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Introduction
Genesis—the word itself means “beginning,” “origin,” “birth.” The Bible opens
with this majestic book of beginnings. In it God reveals the beginning of the universe,
life, humankind, sin, God’s redemptive plan, and the nation of Israel. Genesis is
foundational to the rest of the Bible and, indeed, to a true understanding of God’s work in
this world. The thread of redemption runs through its pages. The story of God’s
purpose, people, and plan unfolds in brilliant, living color. Every Christian should
become deeply familiar with Genesis and, thereby, the God of Genesis.

Author
Traditionally, the first five books of the Bible (the Pentateuch), including the book
of Genesis, have been attributed to the pen of Moses under the inspiration of God’s Holy
Spirit. However, many modern scholars have adopted a critical view of the authorship of
the Pentateuch. They see in these books a number of ancient, and sometimes conflicting,
records assembled over time by various editors. But this critical view of the Pentateuch
discounts the plain statements of the Bible itself. The Old Testament repeatedly
identifies Moses as the author of the Pentateuch (Exodus 7:14; Numbers 33:1-2;
Deuteronomy 31:9; Joshua 8:31; 1 Kings 2:3; 2 Kings 14:6; Ezra 6:18; Nehemiah 13:1;
Daniel 9:11-13; Malachi 4:4). Likewise, the New Testament—including statements by
Jesus Himself—points to Moses as the author (Matthew 19:8; John 5:46-47; Acts 3:22;
Romans 10:5). Furthermore, any supposed conflicts within these books have been
readily resolved by those who hold to the supernatural inspiration of the Bible.
Therefore, Moses’ authorship of Genesis remains the preferable perspective.

Date of Writing
Moses would have written Genesis in the years immediately following the Exodus
of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. Two schools of thought point to two different
time periods for this event. An early date, based on 1 Kings 6:1, would place the Exodus
around 1446 BC. Those who hold to a later date for the Exodus point to around 1250 BC
based on historical considerations. While an accurate interpretation of Genesis doesn’t
depend on a specific date of writing, the early date alone reflects the simple interpretation
of Scripture.

Theme
As the title of this book indicates, the theme of Genesis is “Beginnings.” The
book opens with those majestic words, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the
earth.” Everything except for God Himself finds its origin in this revealed account of
beginnings.
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Structure
Genesis divides neatly into two major sections that can be labeled “The Prologue”
(Genesis 1-11) and “The Patriarchs” (Genesis 12-50). In the Prologue we learn about
creation, the fall of humankind into sin, the great flood of Noah, and the spread of the
nations. Then the focus of the book shifts to one man and his descendants—Abraham,
Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph—the ancient patriarchs of God’s redemptive plan. The
following outline captures this structure. (Note: Genesis also has a built-in structure
based on the word “generations” as used in Genesis 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10, 27; 25:12,
19; 36:1, 9; 37:2.)

The Prologue (Genesis 1-11)
1. Creation (1-2)
2. The Fall (3-5)
3. The Flood (6-9)
4. The Nations (10-11)

The Patriarchs (Genesis 12-50)
1. Abraham (12-23)
2. Isaac (24-26)
3. Jacob (27-36)
4. Joseph (37-50)
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The God Who Is There
(Genesis 1:1)
In terms that are at once both majestic and simple, the opening page of the Bible
describes God’s awesome work of creation. “In the beginning God created the heavens
and the earth.” This sentence sets the course for the rest of the chapter and, indeed, for
the rest of the Word of God. Everything that exists, apart from God Himself, exists at the
pleasure and will of God. He made it all. He rules over all His creation. He deserves the
unrestrained praise and the unlimited devotion of His creation—including the pinnacle of
His creation, people. We are His creation, and we’ll find fulfillment in life only when we
willingly and consciously acknowledge God to be the center of our existence. The Bible
begins with God. For us, life really begins with God as well. The God of creation—the
God Who is there—is worthy of our obedience. Greater still, the God of this universe—
the God Who is here—desires our fellowship. We have the awesome privilege of
entering into a personal relationship with the God of all creation.

