17:14Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”

      15 17:15And God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah4 shall be her name. 16 17:16I will bless her, and moreover, I will give5 you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall become nations; kings of peoples shall come from her.” 17 17:17Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed and said to himself, “Shall a child be born to a man who is a hundred years old? Shall Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?” 18 17:18And Abraham said to God, “Oh that Ishmael might live before you!” 19 17:19God said, “No, but Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac.6 I will establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his offspring after him. 20 17:20As for Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I have blessed him and will make him fruitful and multiply him greatly. He shall father twelve princes, and I will make him into a great nation. 21 17:21But I will establish my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to you at this time next year.”

      22 17:22When he had finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham. 23 17:23Then Abraham took Ishmael his son and all those born in his house or bought with his money, every male among the men of Abraham’s house, and he circumcised the flesh of their foreskins that very day, as God had said to him. 24 17:24Abraham was ninety-nine years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 25 17:25And Ishmael his son was thirteen years old when he was circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin. 26 17:26That very day Abraham and his son Ishmael were circumcised. 27 17:27And all the men of his house, those born in the house and those bought with money from a foreigner, were circumcised with him.

      1 Hebrew El Shaddai 2 Abram means exalted father 3 Abraham means father of a multitude 4 Sarai and Sarah mean princess 5 Hebrew have given 6 Isaac means he laughs 

      Section Overview

      After Abram and Sarai’s failure in Genesis 16, it must have been a long thirteen years of waiting before the events of Genesis 17 occurred. Abram and Sarai had sought their own solution to the problem of Sarai’s barrenness with disastrous results. The status of Ishmael is still lacking clarity: He is Abram’s son, but is he the child of promise? If not, whence will this promised child come? Many questions remain, requiring Abram and Sarai to fall back once again on their faith in the God who does the impossible. Finally the Lord appears to Abram again, reiterating his commitment to him and to the promise he has made him, a lasting covenant that will now be confirmed through the sign of circumcision, applied to Abram and his (male) offspring. This sign will separate them from the nations around them and mark them out as belonging to the Lord in a unique way, reminding them of the Lord’s promise to them and their children.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      I.  The Lord Renews Covenant with Abra(ha)m (17:1–27)

      Comment

      17:1–8 At the end of chapter 16, when Hagar gave birth to Ishmael, Abram was eighty-six years old; at the beginning of this chapter he is ninety-nine. The narrator does not routinely mention Abram’s age, so the gap here is significant. Abram has been waiting a long time, not just thirteen years since Ishmael’s birth but twenty-four years since the original promise, when he was seventy-five (12:4).

      Now the Lord appears to Abram in order to renew the covenant he had made in Genesis 15. We see both similarities and differences between the two events. The promise of land and offspring remain the same, although it is becoming gradually more detailed. However, in the covenant encounter in Genesis 15 Abram was entirely passive—even asleep (cf. Gen. 15:12)—whereas in Genesis 17 he is given instructions that must be followed precisely if he and his offspring are not to be cut off (cf. 17:14). Sometimes theologians have made overly sharp distinctions between conditional covenants, such as the Sinai covenant—which is often compared to ancient Near Eastern suzerainty treaties—and unconditional covenants such as the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants, which are in turn compared to ancient Near Eastern covenants of grant.258 However, there seem to be elements of both conditionality and unconditionality within all biblical covenants, which implies a more complex relationship between the parties.259 OT covenants have differences of emphasis, to be sure: the Sinai covenant is much more condition-oriented, while the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants emphasize the gracious aspect of the relationship. However, each covenant must be taken in turn and related to the unfolding narrative of biblical covenants, which find their climax in the new covenant, in which Christ fulfills all the covenants’ conditions so that we might experience their blessings entirely by grace.

      A covenant is at its heart a vehicle for relationship, and so it begins with an identification of the parties. In this case the Lord identifies himself as “God Almighty” (Hb. El Shaddai; v. 1), an archaic title that appears primarily in the Pentateuch and in poetic forms. Most of the biblical names that incorporate “Shaddai” as a theophoric element are also early. The derivation and meaning of the name are extremely obscure; the rendering “God Almighty” is probably as good as any. Abram is commanded by El Shaddai to “walk before me, and be blameless” (v. 1; also of Noah in 6:9), a stipulation that implies not perfection but rather faithfulness within a relationship. In Akkadian to “walk before a king” has a corresponding meaning of personal commitment and loyalty.260 Abram’s recorded behavior in this narrative thus far qualifies as “blameless,” though far from perfect.

      Abram’s response is to fall down before the Lord (Gen. 17:3), a fitting response of submission to the Lord’s words. Once again the unilateral nature of the covenant comes to the fore: the Lord has decided to make the covenant with Abram and set the terms and conditions of the covenant. Abram’s part is simply to submit himself to those conditions. This sets the tone for any view of the relationship between God and humanity that has covenant at its heart, as the biblical view does; it naturally elevates God as sovereign initiator and determiner of the nature of the relationship, of which man is the humble recipient. This is not a relationship in which the two parties negotiate the terms as equals but one in which “I will take you to be my people, and I will be your God” (Ex. 6:7).

      It is striking that in nine of the thirteen times that this chapter uses the word covenant the Lord calls it “my covenant” (Gen. 17:2, 4, 7, 9, 10, 13, 14, 19, 21). Since it is the Lord’s covenant, it is only fitting that he initiates the relationship and sets the terms. He even dictates the one will be the heir of the covenant in the next generation. God promises that Ishmael will be blessed in many ways and will receive the sign of the covenant in circumcision, but the promise of covenant blessing rests ultimately with Isaac, not Ishmael. This is not because Isaac will respond properly to God’s invitation while Ishmael refuses it. On the contrary, Isaac has not even been born yet, and Ishmael is as yet only a boy. But God sovereignly chooses Isaac to be the heir of his promise, not Ishmael (cf. Rom. 9:7–9). Salvation is of divine election from the beginning, which is God’s right, since this is his covenant.

      God continues to sketch out the scope of his plans for Abram; he will be the father not only of one nation, as promised earlier, but of many nations (Gen. 17:4; cf. 12:2). This refers immediately to the nations that will come from Ishmael and Esau, as well as Israel (cf. Genesis 25; 36), but it also has in view the spiritual heirs of Abraham through faith in Christ, who come from many different nations rather than all being Abraham’s physical descendants (Rom. 4:11–12). In view of this enlarging of the promise the Lord renames Abram (“Exalted Father”; cf. ESV mg.) as Abraham (“Father of a Multitude Nations”;261 cf. ESV mg. on Gen. 17:5).

      This too is an expression of the Lord’s sovereignty and control over Abraham. It was not uncommon when a covenant was made in the ancient world for the great king to give a new name to the lesser king. In 2 Kings 23:34, for example, Pharaoh renames Eliakim as Jehoiakim before placing him as a puppet on the Judean throne. To rename someone is to exert power over the most fundamental aspect of his personality, especially in the ancient world, where names were viewed as expressions of someone’s identity in a far more powerful way than in contemporary society.

      Previously, God had promised to give Abraham offspring, but now Abraham is promised that he will be very fruitful (Gen. 17:6). The command to be fruitful occurred at creation and after the flood (Gen. 1:22, 28; 8:17; 9:1, 7), lending the establishment of this covenant relationship with Abraham and his offspring overtones of a new creation. Abraham will become a father not only to nations but to kings as well, the highest form of organizational leadership in the ancient world.

      This covenant will be established not only between God and Abraham but with his offspring after him as well (17:7). Since the Hebrew word for offspring (zeraʿ) is singular, this leaves open the question as to whether the covenant will be made with all Abraham’s descendants or with a singular seed yet to come. The answer, in a profound sense, is both. On the one hand, the Lord promises to be God to all Abraham’s offspring (v. 7), which is why they are to be marked out with the covenant sign of circumcision. Given the facts that salvation is by divine election and that similar promises are not made to other nations, this is no small privilege. Yet, in light of the promised offspring of the woman in Genesis 3:15 through whom God would accomplish his salvation, the covenant also has a singular goal in mind: the one seed of Abraham, through whom salvation will come to the whole world (cf. Gal. 3:16). It is as we are united to this particular offspring of Abraham by faith that Jews and Gentiles become God’s children and enter a new relationship with him.

      The final part of the promise, which is now also explicitly made to Abraham and his offspring, is possession of the land of Canaan forever (Gen. 17:8). Given that this comes after the Lord’s declaration in Genesis 15 that Abraham’s descendants will be slaves in another land for four hundred years (15:13), this does not preclude temporary periods when the land will not belong to them. Indeed, they will have to wait until after this exile in Egypt to inherit the land, and, even after they conquer it, they will be required to spend one week each year in temporary accommodations during the Feast of Booths (Lev. 23:42–43). This practice will be to remind them both of their past wilderness wanderings and that their ownership of Canaan will always be typological of a greater inheritance, a heavenly city (Heb. 11:10).

      The greatest privilege of all, however, is the Lord’s commitment to be Abraham’s God and the God of his offspring after him, a commitment so important that it is stated twice (Gen. 17:7, 8). Modern people might not find this commitment surprising or significant since we are used to the idea that we can choose to serve whichever deity meets our needs. On our view, humans choose their gods, not vice versa. We imagine, “Of course the Lord will be our God if we choose to follow him: he should be grateful for our decision.” However, this was not the way in which people thought in antiquity. Gods were often closely associated with territories, so to move from one place to another meant entering the realm of a different god, and there was no guarantee that the new god would show you favor. Moreover, if the God of the Bible—the eternal, sovereign, omniscient, all-powerful God—exists, he must necessarily be the one who chooses his followers, not vice versa. As a result, a commitment from this God not only to be our God but to allow our children to serve him as well is an inestimable privilege. And, in light of Abraham’s failures in chapter 16, the promise that the Lord would be his God and the God of his children after him is a treasure of great price.

      17:9–14 Biblical covenants often had signs attached to them (e.g., the rainbow in Gen. 9:12–17), in this case the sign is circumcision. In making a covenant with Abraham the Lord has committed himself to a relationship with him, and real relationships always have a profound impact on our lives. The Lord has made his commitment in the implied “As for me” of 17:4, and now it is Abraham’s turn in the “As for you” of verse 9. For Abraham and his offspring to “keep the covenant” that the Lord has sovereignly made with them means accepting a mark on their bodies symbolic of that life-changing commitment to follow the Lord.

      Circumcision is not a random act of mutilation;262 rather, it is a covenant sign that involves cutting, just like the cutting of the animals in Genesis 15. There, the curse of the broken covenant was symbolized by animal carcasses, starkly demonstrating the destruction that would come upon the covenant breaker. God himself passed alone between the pieces, symbolizing the fact that he himself would pay for any breach of the covenant. In Genesis 17, however, the sign of judgment is applied to Abraham’s organ of reproduction. This is the source of the hoped-for promised seed and also the organ of Abraham’s failure with Hagar. Turning the sign into the reality of curse would merely mean applying the knife a little more extensively, cutting off Abraham’s seed. If Abraham (or his descendants) failed to keep the covenant by not being circumcised, his seed would be cut off.263

      The practice of “cutting off” (Hb. karet) people from the covenant community is prescribed for a variety of significant sins (e.g., Lev. 20:1–6). It is not always clear whether this has in view a divine sanction of death, a human sanction of execution, or the sanction of expulsion from the community. In context, to be cut off from the community of faith was itself a form of death, since the person was excluded from the only place where life and blessing were to be found. Whether or not that led to a person’s immediate physical death was a secondary consideration.

      This mark is to be applied not merely to Abraham and his children; it is applied also to servants or slaves (Gen. 17:13). They too share in the inestimable privilege of belonging to the people whom the Lord has chosen to be his, with all the blessings that come with that status (cf. Ps. 33:12). This principle illuminates the pattern of household baptisms in the NT, where the sign of the new covenant, baptism, is applied also to family members and servants on the basis of the faith of the head of the household (e.g., Acts 16:15).

      17:15–22 Sarai’s name is also changed to Sarah, though no significance is attached to this change, unlike that from Abram to Abraham. Both Sarai and Sarah are versions of “Princess,” a fitting name for the future mother of kings (Gen. 17:15). Sometimes the mere fact of the name change, and the power that it demonstrates, is more important than the content. So, when the Egyptians change Eliakim’s name (meaning “God has established”) to Jehoiakim (“the Lord has established,” 2 Kings 23:34), they hardly alter its meaning but vividly demonstrate their authority. In this case Sarah’s name change reflects a fundamental change that the Lord is bringing about in her status. She will no longer be barren Sarai; now, as Sarah, she will finally bear Abraham’s promised son (Gen. 17:16). It is through her that Abraham’s offspring will become nations, and from her kings will come (cf. vv. 5–6).

      This promise seems to Abraham too good to be true; he falls on his face and laughs (v. 17). This is a laugh of happy incredulity rather than unbelief (cf. Rom. 4:19–21). He believes God but at the same time struggles to put that belief together with the facts in front of him: his own age of nearly one hundred and Sarah’s age of almost ninety. He seeks to redirect the Lord to a more feasible proposition, that Ishmael, the son he has already had with Hagar, might receive the Lord’s blessing and become the child through whom these promises might be fulfilled (Gen. 17:18). But, when God insists on his original plan, Abraham does not protest further; he already knows too well the Lord’s ability to do the unimaginable.

      The Lord specifies a name for the promised child, emphasizing the certainty of the promise; the child will be called “Isaac” (Hb. yitskhaq; v. 19), derived from the Hebrew word “to laugh” (tsakhaq), and he will be born the very next year (v. 21). When he is born, Isaac will bring laughter of delight to his parents in place of their doubtful laughter at his promise (21:6). He is the one through whom the promise of an eternal covenant will descend, not Ishmael (17:19). Ishmael will indeed be richly blessed with the things this world values, fathering twelve princes264 as a reflection of Jacob’s twelve sons (cf. 25:12–16) and becoming a mighty nation (17:20). But he has no special place in God’s plan to bless the world through Abraham and his seed—in those terms he is a dead-end line. The son of the slave woman will not ultimately inherit the promise alongside Isaac (cf. Gal. 4:30). It is God’s sovereign right to choose who will be blessed and how, in terms both of the good things of this world and of the glories of the world to come. These blessings are not necessarily connected; those rich in eternal blessings are often poor and despised, while those like Ishmael may have possessions and power yet be strangers to a personal relationship with God.

      17:23–27 As will become a common pattern in the Pentateuch, the giving of a divine command is followed immediately by a record of compliance. Abraham immediately has himself circumcised, along with Ishmael and all those born in his house or bought with his money (Gen. 17:23). It does not matter whether they are old (Abraham is ninety-nine), or young (Ishmael is thirteen), slave or free—all are included in this painful privilege of being marked out as belonging to the Lord in a unique way. There is no delay in his obedience—it takes place that very same day (v. 26). Abram’s faith in God leads him to obey the Lord’s word to him unquestioningly, thereby demonstrating the living reality of that faith (cf. James 2:22–23).

      Response

      God’s renewal of his covenant is a testimony to his faithfulness, even when Abraham fails to “walk before [him], and be blameless” (Gen. 17:1). Because of the Lord’s unilateral commitment to the covenant displayed in Genesis 15, even Abraham’s sin and failure cannot destroy the Lord’s purpose of salvation. The promise to Abraham and his offspring must be fulfilled. This does not mean that Abraham can remain unchanged by his relationship with God, however. The unconditional covenant that the Lord makes with Abraham includes demands that will demonstrate Abraham’s positive response to the covenant. These include the sacrament of circumcision, by which the covenant is signed and sealed to him and to his offspring, and the name change that will be a daily reminder of his (and Sarah’s) new identity in relationship to the Sovereign Lord. When a great king comes and offers to establish a covenant, one has only two choices: to accept the covenant relationship on his terms and receive its benefits or else refuse it and face the consequences.

      Applying the sign of circumcision is a bloody process, symbolizing the cutting off of the promised seed of Abraham. When Isaac, the child of promise, is finally born, the symbolic judgment of circumcision almost becomes a reality. Abraham is instructed to take Isaac up onto a mountain, bind him on an altar, and offer him as a sacrifice (Gen. 22:2). As Abraham stands with his knife stretched above his beloved son, a voice from heaven stays his hand (v. 12). A ram takes the place of Abraham’s seed on the altar (v. 13), a substitute that points forward to the cross, where Jesus Christ, the seed of Abraham, takes upon himself the curse of the covenant in all its awful fullness. There Jesus bears the reality of judgment for covenant breaking to which circumcision points.

      With Jesus’ death on the cross, the blood that circumcision foreshadows has been shed. Circumcision is thus no longer necessary; as Paul says, what counts is not circumcision or uncircumcision but faith in Christ expressing itself through love (Gal. 5:6). Yet we are not left without a sign under the new covenant: now the rite of initiation into the covenant community is the sign of baptism. Thus Paul can say in Colossians 2:11–12, “In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead.” The true circumcision that we receive as Christians is baptism into the name of Christ and putting our faith in him. As is fitting for the sign of the new, richer covenant relationship, it is a more expansive sign that is now applied to men and women alike, not merely to men.

      Yet, when God chose Abraham, he also chose his children. As a result, Abraham was to circumcise his children to show them that they were part of the covenant people. They belonged to the one true God and were to submit to him in a covenant relationship. That circumcision did not in itself save them. Ishmael was circumcised on the same day that Abraham was (Gen. 17:26), yet he showed no evidence of a heart renewed by grace. Although he bore the sign of the covenant, he was not ultimately part of God’s covenant people. As Genesis 17:19–20 makes clear, although God’s blessing rested on Ishmael and his descendants, his covenant was with Isaac and his descendants. In a similar way, circumcision pointed Israel’s children to the Sovereign God who alone could save them. If they trusted in him, as their father Abraham did, they would find a refuge in him. But if they refused that God and rebelled against him, they would be cut off from the presence of God, just as Ishmael was.Genesis 17

      Genesis 18

      Genesis 18

      18 18:1And the Lord appeared to him by the oaks1 of Mamre, as he sat at the door of his tent in the heat of the day. 2 18:2He lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, three men were standing in front of him. When he saw them, he ran from the tent door to meet them and bowed himself to the earth 3 18:3and said, “O Lord,2 if I have found favor in your sight, do not pass by your servant. 4 18:4Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree, 5 18:5while I bring a morsel of bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant.” So they said, “Do as you have said.” 6 18:6And Abraham went quickly into the tent to Sarah and said, “Quick! Three seahs3 of fine flour! Knead it, and make cakes.” 7 18:7And Abraham ran to the herd and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to a young man, who prepared it quickly. 8 18:8Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set it before them. And he stood by them under the tree while they ate.

      9 18:9They said to him, “Where is Sarah your wife?” And he said, “She is in the tent.” 10 18:10The Lord said, “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife shall have a son.” And Sarah was listening at the tent door behind him. 11 18:11Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years. The way of women had ceased to be with Sarah. 12 18:12So Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “After I am worn out, and my lord is old, shall I have pleasure?” 13 18:13The Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh and say, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am old?’ 14 18:14Is anything too hard4 for the Lord? At the appointed time I will return to you, about this time next year, and Sarah shall have a son.” 15 18:15But Sarah denied it,5 saying, “I did not laugh,” for she was afraid. He said, “No, but you did laugh.”

      16 18:16Then the men set out from there, and they looked down toward Sodom. And Abraham went with them to set them on their way. 17 18:17The Lord said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, 18 18:18seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him? 19 18:19For I have chosen6 him, that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice, so that the Lord may bring to Abraham what he has promised him.” 20 18:20Then the Lord said, “Because the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah is great and their sin is very grave, 21 18:21I will go down to see whether they have done altogether7 according to the outcry that has come to me. And if not, I will know.”

      22 18:22So the men turned from there and went toward Sodom, but Abraham still stood before the Lord. 23 18:23Then Abraham drew near and said, “Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 24 18:24Suppose there are fifty righteous within the city. Will you then sweep away the place and not spare it for the fifty righteous who are in it? 25 18:25Far be it from you to do such a thing, to put the righteous to death with the wicked, so that the righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you! Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” 26 18:26And the Lord said, “If I find at Sodom fifty righteous in the city, I will spare the whole place for their sake.”

      27 18:27Abraham answered and said, “Behold, I have undertaken to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes. 28 18:28Suppose five of the fifty righteous are lacking. Will you destroy the whole city for lack of five?” And he said, “I will not destroy it if I find forty-five there.” 29 18:29Again he spoke to him and said, “Suppose forty are found there.” He answered, “For the sake of forty I will not do it.” 30 18:30Then he said, “Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak. Suppose thirty are found there.” He answered, “I will not do it, if I find thirty there.” 31 18:31He said, “Behold, I have undertaken to speak to the Lord. Suppose twenty are found there.” He answered, “For the sake of twenty I will not destroy it.” 32 18:32Then he said, “Oh let not the Lord be angry, and I will speak again but this once. Suppose ten are found there.” He answered, “For the sake of ten I will not destroy it.” 33 18:33And the Lord went his way, when he had finished speaking to Abraham, and Abraham returned to his place.