God is real
(Genesis 1:1a).
In order to have a personal relationship with the God of creation, we must start
with the fact of God’s existence. God is real. He exists. This is the clear teaching of the
Bible and the innermost impression of every human heart.
The Bible begins by affirming the existence of God (Hebrews 11:6).
“In the beginning God . . . .” God was present from the very beginning and, in
fact, before the beginning of time, matter, and space as we know them. He is eternal.
The Bible begins with this affirmation of God’s existence. Throughout the Bible, God’s
existence is never doubted. Hebrews 11:6 describes belief in the existence of God as the
starting place of any meaningful relationship with our Creator. Genesis 1:1 uses the
name “Elohim,” a designation that emphasizes God’s distinct power. The first chapter of
Genesis uses this name for God thirty times as it unfolds the powerful nature of God’s
creative work. God exists, and God is powerful. Creation itself testifies to His existence.
The existence of God is both reasonable and revealed (Psalm 19:1-14).
Although God exists, He is invisible and we must, therefore, accept His existence
by faith. But God’s existence is not without evidence. God has revealed Himself to us,
both in His Word and through His work of creation. Psalm 19:1-6 says that the heavens
declare the glory of God. Psalm 19:7-14 describes the written revelation of God in
Scripture. God has made Himself known to us through revelation. In addition, we know
that it’s reasonable to believe in the existence of God. Only the existence of God can
account for the existence of this universe—God is the uncaused cause of all creation.
Only the existence of God can account for the order in this universe—God is the
intelligent designer of this clockwork universe. Only the existence of God can account
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for the universal standards of morality among the peoples of the earth—God is the
absolute source of holy standards in this universe. Only the existence of God can account
for the universal sense of eternity and obligation to an external deity that rests in the
hearts of all humans—God is the creator of divine consciousness in the souls of His
intelligent creatures. The existence of God is both reasonable and revealed. He is real.
Attempting to approach life without God is both unfulfilling and futile (Psalm 14:1-3).
In spite of the fact of God’s existence, many people attempt to live their lives as if
there is no God or as if they have no responsibility toward God. Atheism, humanism,
materialism, and agnosticism each deny the reality of God or at least the reality of any
possible relationship with God. Psalm 14:1-3 warns that such an outlook on life is futile,
even foolish spiritually speaking. God created us to have fellowship with Him, and our
lives can’t possibly be complete unless we are fulfilling our creation design by having a
meaningful relationship with God.

God created everything
(Genesis 1:1b).
God is real, and He created everything. The entire universe and all its inhabitants
testify to His creative power and genius.
God created everything out of nothing (Hebrews 11:3).
“. . . God created the heavens and the earth.” This phrase encompasses everything
in the universe, the universe itself, and even the heavenly angelic beings as works of
God’s hands. From nothing God created everything (Hebrews 11:3). The verb “created”
in Genesis 1:1 is used throughout the Old Testament only with God as its subject. Only
God can create, bringing something out of nothing. The first verse of Genesis presents
the initial work of creation by which God brought into existence space itself as well as
the earth, which would be the central focus of His creative work in the rest of the six
creation days. Having created space and the earth, God would next fill space and the
earth with His handiwork. Genesis 1:1, then, introduces the origin of time (“the
beginning”), space (“the heavens”), and matter (“the earth”). Before God created, these
things didn’t exist. When God spoke, these things came into existence out of nothing.
God created everything by His spoken Word (Psalm 33:6-9).
Throughout the first chapter of Genesis we read several times how God brought
this universe into existence. “God said . . . God said . . . God said . . . .” By the power of
His mere spoken word, God created everything. “He spoke, and it came to be” (Psalm
33:9). Whatever God decreed took place instantly. Space and matter are not eternal.
Only God is eternal. Space and matter began by the decree of Almighty God. Such is
His power, unlimited power beyond our comprehension.
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God created everything recently and rapidly rather than gradually (Exodus 20:11).
There is no room in the account of Genesis 1 to accommodate long eons of time
in the creative work of God. When God spoke, heaven and earth existed immediately.
When He spoke, light came into being instantly. When He said, “Let there be . . . ,”
instantly there were sky, land, sea, plants, sun, moon, stars, fish, birds, animals, and
people. These did not develop gradually, nor did they require millennia to come into
existence. God spoke, and they existed. Genesis 1 describes the entire work of creation
to have taken place in six days, and Exodus 20:11 reinforces this truth: “For in six days
the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them.” It is neither
unintelligent nor unscientific to accept Genesis 1 as a historical account of the origin of
the universe, planet earth, and all living things. An all-powerful God could easily create
everything in a moment of time.