      1 Or terebinths 2 Or My lord 3 A seah was about 7.7 quarts or 7.3 liters 4 Or wonderful 5 Or acted falsely 6 Hebrew known 7 Or they deserve destruction; Hebrew they have made a complete end 

      Section Overview

      Abraham is the only person in the OT to receive the title “friend of God” (2 Chron. 20:7; Isa. 41:8). Even though the Lord spoke to Moses “as a man speaks to his friend” (Ex. 33:11), Moses is never explicitly called “God’s friend,” only “God’s servant” (1 Chron. 6:49). Abraham thus has a unique relationship with the Lord, as illustrated in Genesis 18. The Lord visits Abraham and shares a meal with him (Gen. 18:8), after which he confirms the promise of a son for Abraham and Sarah (v. 10) and reveals to him the coming fate of Sodom (vv. 17–21). A friend is someone to whom another opens his heart, who knows not just what someone is doing but why. Abraham, the friend of God, is the man to whom God opens his heart and with whom he shares his inmost thoughts in a unique way. Abraham intercedes with the Lord for the city of Sodom, that it might be spared if even ten righteous men may be found within it (v. 32). However, Sodom’s subsequent fate shows the comprehensive nature of its wickedness, since no such righteous quorum exists (Genesis 19). The Lord can deliver Lot out of Sodom, but the doom of the city is assured because of its many sins, and even the intercession of someone as righteous and close to God as Abraham is cannot rescue it (cf. Ezek. 14:13–23).

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      J.  The Friend of God (18:1–33)

      Comment

      18:1–8 The chapter opens by the oaks of Mamre, at Hebron, where Abraham has been sojourning for a while (v. 1; cf. 13:18; 14:13). While there, one day Abraham looks up and sees three figures coming out of the shimmering heat of the midday. Although there are three of them, and they appear in human form, one of the three is clearly their leader, while the other two are his attendants.265 The text alternates between singular and plural, reflecting this imbalance in authority. The latter two figures will be sent to Sodom to investigate and at that point be identified as “angels” (19:1). The exact time of their arrival at Abraham’s tent is not specified, as is typical of texts from a time before clocks became ubiquitous. However, the noontime heat means that this is not a pleasant time for travel in that area, and it would be common for travelers to seek some kind of shelter in which to rest before going on with their journey as the day cooled. The impression that the narrative gives is that they appear suddenly, right in front of Abraham (18:2). Perhaps surprisingly for people on a lengthy journey, there is no mention of any beasts of burden (contrast Judg. 19:19–21, a passage with strong links to Genesis 19). All these elements combine to suggest the unusual nature of these visitors.

      Abraham runs to greet the men and make them welcome, persuading them to break their journey with him, as any good ancient Near Eastern host would. The text repeatedly stresses the depth and extent of Abraham’s hospitality. He runs to them and humbly prostrates himself before them (18:2). He speaks with deeply deferential language, persuading them to stay and rest under the shade of a nearby tree while a servant washes away the dust of the journey from their feet (vv. 3–5). Abraham hurries into the tent to inform Sarah, runs to fetch a tender young calf, and serves a meal of royal richness, with meat, bread, and goat milk (v. 7). Three seahs is an enormous amount of flour (v. 6), perhaps as much as six gallons, and Abraham specifies that it must be the highest grade of flour! The meal that Abraham presents is far more elaborate than the “morsel of bread” that he had offered them, involving the preparation and serving of an abundance of tasty foods.266

      Abraham’s generous and respectful welcome to his heavenly visitors can be both compared and contrasted with the experience awaiting the angels in Sodom in the following chapter. Lot too is sitting down at an entrance when they arrive (19:1); he too offers them water to wash their feet and food to eat, though his provision of unleavened bread cannot match Abraham’s extravagant welcome (19:2–3). But the key difference comes in what occurs thereafter: Abraham’s invitation ushers his guests into a place of safety, comfort, and provision, while Lot’s invitation brings them into a place of danger and disrepute. Sodom’s “welcome” is the antithesis of Abraham’s hospitality.

      Although the readers are informed immediately that this is a divine visitation, it is not clear at what point the true identity of these visitors becomes clear to Abraham. It seems likely that Abraham understands the significance of this event quite early, as he addresses one of them as “My Lord,” marked in English with a capital L, which implies God and is not merely the form of polite address to a stranger.267 This may help to explain Abraham’s outrageously extravagant hospitality and his deferential posture of remaining standing like a servant while his guests sit down and eat (18:8).

      18:9–15 The first item on the visitors’ agenda is to confirm the promise of a child to Abraham and Sarah (v. 10). In Genesis 17 the promise had been conveyed to Abraham, causing him to laugh and request that Ishmael fill that role (17:16–20). Is it possible that he has not relayed the substance of that conversation to Sarah, fearing to raise her hopes only for them to be cruelly disappointed? Or perhaps he has told her but she has refused to believe him. The Lord’s words rebuking the unbelief in Sarah’s laughter might support the latter view (18:13–14). She has come to doubt that the Lord would fulfill his promise, as if this promise were unbelievable, beyond even the unparalleled power of the Lord. But God does not need her faith in order to do the unthinkable and give her a child. Whatever the reason for her unbelief, the visitors are determined that this time Sarah herself should hear the good news.

      As is customary in that culture, the men have eaten privately, apart from the women, and they ask after Sarah’s location—which, of course, the Lord has known all along, just as he knew Adam’s location while he hid in the garden (3:9). Even if Abraham has not already guessed the identity of his mysterious visitors, it becomes clear when the leader makes a promise to Abraham that only the Lord can carry out: “I will surely return to you about this time next year, and Sarah your wife shall have a son” (18:10). A powerful king might promise to give land and riches to his favorites, but only God is able to guarantee offspring, because he alone holds the power of conception in his hands. Nothing is too difficult for the Lord (v. 14).

      What is more, this stranger knows everything; he demonstrates his omniscience by uncovering Sarah’s secret laughter of doubt. While Sarah thinks she is safely concealed in the inner part of the tent, observing everything without being observed, this stranger knows her most private thoughts (vv. 12–13). He even knows exactly when this child of promise will be born—in about a year (v. 10; cf. 17:21), something no one but the Lord could know. The miraculous nature of the birth is underlined by the fact that Sarah has ceased her menstrual cycle (18:11; cf. 31:35). It is no surprise, then, that this mysterious visitor is identified explicitly as the Lord (18:13).

      Sarah not only laughs in unbelief but also lies about having done so (v. 15). She is afraid, a common enough response when we are confronted with our sin by humans, let alone by God himself. But her fear is misplaced. The God who said “Fear not” to Abraham (15:1) is a kind and gracious God, to whom we may confess our fears and our sins and be forgiven for them (1 John 1:9).

      Throughout their encounter the Lord treats Abraham as his personal friend. He shares an intimate meal with him. This is a unique privilege for Abraham. It is the only case prior to the incarnation in which the Lord eats food set before him. On many other occasions the Lord appears to people and they offer him food (e.g., Judg. 6:17–21) or eat in his presence (Ex. 24:11). However, on those occasions the Lord does not eat, though he sometimes turns the food into a sacrifice. But with Abraham he sits down and eats with him as part of their special relationship.

      18:16–21 This special relationship of friendship extends beyond the shared meal. As the three men set out, presumably as the day has begun to cool a little, Abraham accompanies them to make sure they find the right road to their destination, Sodom (Gen. 18:16). As they travel, we are given a brief insight into the Lord’s inmost thoughts in the form of a rhetorical question that provides the rationale for the discussion to follow. Elsewhere the Lord reveals his purposes ahead of time to his servants the prophets as a means of vindicating his actions (cf. Amos 3:7); here he reveals his thoughts to Abraham as his “chosen”268 channel of blessing to the nations (Gen. 18:18; cf. 12:1–3). However, whereas the Lord often reveals his purposes ahead of time to Israel through his prophets in order to allow time for the preaching of repentance, in this case no repentance is possible. The time for judgment has come, as it will later in Israel’s own history; there is no more time for repentance. However, the revelation to Abraham will allow him to intercede on behalf of Sodom.

      Since Abraham will become the father of a mighty nation, through whom blessing will come to the world, it is also necessary for him to understand the Lord’s retributive justice and his mercy, which are about to be displayed in his judgment upon Sodom. In this way he will be able to teach his children and his household to follow the way of the Lord after he is gone, pursuing righteousness and justice, the antithesis of the wicked behavior of the men of Sodom (18:20; cf. 13:13). Righteousness and justice (Hb. tsedeq umishpat) are essential characteristics of the Lord himself (cf. Pss. 33:5; 89:14) and are to be pursued by his followers as well (Prov. 2:9; 21:3). Otherwise, if they reject that pathway and pursue the lifestyle of the men of Sodom, they may face a similar fate, and the Lord’s promised blessing might be thwarted (Gen. 18:19). Of course, such an outcome is unthinkable; the Lord’s promised blessing cannot fail to come to fruition. However, the Lord ordains the means to accomplish the end as well as the end itself. Abraham’s faithful instruction will be the means of directing his descendants in the Lord’s righteous and gracious character and purposes (“the way of the Lord”; v. 19). Election can never be divorced from its goal, which is that the Lord would create a holy nation, set apart to serve him in righteousness and justice (Ex. 19:6; Eph. 1:4).

      In contrast to the righteousness (tsedaqah; Gen. 18:19) to which the Lord calls Abraham and his descendants, Sodom is characterized by a “cry” (tseʿaqah; v. 21)—or, as we might say, an “outcry” to the Lord. This is the cry of the powerless and oppressed who have no advocate to speak for them except the Lord (Deut. 15:9; Job 34:28; Ps. 9:12). The Lord has heard their cry and seen the “great” and “very grave” sin of Sodom and Gomorrah, terminology echoing the description of the world of Noah’s day (Gen. 6:5) and calling for a similar act of comprehensive judgment. This suggests that the sin of Sodom is not limited to (though is certainly not less than) the attempted homosexual rape of Genesis 19 but includes many other acts of social injustice as well (cf. Ezek. 16:49). As a just judge, the Lord does not rely on hearsay or secondhand testimony; before he delivers his sentence he is determined to investigate the situation thoroughly by sending his own representatives to visit Sodom and report to him (Gen. 18:21; cf. 11:5).

      18:22–33 While the two angels go on ahead to investigate the state of affairs in Sodom, Abraham remains with the Lord and seeks to intercede on the city’s behalf. Other prophets intercede on behalf of God’s own people, but Abraham intercedes on behalf of wicked foreigners.269 In his petition Abraham does not claim any merit or standing of his own before God as the reason his requests should be granted. He humbly recognizes that he has none; even though he is God’s friend, he is but “dust and ashes” in the presence of his great Creator (18:27). Whereas in his high priestly prayer Jesus refers to his own authority and glory in the presence of the Father (John 17:2, 5), Abraham appeals simply to God’s just character: “Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?” (Gen. 18:25).

      Although Abraham expresses his concern that the Lord should not sweep away the righteous with the wicked, he is not simply worried that a few good people might get caught up in the fall of Sodom. That injustice could be prevented by removing the righteous from the scene of the destruction, as eventually occurs with Lot and his family (19:15–22).270 Moreover, the righteous do suffer alongside the wicked in both “natural” and man-made disasters all too often. Rather, Abraham’s hope rests in the possible leavening influence of the righteous on the wider community. As long as a sufficient number of righteous people remain in Sodom, the possibility of the conversion of the wicked and the restoration of the city remains open. As in the parable of the wheat and the weeds (Matt. 13:24–30), Abraham’s concern is that a premature destruction of the city might root out the Lord’s harvest.

      It seems likely that this is why Abraham stops his intercession at ten righteous men (Gen. 18:32). He argues the Lord down from a minimum of fifty righteous men to ten but then stops. Ten men is the number later laid down in Judaism as the minimum necessary to form a synagogue, a holy community shining the light in the midst of darkness. Of course, a city can be so far gone that, even if the most righteous of people were to dwell in its midst, they could not save it. In Ezekiel’s time even the presence of such luminaries as Noah, Daniel, and Job would not have saved Jerusalem (Ezek. 14:12–23). As Zvi Adar summarizes,

      So long as there are righteous men, the wicked may be pardoned in the hope that good will eventually prevail. In the absence of any righteous man, mercy shown to the wicked would only encourage and reinforce their wickedness.271

      If even Sodom, for all its wickedness, need not have been destroyed had only ten righteous men been found in it, how much more hope is there for our contemporary cities? Sadly, though, here not even such a basic quorum of righteousness is to be found in Sodom, and so after Abraham and the Lord go their separate ways the fate of Sodom is sealed (Gen. 18:33). Yet the reader is assured that in judging Sodom the Judge of all the earth indeed does what is right, demonstrating the righteousness and justice that embody his way (cf. v. 19). The same will be true of his final judgment on the last day.

      Response

      Most religions depict their god as either transcendent or immanent; he is either an accessible friend to humans or the exalted and distant judge of all the earth. The Bible presents a God who is both.272 He stops to visit Abraham in his tent, seeking to reassure him and his doubting wife that he has not forgotten his promise of a child. In fact, the time for that promise is imminent and will come within the year. Such a specific promise is an even greater test of Abraham and Sarah’s faith than a more generic word, as it sets their hopes on an impossible event that must soon come to pass. No wonder Sarah struggles to believe and then denies her unbelief. When we struggle to believe, we should bring our doubts to God as questions, as Abraham does in Genesis 15:2, rather than laughing in unbelief like Sarah and then pretending we did not laugh. Yet God’s grace is sufficient for our weak faith and our doubts (cf. Mark 9:24; John 20:27), since what counts is the mighty God in whom our faith rests, not the strength of our faith itself.

      A modern reader who enters a conversation about God regarding his impending judgments might approach it very differently than Abraham did. In our day many are confident in their own ability to critique the Judge of all the earth rather than adopting Abraham’s deferential and cautious language. In C. S. Lewis’s image, we are eager to arraign God to appear in the dock of our courtroom rather than recognizing that we belong in the dock of his court.273 We might lecture God on the social causes of evil or the injustice of corporate acts of judgment involving whole cities. For many, sin has become merely an alternative lifestyle choice rather than an offense before a holy God.

      Instead we should humbly intercede for the broken and sin-polluted cities that surround us and for the many lost souls that they contain. As Abraham did, we should rest our case on God’s righteousness, confident that the Judge of all the earth will do what is right. As Abraham looked out at the cup of wrath about to be poured out on Sodom and Gomorrah, it was as though he prayed, “Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from them; give more time for them to repent; yet not my will but thine be done” (cf. Luke 22:42).

      Ultimately, the only way for a just judge to save the ungodly is for him to drink the cup of wrath they have merited. Jesus Christ, Abraham’s greater descendant, did not simply intercede on behalf of his unrighteous people; he himself took the judgment we deserved—even if we once shared Sodom’s defining sins (cf. 1 Cor. 6:9–11). Abraham’s intercession for Sodom was not wasted; even though Sodom itself was destroyed, God remembered Abraham and rescued Lot and his daughters out of the city (Gen. 19:29). How much more may we be certain that the high priestly intercession of Jesus will be effective for us! God remembers the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, and, as a result, he is rescuing an uncountable host of humanity from the fiery wrath to come. What is more, in Jesus Christ the creator God calls us all his friends (John 15:14–15), friends who have been given insight into the lost and broken world around us so that we too can pray effectively for its salvation.Genesis 18

      Genesis 19

      Genesis 19

      19 19:1The two angels came to Sodom in the evening, and Lot was sitting in the gate of Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose to meet them and bowed himself with his face to the earth 2 19:2and said, “My lords, please turn aside to your servant’s house and spend the night and wash your feet. Then you may rise up early and go on your way.” They said, “No; we will spend the night in the town square.” 3 19:3But he pressed them strongly; so they turned aside to him and entered his house. And he made them a feast and baked unleavened bread, and they ate.

      4 19:4But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house. 5 19:5And they called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that we may know them.” 6 19:6Lot went out to the men at the entrance, shut the door after him, 7 19:7and said, “I beg you, my brothers, do not act so wickedly. 8 19:8Behold, I have two daughters who have not known any man. Let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please. Only do nothing to these men, for they have come under the shelter of my roof.” 9 19:9But they said, “Stand back!” And they said, “This fellow came to sojourn, and he has become the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them.” Then they pressed hard against the man Lot, and drew near to break the door down. 10 19:10But the men reached out their hands and brought Lot into the house with them and shut the door. 11 19:11And they struck with blindness the men who were at the entrance of the house, both small and great, so that they wore themselves out groping for the door.

      12 19:12Then the men said to Lot, “Have you anyone else here? Sons-in-law, sons, daughters, or anyone you have in the city, bring them out of the place. 13 19:13For we are about to destroy this place, because the outcry against its people has become great before the Lord, and the Lord has sent us to destroy it.” 14 19:14So Lot went out and said to his sons-in-law, who were to marry his daughters, “Up! Get out of this place, for the Lord is about to destroy the city.” But he seemed to his sons-in-law to be jesting.

      15 19:15As morning dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, “Up! Take your wife and your two daughters who are here, lest you be swept away in the punishment of the city.” 16 19:16But he lingered. So the men seized him and his wife and his two daughters by the hand, the Lord being merciful to him, and they brought him out and set him outside the city. 17 19:17And as they brought them out, one said, “Escape for your life. Do not look back or stop anywhere in the valley. Escape to the hills, lest you be swept away.” 18 19:18And Lot said to them, “Oh, no, my lords. 19 19:19Behold, your servant has found favor in your sight, and you have shown me great kindness in saving my life. But I cannot escape to the hills, lest the disaster overtake me and I die. 20 19:20Behold, this city is near enough to flee to, and it is a little one. Let me escape there—is it not a little one?—and my life will be saved!” 21 19:21He said to him, “Behold, I grant you this favor also, that I will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken. 22 19:22Escape there quickly, for I can do nothing till you arrive there.” Therefore the name of the city was called Zoar.1

      23 19:23The sun had risen on the earth when Lot came to Zoar. 24 19:24Then the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah sulfur and fire from the Lord out of heaven. 25 19:25And he overthrew those cities, and all the valley, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground. 26 19:26But Lot’s wife, behind him, looked back, and she became a pillar of salt.

      27 19:27And Abraham went early in the morning to the place where he had stood before the Lord. 28 19:28And he looked down toward Sodom and Gomorrah and toward all the land of the valley, and he looked and, behold, the smoke of the land went up like the smoke of a furnace.

      29 19:29So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the valley, God remembered Abraham and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow when he overthrew the cities in which Lot had lived.

      30 19:30Now Lot went up out of Zoar and lived in the hills with his two daughters, for he was afraid to live in Zoar. So he lived in a cave with his two daughters. 31 19:31And the firstborn said to the younger, “Our father is old, and there is not a man on earth to come in to us after the manner of all the earth. 32 19:32Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, that we may preserve offspring from our father.” 33 19:33So they made their father drink wine that night. And the firstborn went in and lay with her father. He did not know when she lay down or when she arose.

      34 19:34The next day, the firstborn said to the younger, “Behold, I lay last night with my father. Let us make him drink wine tonight also. Then you go in and lie with him, that we may preserve offspring from our father.” 35 19:35So they made their father drink wine that night also. And the younger arose and lay with him, and he did not know when she lay down or when she arose. 36 19:36Thus both the daughters of Lot became pregnant by their father. 37 19:37The firstborn bore a son and called his name Moab.2 He is the father of the Moabites to this day. 38 19:38The younger also bore a son and called his name Ben-ammi.3 He is the father of the Ammonites to this day.

      1 Zoar means little 2 Moab sounds like the Hebrew for from father 3 Ben-ammi means son of my people 

      Section Overview

      The previous chapter ended without a resolution. Abraham and the Lord separated, and each went his own way after Abraham had interceded with God on behalf of Sodom, bargaining his way down to the sparing of the “city”274 if only ten righteous people could be found within it (Gen. 18:32). The Lord confirmed that he would do as Abraham had asked but did not promise to spare the city outright. The question of whether there were that many righteous people in Sodom had still to be answered—and the two angels were already on their way to investigate the city (18:21–22).

      It does not take them long to uncover the truth. Upon arriving in the town square they immediately meet Lot, who presses them to spend the night at his house, mirroring Abraham’s hospitality (Gen. 19:1–2; cf. 18:2–5). But later that night, while the angels are at Lot’s house, all the men of the city, apparently without exception, surround the house and demand that the strangers be brought out to them to be raped (19:4–5). From then on the doom of Sodom is certain.

      The angels strike the men of Sodom with blindness (Gen. 19:11) and urge Lot to flee with his entire family (v. 12). His future sons-in-law think he is joking (v. 14), while his wife looks longingly backward while she flees and shares Sodom’s awful fate, leaving Lot alone with his two daughters (v. 26). Overcome by fear, Lot ends up living in a cave in the hills (v. 30). In that isolated situation Lot’s two daughters get him drunk and lie with him out of desperation in order to produce offspring, becoming in the process the ancestresses of Moab and Ammon (vv. 37–38).

      Sodom’s destruction and Lot’s (partial) rescue has more than mere historical interest. The broader background of the fall of Sodom is the universal wickedness of humanity, which began with the fall in Genesis 3 and continued as the cause of the flood in Genesis 6. It is not just the inhabitants of Sodom who “were wicked, great sinners against the Lord” (13:13). From Adam and Eve onward all the people whom God created to know him have rebelled (cf. 8:21), raising the question of whether (and how) we too may be saved from the destruction to come.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      K.  The Destruction of Sodom and the Rescue of Lot (19:1–38)

      Comment

      19:1–3 The two men who accompanied the Lord on his visit to Abraham are now identified as “angels” (Hb. malʾakim). The Hebrew word can be used of both human and angelic messengers, focusing attention on their task as agents of their master. In this case they are not bringing a message to the inhabitants of Sodom; rather, they have been sent to investigate whether the outcry the Lord had heard was accurate (18:20–21). In light of Abraham’s negotiation with the Lord, presumably they are now tasked also with determining whether there are at least ten righteous people in the city. Significantly, they arrive in Sodom at dusk, as the darkness is deepening (19:1); the angels and Lot will leave the city before sunrise (v. 23). The contrast between the bright sunlight of Abraham’s noontime encounter with the Lord and the black night of Sodom is emblematic of the two entirely contrasting communities.

      As soon as the angels arrive in Sodom, they meet Lot, sitting in the city gate (v. 1). Ancient city gates had rooms within them, forming the place where the elders and decision makers of the city would sit (cf. Ruth 4:1–4). Lot’s presence at the city gate shows that he is now an honored member of the community in Sodom. He has come to regard the men of Sodom as his “brothers” (Gen. 19:7), while his daughters are engaged to be married to men of the city (v. 14). His transition from envious outsider in Genesis 13 to settled man of substance with a house of his own in Sodom is complete, yet significant compromises must have marked his rise in the community. It is not possible to live comfortably in a place of such wickedness as Sodom without compromise.

      But even while he compromises, the spark of Lot’s faith is not utterly extinguished. He is called “righteous” in the NT because he apparently grieves over the wickedness that he sees around him (cf. 2 Pet. 2:7–8). Genesis 19 also implies that Lot must be considered among the righteous, since he is rescued (Gen. 19:29), and Abraham’s intercession was on behalf of the righteous.275 Lot never totally identifies with the world in which he lives, but at the same time he is unwilling to leave it behind. Derek Kidner calls him “the righteous man without the pilgrim spirit.”276

      This concern for righteousness, however muted, is seen in Lot’s immediate reaction to meeting the angels, which is to show them hospitality; like Abraham, he gets up to meet the men and prostrates himself before them, addressing them in deferential terms and offering them lodging for the night and water to wash the dust of their journey from their feet (Gen. 19:1–2; see 18:2–5). When they make to decline Lot’s offer, instead desiring to spend the night in the city square, he continues to press them strongly—so much so that the reader begins to suspect that all is not well in Sodom (19:3) if spending the night in the town square is unsafe for travelers. That concern may also lie behind his encouragement for them to get on their way early in the morning, before the inhabitants of Sodom become aware of their presence.277 The two men finally accept his offer, and he makes for them a “feast” (mishteh). The only food specified at Lot’s feast, however, is unleavened bread (19:3), which pales in comparison to the genuinely outrageous meal that Abraham had served them earlier the same day, with cakes made of fine flour, a tender young calf, curds, and milk (18:6–8).278

      19:4–11 This peaceful scene of domestic comfort is soon shattered as an angry mob gathers outside Lot’s house (19:4). This mob comprises the whole male population of Sodom, an entirety stressed by repetition in the Hebrew, which reads, “The men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people to the last man, surrounded the house.” This is the definitive answer to the question in chapter 18 about the number of righteous men within Sodom: zero (with the exception of Lot himself). They call on Lot to violate the cultural standards of hospitality and surrender the men he is hosting so that the mob can “know” them, in the sense of sexual intercourse (19:5).279 This is not a consensual homosexual relationship, though such encounters are also clearly forbidden in the OT and NT (Lev. 20:13; 1 Cor. 6:9–11), but rather homosexual rape—an expression of power and humiliation rather than lust.

      Lot goes out to speak to the men of Sodom, addressing them as “brothers” and pleading with them not to act wickedly (Gen. 19:7). However, his “solution” to the situation is every bit as wicked as theirs: he proposes bringing out his two betrothed daughters for the mob to do with as it pleases (v. 8). This is a mark of how seriously ancient people took the responsibility to protect guests who had come under their roof, though ancient audiences would have found the idea of Lot’s turning his daughters over to a mob as abhorrent as modern people do. Many ancient law codes required the death penalty for violating a betrothed woman.280 Lot’s sensibilities have clearly been impacted negatively by his time in Sodom; he is concerned more to maintain his artificial relationship with the men of Sodom as his brothers than to defend his own daughters.

      Lot’s proposal falls on deaf ears, as the mob ridicules Lot as a “sojourner” rather than recognizing the status of “brother” he has just claimed. They threaten to abuse him as well as the two visitors if he prevents their access to the house, and they move in to try to break down the door (v. 9). They resist the idea that Lot will be their judge (v. 9), though in reality they have a far more fearsome authority to fear, the “Judge of all the earth” (cf. 18:25). Lot deems their behavior “wicked” (Hb. rʿʿ; 19:7), and they threaten to treat him more wickedly than the two men (rʿʿ; v. 9; “deal worse”). Only the timely intervention of the two angels rescues Lot, as they blind the nearest group of men and draw Lot back into the house (vv. 10–11).281 By miraculously closing the eyes of their attackers the two men open Lot’s eyes to their true angelic identity.

      19:12–14 Just as corporate judgment is about to fall upon Sodom, so is there the possibility of salvation for any who identifies with Lot—and thus with his wider family, including Abraham. This includes not merely blood relatives but in-laws: just as Noah’s daughters-in-law were delivered alongside his sons (Gen. 7:7), so too an offer of salvation is extended to the two young men to whom his daughters are betrothed. If the earlier language describing those surrounding Lot’s house was as comprehensive as it sounded, then these men must have been part of the assault group (19:4), but, even if they were somehow excluded, they reveal their true nature by thinking that Lot must surely be joking rather than serious (v. 14). A desperate last-minute appeal in the dead of night will not convince them, perhaps because Lot has never spoken to them before about God or about divine judgment. The doctrine of divine judgment is perhaps the hardest doctrine for fallen men and women to believe and has been a primary focus of Satan’s assaults since the beginning (3:4). Even when the men are warned of the impending arrival of final judgment upon Sodom, Lot’s words seem like an idle tale to them, and so they perish along with their city (19:14).

      Despite their disbelief the decree of judgment has already been delivered: the facts of the case have been thoroughly explored by the Judge of all the earth, and Sodom has proved itself guilty as charged. The iniquity of the Amorites might not yet be full (cf. Gen. 15:16), but the sins of the Sodomites are more than sufficient to warrant their total elimination (19:13). Nothing more can be done to save the city or its inhabitants; it is time for Lot and his family to wipe Sodom’s dust off their feet and leave the city to its fate (cf. Matt. 10:14–15).

      19:15–26 It is not easy for Lot to leave Sodom, even after hearing its imminent destruction announced. It entails leaving his house and possessions, all the worldly goods that he has labored for, and so Lot lingers as long as possible (v. 16). As morning finally dawns on the darkened city of Sodom, the angels take Lot and his family by the hand and virtually drag them outside the city, telling him to flee to the hills lest they be swept away in Sodom’s downfall (vv. 16–17). The family must not stop, or even look back (v. 17).

      Even then Lot still lingers, paralyzed by fear, claiming that he could not possibly flee to the mountains and asking for the small city of Zoar to be saved as a refuge within running distance (v. 20). As a result, prior to Sodom’s destruction at the hands of a righteous and just God, that same God offers yet another demonstration of his unfathomable grace. He holds back his entire timetable of destruction on Sodom so that he can save poor, compromised Lot and with him the little town of Zoar. For the sake of Abraham and his intercession on Lot’s behalf, Lot is not destroyed (cf. v. 29).

      The Lord no sooner provides a refuge for Lot than the threatened destruction falls on Sodom and Gomorrah in the shape of “sulfur and fire from . . . heaven”—or perhaps “burning sulfur” if we take this as a hendiadys (Gen. 19:24). This is no mere accident of nature but the Lord of nature’s summoning the created order to do his bidding, as he will do with the plagues of Egypt.282 The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and their inhabitants, along with the surrounding area and its vegetation, is complete; the cities are “overthrown” (Hb. hapak, “overturned”), a word that the rest of the OT associates repeatedly with this destruction (cf. Deut. 29:23).283

      Tragically, Lot’s wife is caught up in the destruction, as she fails to heed the angel’s warning and instead looks longingly backward (Gen. 19:26). The word translated “looked” (nabat) does not mean a casual glance but suggests an intense gaze; her heart and affections are still bound up in Sodom, and so she shares the fate of the rest of the inhabitants.284 That “she became a pillar of salt” implies that she is overcome where she stands and is buried in a salty deposit that would remain a recognizable landmark. This highlights the fact that being outwardly part of the community that God has marked out for salvation will not save us if we do not combine that membership with faith (cf. Heb. 3:7–19). The Lord can do to his own people what he did to Sodom and Gomorrah if they share the latter’s wickedness (cf. Deut. 29:23).

      19:27–29 From the destruction of Sodom and the narrow escape of Lot the text returns to Abraham’s vantage point. Early the next morning he goes back up to the place of intercession to see what has happened to Sodom and Gomorrah (19:27). Perhaps he is hoping for a last-minute miracle of repentance, as will happen to Nineveh in Jonah’s day (Jonah 3). One look at the rising cloud of dense, black smoke, however, gives Abraham the answer (Gen. 19:28). The Judge of all the earth has done what is just and destroyed the cities (cf. 18:25). Yet Abraham’s intercession for Sodom has not been wasted. It is on account of God’s remembering Abraham, just as he remembered Noah in 8:1, that God has rescued Lot out of the midst of the destruction despite his sinfully compromised lifestyle. The final judgment of the wicked is not incompatible with the gracious deliverance of sinners on account of the intercession of a righteous mediator on their behalf.

      19:30–38 The aftermath of Lot’s story continues his tragic downward trajectory. Although he has sought safety in the town of Zoar and been assured of it by the angel (19:20–21), he is afraid to stay there for long and ends up living in a cave in the hill country, completely isolated from wider society, with only his daughters for company (v. 30). So much for his earlier choice of the land that looked “like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt” (13:10)!

      Because of the absence of any potential husband to provide Lot’s daughters with children, and thus with meaning in life, they hatch a plan worthy of the inhabitants of Sodom in order to get themselves pregnant: they will get their father sufficiently drunk and then sleep with him in turn as a means of continuing the family (19:31–33). There is a certain irony in this plan; Lot was willing to sacrifice their virginity without consulting them in order to achieve his own purposes earlier (v. 8), and now they use him sexually to achieve their own purposes without his knowledge. The heightened echoes of Noah’s disgrace in Genesis 9:21 are obvious, even if that incident did not involve sexual misconduct, as this episode does.

      The result of the sordid plan is the birth of the ancestors of two of Israel’s neighboring nations, Moab and Ammon (vv. 37–38). Their incestuous origins means that Moabites and Ammonites cannot normally be added to the Israelite assembly (Deut. 23:2–3). However, gracious exceptions are made: King David himself comes from Moabite ancestry through Ruth, giving hope to those who would normally be excluded from God’s family (Ruth 4:13–22).

      Response

      The judgment of Sodom and Gomorrah is emblematic of both the later judgment that falls on the land of Canaan in the time of Joshua and the final destruction that will accompany the end of the world. In each case a period of extended divine patience is followed by uncompromising judgment upon sin. The Lord waits so long in his graciousness that people begin to think that he cannot judge, but, when he does come in judgment, it is so decisive that it seems as though he cannot show mercy.285 This is not the sudden anger of an irritable temper, easily inflamed but equally easily pacified. This is deliberate, measured wrath following a full investigation of the facts of the case. There can be no last-minute appeals or reprieves, for there is no higher court to whom appeal can be made, and no pertinent facts have been overlooked in reaching the verdict. So it was with Sodom and Gomorrah, and so it shall be at the end of history. Jesus specifically compares those final days to the destruction of Sodom in Luke 17:28–30:

      Likewise, just as it was in the days of Lot—they were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building, but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom, fire and sulfur rained from heaven and destroyed them all—so will it be on the day when the Son of Man is revealed.

      On that day judgment will fall without mercy on the ungodly. But in the present there is a little place of refuge to be found for us, just as there was for Lot. Lot was not saved by his own wisdom or righteousness. Rather, he was saved by God’s providing a place of refuge for him to hide from the destruction on all sides. So it is also for us. We too are saved not by our own goodness or wisdom but by taking refuge in Jesus Christ. There is no other hiding place, no other safe refuge from the final outpouring of the wrath of God against sin.

      In OT and NT alike God is depicted as both just and gracious. How is it possible for him to be both? The answer is found at the cross. There God’s wrath and justice are satisfied as God judges sin comprehensively, putting to death the sinless Son of God for all the sins committed by his people. There too God’s grace is equally on display as mercy is offered freely to all who would come to Jesus Christ in repentance and faith, trusting in his goodness and not their own. At the cross perfect justice meets perfect mercy, establishing our salvation and leaving the unrepentant utterly without excuse.Genesis 19

      Genesis 20

      Genesis 20

      20 20:1From there Abraham journeyed toward the territory of the Negeb and lived between Kadesh and Shur; and he sojourned in Gerar. 2 20:2And Abraham said of Sarah his wife, “She is my sister.” And Abimelech king of Gerar sent and took Sarah. 3 20:3But God came to Abimelech in a dream by night and said to him, “Behold, you are a dead man because of the woman whom you have taken, for she is a man’s wife.” 4 20:4Now Abimelech had not approached her. So he said, “Lord, will you kill an innocent people? 5 20:5Did he not himself say to me, ‘She is my sister’? And she herself said, ‘He is my brother.’ In the integrity of my heart and the innocence of my hands I have done this.” 6 20:6Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that you have done this in the integrity of your heart, and it was I who kept you from sinning against me. Therefore I did not let you touch her. 7 20:7Now then, return the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, so that he will pray for you, and you shall live. But if you do not return her, know that you shall surely die, you and all who are yours.”

      8 20:8So Abimelech rose early in the morning and called all his servants and told them all these things. And the men were very much afraid. 9 20:9Then Abimelech called Abraham and said to him, “What have you done to us? And how have I sinned against you, that you have brought on me and my kingdom a great sin? You have done to me things that ought not to be done.” 10 20:10And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What did you see, that you did this thing?” 11 20:11Abraham said, “I did it because I thought, ‘There is no fear of God at all in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.’ 12 20:12Besides, she is indeed my sister, the daughter of my father though not the daughter of my mother, and she became my wife. 13 20:13And when God caused me to wander from my father’s house, I said to her, ‘This is the kindness you must do me: at every place to which we come, say of me, “He is my brother.”’”

      14 20:14Then Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male servants and female servants, and gave them to Abraham, and returned Sarah his wife to him. 15 20:15And Abimelech said, “Behold, my land is before you; dwell where it pleases you.” 16 20:16To Sarah he said, “Behold, I have given your brother a thousand pieces of silver. It is a sign of your innocence in the eyes of all1 who are with you, and before everyone you are vindicated.” 17 20:17Then Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, and also healed his wife and female slaves so that they bore children. 18 20:18For the Lord had closed all the wombs of the house of Abimelech because of Sarah, Abraham’s wife.

      1 Hebrew It is a covering of eyes for all 

      Section Overview

      Genesis 20 opens with Abraham on the move again and repeating the sin of pretending that Sarah is merely his sister and not also his wife (Gen. 20:2). This is sometimes imagined to be merely a variant telling of the earlier episode when Abram went down to Egypt (12:11–20), but we see significant differences between the two events. Those who know and work with people understand that sins are rarely random but rather tend to fall into standard patterns, reflecting our own personal heart idolatries. Those who are inclined to be fearful do not suddenly stop being fearful simply because the situation resolved itself on a previous occasion. It is entirely plausible that under the pressure of a new situation Abraham adopts an old pattern of sin as a defense mechanism, even though the outcome is predictable. Indeed, 20:13 reveals this to have been Abraham’s default approach to new environments. Once again God must intervene to deliver Abraham from the consequences of his sin and restore him to a position from which the Lord’s promise to him can finally be accomplished. This is the final hurdle to be crossed before the promised child can be given to Abraham and Sarah.

      This passage also explicitly calls Abraham a “prophet” (v. 7), not because he has a direct revelation from God for Abimelech but because he will intercede for him. Intercession is a key part of a prophet’s calling,286 as may be seen from the exceptional restriction placed on Ezekiel, preventing him from interceding for his people (Ezek. 3:26).287 Here Abraham eventually fulfills his calling to be a blessing to the nations (Gen. 12:3) despite his earlier missteps.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      L.  Abraham and Abimelech (20:1–18)

      Comment

      20:1–2 In contrast to Lot, who had settled down to a life of compromise with the inhabitants of the land (before his comfortable lifestyle fell apart), Abraham is still a sojourner in the Promised Land, moving from place to place (v. 1). This mode of living is not without its dangers. As Abraham wanders around without the protection of a clan structure or an overlord, the possibility of exploitation or even death at the hands of those in whose land he is living is always present, especially when he moves into a new area. In Genesis 20:1 Abraham travels farther south and west than before, into the region of the Negeb, between Kadesh and Shur, on the edge of Egypt (cf. 25:18), before finally ending up in Gerar, a little to the north, where there would be good grazing for his flocks and a ready market for his products. He is now wandering on the outer fringes of the Promised Land, which seems to be a place of danger for the patriarchs.

      As in chapter 12, Abraham persuades Sarah to pose as merely his sister, with similar results: Abimelech, the king of Gerar, sends for Sarah to become part of his harem (Gen. 20:2). “Abimelech” (“The [divine] king is my father”) is perhaps a title rather than a personal name, as there will be another king called Abimelech in Gerar in Isaac’s days (26:1), while King Achish is given this title in the superscription to Psalm 34.288 It is possible that Sarah’s beauty is the driving force behind the proposed relationship even at her advanced age, as in 12:14, though it could also be that the primary attraction for Abimelech lies in being able to cement a connection with Abraham, incorporating Abraham’s wealth into the coffers of the city.289

      20:3–8 Dreams play a significant role in Genesis as a means of the Lord’s revelation to people both within and outside the covenant community. They were viewed as significant communications from the gods more widely throughout the ancient Near East. Later, “dreams and visions” will be part of the Lord’s revelation by the Spirit through his prophets (Num. 12:6; cf. Joel 2:28), though these are regarded as inherently less clear than the revelation via Moses (i.e., the Pentateuch), which is “face to face” or, more literally, “mouth to mouth” (Num. 12:8).

      In this case, unlike dreams that take the form of symbolic events and require an interpreter, the dream has verbal content: the Lord sentences Abimelech to death for possession of another man’s wife (Gen. 20:3). Abimelech protests his innocence, claiming that he had no knowledge of her status and had not consummated the relationship. To bring judgment upon Abimelech and his people on account of these innocent actions would be unjust (v. 4). Abimelech affirms the integrity of his heart290 and the innocence of his hands (v. 5). He addresses God as “Lord” (Hb. ʾadonai; v. 4) rather than Yahweh since he does not worship the same God as Abraham.

      The Lord responds by affirming his own sovereign role in keeping Abimelech from sin: the integrity of his heart would have counted for nothing without the Lord’s protecting hand (v. 6). Had Abimelech sinned, that transgression would have been against the Lord, not just against Abraham (v. 6). Nor does his personal integrity excuse Abimelech entirely: ignorance is not a watertight excuse under the law. In addition to returning Sarah to Abraham, Abimelech must ask Abraham to pray for him so that he might live (v. 7). If Abimelech fails to return Sarah to Abraham, he will incur the divine death penalty, not just for himself but also for his people, for whom he is responsible as covenant head. When Abimelech awakes in the morning and recounts these things to his servants, the people are understandably afraid (v. 8).

      As a prophet (v. 7), Abraham has direct access to God, and therefore his intercession is particularly powerful; in this case it would result in Abimelech’s forgiveness. This is the first time the word “prophet” (nabiʾ) occurs in the Bible, but Abraham’s prophetic calling has already been evident, notably in chapter 18, where the Lord had taken Abraham into his confidence and Abraham had interceded for Sodom, as well as in chapter 15, where Abraham had received “the word of the Lord” (15:1).

      20:9–18 Without wasting time Abimelech summons Abraham, asking how he has sinned against Abraham that Abraham has brought upon him and his people this “great sin” (Hb. khataʾah gedolah; v. 9). The language of “great sin” refers to adultery in Akkadian and Egyptian legal documents and elsewhere in the Bible to spiritual adultery, that is, idolatry (e.g., Ex. 32:21).291

      Abraham’s rationale for his deception is that he thought there was no fear of God in this place (Gen. 20:11). As it turns out, Abimelech clearly does fear God, as is apparent from his response to the dream.292 What is equally clear is that in that moment Abraham himself is not fearing God—for, if he feared God, whom else would he have to fear (cf. Ps. 27:1)? Had Abraham feared God, he would have obeyed him and trusted God to take care of him in whatever way he saw fit. Instead, Abraham fears Abimelech more than he fears the Lord and as a result has slipped back into his old sinful patterns.

      The rest of Abraham’s speech is pure defensiveness, seeking to justify his sin on the grounds that Sarah really is his (half-)sister and that this is a settled pattern of deception for them. Neither of these claims helps Abraham’s case in the least. Moreover, Abraham declares that it is in fact God’s fault, as it all began “when God caused me to wander from my father’s house” (Gen. 20:13)—and in fact his words could be rendered “When the gods caused me to wander,” since the verb is plural.293 When talking to Abimelech, Abraham makes his divine call to go to the Promised Land sound like nothing more than the aimless wandering of a homeless refugee. Instead of witnessing to Abimelech about God’s enduring faithfulness to him over the past twenty-five years, Abraham talks like one pagan to another. Given the opportunity to speak about God’s persistent goodness to him despite his own failures, Abrahams speaks as though his future lies in the hands of blind fate.