Jesus Christ is the Creator God
(Hebrews 1:1-3).
The New Testament provides an additional insight into the work of creation and
the God who created all things. Hebrews 1:1-3 says that God created all things through
His Son, Jesus Christ, and that Jesus Christ the Son sustains all creation. We often focus
our thinking on the humanity of Jesus, remembering His birth in Bethlehem or His
itinerant teaching ministry in Galilee. We sometimes forget that Jesus is God’s Son, the
second member of the triune Godhead. Jesus is God, and Jesus was the instrumental
member of the trinity in the work of creation. He is the Creator God.
Jesus Christ, the eternal Word, brought into existence all creation (John 1:1-3).
Paralleling the first words of Genesis, the Gospel of John opens with the phrase
“in the beginning.” It goes on to say that Jesus Christ, the eternal Word, is the Creator
God. “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been
made.” Jesus, the Word, brought into existence by His spoken word the universe and all
its inhabitants. He who eventually entered His creation through the incarnation was the
one who spoke this world into being. Jesus Christ is God.
Jesus Christ, the eternal Son, continues to sustain all creation (Colossians 1:15-17).
Colossians 1:15-17 describes the sustaining work of Jesus Christ, the eternal Son
of God. “By him all things were created . . . . He is before all things, and in him all
things hold together.” Not only did Jesus Christ create this universe, but He sustains it by
His divine power. Whether at the cosmic level—the power of gravity, or at the
microscopic level—the power of the atom, Jesus Christ sustains His creation. The stars
and planets don’t fly off in wild randomness, nor does the atomic structure of the
universe disintegrate into nothingness. Jesus sustains His creation. The laws of nature
are the laws of God. Creation obeys the pattern of its Creator, Jesus Christ.
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We can connect personally with God our Creator
(Acts 17:24-31).
Not only was Jesus the Creator; He is also the Redeemer. He brought this world
into existence, and He entered this world to redeem us from our sins. Through Jesus
Christ we can connect personally and eternally with God. In Acts 17:24-31 the apostle
Paul described to the people of Athens their need for a relational connection with their
Creator. That need still exists in the hearts of men and women today. That need can be
met only in Jesus Christ.
God wants to relate with us, His creation, on a personal level (Ephesians 1:3-6).
Even before He created the world, God had a plan for drawing us into a personal
relationship with Him “to be adopted as his sons through Jesus Christ” (Ephesians 1:3-6).
The Creator wants to be our Father, our friend. He created us to enjoy fellowship with
Him. God isn’t distant and unapproachable, but offers an intimate and eternal
relationship through faith in His Son.
Our sinful human tendency is to elevate the creature over the Creator (Romans
1:20-23).
While God wants to have fellowship with us, His creation, we have broken that
fellowship through rebellion against our Creator. Our sins separate us from God. In fact,
our sins prompt us to replace our Creator, elevating creation over Him. That’s why so
many cultures deteriorated into idolatry, worshiping all kinds of created things (Romans
1:20-23). That also explains why many cultures today have elevated humankind over
God. Humanism seeks to eliminate God from the picture entirely. We worship ourselves
and reject our Creator.
Jesus Christ entered His creation in order to restore us to fellowship with our Creator
(John 1:10-14).
The problem with any materialistic or humanistic approach to life is that it doesn’t
satisfy the human longing for fulfillment and satisfaction. Without God, our hearts
remain empty. But Jesus Christ, the Creator God, became a man in order to die for our
sins. Through His incarnation, Jesus took on a sinless human nature and lived among us
(John 1:14). Through His death on the cross, Jesus took our sins on Himself and opened
the way for us to re-connect with God. Now, because our Creator became our Redeemer,
we need only receive Jesus Christ by faith in order to restore our relationship with God
(John 1:10-13). We have the awesome privilege of entering into a personal relationship
with the God of all creation.
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The Creation Week
(Genesis 1:1—2:3)
What a difference a week makes! Before the creation week began, absolutely
nothing existed except God Himself. There were no stars or planets. There were no
natural forces such as gravity, magnetic fields, light, or electricity. Plants didn’t exist—
no flowers, trees, grass, or grain. Animal life was likewise nonexistent. The seas
contained no fish and the sky saw no birds. In fact, there were no seas and sky. No
animals roamed the woods or jungles. No horses, cows, or any other domesticated
animals existed. Even people were nothing more than a potentiality in the mind of God.
But one week later there was an orderly, functioning universe filled with light and life
and beauty. God spoke, and creation came into existence.
The first chapter of Genesis describes this creative power of God, the creation
week. This chapter includes words and phrases such as “created,” “let there be,” “it was
so,” “days,” “according to their kinds,” and other expressions that indicate that God
brought this universe and its inhabitants into existence in an instant and miraculous
display of His unlimited power. These terms and phrases often conflict with modern
scientific theories regarding the origin of the universe and life. Yet scientific evidence,
properly interpreted, has never disproved a single word of Genesis 1. In fact, the
description of God’s creation week in Genesis 1 provides an accurate explanation for
everything in our observable universe. Modern science interprets observations about this
universe through the lenses of materialism and uniformitarian processes, and therefore
fails to see God in the equation. However, when we interpret the observable facts of the
universe through the lenses of theism and supernaturalism, these same observations point
clearly to God. Genesis 1 describes the universe as the product of God’s creative power.
This chapter also reminds us that if God can bring such order and beauty out of nothing
in just six days, He can bring order and beauty to our otherwise chaotic lives. What a
difference a week makes. What a difference God makes!