      Once again Abraham’s fears prove unjustified; indeed, the Lord showers him with additional abundance in the form of gifts from Abimelech of livestock, people, and a vast amount of silver, just as Pharaoh had done earlier (v. 14; cf. 12:16). And Abraham may choose to settle wherever he wishes in Abimelech’s kingdom (20:15). In the meantime he prays for Abimelech and his people, and the women are once again able to have children, just as the Lord had said, as he reopens their wombs (vv. 17–18). The irony of Abraham’s being able simply to pray and watch the Lord open the wombs of many women all around him, while his own wife’s womb remains barren, can hardly be lost on Abraham and Sarah. How heartbreaking it would be to see fertility return to Abimelech’s household while they still await the Lord’s promised child! However, they do not have much longer to wait before their prayers will finally be answered and Sarah will be able to conceive. God’s promise will be fulfilled in his own time.

      Response

      Abraham feared people more than he feared God—even after so many years of walking by faith before the Lord. He idolized his own safety and, in pursuit of that, was willing to give up Sarah’s safety and the way of obedience to the Lord. Yet the God whom he had failed to trust for his safety nonetheless protected both of them, bringing them out of the dangers facing them. The Lord enabled Abraham to be a blessing to Abimelech, praying for him and seeing the judgment lifted that had been placed upon his household, so that the women could once again have children.

      This truth is both humbling and encouraging. It is a humbling reminder that we too, even after many years of walking with the Lord, will only ever make small beginnings on the road to righteousness. Our besetting idolatries continue to exert a strong hold over us, and “experience” is often simply the name we give to the ability to recognize our sins as we commit them all over again. Yet this truth is also encouraging, for the Lord does not give up on Abraham despite his weakness, defensiveness, and sin. The Lord will not let him go until he has done what he promised for him, and he will use Abraham’s many failures to humble him and deepen his grip on the Lord’s grace.

      One of the ways in which God matures all his followers is by showing us, and others, our sin. Often this will be embarrassing for us, even humiliating, especially if we are in positions of Christian leadership. But in this way he gives us an opportunity to repent publicly and to speak plainly to others about the gospel, which is the only hope for sinners like us. Jesus loves us when we are bad, as well as when we are good, and our public sins give us ample opportunity to reflect on and to testify to that amazing fact. We never grow beyond our need of the gospel, and our remaining sins make that reality abundantly clear to all.Genesis 20

      Genesis 21

      Genesis 21

      21 21:1The Lord visited Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did to Sarah as he had promised. 2 21:2And Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old age at the time of which God had spoken to him. 3 21:3Abraham called the name of his son who was born to him, whom Sarah bore him, Isaac.1 4 21:4And Abraham circumcised his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him. 5 21:5Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him. 6 21:6And Sarah said, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me.” 7 21:7And she said, “Who would have said to Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in his old age.”

      8 21:8And the child grew and was weaned. And Abraham made a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned. 9 21:9But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, laughing.2 10 21:10So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave woman shall not be heir with my son Isaac.” 11 21:11And the thing was very displeasing to Abraham on account of his son. 12 21:12But God said to Abraham, “Be not displeased because of the boy and because of your slave woman. Whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for through Isaac shall your offspring be named. 13 21:13And I will make a nation of the son of the slave woman also, because he is your offspring.” 14 21:14So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a skin of water and gave it to Hagar, putting it on her shoulder, along with the child, and sent her away. And she departed and wandered in the wilderness of Beersheba.

      15 21:15When the water in the skin was gone, she put the child under one of the bushes. 16 21:16Then she went and sat down opposite him a good way off, about the distance of a bowshot, for she said, “Let me not look on the death of the child.” And as she sat opposite him, she lifted up her voice and wept. 17 21:17And God heard the voice of the boy, and the angel of God called to Hagar from heaven and said to her, “What troubles you, Hagar? Fear not, for God has heard the voice of the boy where he is. 18 21:18Up! Lift up the boy, and hold him fast with your hand, for I will make him into a great nation.” 19 21:19Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water. And she went and filled the skin with water and gave the boy a drink. 20 21:20And God was with the boy, and he grew up. He lived in the wilderness and became an expert with the bow. 21 21:21He lived in the wilderness of Paran, and his mother took a wife for him from the land of Egypt.

      22 21:22At that time Abimelech and Phicol the commander of his army said to Abraham, “God is with you in all that you do. 23 21:23Now therefore swear to me here by God that you will not deal falsely with me or with my descendants or with my posterity, but as I have dealt kindly with you, so you will deal with me and with the land where you have sojourned.” 24 21:24And Abraham said, “I will swear.”

      25 21:25When Abraham reproved Abimelech about a well of water that Abimelech’s servants had seized, 26 21:26Abimelech said, “I do not know who has done this thing; you did not tell me, and I have not heard of it until today.” 27 21:27So Abraham took sheep and oxen and gave them to Abimelech, and the two men made a covenant. 28 21:28Abraham set seven ewe lambs of the flock apart. 29 21:29And Abimelech said to Abraham, “What is the meaning of these seven ewe lambs that you have set apart?” 30 21:30He said, “These seven ewe lambs you will take from my hand, that this3 may be a witness for me that I dug this well.” 31 21:31Therefore that place was called Beersheba,4 because there both of them swore an oath. 32 21:32So they made a covenant at Beersheba. Then Abimelech and Phicol the commander of his army rose up and returned to the land of the Philistines. 33 21:33Abraham planted a tamarisk tree in Beersheba and called there on the name of the Lord, the Everlasting God. 34 21:34And Abraham sojourned many days in the land of the Philistines.

      1 Isaac means he laughs 2 Possibly laughing in mockery 3 Or you 4 Beersheba means well of seven or well of the oath 

      Section Overview

      Abraham and Sarah have been waiting a very long time for the birth of their promised son, Isaac. Their road has taken many twists and turns, but finally the promised day comes and Isaac is born, bringing laughter to his parents, as his name suggests (Gen. 21:6). But not everyone’s laughter is in celebration of the new child; Sarah sees Ishmael laughing with scorn at the celebration of Isaac’s weaning (vv. 8–9). He is mocking Isaac and, with him, God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah. To Ishmael the excitement surrounding the birth of Isaac is all a big joke.

      In consequence Sarah insists that Ishmael and Hagar be cast out of the house (Gen. 21:10). Abraham is reluctant to see them go, because Ishmael is, after all, his son, but the Lord supports Sarah’s demand (v. 12). Ishmael has his own future, but it is through Isaac that the promise will come (v. 12). As long as Ishmael is still present, Abraham has a “Plan B” that means not having to commit fully to Isaac as the child of promise. For the test of Genesis 22 to have its full force, Abraham must let Ishmael go. Meanwhile, God protects Ishmael and Hagar as they pursue their own path.

      In sharp contrast to Ishmael’s mockery of Isaac, which leads to his being cast out of Abraham’s family, the latter part of Genesis 21 returns our attention to Abimelech, the Philistine king of Gerar (vv. 22–34). Abimelech’s earlier encounter with Abraham had evidently made a strong impression on him, for he comes to Abraham and seeks to establish a lasting covenant with him and his descendants (v. 23). The pagan king recognizes the hand of God at work in Abraham, and he seeks to ensure an end to falsehood from Abraham toward him and his descendants (v. 23). This is an implicit rebuke of Abraham for his previous actions, yet Abimelech now wishes to move forward into an amicable future, making a covenant with Abraham and ensuring a future of peace between them.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      M.  The Birth of Isaac (21:1–7)

      N.  Hagar and Ishmael Sent Away (21:8–21)

      O.  Peace with Abimelech (21:22–34)

      Comment

      21:1–7 The most important aspect of the birth of Isaac is that it is “as the Lord had said/as the Lord had promised” (v. 1). That promise has been in process for twenty-five years, and finally it is delivered.294 If it is true, as we have seen in Abraham and Sarah’s story, that “hope deferred makes the heart sick,” then it is equally true that “a desire fulfilled is a tree of life” (Prov. 13:12). That is, when God grants us the temporal answer to one of our prayers, it points us forward to the final answer of all our prayers in the new heavens and the new earth, when our access to the tree of life will finally be restored (cf. Rev. 22:14). This general principle is especially true in this case, as the child of promise will be the father of the line through whom the promised seed of the woman will come, who will finally defeat the serpent and restore humanity’s relationship with God (cf. Gen. 3:15). The long-awaited son, Isaac, comes according to God’s promise, at the time of which God had spoken (21:1–2). In response, Abraham gives him the name God had specified, Isaac (21:3; cf. 17:19), and circumcises him on the eighth day, just as God had commanded (21:4; cf. 17:12–13).

      It is no hardship for Abraham and Sarah to give their son the name Isaac (“laughter”); rather, it accurately represents their emotional state in response to this awesome gift. Sarah remarks, “God has made laughter for me; everyone who hears will laugh over me” (Gen. 21:6). Had it been written by then, Abraham and Sarah might have sung,

          Then our mouth was filled with laughter,

          and our tongue with shouts of joy;

          then they said among the nations,

        “  The Lord has done great things for them.” (Ps. 126:2)

      Few events in the Bible, apart from the birth of Jesus, have been so anticipated. Yet to most people around Abraham and Sarah the event must seem utterly insignificant: a little baby is born to an elderly nomad—unusual, perhaps, but hardly earth shattering (Gen. 21:7). Only the eye of faith could see in Isaac the fulfillment of God’s promise.

      21:8–21 Sarah’s “Everyone who hears will laugh over me” (v. 6) is understandable; it is how people should respond to the joyous news. Ishmael’s response to the new arrival is very different, however, mocking rather than celebrating the child’s presence. Isaac’s arrival displaces Ishmael from his central position in the household, a shift reflected in the use of names in the chapter: “Isaac” occurs six times in verses 1–12, while Ishmael is never referred to by name; his is the “son of Hagar the Egyptian” (v. 9), the son of the slave woman (vv. 10, 13), “her son” (v. 10), “the boy” (v. 12), and “the child” (vv. 14–16), even though to Abraham he is still “his son” (vv. 11, 13). In contrast, Sarah refers to Isaac as “her son,” which renders inevitable the conflict between Sarah and Hagar.

      Matters come to a head at the feast given by Abraham to celebrate Isaac’s weaning, which would normally take place around age two or three. During the feast Ishmael laughs at Isaac (v. 9); while this expression can denote harmless merriment (e.g., Zech. 8:5), it more commonly has mockery in view (e.g., Gen. 39:14). In the NT Paul interprets Ishmael’s actions as a form of persecution (Gal. 4:29). Taking this attitude to the promised seed of Abraham puts him in the category of those under a curse rather than a blessing in Genesis 12:3. Since Hagar and Ishmael have no interest in the true inheritance of Abraham, they have no place in his household.

      It is to Abraham’s credit that he finds the situation distressing; Ishmael is, after all, his son (Gen. 21:11). But the Lord supports Sarah at this point. Whereas in Genesis 16:2 Abraham was wrong to listen to his wife, in this situation he should listen to her (21:12). This shows that godly feminine submission in marriage should not be construed as the wife’s always giving in to her husband. Sarah is commended as the prime model of godly womanhood for precisely her submissiveness (1 Pet. 3:5–6), yet there are times when she strongly expresses an opinion contrary to Abraham’s. For the sake of the promise Abraham must commit himself fully to Isaac (Gen. 21:12). Neither natural concern for the welfare of those whom he loves nor tentativeness on his part can be allowed to hold him back. God has promised to take care of Hagar and Ishmael (vv. 12–13), and Abraham must place his trust in that promise. So Abraham gets up early, provides Hagar and Ishmael with what resources he can, and sends them on their way (v. 14).

      Separated from Abraham and his family, Hagar and Ishmael are extremely vulnerable as they wander in the wilderness. At first it seems as though their story will end in tragedy as they get lost and run out of water, finding themselves in imminent danger of death. Their situation is so desperate that Hagar puts the weakened Ishmael under a bush and retreats “a good way off”295 so that she will not have to watch her son die.296 But the Lord is still watching over Hagar and Ishmael, just as he had promised Abraham, and, when they cry out for help, he hears and answers them from heaven,297 showing Hagar a well from which she can get water to sustain them (v. 19). Ishmael’s name (“God heard”) is once again fitting, just as it described Hagar’s previous experience in the wilderness (cf. 16:11). This experience should also have encouraged the original audience, who were themselves wandering in the wilderness and often in need of water (cf. Exodus 17); if the Lord provided for Hagar and Ishmael’s needs because of his promise to make Ishmael into a great nation (Gen. 21:18), how much more could he be trusted to provide for Isaac’s descendants?

      Hagar and Ishmael are provided for physically, enabling them to survive this initial trial. From here they seem to prosper in material terms, albeit living in the desert of Paran (v. 21).298 Spiritually speaking, however, their condition is not so good. Ishmael grows up to be an archer (cf. Isa. 21:17), but more importantly his mother arranges for him to marry an Egyptian (Gen. 21:21). This contrasts to the great lengths to which Abraham goes to secure a suitable wife for Isaac from among his own kinfolk (Genesis 24). Since throughout the Abraham narrative Egypt represents the temptation to abandon the Promised Land, this choice is very revealing. Hagar (and Ishmael) has no interest in the spiritual inheritance that she might have received from Abraham, and so for Ishmael an Egyptian wife is perfectly adequate.

      21:22–34 Around the same time as these events Abimelech reaches out to Abraham, seeking to make a covenant with him (21:22).299 It is a sign of Abimelech’s respect for Abraham that he travels to Beersheba to meet with Abraham rather than summoning him to Gerar. The episode is linked to the preceding one not merely by the time designation but by the reference to Beersheba: the well that Hagar was shown by the Lord (v. 19) is in the same area as a well that Abraham had dug and now concerning which he and Abimelech make a covenant (vv. 30–31). It might even have been the same well, in which case Abraham would once again have been the source of life and blessing for Hagar and Ishmael, even after they had left his household.

      In any event, Abimelech comes to Abraham because he recognizes that “God was with him,” that is, that God’s hand of blessing rests upon Abraham (v. 22). As a result, Abimelech wants Abraham to swear an oath not to deal falsely with him or his descendants and to return the same loyalty and faithfulness (Hb. khesed)300 to him that he had earlier shown to Abraham (v. 23). Before that can happen, however, Abraham has a matter of his own to raise. Abimelech’s men have seized a well that Abraham had dug (v. 25); he wishes to see this injustice resolved. Water is a vitally precious commodity for herdsmen in the very dry climate of the Negeb.

      Both general and particular concerns are addressed in what follows. Abraham gives sheep and cattle to Abimelech, mirroring Abimelech’s earlier gift to him after the issue with Sarah (Gen. 21:27; cf. 20:14), and together they make a general treaty. Then Abraham sets aside another seven lambs from his flock as “witnesses”; in accepting them as a gift Abimelech is publicly recognizing Abraham’s specific claim to have dug the disputed well (21:28–30). The agreement is memorialized by the planting of a tamarisk tree and by the name given to that place: Beersheba, which means “well of seven” or “well of the oath.” Abraham also worships God there, under the name “the Everlasting God” (ʾEl ʿOlam; 21:33; cf. Isa. 9:6). As a result of the covenant made on that day, Abraham and the Philistines are able to live happily together—if not forever after, at least for a long time (Gen. 21:34).301 This positive resolution of their differences is further evidence that the Lord is with Abraham, making his neighbors eager to pursue peace with him (Gen. 21:22; cf. Prov. 16:7). Beersheba will remain a base of operations for both Abraham and Isaac, though in Jacob’s time the family’s center of gravity will move further north.

      The name under which Abraham worships God is a reminder that it is God’s covenant with him that is of prime importance, a relationship in which God will indeed show him and his descendants khesed forever, just as he has promised. The end of the chapter thus connects with its beginning, where God proved his khesed with Abraham by finally giving him the promised son, Isaac. It also prepares for the next chapter, where Abraham’s faith in God’s khesed will be put to the ultimate test through the near sacrifice of Isaac at God’s command.

      Response

      Hagar and Ishmael experience the blessing of life within the household of Abraham only as long as they show appropriate respect to God and his promises. When Ishmael disrespects Isaac, it is time for them to leave, with implications likely to be negative. Even though the Lord provides for them in the wilderness, their trajectory is away from Israel’s God and not toward him.

      The apostle Paul picks up the imagery of this chapter in Galatians 4:21–31, where he uses the story as the basis for an allegory. The servant woman, Hagar, stands for those who depend on their own efforts to please God. They are in bondage to the law, and their standing before God is therefore inevitably temporary and precarious. Sarah, on the other hand, stands for those living by faith on the basis of the gospel. Such people are trusting not in their own righteousness but in the righteousness of Jesus Christ, credited by God to their account. They are the children of the promise. Theirs is a liberty that Hagar could never know. Such people enjoy a permanent relationship with God, for they are not merely tolerated but approved.

      Hagar and Ishmael must have always lived under the threat of being sent away. They had no established status in Abraham’s household, and so their presence there was always insecure. One careless action could, and ultimately did, cost them their place in the household. So it is also for those who rely on their good works. They can never have assurance of their salvation because they can never be sure they have done enough to please God. But Isaac’s place in the household, along with that of Sarah, is secure. They are family, and so they belong. They are the objects of God’s promise and can never be cast away. Likewise, those who rely on Jesus will never be cast away by God, for we are his adopted children, to whom the inheritance belongs by right. As John puts it, “To all who did receive [Jesus], who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (John 1:12–13). It is striking that in Paul’s use of Genesis 21 identification with Ishmael or Isaac has nothing to do with Jewish heritage; Jews who depend on the law become Ishmael, while Gentiles who trust in God through faith become the true Israel of God. It is in our relationship to Christ that we become part of the true Israel, not through human ancestry.

      In his interaction with Abraham, Abimelech provides a model of how the kings of the earth should act toward God’s people. Even though Abimelech is identified with the Philistines, the later enemies of Israel in the days of Saul and David, he humbly entreats Abraham for a covenant bond, and the result is mutual blessing for both men. Like the wise rulers of Psalm 2:10–12, Abimelech makes his peace with the Lord and the Lord’s anointed by respecting and dealing faithfully with Abraham. In the process Abraham fulfills his calling to be a blessing to the nations (cf. Gen. 12:3). Indeed, Abraham discovers that the very land about which he had said, “There is no fear of God at all in this place” (20:11), turns out to be a land where, by God’s grace, he can dwell at peace for a long time. This is not Abraham’s heavenly home, but it is a pleasant oasis along his journey.Genesis 21

      Genesis 22:1–19

      Genesis 22:1–19

      22 22:1After these things God tested Abraham and said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 2 22:2He said, “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” 3 22:3So Abraham rose early in the morning, saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him, and his son Isaac. And he cut the wood for the burnt offering and arose and went to the place of which God had told him. 4 22:4On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes and saw the place from afar. 5 22:5Then Abraham said to his young men, “Stay here with the donkey; I and the boy1 will go over there and worship and come again to you.” 6 22:6And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac his son. And he took in his hand the fire and the knife. So they went both of them together. 7 22:7And Isaac said to his father Abraham, “My father!” And he said, “Here I am, my son.” He said, “Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?” 8 22:8Abraham said, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.” So they went both of them together.

      9 22:9When they came to the place of which God had told him, Abraham built the altar there and laid the wood in order and bound Isaac his son and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. 10 22:10Then Abraham reached out his hand and took the knife to slaughter his son. 11 22:11But the angel of the Lord called to him from heaven and said, “Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 12 22:12He said, “Do not lay your hand on the boy or do anything to him, for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, from me.” 13 22:13And Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught in a thicket by his horns. And Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt offering instead of his son. 14 22:14So Abraham called the name of that place, “The Lord will provide”;2 as it is said to this day, “On the mount of the Lord it shall be provided.”3

      15 22:15And the angel of the Lord called to Abraham a second time from heaven 16 22:16and said, “By myself I have sworn, declares the Lord, because you have done this and have not withheld your son, your only son, 17 22:17I will surely bless you, and I will surely multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and as the sand that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess the gate of his4 enemies, 18 22:18and in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice.” 19 22:19So Abraham returned to his young men, and they arose and went together to Beersheba. And Abraham lived at Beersheba.

      1 Or young man; also verse 12 2 Or will see 3 Or he will be seen 4 Or their 

      Section Overview

      The binding and near sacrifice of Isaac holds a central place in both Jewish and Christian theology. It is the ultimate test of Abraham’s faith: Can he trust God’s promise that his descendants will be numbered through Isaac (17:19–21) while at the same time obeying God’s mysterious command to sacrifice him (22:2)? The readers are informed at the outset of the chapter that this is a test for Abraham (v. 1), lest they imagine that the Lord is a God who demands child sacrifices, but of course it is vital to the integrity of the test that Abraham himself be kept in the dark. Once again Abraham believes God, and it is reckoned to him as righteousness (15:6).

      Yet the ultimate lesson to be drawn from this encounter is not about the strength of Abraham’s faith; otherwise the mountain would subsequently have been named “Abraham passed the test.” Rather, the point being driven home is that the Lord provides a ram to take the place of Abraham’s son as a sacrifice, enabling the boy to live. As a result the mountain is named “The Lord will provide” (22:14). This name highlights the fact that the episode was never meant to be complete in itself. It points forward to Jesus, the ultimate Lamb of God, whose death will take away the sin of the world (John 1:29). When Jesus claims that Abraham saw ahead of time the coming of Jesus (John 8:56), it is likely this passage that he has in mind.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      P.  The Binding of Isaac (22:1–19)

      Comment

      22:1–2 This narrative is loosely connected to the previous chapter by the introduction “After these things” (v. 1). Enough time has passed for Isaac to become a young man (Hb. naʿar; vv. 5, 12), which typically covers a range from about five to seventeen years of age, so Isaac would be old enough to walk up a mountain carrying a significant load of wood (v. 6). It is, however, significant that these events follow those of Genesis 21, because there God prevailed upon a reluctant Abraham to send away Hagar and Ishmael (21:11–12). This means that there is no alternative son of Abraham who could step into Isaac’s shoes if anything happens to him and thus provide an alternative means of the Lord’s fulfilling his promise. In a time and place where child mortality was rife, the lack of another heir is itself a significant step of faith for Abraham. But in what follows the Lord will put Abraham’s faith to the ultimate test by commanding him to offer Isaac as a whole burnt offering (22:2).