On the first day of the creation week
God created an unformed and unfilled universe (1:1-2).
The creation week, as described in Genesis 1:1—2:3, consisted of an initial act of
creation on the first day followed by additional acts of forming and filling the universe
and planet earth. It ended with a day of completion—celebration and rest.
God created the heavens and the earth (1:1).
On the first day of the creation week God performed His initial act of creation,
bringing into existence earth and space. “In the beginning God created the heavens and
the earth.” The word “heavens” seems to refer to empty space, since God didn’t fill the
heavens with the sun, moon, and stars until the fourth day of the creation week (Genesis
1:14-19). God created the space that He would soon fill with majestic luminaries and He
created the earth that would soon teem with life.
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In its original creation, the earth was unformed and unfilled (1:2a).
While God could have spoken a single word and brought the universe and its
inhabitants into existence all at once, He instead chose to perform His creative work in a
series of spectacular steps. He began with space and a planet, the canvas on which He
would create His beautiful works. In its initial stage, however, the earth was “formless
and empty.” These terms sometimes refer to the results of God’s judgment (Isaiah 34:11;
Jeremiah 4:23), indicating that those who reject God will experience emptiness and chaos
in their lives. But God didn’t create the earth to be unformed and unfilled (Isaiah 45:18).
He created it to sustain life and beauty. Though “darkness was over the surface of the
deep” God would soon create light. The earth was unformed and unfilled, but throughout
the six days of the creation week God would form and fill His creation.
The Spirit of God was hovering over the earth in anticipation of the perfecting work of
creation (1:2b).
Each member of the triune Godhead participated in the work of creation. Genesis
1:2 says that the Spirit of God “hovered” over the waters like an eagle guarding its young
(Deuteronomy 32:11). This special presence of the Holy Spirit implies that God was not
finished with His creative work. He would protect and perfect His creation, forming it
and filling it for His glory.