      Although humans may not put God to the test (Num. 14:22; Deut. 6:16), the Lord regularly tests his people (Ex. 15:25; 20:20). This is not because the Lord is seeking additional information from the outcome of these tests, since the Lord knows all things (Matt. 10:29). Rather the Lord’s testing more closely resembles a refiner’s fire, which tests a material in order to demonstrate its true nature as gold or dross (Deut. 13:3). Abraham’s faith is publicly demonstrated and purified, as he discovers once again in his situation of greatest need that the Lord will indeed provide a substitute to die for Isaac—and ultimately for Abraham as well.

      Abraham’s attitude of humble obedience is immediately demonstrated: when the Lord calls his name, he immediately responds, “Here I am,” indicating a posture of willing submission (Gen. 22:1; cf. 37:13; 1 Sam. 3:4–8; Isa. 6:8). He cannot imagine what the Lord’s command will be: in the space of three short imperatives—“Take . . . go . . . offer him” (Gen. 22:2)—Abraham’s whole world comes crashing down around him. The Lord emphasizes the nature of the sacrifice: Isaac is his only son—there is no other to take his place—and his beloved son (v. 2),302 the one for whom he had waited, longed, and prayed over so many years. It thus appears that Abraham will have to sacrifice not only his own son but also all his hopes and dreams, since the fulfillment of God’s promises are so tightly bound up in the person of Isaac.

      Specifically, Abraham is to go to the region of Moriah (v. 2), an area not previously mentioned in the narrative but, as it transpires, about three days journey away (v. 4), in the region of Jerusalem (2 Chron. 3:1). In an ironic echo of his original call, which was to go to an unspecified country that the Lord would show him (Gen. 12:1),303 Abraham is now to go to an unspecified mountain of which the Lord will tell him (22:2). Once again Abraham is being pressed into bare, empty-handed faith that trusts the Lord to provide the impossible.

      Mountains are often places of encounter with God in the Bible (cf. comment on 2:8–17), though the altars that Abraham has built in the Promised Land to this point have not been on particularly elevated locations (12:7–8; 13:18), perhaps to avoid the overtones of Canaanite high places. In this case the solemnity of the endeavor is reinforced by its location on a mountain—indeed, the same one upon which Solomon’s temple will ultimately be built (cf. 2 Chron. 3:1).

      22:3–8 In Genesis 21:14 Abraham rose early when faced with the unpleasant task of saying goodbye to Hagar and Ishmael. Now he once again rises early to begin this journey of difficult obedience. No conversation with Sarah is recorded, leaving it open as to whether she is informed of what is about to happen.304 The narrator records all the little details of Abraham’s preparation: he saddles the donkey, gathers the servants, and cuts the wood necessary for the sacrifice (Gen. 22:3). When the Lord told Abraham that he was about to judge Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham had argued with God at length, interceding for those wicked cities (18:23–33). Here, though, Abraham’s only word in response to the Lord is hinneni (Hb. “Here I am”). God speaks and Abraham obeys, just as he had those long years earlier in leaving Haran.

      On the third day305 Abraham arrives at the place indicated by God,306 leaving the servants and the donkey while he and Isaac go ahead alone (Gen. 22:5). Abraham’s words to his servants may indicate a level of confidence that God will miraculously restore Isaac’s life: “I and the boy will go over there and worship and come again to you” (v. 5), although it would have seemed odd to phrase it any other way. Moreover, when Isaac inquires about the absence of a lamb, Abraham assures him, “God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son” (v. 8). But, should there be no miracle, Abraham is willing to carry through his obedience to the utmost. He may reason that the God who has given him Isaac can raise the dead (Heb. 11:19), but he has no direct promise from God to that effect.

      As Abraham and Isaac climb the mountain alone, they now must carry the implements necessary for the sacrifice that will take place at the top. The task is poignantly divided between them, with Abraham carrying the dangerous items (the knife and the fire) and Isaac the wood. The mutuality of their journey is stressed by the narrator, who twice describes their going along together (Gen. 22:6, 8). All of this highlights and heightens the pathos of the intervening conversation. The closeness of their family relationship is repeatedly stressed, as we are told that Isaac addresses Abraham as “My father” (ʾabi), to which Abraham responds, “Here I am, my son” (hinneni beni, v. 7; cf. v. 1). The relational terms “father” and “son” occur no fewer than thirteen times in verses 1–16. Isaac then asks a question revealing his own ignorance of the key fact to which the readers know the painful answer: “Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” (v. 7). Abraham’s answer is truer than he can know at this point: “God will provide for himself the lamb . . . , my son” (v. 8). The word “provide” is a form of the verb “to see,” so we could translate his answer as “God will see to the lamb.” This recalls Genesis 16, where God proved himself to be ʾEl-roʾi, the God who sees, in rescuing Hagar (16:13), implying Abraham’s hope of a similar intervention here to rescue Abraham’s only son.

      22:9–14 When Abraham and Isaac arrive at the appointed location atop Mount Moriah, Abraham once again builds an altar, as he has done before (cf. Gen. 12:7–8; 13:18). Only this time, instead of placing a sheep or bull on the altar, he takes his own son and binds him to the altar (22:9). Normally a sacrifice would be slaughtered before being placed on the altar, but Isaac takes his place on the altar alive—a living sacrifice, we might say (cf. Rom. 12:1). He is bound, which is not part of the normal sacrificial ritual (since the animal was normally already dead) but a process requiring Isaac to be fully aware of what is about to happen, rather than being killed unawares.307 It appears that Isaac is fully cooperative, since he is presumably stronger and faster than Abraham.

      The narrative slows down as the climax is reached, with Abraham stretching out his hand for the knife with which he must strike the fatal blow and slaughter his only son (Gen. 22:10).308 He had taken a knife to his son at the time of his circumcision (21:4); now it seems he must complete the symbolic act of judgment. At the very last moment, however, a voice from heaven intervenes, sparing Isaac. The angel of the Lord calls, “Abraham, Abraham!” with the repetition adding intensity to the address (22:11; cf. 1 Sam. 3:10; Acts 9:4), while Abraham’s response is the same submissive “Here I am” with which he responded earlier in the chapter (22:11; cf. v. 1).

      On this occasion the angel of the Lord speaks “from heaven,” the place of God’s presence, as when God was about to deliver Hagar (Gen. 21:17). Abraham’s hand, which already holds the fateful knife, must not be stretched out against the boy to harm him in any way (22:12). The test is complete: Abraham has demonstrated his faith in God through his willingness even to offer up his only son at his command (v. 12). “Now I know” should not be taken as implying that God previously lacked this knowledge about Abraham, any more than he lacked knowledge about the true state of affairs in Sodom (cf. 18:21). God is omniscient and eternal, knowing the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:9–10). Rather, the test has served as a public demonstration of the depth of Abraham’s faith for the sake of the watching world, human and angelic.309 The lasting impact of the lesson is underscored by the contemporary saying about the mountain of the Lord (“to this day”; Gen. 22:14).310

      Continuing the theme of seeing that runs through this chapter, “Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked” (Hb. raʾah), seeing a ram caught by its horns in a thicket and recognizing it as God’s provision of a sacrifice in place of (takhat) his son (v. 13). The principle of substitutionary atonement at the heart of the later Levitical system of sacrifice could hardly be conveyed in clearer terms: the animal is substituted for Isaac as a whole burnt offering, and its death obviates the need for him to die. The Lord has indeed provided (“seen to,” also from raʾah) a lamb for the sacrifice, just as Abraham had trusted that he would (v. 8), and so the place is named “the Lord will provide” (or “the Lord will see to it,” yhwh yirʾeh).311 The “mount of the Lord/mountain of God” is elsewhere normally Sinai (Num. 10:33; Ex. 3:1; 18:5; 1 Kings 19:8), though the term can refer to Zion (Isa. 2:3; Zech. 8:3) and even Eden (Ezek. 28:14, 16).

      22:15–19 A second word from heaven confirms the Lord’s blessing upon Abraham (Gen. 22:16–18). In an unusual act of affirmation the Lord swears by himself (v. 16; Heb. 6:13–14) to fulfill his promise to Abraham of blessing and numerous offspring. The intensification in the promise is evident in the infinitive absolute + cognate verb structure (“I will surely bless you”; Gen. 22:17), as well as the doubling of the metaphor, adding the imagery of sand on the seashore to the previous imagery of the stars of heaven (cf. 15:5).

      Another new element is added to the blessing in the shape of promise of military victory: to “possess the gate of his enemies” (22:17) means to have captured their cities and taken administrative control over them. Most important, however, is the reiteration of the original promise: that in Abraham’s seed all the nations of the earth will be blessed (22:18; cf. 12:1–3). This promise is particularly poignant since the blessing will come to the world through a divine reenactment of this scene on Mount Moriah, yet one in which the Father will not spare his only Son, whom he loves. All this is possible because of Abraham’s obedience (22:18), which in turn highlights the importance of the obedience of his ultimate offspring, Jesus, whose righteousness is now credited to us, just as our sin is imputed to him (2 Cor. 5:21).

      The episode closes with Abraham and Isaac’s journeying together back down the mountain, rejoining the servants and returning to Beersheba (Gen. 22:19). The relationship of father and son is not disturbed by the Lord’s testing and perhaps is even strengthened and deepened. Certainly Abraham models for his son what the fear of the Lord looks like: an absolute commitment to obey the Lord’s word, no matter what the consequences might appear to be.

      Response

      According to Jesus, Abraham had a unique insight into the way of salvation that God would establish through Jesus Christ (John 8:56). Genesis 22 was surely pivotal in that understanding, as Abraham learned that God was the one who would provide the sacrificial lamb to suffer and die in our place for our sins. This lesson had already been played out in the lives of the first readers of this story, the generation that had gone into the wilderness with Moses. They too had seen their own beloved firstborn sons spared by the blood of the Passover lambs they had slaughtered, while the destroying angel struck down all the firstborn of Egypt (cf. Exodus 12). Subsequent generations of Abraham’s offspring would reenact the key elements of the storyline each time they brought their own lambs to the temple in Jerusalem, which was itself built on Mount Moriah (2 Chron. 3:1), not far from the place of this encounter between God and Abraham. As each sheep was slaughtered as a substitutionary atonement for sin, God’s people were reminded of God’s grace and mercy to them.

      But all these numerous OT sacrifices were merely pictures of the ultimate reality, when God himself reenacted this scene on another mountain not far away, the mountain of Calvary (or Golgotha; Matt. 27:33). There God the Father himself filled the role of Abraham, bringing his Son, his only Son, the one whom he loved (Matt. 17:5), and laying him on the altar. Jesus Christ became both the willing Son and the willing sacrifice; he was, as John the Baptist put it, “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29), or, in the language of Isaiah, the sheep who before his shearers was silent (Isa. 53:7).

      In this reenactment, however, there was no angelic voice from heaven at the crucial instant that said, “Stay your hand.” There was only the spreading darkness of God’s curse surrounding the cross and centering upon the mangled and twisted body of the dead Son. There was no substitute for Jesus, because he himself had come to be the substitute for us. The spotless Lamb was slain for our transgressions; his wounds were for our unbelief; his scars were for our sins (Isa. 53:4–6).

      Jesus himself has already forged the path through the ultimate test of his faith and obedience. In the garden of Gethsemane two roads presented themselves to him. The soldiers had not yet come; his disciples around him slept (Matt. 26:36–46). Jesus could still have chosen to decline the cup and call down the angelic hosts in righteous judgment on sinful man, or he could have remained faithful to his calling and drunk the bitter cup of obedience. He trod the painful path up the hill, carrying his cross, as Isaac bore the wood for his own sacrificial pyre (Gen. 22:6). Jesus allowed himself to be nailed to the cross, silently acquiescing, just as Isaac allowed himself to be bound to the altar without a word. He looked up to heaven and saw the knife in the Father’s hand poised above him, all the while knowing that for him there would be no last-minute reprieve. Jesus had to drink the cup of God’s wrath to its dregs if God’s sworn promise of blessing to Abraham and his descendants was to become a reality. So the knife descended; the cup was drained. That was the cost of our redemption.

      Yet, just as Abraham’s willing obedience demonstrated clearly his love for God, so too the Father’s willingness to take his Son’s obedience all the way to the agonies on the cross demonstrated the depth and reality of his love for us, beyond a shadow of a doubt. It was not just the Son who suffered for our sin on the cross; the Father also paid a profound cost for our sin as he laid it all on his beloved Son, bringing down the knife of his righteous judgment upon his Son’s defenseless head. As Paul puts it, “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32).Genesis 22:1–19
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      Genesis 22:20–23:20

      20 22:20Now after these things it was told to Abraham, “Behold, Milcah also has borne children to your brother Nahor: 21 22:21Uz his firstborn, Buz his brother, Kemuel the father of Aram, 22 22:22Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, and Bethuel.” 23 22:23(Bethuel fathered Rebekah.) These eight Milcah bore to Nahor, Abraham’s brother. 24 22:24Moreover, his concubine, whose name was Reumah, bore Tebah, Gaham, Tahash, and Maacah.

      23 23:1Sarah lived 127 years; these were the years of the life of Sarah. 2 23:2And Sarah died at Kiriath-arba (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan, and Abraham went in to mourn for Sarah and to weep for her. 3 23:3And Abraham rose up from before his dead and said to the Hittites,1 4 23:4“I am a sojourner and foreigner among you; give me property among you for a burying place, that I may bury my dead out of my sight.” 5 23:5The Hittites answered Abraham, 6 23:6“Hear us, my lord; you are a prince of God2 among us. Bury your dead in the choicest of our tombs. None of us will withhold from you his tomb to hinder you from burying your dead.” 7 23:7Abraham rose and bowed to the Hittites, the people of the land. 8 23:8And he said to them, “If you are willing that I should bury my dead out of my sight, hear me and entreat for me Ephron the son of Zohar, 9 23:9that he may give me the cave of Machpelah, which he owns; it is at the end of his field. For the full price let him give it to me in your presence as property for a burying place.”

      10 23:10Now Ephron was sitting among the Hittites, and Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the hearing of the Hittites, of all who went in at the gate of his city, 11 23:11“No, my lord, hear me: I give you the field, and I give you the cave that is in it. In the sight of the sons of my people I give it to you. Bury your dead.” 12 23:12Then Abraham bowed down before the people of the land. 13 23:13And he said to Ephron in the hearing of the people of the land, “But if you will, hear me: I give the price of the field. Accept it from me, that I may bury my dead there.” 14 23:14Ephron answered Abraham, 15 23:15“My lord, listen to me: a piece of land worth four hundred shekels3 of silver, what is that between you and me? Bury your dead.” 16 23:16Abraham listened to Ephron, and Abraham weighed out for Ephron the silver that he had named in the hearing of the Hittites, four hundred shekels of silver, according to the weights current among the merchants.

      17 23:17So the field of Ephron in Machpelah, which was to the east of Mamre, the field with the cave that was in it and all the trees that were in the field, throughout its whole area, was made over 18 23:18to Abraham as a possession in the presence of the Hittites, before all who went in at the gate of his city. 19 23:19After this, Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave of the field of Machpelah east of Mamre (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan. 20 23:20The field and the cave that is in it were made over to Abraham as property for a burying place by the Hittites.

      1 Hebrew sons of Heth; also verses 5, 7, 10, 16, 18, 20 2 Or a mighty prince 3 A shekel was about 2/5 ounce or 11 grams 

      Section Overview

      Abraham’s story began with a prologue (11:27–32), leading up to his call to go from Ur to the land God would show him (12:1), and it ends with an epilogue (22:20–25:11), following his call to go and sacrifice his son in the place that God would tell him (22:2). The epilogue returns to the beginning to pick up the story of Abraham’s brother Nahor, who in contrast to Abraham had a wife who was very fertile (vv. 20–24). Then it moves on to record briefly the death of Sarah (23:1–2) and then in much more detail the purchase of a burial plot within the borders of the Promised Land (vv. 3–20). The latter is significant because it demonstrates the partial realization of the promise to Abraham and Sarah of the possession of the land (12:7). In death Sarah achieves something she never attained in life: ownership of property. It is a tiny plot, and its function as a burial ground demonstrates the fact that the fulfillment of the promise lies beyond this world, but its symbolic significance is enormous. Just as one son, Isaac, is the down payment on the promise of offspring like the stars of the sky, so too one small field is the down payment on the entire land, representing and foreshadowing the complete fulfillment of the promise.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      Q.  The Family of Nahor (22:20–24)

      R.  The Death and Burial of Sarah (23:1–20)

      Comment

      22:20–24 The account of Nahor’s family belongs here as part of the larger toledot of Terah (cf. Gen. 11:27). As noted above, the listing of his offspring takes us back in time, contrasting Sarah’s barrenness with the eminent fertility of Nahor’s wife and his concubine—between them Milcah and Reumah produce no fewer than twelve heirs for Nahor, without any miraculous divine intervention (22:20–22). However, this account also looks forward by introducing Nahor’s granddaughter Rebekah, who will become the wife of Isaac (cf. ch. 24); the report mentioned here is important in informing Abraham of his wider family’s growth and prosperity, which leads him to send his servant to those relatives in search of a suitable wife for his son. The promise of blessing to the nations (22:18) will come not only through Abraham and Isaac but also through Nahor and Rebekah. Since Milcah, Nahor’s wife, is the daughter of Abraham’s brother Haran, all three branches of Terah’s line have a part to play in the story.

      Included in Nahor’s family is Kemuel, who is credited with being the founder of Aram (v. 21). Aram will play an important role in Israel’s future as the location of Jacob’s twenty-year sojourn (31:18–21), as well as subsequently becoming one of Israel’s staunch enemies. Uz, the firstborn son, shares his name with the land where Job lives, though it is uncertain whether there is a connection to that figure of unknown lineage.

      23:1–2 A good death, in biblical terms, is one that comes after a full life, surrounded by family and friends and at peace, followed by a decent burial in one’s own land (cf. Gen. 25:8–10).312 Measured by these categories, Sarah’s death qualifies as a good death (23:1). She is 127 years old, with a husband and a son; she does not die in a tragic accident or at a young age. Her importance to the biblical account is made clear by the fact that she is the only woman in the Bible whose age at death is mentioned. She dies in Kiriath-arba, the city that will later be renamed Hebron, in the land of Canaan, the land that God had promised to give to her and Abraham (v. 2).

      Yet there is something profoundly tragic even about the best of deaths in this broken world. Death is not a natural part of living but a result of the divine curse that has come into the world through sin (3:19). So it is fitting that Abraham goes in to mourn and weep for Sarah (23:2). They have endured many things together, sometimes working well together and at other times in conflict, but always together. Death often results in a sense of deep sadness and loss on the part of those left behind.

      23:3–20 Yet the death of Sarah and Abraham’s subsequent mourning for her are not the central focus of the chapter. A key part of the good death—burial in one’s own land—must still be accomplished. Despite the Lord’s promise to give the land of Canaan to Abraham and Sarah, they still own precisely none of it. As a result, Abraham goes to the Hittites, among whom he is dwelling, to request the purchase of a suitable piece of land to serve this purpose (v. 3). The Hittites here are not to be confused with the Hittite empire of Syria but are a smaller local group, the “sons of Heth.”313 The tension in the story comes from the fact that as a “sojourner and foreigner” among the inhabitants of the land Abraham has few rights, and in general property was not for sale in the ancient world; it was inherited from one’s family. The bonds between a family and its land were deep and often inviolable, unless in exceptional circumstances (cf. 1 Kings 21). Why should anyone sell his family patrimony to a mere sojourner?

      Initially the Hittites offer to allow Abraham temporary use of any of their tombs (Gen. 23:6). These tombs were likely caves cut in the rock that could be used multiple times. Normally they would be used for members of only one particular family, so it is a mark of deep respect that the Hittites make this offer. They regard Abraham as a “prince of God,” or perhaps a “mighty prince,” among them (cf. KJV; NASB 1995; the phrase need not have a religious sense314). Essentially they are inviting him to identify his family with their community in the most permanent way possible.

      Abraham cannot accept their generous offer. He is not about to give up his status as a “sojourner and foreigner” in their midst, living in their world but not of it; that is God’s calling to him. That which Abraham wants to purchase from them is something more lasting than a temporary tomb; he is seeking to buy a piece of property that will serve as an ʾakhuzzat qeber, a permanent burial site (vv. 4, 9, 20). The Hebrew ʾakhuzzah carries with it the idea of land as a permanent inheritance, passed down from one member of the family to the next.315 Abraham does not want simply a temporary repository for Sarah’s bones; he wants a place that will belong to him and his family permanently, a little piece of the Promised Land that will finally be his. Nonetheless, since the Hittites have agreed in principle to allow him to bury his dead on their land, discussions can now proceed further.

      The whole negotiation is carried out with the utmost courtesy and deference, as would have been customary in that culture. It is conducted as between equals who seek to outdo each other in extravagant displays of respect. Abraham therefore bows to the Hittites, who are called the “people of the land” (ʿam haʾarets). This term can be used to denote either the whole population or, perhaps more likely here, a smaller group of elders and other leaders in the community who must witness and approve any property transfer that will take place (cf. Ruth 4:1–9).316

      At this point Abraham introduces his request, which is that Ephron the Hittite sell him the cave of Machpelah at the end of his field at full price as a permanent burial place (Gen. 23:8–9; ʾakhuzzat qeber). This is an invitation to Ephron to name his price, but customary politeness requires Ephron first to offer it to Abraham free of charge (v. 11). Even if this is a serious offer—and most commentators doubt so (cf. 2 Sam. 24:18–25 for a similar negotiation)—a gift would not meet Abraham’s need, since it could be revoked or disputed at some point in the future.317 So Abraham asks Ephron again to name his price. There is a catch, however; in his “free” offer Ephron linked together the field and the cave (Gen. 23:11), so now Abraham requests the price for both the field and the cave (v. 13), not merely the cave for which he originally asked.

      Ephron’s price may well be astronomical—400 hundred shekels of silver,318 more than a year’s wages for a normal worker—though it is hard to be sure what the going rate for such a property was at that time. His audacious request remains cloaked in the most profound politeness: “What is that between you and me?” (v. 15). He probably expects Abraham to make a counteroffer, haggling for a better price, but Abraham does not want anyone to be able to claim that he has somehow cheated Ephron out of the property. He is willing to pay the full asking price in order to establish the clearest possible title to the property in question, and he weighs out the money in front of witnesses so there can be no questions later (v. 16).

      In this way Abraham acquires the cave of Machpelah along with the field and all the trees in it,319 to become a permanent burial site for the family and its first foothold of ownership in the Promised Land. Sarah will be the first occupant to rest there (v. 19), but she will be joined later by Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as well as by Rebekah and Leah (49:31). Their bodies are all committed to the earth there, in hope of the heavenly fulfillment of the promise of the land, which they never see completed in their own lifetimes. As John Calvin puts it, “While they themselves were silent and speechless, the sepulchre cried aloud, that death formed no obstacle to their entering on the possession of it.”320

      Response

      Throughout his entire life Abraham is a “sojourner and foreigner” in the land promised to him by God (23:4). He never settles down and owns property, apart from the field mentioned in this chapter as a burial ground. As Christians, we too are called to be “sojourners and foreigners” in this world; we are paroikous kai parepidēmous, as the apostle Peter reminds us in 1 Peter 2:11, using exactly the same words as the Greek translation of Genesis 23:4. Thinking about ourselves as temporary residents in this way should radically impact the way in which we think about our lives and our possessions, as well as the meaning of death and what lies beyond it.

      This purchase of property makes no sense for a wandering nomad, except as a statement of Abraham’s faith that one day God’s promise would be fulfilled and the entire Promised Land would be his.321 In faith he trusts God to deliver on his promise, and so, instead of taking Sarah’s body back to their ancestral home in Haran, he buries her in the land of Canaan. Abraham himself will later be buried on this same spot (25:9), as also Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, and Leah will be (49:29–32). To Abraham and his descendants the field of Machpelah represents the firstfruits of the Promised Land. Even as he mourns his wife Abraham believes that death is not the end of the story. Rather it is the doorway through which one enters into the full measure of one’s future ʾakhuzzah, the glorious inheritance that God has prepared for those who love him and are called according to his purpose (Rom. 8:28–30).

      Jesus knows what it is to live as a sojourner and foreigner on earth better than anyone else, because he is the only person who ever entered this planet with experience of life in another world. He came to this earth from a place where he was literally the center of the universe, yet on entering the world he humbled himself and took the form of a servant. Instead of surrounding himself with this world’s goods, he said, “Foxes have holes, and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20). When he died, his only possession was the single garment he wore. This world was truly not his home.

      What is more, Jesus faced a worse death than Sarah or Abraham—or any of us. Physically, he endured the agonizing sufferings of the cross; spiritually, he bore the torment of God’s wrath against our sin, an eternity of pain distilled into six short hours of darkness and dread. In death he had no family tomb to be buried in, only a borrowed cave that a stranger had provided for him. Of course, Jesus did not need to own a grave, because his tenancy in the tomb would be a mere three days before he rose from the dead, the true firstfruits of God’s promise of life to all who trust in him. His earthly body, sown in weakness and pain, was now raised as a new heavenly body, incorruptible, glorious, and majestic.

      Through his death and resurrection Jesus absorbed the sting of death, which is sin, and now he gives us the remarkable promise that we too shall one day exchange our earthly bodies, with all their weakness, suffering, pain, and tears, for glorious heavenly bodies bearing his likeness. Death has been swallowed up in victory, ushering us into the glorious inheritance that God has promised all his saints. As surely as the little piece of property that Abraham purchased was a down payment on the entire Promised Land, so too the resurrection of Christ is the down payment assuring us that the same God who raised Jesus Christ from the dead will also raise our mortal bodies into newness of life in his presence (Rom. 8:11).Genesis 22:20–23:20

      Genesis 24

      Genesis 24

      24 24:1Now Abraham was old, well advanced in years. And the Lord had blessed Abraham in all things. 2 24:2And Abraham said to his servant, the oldest of his household, who had charge of all that he had, “Put your hand under my thigh, 3 24:3that I may make you swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and God of the earth, that you will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, among whom I dwell, 4 24:4but will go to my country and to my kindred, and take a wife for my son Isaac.” 5 24:5The servant said to him, “Perhaps the woman may not be willing to follow me to this land. Must I then take your son back to the land from which you came?” 6 24:6Abraham said to him, “See to it that you do not take my son back there. 7 24:7The Lord, the God of heaven, who took me from my father’s house and from the land of my kindred, and who spoke to me and swore to me, ‘To your offspring I will give this land,’ he will send his angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there. 8 24:8But if the woman is not willing to follow you, then you will be free from this oath of mine; only you must not take my son back there.” 9 24:9So the servant put his hand under the thigh of Abraham his master and swore to him concerning this matter.

      10 24:10Then the servant took ten of his master’s camels and departed, taking all sorts of choice gifts from his master; and he arose and went to Mesopotamia1 to the city of Nahor. 11 24:11And he made the camels kneel down outside the city by the well of water at the time of evening, the time when women go out to draw water. 12 24:12And he said, “O Lord, God of my master Abraham, please grant me success today and show steadfast love to my master Abraham. 13 24:13Behold, I am standing by the spring of water, and the daughters of the men of the city are coming out to draw water. 14 24:14Let the young woman to whom I shall say, ‘Please let down your jar that I may drink,’ and who shall say, ‘Drink, and I will water your camels’—let her be the one whom you have appointed for your servant Isaac. By this2 I shall know that you have shown steadfast love to my master.”

      15 24:15Before he had finished speaking, behold, Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel the son of Milcah, the wife of Nahor, Abraham’s brother, came out with her water jar on her shoulder. 16 24:16The young woman was very attractive in appearance, a maiden3 whom no man had known. She went down to the spring and filled her jar and came up. 17 24:17Then the servant ran to meet her and said, “Please give me a little water to drink from your jar.” 18 24:18She said, “Drink, my lord.” And she quickly let down her jar upon her hand and gave him a drink. 19 24:19When she had finished giving him a drink, she said, “I will draw water for your camels also, until they have finished drinking.” 20 24:20So she quickly emptied her jar into the trough and ran again to the well to draw water, and she drew for all his camels. 21 24:21The man gazed at her in silence to learn whether the Lord had prospered his journey or not.

      22 24:22When the camels had finished drinking, the man took a gold ring weighing a half shekel,4 and two bracelets for her arms weighing ten gold shekels, 23 24:23and said, “Please tell me whose daughter you are. Is there room in your father’s house for us to spend the night?” 24 24:24She said to him, “I am the daughter of Bethuel the son of Milcah, whom she bore to Nahor.” 25 24:25She added, “We have plenty of both straw and fodder, and room to spend the night.” 26 24:26The man bowed his head and worshiped the Lord 27 24:27and said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of my master Abraham, who has not forsaken his steadfast love and his faithfulness toward my master. As for me, the Lord has led me in the way to the house of my master’s kinsmen.” 28 24:28Then the young woman ran and told her mother’s household about these things.

      29 24:29Rebekah had a brother whose name was Laban. Laban ran out toward the man, to the spring. 30 24:30As soon as he saw the ring and the bracelets on his sister’s arms, and heard the words of Rebekah his sister, “Thus the man spoke to me,” he went to the man. And behold, he was standing by the camels at the spring. 31 24:31He said, “Come in, O blessed of the Lord. Why do you stand outside? For I have prepared the house and a place for the camels.” 32 24:32So the man came to the house and unharnessed the camels, and gave straw and fodder to the camels, and there was water to wash his feet and the feet of the men who were with him. 33 24:33Then food was set before him to eat. But he said, “I will not eat until I have said what I have to say.” He said, “Speak on.”

      34 24:34So he said, “I am Abraham’s servant. 35 24:35The Lord has greatly blessed my master, and he has become great. He has given him flocks and herds, silver and gold, male servants and female servants, camels and donkeys. 36 24:36And Sarah my master’s wife bore a son to my master when she was old, and to him he has given all that he has. 37 24:37My master made me swear, saying, ‘You shall not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites, in whose land I dwell, 38 24:38but you shall go to my father’s house and to my clan and take a wife for my son.’ 39 24:39I said to my master, ‘Perhaps the woman will not follow me.’ 40 24:40But he said to me, ‘The Lord, before whom I have walked, will send his angel with you and prosper your way. You shall take a wife for my son from my clan and from my father’s house. 41 24:41Then you will be free from my oath, when you come to my clan. And if they will not give her to you, you will be free from my oath.’

      42 24:42“I came today to the spring and said, ‘O Lord, the God of my master Abraham, if now you are prospering the way that I go, 43 24:43behold, I am standing by the spring of water. Let the virgin who comes out to draw water, to whom I shall say, “Please give me a little water from your jar to drink,” 44 24:44and who will say to me, “Drink, and I will draw for your camels also,” let her be the woman whom the Lord has appointed for my master’s son.’

      45 24:45“Before I had finished speaking in my heart, behold, Rebekah came out with her water jar on her shoulder, and she went down to the spring and drew water. I said to her, ‘Please let me drink.’ 46 24:46She quickly let down her jar from her shoulder and said, ‘Drink, and I will give your camels drink also.’ So I drank, and she gave the camels drink also. 47 24:47Then I asked her, ‘Whose daughter are you?’ She said, ‘The daughter of Bethuel, Nahor’s son, whom Milcah bore to him.’ So I put the ring on her nose and the bracelets on her arms. 48 24:48Then I bowed my head and worshiped the Lord and blessed the Lord, the God of my master Abraham, who had led me by the right way5 to take the daughter of my master’s kinsman for his son. 49 24:49Now then, if you are going to show steadfast love and faithfulness to my master, tell me; and if not, tell me, that I may turn to the right hand or to the left.”

      50 24:50Then Laban and Bethuel answered and said, “The thing has come from the Lord; we cannot speak to you bad or good. 51 24:51Behold, Rebekah is before you; take her and go, and let her be the wife of your master’s son, as the Lord has spoken.”

      52 24:52When Abraham’s servant heard their words, he bowed himself to the earth before the Lord. 53 24:53And the servant brought out jewelry of silver and of gold, and garments, and gave them to Rebekah. He also gave to her brother and to her mother costly ornaments. 54 24:54And he and the men who were with him ate and drank, and they spent the night there. When they arose in the morning, he said, “Send me away to my master.” 55 24:55Her brother and her mother said, “Let the young woman remain with us a while, at least ten days; after that she may go.” 56 24:56But he said to them, “Do not delay me, since the Lord has prospered my way. Send me away that I may go to my master.” 57 24:57They said, “Let us call the young woman and ask her.” 58 24:58And they called Rebekah and said to her, “Will you go with this man?” She said, “I will go.” 59 24:59So they sent away Rebekah their sister and her nurse, and Abraham’s servant and his men. 60 24:60And they blessed Rebekah and said to her,

        “  Our sister, may you become

          thousands of ten thousands,

          and may your offspring possess

          the gate of those who hate him!”6

      61 24:61Then Rebekah and her young women arose and rode on the camels and followed the man. Thus the servant took Rebekah and went his way.

      62 24:62Now Isaac had returned from Beer-lahai-roi and was dwelling in the Negeb. 63 24:63And Isaac went out to meditate in the field toward evening. And he lifted up his eyes and saw, and behold, there were camels coming. 64 24:64And Rebekah lifted up her eyes, and when she saw Isaac, she dismounted from the camel 65 24:65and said to the servant, “Who is that man, walking in the field to meet us?” The servant said, “It is my master.” So she took her veil and covered herself. 66 24:66And the servant told Isaac all the things that he had done. 67 24:67Then Isaac brought her into the tent of Sarah his mother and took Rebekah, and she became his wife, and he loved her. So Isaac was comforted after his mother’s death.

      1 Hebrew Aram-naharaim 2 Or By her 3 Or a woman of marriageable age 4 A shekel was about 2/5 ounce or 11 grams 5 Or faithfully 6 Or hate them 

      Section Overview

      Genesis 24 is part of the transitional material that rounds out Abraham’s story and introduces that of Isaac. A key part of that transition is finding for Isaac a suitable wife who by faith will share his life journey. The patriarchal narratives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are significantly also about the patriarch’s wives in a way that is unusual in ancient—and even biblical—literature. Job’s wife, for example, has little role to play in the story except to admonish her husband to “curse God and die” (Job 2:9) and to bear his children. The wives of Moses, Joshua, and Samuel barely appear in their accounts. Yet Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah each has an important role in the narrative as founding mothers in the faith.

      The acquisition of a wife is thus an important part of the story. The wrong wife can have a significant negative effect. Lot’s wife identifies too much with Sodom and pays the price (Gen. 19:26). Ishmael’s wife comes from Egypt, confirming his path away from the family of promise (21:21). Esau multiplies wives of the wrong sort, including one from Ishmael’s family (26:34; 28:9). Judah marries a Canaanite woman as part of his distancing himself from Jacob’s family (38:2). Jacob’s wives come from the right family but are foisted on him through a trick of precisely the same kind he had perpetrated on his dead father (29:18–28).

      Amid all this marital chaos the story of Rebekah’s introduction into the family of promise shines with a peculiar kind of beauty. Abraham sends his servant to seek a woman of faith for his son (24:1–7), and the servant pursues his quest with deep faith of his own, bathing the process with prayer and being led by the Lord to precisely the right woman (vv. 12–21). Rebekah herself immediately leaves her home and family by faith to go from her native land and live in the country the Lord had promised her new husband (v. 58).322 She is thus the perfectly matched bride for Isaac as he continues to live as a sojourner and a foreigner, trusting the Lord to provide for all their future needs.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      S.  A Bride for Isaac (24:1–67)

      Comment

      24:1–9 The episode recounted here occurs shortly after Sarah’s death (cf. Gen. 24:67), by which time Abraham is about 138 years old, which certainly counts as being “well advanced in years” (v. 1). Likely it is his wife’s death that focuses Abraham’s attention on the need for Isaac to acquire a wife. The Lord’s promise of innumerable offspring could not be fulfilled without Isaac’s getting married and supplying an heir. In that culture marriage was the primary responsibility not of the man and woman concerned but of their families. It would presumably have been straightforward enough for Abraham to locate a wife for Isaac from the Hittites among whom he was dwelling as a sojourner and foreigner (23:4); through God’s blessing Abraham was wealthy (24:1), and his only son would have seemed an attractive match. That would be the route taken by Esau in the next generation (26:34).

      Alternatively, Abraham could have journeyed back to Paddan-aram himself with the boy to search for a suitable bride. Yet it appears that his previous travels outside the Promised Land (e.g., Gen. 12:10–20) have convinced him of the folly of leaving the land that God has promised to give him. Those efforts to find human solutions to his problems have created more difficulties than they have removed. So Abraham devises a plan that allows him to remain with Isaac while sending a trusted representative to seek a suitable wife (24:3–4). If the Lord blesses the plan, the problem will be solved. If not, Abraham will trust the Lord to resolve it in his own way and time (vv. 5–8).

      The trusted representative is described simply as “the oldest of his household, who had charge of all that he had” (v. 2). It is plausible that this is Eliezer of Damascus (cf. 15:2), the member of Abraham’s household who would have inherited had Abraham produced no offspring, but it is impossible to know for sure. Certainly he is a man who has walked with Abraham for a long time and shares his deep faith in the Lord. Abraham summons this man and makes him swear an oath by the Lord—not merely the more generic title “the God of heaven and the God of the earth”323—that he will not take a wife for Isaac from the Canaanite women but will go and find one from Abraham’s own family (24:3–4). The solemnity of the oath is reinforced by the symbolic gesture of placing his hand under Abraham’s “thigh” (Hb. yarek; v. 2; cf. 47:29), which seems likely to be a euphemism for the genitals (cf. 46:26; Ex. 1:5; Judg. 8:30, where offspring come from a person’s yarek),324 though the exact significance of this gesture remains obscure. The content of the oath is that the servant will under no circumstances permit Isaac to marry a Canaanite woman (Gen. 24:3), nor will he take Isaac back to Abraham’s family or land of origin (v. 6). Rather he must find a wife from there who is willing to come and join Isaac in the Land of Promise.

      The reason for not taking a wife from the Canaanites is not mere prejudice on Abraham’s part. The current residents of the land are consistently portrayed as deeply sinful people whom it is the Lord’s purpose to dispossess through a holy people that he will create (cf. Gen. 13:13; 15:16; etc.). It is not that Abraham’s family is sin-free, any more than Abraham himself is. Rather, it has been chosen by God to provide the foundation of this new people through the Lord’s grace. Isaac, as the chosen son of the promise, therefore needs a wife who is equally chosen by God to be the bearer of the promise. Genesis 24:6–9 contains Abraham’s final recorded words: a clear confession of faith in God’s power and ability to provide the right wife for Isaac, just as he will fulfill his promise to give Isaac the land. The two promises of land and offspring are ultimately inseparable: a people needs somewhere to live, while a land needs occupants.

      24:10–14 The servant goes on his way taking ten camels, which might have been a very unusual sight in those days,325 along with gifts to provide evidence of Abraham’s prosperity, and he journeys back from Canaan to Mesopotamia,326 to the “city of Nahor,” which is not just the place where Nahor himself lives but a city (or village) bearing his name (v. 10). Given Abraham’s awareness of the growth of Nahor’s family (22:20–24), this is the obvious place to go in looking for a family member suitable for marriage.

      If someone were seeking to meet women in antiquity, a well was the ideal place to go (cf. Gen. 29:9–11; Ex. 2:15; John 4:6–7). Carrying water was women’s work and would typically involve trips to the well at least twice a day, in the morning and the evening. Wells were also places where one could glean information, such as the whereabouts and welfare of Nahor’s family (cf. Gen. 29:4–6). Abraham’s servant does not leave the encounter to chance, however. He prays that the Lord would grant him success in his search and thereby show “steadfast love” (Hb. khesed) to Abraham (24:12). Khesed often describes behavior that is fitting in a covenant context, so it is plausible that the servant specifically has in mind the fulfillment of the Lord’s promise to Abraham of offspring through Isaac (21:12).

      The servant proposes a test whereby he will be able to identify the Lord’s choice of a wife for Isaac: when he approaches and asks for a drink, she will not only grant his request but offer to water his camels also (24:14). This is the first recorded prayer for guidance by an individual in Scripture. Superficially, this may look similar to Gideon’s fleece that he laid out before the Lord as a sign, asking first that the fleece would be wet with dew in the morning and the ground around it dry, and then (as confirmation) that the fleece would be dry and the ground wet (Judg. 6:36–40). However, the differences are as profound as the similarities: Gideon’s sign requires a supernatural work of God, while Abraham’s servant proposes a test of character, looking for a woman with a generous and hospitable spirit (cf. Prov. 31:10–31). It requires someone who is willing to go the extra mile in ministering to a stranger. After all, a few ounces of water would satisfy the thirst of Abraham’s servant, but his ten camels could consume many gallons of water, all of which the woman would have to draw from the well by hand.

      24:15–28 The prayer of Abraham’s servant is answered almost before he has finished praying it: Rebekah arrives at the well carrying her water jar (Gen. 24:15). She fits all the usual requirements for a good wife: she is a young woman (Hb. naʿarah) who is not yet married and still under the authority of her father (betulah), and is a virgin (“Whom no man had known”; v. 16).327 As a bonus, Rebekah is described as being “very attractive” (v. 16). What is more, she passes the character test with flying colors, offering to water the servant’s camels as well as providing him with the water he requests for himself (vv. 18–19), a task that clearly takes some time (v. 20).

      One more question remains to be answered. Abraham’s servant asks Rebekah to what family she belongs (v. 23), and he receives the welcome news that she is part of Abraham’s wider family: the daughter of Bethuel, the son of Nahor and Milcah (v. 24). The specification of Bethuel’s mother is important, because Nahor also had children through a concubine (cf. 22:20–24). Only then does the servant permit himself a sigh of relief and of praise: “Blessed be the Lord, the God of my master Abraham, who has not forsaken his steadfast love and his faithfulness toward my master. As for me, the Lord has led me in the way to the house of my master’s kinsmen” (24:27).328 For Isaac God has provided not merely a lamb but now also the perfect wife. Abraham’s faith in God’s provision is fully justified.