In the first three days of the creation week
God formed that which was unformed (1:3-13).
The first three days of the creation week involved God’s work of forming the
universe and the earth, preparing it to be filled with the splendors of His creation. In
those first three days God created light, an atmospheric expanse, dry land, and plant life.
On the first day God created light (1:3-5).
“And God said, ‘Let there be light.’” Light is one of the most fascinating aspects
of God’s creation. Its properties are still not fully understood. Light functions both as
particles and waves, a combination unparalleled in the universe. It can transmit energy
through the vacuum of space at great speed. Light also carries all the elements of color,
breaking into the visible spectrum of the most beautiful rainbow and even possessing
wavelengths that are invisible to the human eye. Try to imagine a world without light,
without heat, without color. God created this remarkable property called light, and He
declared it to be good. God then separated the light from the darkness, calling the light
“day” and the darkness “night.” Apparently God confined the light He created to a single
source and set the earth in rotation so that day and night became a constant pattern on
earth.
The rotation of the earth in reference to a fixed light source made it possible to
measure time in terms of days and nights. Thus, Genesis 1:5 says, “And there was
evening, and there was morning—the first day.” What modern science says took
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millennia was, according to God’s Word, the work of but one day. It fits the context best
to take the “days” in Genesis 1 as literal days. Whenever the Bible ascribes a number to
a day, that day is a literal twenty-four hour period of time. Furthermore, each day of the
creation week consisted of “evening and morning,” a description of a literal day. On the
first day of the creation week, God created the heavens, the earth, and an amazing
property called light.
On the second day God created an atmospheric expanse (1:6-8).
“And God said, ‘Let there be an expanse between the waters to separate water
from water.’” The word “expanse” refers to something that is spread out or beaten out
flat like a sheet of metal. As the hammer strikes the metal, the metal expands. God
created an expanse that would “separate water from water.” This expanse, which God
called “sky” or “heaven,” refers to the atmospheric heaven that surrounds the earth and
separates the standing water of the oceans from the suspended water of the clouds. Some
commentators suggest that the waters above the expanse formed a protective vapor
canopy around the earth, accounting for the tropical climate that existed at one time in the
regions near the earth’s poles. Whether simply referring to the clouds or to a vapor
canopy, the work of separating the water above the atmosphere from the water in the seas
was a monumental task. By sheer weight, that much water would need a powerful force
to hold it above the earth. Those forces of nature were put in place by a supernatural God
on the second day of the creation week.
On the third day God created dry land and plant life (1:9-13).
“And God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry
ground appear.” Originally the earth was completely covered with water. On the third
day of creation, God separated the water from the dry ground. Again, this would have
been a monumental task. God shaped the very crust of the earth, raising up mountain
ranges and continents and creating deep ocean trenches so that the water would recede
and allow dry land to form. God named the dry ground “land” or “earth” and the waters
“seas,” and He proclaimed His work to be good. But His work for that third day wasn’t
yet complete.
“Then God said, ‘Let the land produce vegetation.’” Literally, God decreed that
the land would “shoot shoots,” that is, cause to shoot forth shoots of grass and all kinds of
plant life. This included seed-bearing plants and fruit-bearing trees. Each plant would be
distinct, its own “kind.” This term, whether referring to plants or to animal life, indicates
that the various life forms would remain identifiably distinct as they reproduced. While
there could be variations within each created kind, there would be consistency as well.
Genesis 1 never allows for anything like the modern concept of evolution, where one
kind of plant or animal develops into a completely different life form. Instead, there is
consistency within the created kinds. On the third day of the creation week God made
the vast display of plant life that turned this planet green. He made algae, grass, flowers,
and trees. From the tiniest blade of grass to the tallest redwood, God created the plants
that would be essential for sustaining animal and human life on earth. He saw this work,
and declared it good. Now, God would fill His creation.
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In the next three days of the creation week
God filled that which was unfilled (1:14-31).
God created the heavens and the earth. He formed the universe by introducing
light, producing the earth’s atmosphere, elevating dry ground out of the watery mass, and
creating plants of all kinds. Next, God began the work of filling His creation.
On the fourth day God created the sun, the moon, and the stars (1:14-19).
“And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky.” God filled the
empty space of the universe by creating the sun, the moon, and countless stars. These
“lights” or “light bearers” apparently became the ongoing producers or reflectors of the
light that God created on the first day of the creation week. God spoke these light bearers
into existence on the fourth day, placing them in the expanse of the heavens, that is,
beyond the atmospheric heavens in the more extended heavens that we call space. These
light bearers not only give light to the earth, but also “serve as signs to mark seasons and
days and years.” The greatest of these lights, from earth’s vantage point, are the sun and
the moon. The sun radiates immense amounts of energy every second of every day, and
the moon adds gravitational stability to the earth. The sun provides a reference point for
measuring days and years. The moon marks off the months of the year. Then God made
the stars, that beautiful array of lights that cover the night sky. These light bearers—the
sun, the moon, and the stars—were deemed by God to be good. The fourth day ended,
and the universe was filled.
On the fifth day God created sea life and birds (1:20-23).
“And God said, ‘Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above
the earth.’” Now it was time to fill the seas with life. God created the fish, the mollusks,
and the “great sea creatures” including whales and sharks and dolphins. Suddenly the
waters were alive. He also called into existence the birds of the air, including beautiful
songbirds, migrating flocks, soaring eagles, darting hummingbirds, and the little sparrows
that never escape God’s attention (Matthew 10:29). God “blessed” the birds and the sea
life and decreed that they should “be fruitful and increase in number,” filling the seas and
the air with life. The fifth day drew to a close, and the seas and sky were filled with life.
On the sixth day God created land animals and people (1:24-31).
“And God said, ‘Let the land produce living creatures according to their kind.’” It
was now time to fill the land with all kinds of animals—domestic cattle, creeping
animals, and free-roaming animals of the forests and plains. These, like the plants, fish,
and birds, would reproduce after their kind. God again declared that this part of His
creation was good. Finally, God brought into existence the pinnacle of His creation—
humankind.
“Then God said, ‘Let us make man in our image.’” Humans would stand out over
all of creation. We were made in God’s image. The plural “let us . . . our image”
provides an early indication that God exists in trinity. “Image” and “likeness” are
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synonyms that refer to our reflection of God’s personality and morality. God created
people to think, to feel, and to choose. He created us to live responsible, holy lives
before Him. Unlike the other creatures God made, creatures driven by instinct in
obedience to their Creator, we were made to consciously choose God and His ways. God
created humankind to have dominion over the rest of creation—over the fish, the birds,
the cattle, the creeping animals, and all the earth. This right to rule over creation means
that people are to treat earth’s resources responsibly and treat earth’s creatures humanely.
We are to treat creation as God Himself would treat it, because we’re made in God’s
image. Genesis 1:27 further explains that God made humankind both male and female,
with distinct and dependent gender differences. God then blessed humankind and
decreed that we should “be fruitful and increase in number.” In the original creation
design, God provided certain plants—cereal grains and fruit trees—to provide the
necessary sustenance for people and animals alike. Now creation was complete. “God
saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” The sixth day ended and the land was
filled with animals. In addition, a man and a woman now lived and breathed. Their story
will unfold in the second chapter of Genesis.