      In verses 22–25 it appears that Abraham’s servant adorns Rebekah with gifts prior to learning her family, while in verse 47, in the servant’s reporting of events to Laban, the order is reversed and the servant confirms her family before giving her the gifts. The latter order would seem more logical; however, it may be that the servant is so awed and impressed by the apparently immediate answer to his prayer from the Lord that he gives Rebekah the gifts first, believing by faith that she is indeed the one even before she confirms her family. His subsequent prayer of thanksgiving would then be an affirmation that his faith has not been misplaced and that Rebekah’s appearing is indeed due to the Lord’s khesed (“faithful love”) to Abraham.

      The jewelry with which Abraham’s servant adorns Rebekah is of significant value: the gold ring weighs a beqaʿ, a weight equivalent to half a shekel or one-fifth of an ounce (6 g), while the bracelets weigh ten shekels, or about 4 ounces (113 g) (Gen. 24:22). Verse 47 clarifies that the ring in question is a nose ring, not a ring for a finger or ear. These are extravagant gifts, far out of proportion to the service that Rebekah has rendered him, which must immediately have raised questions about his intentions. He has also asked about the possibility of accommodation for the night, and so Rebekah runs home to share the news with her mother’s household, apparently leaving Abraham’s servant by the well (v. 28; cf. v. 30). Calling it “her mother’s house” contrasts it with Isaac’s mother’s tent (v. 67), where she will live at the end of this chapter, and also underlines the near invisibility of her father, Bethuel, throughout the encounter.

      24:29–48 At this point Laban, Rebekah’s brother, appears on the scene. Having seen his sister arrive home adorned with unexpected jewelry, he goes to investigate (vv. 29–30). The fact that Laban undertakes this role rather than Rebekah’s father, Bethuel, who is absent throughout this interaction apart from a brief mention in verse 50, suggests that Bethuel is likely elderly and frail. Laban seems more impressed by the gift than Rebekah was, which hints at the greed that he will demonstrate later in the story.329 Laban’s name (“White one”) has been connected with the moon cult, along with the names of others of Abraham’s family of origin (Terah, Sarai, Milcah), which fits with the perspective of Joshua 24:2, 14, that Abraham’s ancestors worshiped other gods. However, Laban addresses Abraham’s servant in Yahwistic terms (“blessed of the Lord”; Gen. 24:31) and warmly invites him into the house to receive the hospitality he has requested for himself and his camels.

      Abraham’s servant himself takes care of getting the camels settled in their temporary accommodations (Gen. 24:32), perhaps because Laban’s servants are unsure of how to care for these exotic beasts. Water is also provided for Abraham’s servant and his attendants so that they can wash their feet and refresh themselves after their long journey (v. 32). However, before he settles down to eat with Laban, the servant wants to unburden himself of his commission so that he will not receive Laban’s hospitality under false pretenses (v. 33). He recounts the whole story, giving the Lord credit for blessing Abraham and Sarah with great wealth—flocks and herds, silver and gold, male servants and female servants, camels and donkeys—as well as one son, who stands to inherit the entire estate after Abraham’s death (v. 35). The importance of what has transpired, and especially the Lord’s part in the whole endeavor from beginning to end in directing him to Rebekah, is highlighted by the fact that the narrator repeats the entire story, almost word for word, rather than summarizing it. The effect on the reader, as well as on Laban, is to highlight the inevitability that Rebekah is indeed the one set apart by the Lord for this unique calling to be the wife of Isaac.

      24:49–61 As Abraham’s servant’s retelling of events catches up with the present, the narrative tension rises, leading to the crucial question: Are Rebekah and her family willing to entrust her to this stranger to be taken to a faraway country and married to an unknown man, albeit one in her wider family? Abraham’s servant puts as much pressure on Laban as he can, implying that agreement is owed to Abraham as an act of khesed (“steadfast love”) and faithfulness (v. 49). Nevertheless, he acknowledges that Laban would be within his rights to refuse, in which case the servant would need to move on and try elsewhere, though the vagueness of his options (“turn to the right hand or the left”) reveals that he has no immediate alternative plan. It is possible that there are other daughters of Rebekah’s age in Nahor’s wider family, but in that case the prayer that Abraham’s servant prayed at the well would have been not so much unanswered as misleadingly answered by the Lord.

      The reader can scarcely avoid agreeing with Laban and Bethuel’s assessment: “The thing has come from the Lord; we cannot speak to you bad or good” (v. 50).330 The transaction is approved, and it is agreed that Rebekah will return with Abraham’s servant to become Isaac’s wife (v. 51). The relief experienced by Abraham’s servant is palpable: when he hears their words of agreement, he bows low before the Lord, giving thanks for the divine guidance and sovereignty that have so evidently superintended the whole process from the moment he first arrived in Paddan-aram (v. 52). He then brings out rich gifts for Rebekah, as well as for her family, to celebrate the forthcoming union and fulfill the bride-price (v. 53). Then they eat and drink together to seal the relationship (v. 54).

      The only complication in negotiations come over the timing of Rebekah’s departure (vv. 54–59). Abraham’s servant is understandably eager to get back on the road to his master and celebrate the Lord’s goodness (v. 54). After all, Abraham is old, and it is far from certain how much longer he will live (v. 1). But leaving Laban’s household is not simple; hospitality demands that certain protocols be followed (cf. 31:27), particularly since his departure entails Rebekah’s leaving her home forever. Laban seeks to detain him from going for a while, perhaps ten days or so (24:55; lit., “days or ten”; yamim ʾo ʿasor). In the end, when Abraham’s servant presses them, they put the question to Rebekah herself, allowing her to speak her own commitment of faith to accompany the visitor to his distant home. Her response is simple, just one word in Hebrew: ʾelek (“I will go!” v. 58).

      Rebekah leaves Paddan-aram accompanied by her former nurse (v. 59) and an unspecified number of female servants, reflecting her social status (v. 61). Having been with her from childhood, the nurse would be almost a second mother to Rebekah and could be her chaperone as well as friend. Rebekah’s family sends her on her way with a blessing that echoes the Lord’s own blessing on Abraham:

          May you become

          thousands of ten thousands,

          and may your offspring possess

          the gates of those that hate him! (v. 60; cf. 22:17)

      This is an expression of their faith and hers that God has called Isaac and Rebekah to be the channels of the promised Abrahamic blessing to the world.

      24:62–67 The story closes with an account of Isaac and Rebekah’s first meeting. Isaac and Abraham are continuing their nomadic existence as “sojourners and foreigners,” moving from place to place with their flocks and herds, and are now in the Negeb, having visited Beer-lahai-roi, a well in that same region (24:62; cf. 16:14). It is fitting that he has been at a place named after the Lord’s watching over his people while that same providential care has been orchestrating the selection of his wife.

      Their encounter takes place while Isaac is outside in the evening “meditating” (Hb. suakh; Gen. 24:63). This Hebrew word is obscure; some have suggested that it simply means walking, while others have connected it to a similar word for talking (siakh) and hence with “meditation” (Ps. 104:34). However, in most cases in which the verb is used of talking to God it has to do with complaining or bemoaning one’s situation (e.g., Pss. 55:3; 64:2) rather than pondering the existence and attributes of God—a sense that would also fit here. If so, perhaps Rebekah’s arrival is quite literally the answer to Isaac’s prayers. It is worth noting the fact that her arrival “comforted” Isaac, a verb describing relief from the circumstances that cause siakh.331

      Isaac and Rebekah both “lifted up their eyes and saw” (Gen. 24:63–64), suggesting a simultaneous event. Rebekah dismounts from her camel in order to meet Isaac face to face rather than looking down on him from a great height, and she puts on her veil (v. 65). Women did not generally go around veiled in the ancient world; otherwise she would have already been wearing her veil. Veils were used for a variety of reasons in the ancient Near East but were associated particularly with betrothal and weddings.332 Indeed, the Akkadian word kallatu (Hb. kalla, “bride”; Song 4:11, 12; 5:1) is connected etymologically to kullulu, which means “to veil.” The veil was not simply a form of concealment in an ancient context; it often served as a pledge and sign of an exclusive relationship. So too here Rebekah’s veiling identifies her as Isaac’s bride.

      The narrative concludes with Isaac’s marrying Rebekah and installing her as the “first lady” of the family by bringing her into the tent formerly belonging to his mother (Gen. 24:67). Although this is an arranged marriage, it is by no means a cold and formal relationship—it has, after all, been arranged by God himself! Isaac loves Rebekah and finds comfort in her after his mother’s death (v. 67), a wonderful testimony to the closeness of their friendship.

      Response

      Back in Genesis 22 Abraham showed that his heart was settled on one fundamental biblical principle: “The Lord will provide” (22:14). Here in Genesis 24 the Lord provides a wife for Isaac, just as he once provided a ram in a thicket for him. In this chapter Abraham’s elderly servant is his proxy,333 acting with exactly the same faith as his master’s and seeing it rewarded with guidance to exactly the right young woman for Isaac. It is striking that it is not her beauty that makes her the one, though she is indeed beautiful (24:16). It is her godly character as a willing servant of strangers (vv. 19–20)—and above all the deep faith that leads her boldly to leave her family and kindred and go to a land that she has never known (v. 58), just as Abraham did so many years before (12:1–4)—that makes her so.

      Those who are seeking a spouse should look for similar attributes: godly character and shared faith in Christ. Not coincidentally, these are the virtues exhibited by the godly wife in Proverbs 31:10–31. Beauty is a bonus, not an essential, since the fear of the Lord has a beauty of its own (Prov. 31:30). The result of such shared values ought to be a marriage in which love and comfort abound. Where such a spouse is to be found, no special sign from God should be necessary to indicate the fittingness of the match. Ordinary wisdom ought to suffice.

      Rebekah is also a model of our calling as Christians. She came into Abraham’s family as an outsider in some respects, choosing to join in their journey of faith, counting on the extension of God’s promises to her also, who previously had been far off (geographically at least) from the promise. Yet in God’s grace the promises are made to her as well (Acts 2:39), and she is incorporated into the family of blessing by faith.

      Yet Rebekah’s primary role in the story is not simply to be our model; it is to be the mother of the seed of Abraham, a link in the chain that will culminate in the coming of Jesus to deliver his people from their sins (Matt. 1:21). Without God’s provision of a savior ultimately all the blessings he gives Abraham and Sarah, as well as Isaac and Rebekah, would be in vain. They would be people to be pitied, leaving a secure home life to become sojourners and foreigners in a land not their own. It is Christ’s incarnation, death, resurrection, and ascension that give profound meaning to Rebekah’s step of faith, as he himself becomes the pioneer and perfecter of that faith (Heb. 12:2), bringing all his people safely to their heavenly home.Genesis 24

      Genesis 25:1–18

      Genesis 25:1–18

      25 25:1Abraham took another wife, whose name was Keturah. 2 25:2She bore him Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian, Ishbak, and Shuah. 3 25:3Jokshan fathered Sheba and Dedan. The sons of Dedan were Asshurim, Letushim, and Leummim. 4 25:4The sons of Midian were Ephah, Epher, Hanoch, Abida, and Eldaah. All these were the children of Keturah. 5 25:5Abraham gave all he had to Isaac. 6 25:6But to the sons of his concubines Abraham gave gifts, and while he was still living he sent them away from his son Isaac, eastward to the east country.

      7 25:7These are the days of the years of Abraham’s life, 175 years. 8 25:8Abraham breathed his last and died in a good old age, an old man and full of years, and was gathered to his people. 9 25:9Isaac and Ishmael his sons buried him in the cave of Machpelah, in the field of Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite, east of Mamre, 10 25:10the field that Abraham purchased from the Hittites. There Abraham was buried, with Sarah his wife. 11 25:11After the death of Abraham, God blessed Isaac his son. And Isaac settled at Beer-lahai-roi.

      12 25:12These are the generations of Ishmael, Abraham’s son, whom Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah’s servant, bore to Abraham. 13 25:13These are the names of the sons of Ishmael, named in the order of their birth: Nebaioth, the firstborn of Ishmael; and Kedar, Adbeel, Mibsam, 14 25:14Mishma, Dumah, Massa, 15 25:15Hadad, Tema, Jetur, Naphish, and Kedemah. 16 25:16These are the sons of Ishmael and these are their names, by their villages and by their encampments, twelve princes according to their tribes. 17 25:17(These are the years of the life of Ishmael: 137 years. He breathed his last and died, and was gathered to his people.) 18 25:18They settled from Havilah to Shur, which is opposite Egypt in the direction of Assyria. He settled1 over against all his kinsmen.

      1 Hebrew fell 

      Section Overview

      Genesis 24 already began to shift the focus from Abraham to Isaac as the central character of the narrative. In the beginning of the chapter, when Abraham’s servant refers to “my master,” he means Abraham (Gen. 24:12), but by the end of the chapter the same title is applied to Isaac (24:65). Abraham’s absence from the scene on his servant’s return is particularly striking; it is to Isaac that the man recounts all his adventures in fulfilling Abraham’s instructions (24:66). The reader might assume that perhaps Abraham dies during the trip were it not for the fact that the record of his death follows in the subsequent chapter. The chronology, moreover, requires Abraham to remain alive for another thirty-five years after Isaac’s marriage (25:7, 20).

      The marriage to Keturah described here probably occurs much earlier, while Sarah is still alive (1 Chron. 1:32 calls Keturah Abraham’s “concubine”; cf. Gen. 25:6). After all, Abraham described himself as too old to have children many years earlier (17:17). Keturah is included in the narrative at this point to underline the point that Abraham is indeed the father of many nations, just as God had promised (17:5).

      Yet, although Abraham has other children apart from Isaac, Isaac is the only one that really matters, the child of God’s promise. Abraham’s other children receive gifts from him, but, like Ishmael, they do not remain with Abraham; during his lifetime he sends them away (Gen. 25:6), just as he did with Ishmael, so that Isaac alone will inherit (25:5; cf. 24:36). We are not told when Abraham sends his other sons away, but plausibly it is shortly after the time of Isaac’s birth, when Hagar and Ishmael are dismissed (cf. 21:12–14), so that by the time of chapter 22 Isaac is indeed Abraham’s only son (22:2).

      When Abraham dies, his is also a “good death,” just as Sarah’s had been, “old . . . and full of years” (Gen. 25:7–8; cf. 23:1–2). His death brings about a temporary reconciliation between Isaac and Ishmael for the funeral, when the sons come together to see Abraham buried on the small piece of Canaan that he owned, the cave of Machpelah (25:9; cf. ch. 23). Thereafter, however, their ways diverge once more. Isaac is blessed by God and returns to his former residence at Beer-lahai-roi (25:11), the “Well of the God Who Sees Me”—the very place where God had earlier taken care of Ishmael. Meanwhile, Ishmael’s subsequent history is told by means of his own toledot (family history) sequence, which takes the form of a genealogy. Ishmael has many sons without apparent difficulty (in contrast to Isaac and Rebekah’s long wait for children; v. 21) and is blessed by God in many ways. Yet the summary of his story is contained in the end of the genealogy: his descendants settle nearer to Egypt than the Promised Land and live “over against” their brothers (v. 18; cf. 16:12). They spend their whole lives “not far from the kingdom of God” (Mark 12:34) but remain outsiders to it, in tragic opposition to the ones through whom alone God’s richest blessings can be found. In a section that recounts the story of all Abraham’s other sons, Isaac’s uniqueness is clear.

      Section Outline

        VII.  The Family History of Terah (11:27–25:11) . . . 

      T.  The Death of Abraham (25:1–11)

        VIII.  The Family History of Ishmael (25:12–18)

      Comment

      25:1–6 The final episode of Abraham’s story highlights the various ways in which God fulfills his promises to the patriarch. God had promised Abraham that he would have many descendants (13:16; 15:5; 17:2; 22:17) and would be the father of many nations (17:4). That promise is fulfilled not simply through Isaac and Ishmael but also through Abraham’s children by Keturah, listed in the first four verses of Genesis 25. It seems that there is no special divine intervention required for the birth of these children, as there was not for the birth of Ishmael, which reinforces the idea that the marriage to Keturah occurred earlier, before the birth of Isaac.

      Most of the nations that come from these offspring are located in the Arabian Peninsula and connected with the spice trade, which is fitting, since their mother’s name, Keturah, has been connected to spices and incense.334 They are clearly counted as part of the Abrahamic family, but, while these are children of Abraham in the physical sense, only Isaac is the child of promise. As a result, he alone inherits Abraham’s estate (v. 5), along with the promises made by God to his father (26:3–5). Abraham loves and provides for all his children (25:6), but there is no confusion in his mind about God’s promise. He does not try to pass it on to a different child, as Isaac will (cf. Genesis 27), nor seek a share of the inheritance for others of his children, as he sought earlier for Ishmael (17:17; 21:10–11). Rather he trusts the God who had said, “Through Isaac shall your offspring be named” (21:12). Acting upon that faith, he makes provision for his other children—who are linked with Ishmael as the children of his concubines (25:6)—and sends them away, just as he sent away Ishmael (cf. 21:12–14).

      It is significant that many of these tribal groups, such as the Midianites, will be subsequently hostile to the Israelites when they come out of Egypt under Moses (cf. Num. 22:4–7) and after the conquest (cf. Judges 6). Though descended from Abraham, they do not share in his spiritual blessings because, like Ishmael, they choose to live “over against all his kinsmen” (Gen. 25:18). Sheba and Dedan—if these are the same groups as later—are singled out for judgment in the prophets for their opposition to Judah at the time of the Babylonian exile (Jer. 25:23; 49:8). The offspring of Asshurim are not to be confused with the Assyrians; they are a distinct group (mentioned also in Numbers 24:22, 24; Ps. 83:8) located close to Egypt (cf. Gen. 25:18).335 What links all these diverse groups is their opposition to Israel (cf. Ps. 83:8–9). It is not enough to be Abraham’s offspring physically if this is not combined with Abraham’s faith. The “not sons” end up being sent away to the east (Gen. 25:6), as when Adam and Eve were expelled from the garden (3:23–24).

      25:7–11 Abraham himself lives a long and full life under God’s blessing, just as Sarah had, dwelling in the land of Canaan for a full century (cf. 12:4). His death is in line with what God had promised long before: “As for you, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age” (15:15). Here we read that Abraham is indeed gathered to his people in a “good old age” (25:8). This means more than simply joining his ancestors in the family grave, since in Abraham’s case the grave site is a new one, occupied only by Sarah. Rather, it contains at least a hint of a continued existence, without which the main point of this chapter—God’s faithfulness to fulfill his promises to Abraham—would fall rather flat.

      Abraham’s subsequent funeral is marked by precisely the peace and harmony promised in Genesis 15. His sons Isaac and Ishmael bury their differences long enough to bury their father together in the cave of Machpelah, where Abraham had earlier buried Sarah (Gen. 25:9–10). The rest of their lives will be marked by the “in your face” hostility prophesied by the angel of the Lord in Genesis 16:12, which will be passed down to succeeding generations of their children (25:18). For this brief moment, however, their enmity is forgotten as they join together in the peaceful burial of their father. Here is a man in whose life many promises of God have indeed been fulfilled.

      Of course, this documentation of promises fulfilled also highlights those promises that have not yet been fulfilled. God had promised to give Abraham the entire land of Canaan, and thus far he only owns a small field as a burial site, including the cave of Machpelah. The conclusion of Abraham’s story has an “already and not yet” feel to it, with a clear acknowledgement of what God has done to bless him together with a vivid awareness that so much more still remains to be fulfilled.

      25:12–18 Ishmael receives his own toledot (family history), a title that highlights the function of the term as an introduction of whatever follows rather than a colophon ending that which precedes it.336 It details the story of the subsequent generations, in this case those who come from Ishmael. Ishmael is identified as a son of Abraham, but he is also the son of Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah’s maidservant (v. 12). These two identities presuppose the reader’s familiarity with the story so far and represent the outworking of Ishmael’s family as part of that same story. Although the subject of the chapter ostensibly shifts from Abraham to Ishmael, the underlying theme is unchanged: God’s faithfulness to Abraham.

      Ishmael’s prosperity and numerous progeny is therefore presented as a fulfillment of God’s promises to Hagar and to Abraham that Ishmael would father twelve princes and become a great nation (16:10; 17:20). The twelve sons of Ishmael are listed in 25:13–15, and the fact is recorded that they all become princes. We are informed that Ishmael himself lives to a good age, and, when he dies, he too is “gathered to his people” (v. 17). Assuming this is not simply a stock euphemism for death, this conclusion to Ishmael’s story raises the question regarding to which people he is gathered. Is his final destiny to be with the family of faith, represented by his father, Abraham, or with the family of unbelief, where he spends most of his life? Out of that mixed parentage, who are Ishmael’s true people? The trajectory of his offspring, who choose to dwell in the vicinity of Egypt, is not encouraging. What is more, the last word on Ishmael confirms the prophecy of Genesis 16:10–12, that he would live “over against all his kinsmen” (v. 18). To be an enemy of Abraham’s seed is to place oneself under the curse of Abraham’s God (12:1–3).

      Response

      This passage is about the promises of God, fulfilled and unfulfilled. God has been faithful to Abraham throughout his life, and he is faithful to him in his death. He is faithful also to Abraham’s other children in fulfilling his promises of worldly blessing to them. Yet they miss out on the richest blessing of all, which is transmitted through Isaac alone. For Ishmael and the sons of Keturah to join in those blessings, they would need to align themselves with Isaac, something that in most cases never happens.

      Abraham, like Sarah, dies in possession of no more of the Promised Land than he needs for his burial. He dies in faith, having not yet received the fullness of God’s promise. His faith stands as a challenge to the Israelites under Moses as they are about to enter the Promised Land, which they are called to possess by faith. Abraham’s faith likewise stands as a challenge to many subsequent generations of Israelites, showing that there is more to God’s promise than the possession of a particular piece of real estate that they never quite seem able to occupy fully.

      Abraham’s faith also stands as a challenge to us. We have received even greater and more precious promises than Abraham did. Indeed, we have received nothing less than the promised Holy Spirit, poured out upon us and our children, upon all types of people and all classes of society, in a way of which the OT saints and prophets could only dream (Acts 2:17, 38–39). Yet we too know what it is to see in part, to know in part, to experience in part (cf. 1 Cor. 13:9). Even the fullness of the Holy Spirit that we have received is simply a down payment on the inheritance that we will one day receive (Eph. 1:14). Like Abraham, we too must live by faith and die by faith, receiving only in part that which God has promised.

      By faith the Christian recognizes a reality beyond this present reality, a story that transcends history. He or she knows by faith that the painful reality that we see all around us will one day pass away. It will be replaced by a world in which God will dwell with his people, in which he will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and in which there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain (Rev. 21:3–4). Then we shall see God face to face, and all doubt and fear will finally be gone. As Augustine puts it, “There we shall rest and see, see and love, love and praise. Behold what shall be in the end and shall not end.”337Genesis 25:1–18

      Genesis 25:19–34

      Genesis 25:19–34

      19 25:19These are the generations of Isaac, Abraham’s son: Abraham fathered Isaac, 20 25:20and Isaac was forty years old when he took Rebekah, the daughter of Bethuel the Aramean of Paddan-aram, the sister of Laban the Aramean, to be his wife. 21 25:21And Isaac prayed to the Lord for his wife, because she was barren. And the Lord granted his prayer, and Rebekah his wife conceived. 22 25:22The children struggled together within her, and she said, “If it is thus, why is this happening to me?”1 So she went to inquire of the Lord. 23 25:23And the Lord said to her,

        “  Two nations are in your womb,

          and two peoples from within you2 shall be divided;

          the one shall be stronger than the other,

          the older shall serve the younger.”

      24 25:24When her days to give birth were completed, behold, there were twins in her womb. 25 25:25The first came out red, all his body like a hairy cloak, so they called his name Esau. 26 25:26Afterward his brother came out with his hand holding Esau’s heel, so his name was called Jacob.3 Isaac was sixty years old when she bore them.

      27 25:27When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while Jacob was a quiet man, dwelling in tents. 28 25:28Isaac loved Esau because he ate of his game, but Rebekah loved Jacob.

      29 25:29Once when Jacob was cooking stew, Esau came in from the field, and he was exhausted. 30 25:30And Esau said to Jacob, “Let me eat some of that red stew, for I am exhausted!” (Therefore his name was called Edom.4) 31 25:31Jacob said, “Sell me your birthright now.” 32 25:32Esau said, “I am about to die; of what use is a birthright to me?” 33 25:33Jacob said, “Swear to me now.” So he swore to him and sold his birthright to Jacob. 34 25:34Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew, and he ate and drank and rose and went his way. Thus Esau despised his birthright.

      1 Or why do I live? 2 Or from birth 3 Jacob means He takes by the heel, or He cheats 4 Edom sounds like the Hebrew for red 

      Section Overview

      The previous thirteen chapters of Genesis have been dominated by the figure of Abraham, whose family history (Hb. toledot) was introduced in Genesis 11:27. Now with Abraham’s death and burial in the Promised Land (Gen. 25:1–18) his story has come to an end, and a new section is signaled with a new toledot, that of Isaac (v. 19). As is normally the case in Genesis, this family-history marker introduces the story of the subsequent generation (cf. comment on 2:4–7). In a significant deviation from the previous pattern of linear genealogies Isaac and Rebekah have twins—yet those twins are polar opposites of one other. From before their birth Jacob and Esau are engaged in conflict, a conflict that will continue throughout their lives. What is at stake is nothing less than the birthright, the spiritual inheritance of God’s promises to Abraham.

      From before Jacob’s birth God chooses him to be the recipient of those divine promises, so that it might be clear that election is a gift of divine grace, not a result of human merit (Rom. 9:14–16). Even though both children come from the same parents and are born almost contemporaneously, the humanly disfavored younger son will inherit the promises rather than the firstborn (Gen. 25:23). It will rapidly become clear that the firstborn has no interest in the spiritual inheritance he has been denied; Esau is content to barter his birthright for a bowl of stew (vv. 31–33), so he can hardly accuse God of unfairness. Jacob, meanwhile, is not content to wait for God to give him what he has promised. Jacob will scheme and plot to try to steal the birthright from his elder brother. Election does not convey immediate sanctification; indeed, God chooses the ungodly to receive his grace (Rom. 4:5). Yet his grace will not be without effect in Jacob’s life; unlike Esau, who remains worldly minded throughout his life, Jacob will grow through his trials and suffering into a person who appreciates the gift of grace he has been given.

      Section Outline

        IX.  The Family History of Isaac (25:19–35:29)

      A.  Introducing Esau and Jacob (25:19–34)

      Comment

      25:19–21 Isaac’s history is relatively brief in Genesis, highlighting the fact that the book is in no sense a modern biography. Isaac’s struggles, such as they are, are largely the same as his father’s, as we shall see reiterated in Genesis 26. As a result, his relevance is primarily as a demonstration of the Lord’s continued faithfulness to the next generation, a point that requires relatively little elaboration. The narrative of Jacob and Esau, however, is much more complex and will be unfolded in far greater detail. This transition is marked in the standard way in the book of Genesis, by means of the toledot formula (“generations”; cf. comment on 2:4–7). In this case Isaac’s descent as the heir of Abraham (and Sarah) is highlighted by the additional, formally redundant notice that “Abraham fathered Isaac.”338 In contrast, in 25:12 Ishmael’s descent was explicitly derived from “Hagar the Egyptian, Sarah’s servant.”

      One aspect of similarity between Isaac and his father, Abraham, lies in the fact that they both have barren wives (Gen. 11:30; 25:21), a reality that once again threatens the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham of numerous descendants. Sarah’s barrenness formed a major motif in the Abraham narrative, with its resolution taking no less than ten chapters of the narrative (twenty-five years in real time), as well as a major subplot involving Hagar and Ishmael (Genesis 16–21). Rebekah’s barrenness, on the other hand, is no sooner mentioned than it is reported as resolved: Rebekah is barren; Isaac prays for her; Rebekah conceives (25:21).

      Although Rebekah is not beyond normal childbearing years, her pregnancy is nonetheless an answer to many prayers. The issue is resolved rapidly only in a literary sense. From the details of the text it is clear that Rebekah’s barrenness lasts almost twenty years (cf. vv. 20, 26). Yet the only significant action that takes place during these twenty years is Isaac’s prayer for Rebekah. It appears that Isaac has learned from Abraham and Sarah’s experience and trusts that, even though he does not see an immediate answer to his prayers, God will nonetheless answer his prayers and fulfill in his own time all that he has promised. As a result, the Genesis narrative simply highlights the prayer and the Lord’s answer, rather than the significant waiting period in between.

      25:22–23 Rebekah’s pregnancy is hardly problem-free, however. The two children are already engaged in conflict before birth, attempting to crush one another (form of ratsats)339 in her womb (v. 22). This internal conflict is so great that Rebekah seeks an explanation from the Lord (v. 22). Her question (“If it is thus, why is this happening to me?”) is very difficult in Hebrew, reading literally, “If thus, why this I/me?” The Syriac adds an explicit reference to “living” (“Why do I live?”; cf. NRSV), but the ESV is equally plausible in reading the question as reflecting her attitude. Twins were often thought to be portentous in the ancient world, and violently struggling twins even more so, raising the question of the significance of this struggle.

      It is not clear precisely how Rebekah inquires of the Lord. Later Israelites might find answers through a priest, perhaps by means of the Urim and Thummim (Ex. 28:30; 1 Sam. 28:6; cf. Hannah’s encounter with Eli in 1 Sam. 1:10), or through a prophet (Ezek. 20:1). With the exception of Melchizedek (Gen. 14:18–20) there is no mention of priestly service by anyone outside the patriarchal family. Since Abraham served as a prophet in interceding for Abimelech (20:7), and Isaac has already interceded on behalf of his wife (25:21), it seems most likely that Isaac himself serves as the intermediary with the Lord in this matter as well,340 seeking and receiving an oracle about the two children on Rebekah’s behalf.

      The response from the Lord shows that this conflict is significant in instructing Isaac and Rebekah about the nature of their children. Thus, even though the oracle is addressed to Rebekah, it is of relevance to both parents. The two boys represent two peoples or nations, highlighting the fact that Esau and Jacob together represent a fulfillment of God’s earlier promise to bring many nations from the line of Abraham (17:4–5). However, just as Abraham and Lot could not live together in peace (13:9, 11, 14), nor Isaac and Ishmael (21:10), so too Jacob and Esau will be divided, with the older son (Esau) being subjugated by the younger (Jacob). God’s promise will descend through the line he himself has chosen, according to the pathway he has chosen, not through a descent established by human categories, such as that of the firstborn son. In this way election is all of grace and not at all by merit (Rom. 9:14–16). Jacob’s victory over Esau is the result not of his morally dubious trickery but of prior divine choice—a choice that applies not merely to the two individuals concerned but to the nations that will come from them as well (cf. Mal. 1:1–5).

      This theme of conflict between brothers is not a departure at this point in Genesis. A similar struggle takes place between Cain and Abel in Genesis 4; there too the younger child is the one favored by God. This motif continues throughout the book of Genesis, that of a constant pattern of rivalry and discord within the family, flowing from election. Those whom God has not chosen, or those who are living out of step with God, are always at war with those whom God has chosen, even when they grow up within the same household.

      25:24–26 In due course the two boys are born, and from birth onward they are easily distinguishable. Esau, the firstborn, comes out of the womb ruddy in appearance and covered with body hair.341 Although a ruddy complexion was often regarded as a positive feature (cf. Song 5:10), excessive hairiness was generally associated with boorish and uncouth behavior in the ancient Near East.342 These features are also associated with a nickname for Esau, “Edom” (“Red”; cf. Gen. 25:30), and the name of the principal mountain in Edom’s territory, Mount Seir (“Hairy”).

      Jacob, meanwhile, is born grasping his brother’s heel, as though seeking to trip up Esau in order to get out of the womb first (Gen. 25:26; cf. Hos. 12:3). This posture is linked to his name, since “heel” (Hb. ʿaqeb) sounds like “Jacob” (yaʿaqob), though the actual derivation of the name is more properly from the verb ʿaqab, which means “to protect.”343 The brothers’ names are significant precursors of their subsequent history, as so often in biblical narratives. Edom (“Red”) points forward to the red stew for which Esau will barter his birthright (Gen. 25:30), while Seir (“Hairy”) foreshadows Jacob’s use of animal skins to impersonate his brother and steal his blessing (27:11, 15); these become the means by which Jacob successfully trips up his brother and forges ahead of him in the race for the birthright and the blessing.

      Since Isaac is sixty years old at the birth of the Esau and Jacob (25:26) and Abraham was one hundred years old at the birth of Isaac, Abraham would still be alive when the twins are born (cf. v. 7). Although the biblical text does not mention their interactions, it must have been a great comfort to Abraham to see the birth of the next generation and the continuation of God’s promises through them.

      25:27–28 In the light of the oracle’s declaration that “the older shall serve the younger,” Isaac and Rebekah should have trained the boys to fulfill their callings. Esau should have been prepared for his need to find a blessing in Jacob and particularly in Jacob’s descendant through whom salvation would come. Jacob should have been prepared for his role as godly ancestor of the Messiah, recognizing in humility that he had been given a high calling not because of his greatness but through God’s choosing. Unfortunately, instead of being trained for God’s calling, however, the boys are allowed to develop in their own ways.

      Esau is a natural hunter who loves the outdoor life, as presaged by his ruddy complexion from birth (v. 27; cf. v. 25). Jacob, on the other hand, is described with the ambiguous Hebrew word tam (v. 27), which the English translations usually render as “quiet.” This term normally means “whole” or “complete,” with positive overtones describing a person of physical beauty or high moral character. It describes someone whose desires and actions are thoroughly unified, as in the English word integrity. In Jacob’s case, however, his single-mindedness will lead him in a far less positive direction, as we shall see. Unlike with his brother, Esau, Jacob’s natural habitat is the tent, not the field. Once again there is a certain ambiguity in this description. It could describe his occupation as a (civilized) nomadic shepherd rather than a rough-and-ready hunter like his brother. But in what follows Jacob’s perpetual presence in the tent will also be crucial to his efforts to rob his brother of his birthright and his blessing. Because of Jacob’s preference for staying at home, he is able to be in the right place at the right time to pursue his single-minded schemes.

      The differing respective aptitudes of the two boys lead to favoritism within the family: Isaac values the fruits of Esau’s hunting abilities and the tasty food they provide, while Rebekah favors Jacob, who is never far from the tents that are her domain (v. 28). In time, however, the sin of Isaac and Rebekah in playing favorites will be fittingly returned on their own heads: Isaac will be deceived by his passion for wild game, while Rebekah will find her stay-at-home son propelled far away from her.

      25:29–34 The boys’ respective aptitudes form the backdrop for the next scene. Esau has been out in the fields hunting and comes home famished (v. 29; Hb. ʿayef can mean faint from hunger or tiredness, hence “exhausted”). Meanwhile, Jacob has been hanging around the tent, cooking a stew,344 most likely of lentils, given its color—an ironic occupation, given Esau’s famed ability to provide meat for his father (v. 28). Esau requests a portion of Jacob’s food, albeit in a rather rough manner; literally we might translate, “Let me stuff my face345 with the red stuff, this red stuff, for I am starving” (v. 30). The color of the stew aligns with Esau’s own color at birth and the name of the nation that will come from him: Edom.

      In itself Esau’s request seems fairly simple, one that in most families would receive a positive answer: “Of course, brother! Sit down and let me serve you a bowl. What would you like to drink?” But this is no ordinary family, as seen in Jacob’s response: “Sell me your birthright now” (v. 31). Jacob has evidently been looking for an opportunity to acquire the birthright of the firstborn, which the oracle has already promised him (cf. v. 23). He is not content to await God’s provision but wants to gain the favored position through his own cleverness. Meanwhile, Esau should on no account be willing to trade the valuable right to be the heir of the blessing that God has promised should descend through Isaac’s line.

      However, Esau regards the right of inheritance as of less value than a bowl of lentil stew, claiming that, since he is about to die of hunger, the birthright will be of no use to him (v. 32). The deal is sealed with Jacob’s requiring a formal oath on Esau’s part (v. 33), so that he cannot change his mind later when he is no longer quite so hungry. Meanwhile, Esau quickly downs his food and leaves; the sequence of four vav-consecutive verbs in rapid succession in the Hebrew matches the speed with which Esau eats, drinks, gets up, and goes on his way again. This thoughtless action on Esau’s part is not merely an aberration; it reveals his heart. He despises his birthright (v. 34), selling it for a pittance and subsequently giving the deal no further thought. This episode also demonstrates the fact that God’s election of Jacob to inherit the promise and his correlative passing over of Esau do not rob Esau of anything he values; on the contrary, what Esau loses means nothing to him. It is not surprising that Hebrews 12:16 highlights Esau as the classic example of an unholy person. Yet at the same time Jacob’s actions are hardly noble; he treats God’s promised blessing to Abraham as something that might be bargained for, bought and sold for a pittance. Neither brother comes out of this episode with any credit.

      Response

      The biblical doctrine of election seems abstract at best to many Christians, if not a doctrine that implies unfairness on God’s part. Why should God condemn people just because he has not chosen them? Genesis 25 points us to a fuller understanding of election, beginning with the question of fairness. Jacob is not chosen for his spirituality or moral character, nor is Esau rejected for his failings, since the choice is made in the womb, before they have the chance to develop in either of these directions. In fact, as rapidly becomes clear, Jacob is no better than Esau. The question is therefore not “Why does God reject innocent Esau?”; it is “Why does God choose guilty Jacob?” Ultimately, there is no answer to this beyond the freedom of divine choice. Since no human being deserves to receive God’s favor, as all are polluted by the effects of the fall, God is under no obligation to choose anyone for a relationship with him. That he does so is part of his mercy, and he has the absolute right to show mercy to whomever he wishes (Ex. 33:19; Rom. 9:15).

      The practical value of election ought to be to free us from the kind of insecurity that drives Jacob to cheat, steal, and lie his way into a birthright and a blessing that has already been promised to him by God. This is a lesson that Jacob, like many of us, is slow to learn. If God has chosen us for himself, then nothing in all creation can separate us from the fulfillment of his loving purposes for us (Rom. 8:38–39). Since we are chosen by God not because of our merit but because of his love, there is nothing we can do to undo that choice. This is a very comforting reminder for Israel much later in its history, as the exiles return to the land after the catastrophe of Babylonian exile. Because God has chosen Jacob, they can be confident that he will rebuild their city and their community after the exile, while the fate of Edom will have no such positive outcome (Mal. 1:1–5). As the rest of Malachi shows, the doctrine of election is not a recipe for licentious living; on the contrary, knowing that God has loved and chosen us in spite of ourselves gives us the boldness to face up to the reality of our sins and to look to him for our cleansing, as well as the incentive to pursue greater faithfulness to him in the future.

      God chooses the weak to shame the strong. He chooses the powerless, who know that they have no righteousness of their own in which to boast—not those who think themselves able to earn their own way to heaven. Our salvation depends on the fact that God chose us first, out of pure grace, long before we chose him. Indeed, left to ourselves, we would never have chosen him. Because our salvation depends on God’s choice, not our obedience, there is no room for human boasting but only humble praise of his incomparable mercy.Genesis 25:19–34

      Genesis 26

      Genesis 26

      26 26:1Now there was a famine in the land, besides the former famine that was in the days of Abraham. And Isaac went to Gerar to Abimelech king of the Philistines. 2 26:2And the Lord appeared to him and said, “Do not go down to Egypt; dwell in the land of which I shall tell you. 3 26:3Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you and will bless you, for to you and to your offspring I will give all these lands, and I will establish the oath that I swore to Abraham your father. 4 26:4I will multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, 5 26:5because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws.”

      6 26:6So Isaac settled in Gerar. 7 26:7When the men of the place asked him about his wife, he said, “She is my sister,” for he feared to say, “My wife,” thinking, “lest the men of the place should kill me because of Rebekah,” because she was attractive in appearance. 8 26:8When he had been there a long time, Abimelech king of the Philistines looked out of a window and saw Isaac laughing with1 Rebekah his wife. 9 26:9So Abimelech called Isaac and said, “Behold, she is your wife. How then could you say, ‘She is my sister’?” Isaac said to him, “Because I thought, ‘Lest I die because of her.’” 10 26:10Abimelech said, “What is this you have done to us? One of the people might easily have lain with your wife, and you would have brought guilt upon us.” 11 26:11So Abimelech warned all the people, saying, “Whoever touches this man or his wife shall surely be put to death.”

      12 26:12And Isaac sowed in that land and reaped in the same year a hundredfold. The Lord blessed him, 13 26:13and the man became rich, and gained more and more until he became very wealthy. 14 26:14He had possessions of flocks and herds and many servants, so that the Philistines envied him. 15 26:15(Now the Philistines had stopped and filled with earth all the wells that his father’s servants had dug in the days of Abraham his father.) 16 26:16And Abimelech said to Isaac, “Go away from us, for you are much mightier than we.”

      17 26:17So Isaac departed from there and encamped in the Valley of Gerar and settled there. 18 26:18And Isaac dug again the wells of water that had been dug in the days of Abraham his father, which the Philistines had stopped after the death of Abraham. And he gave them the names that his father had given them. 19 26:19But when Isaac’s servants dug in the valley and found there a well of spring water, 20 26:20the herdsmen of Gerar quarreled with Isaac’s herdsmen, saying, “The water is ours.” So he called the name of the well Esek,2 because they contended with him. 21 26:21Then they dug another well, and they quarreled over that also, so he called its name Sitnah.3 22 26:22And he moved from there and dug another well, and they did not quarrel over it. So he called its name Rehoboth,4 saying, “For now the Lord has made room for us, and we shall be fruitful in the land.”

      23 26:23From there he went up to Beersheba. 24 26:24And the Lord appeared to him the same night and said, “I am the God of Abraham your father. Fear not, for I am with you and will bless you and multiply your offspring for my servant Abraham’s sake.” 25 26:25So he built an altar there and called upon the name of the Lord and pitched his tent there. And there Isaac’s servants dug a well.

      26 26:26When Abimelech went to him from Gerar with Ahuzzath his adviser and Phicol the commander of his army, 27 26:27Isaac said to them, “Why have you come to me, seeing that you hate me and have sent me away from you?” 28 26:28They said, “We see plainly that the Lord has been with you. So we said, let there be a sworn pact between us, between you and us, and let us make a covenant with you, 29 26:29that you will do us no harm, just as we have not touched you and have done to you nothing but good and have sent you away in peace. You are now the blessed of the Lord.” 30 26:30So he made them a feast, and they ate and drank. 31 26:31In the morning they rose early and exchanged oaths. And Isaac sent them on their way, and they departed from him in peace. 32 26:32That same day Isaac’s servants came and told him about the well that they had dug and said to him, “We have found water.” 33 26:33He called it Shibah;5 therefore the name of the city is Beersheba to this day.



OEBPS/content/images/instagram.jpg





OEBPS/cover/9781433546280.MAIN.jpg
e\
EXPOSITORY

Commentary

Genesis - Numbers





OEBPS/content/images/facebook.jpg





OEBPS/content/images/twitter.jpg