On the seventh day of the creation week
God rested from His work (2:1-3).
The creation week involved six days of work and one day of rest. In six days God
created the heavens, the earth, and everything in them (Exodus 20:11). On the seventh
day, God rested.
God completed His work of creation in six days and rested on the seventh day (2:1-2).
The awesome work of creation was now complete. The greatness, the fullness,
the beauty of God’s created order stood as a declaration of God’s power and goodness.
But this great work of creation was but a hint of God’s power. Job, in recounting the
greatness of God’s creation, states, “And these are but the outer fringe of his works; how
faint the whisper we hear of him!” (Job 26:14). God’s creation is awesome, but nowhere
near as awesome as the Creator Himself. When God completed His work of creation, He
wasn’t tired and in need of rest. The “rest” that God experienced was simply the
cessation of His work. He completed His work and then ceased creating. This
completion of His labor formed a pattern for us to follow.
God set apart the seventh day of the week as a special day for rest and worship (2:3).
“And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy.” There is to be a day of rest
once a week, a day to remind us that God our Creator completed His work and wants us
to maintain a relationship with that which is sacred, or holy. For many Christians, that
day for rest and worship is Sunday, the first day of the week, in commemoration of Jesus’
rising from the dead on resurrection Sunday. We are to enjoy a day of rest and worship, a
time to reflect on the awesomeness of the God of creation. This same God, who formed
and filled this universe, wants to form and fill our hearts today.
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Made in God’s Image
(Genesis 2:4-17)
God created people as unique beings, the pinnacle of His creative work.
Humankind stood out from the rest of the physical creation. Characteristics such as
language, intelligence, the capacity for abstract thinking, and morality put humankind at a
distinct level of dignity within the created order. God created us in His image, as Genesis
1:27 declares. Genesis 2:4-17 describes in fuller detail God’s act of creation and the
environment that God prepared for the first man and woman. Because God uniquely
created us in His image, we are uniquely capable of relating to Him. We have unique
opportunities of thoughtful worship and service. We also have a unique responsibility to
freely obey God’s will and find fulfillment in His purpose for our lives. God focused His
creative work on us so that we would focus our worship on Him.

God created humankind as both
a physical and a spiritual being (2:4-7).
The outstanding feature of God’s creation of humankind is the fact that, in
addition to our physical existence, God made us as spiritual beings who possess His
divine image.
God created the earth to be the physical habitation of the pinnacle of His creation—
people (2:4-6).
The first chapter of Genesis presents the sequential description of God’s creative
work. It tells what God created on each of the days of creation. The second chapter of
Genesis retraces the creative work of God, but focuses on humankind as the centerpiece
of creation. This chapter is less interested in the order of events and more interested in
the way creation meets the needs of the first man and woman. These chapters
complement, rather than conflict with, each other. Genesis 2:4 begins a new section in
the book of Genesis with the phrase “this is the account of” or “these are the generations
of,” a phrase found ten times in Genesis as a structural marker introducing a new topic.
Genesis 2:4, therefore, introduces the account of “the heavens and the earth when they
were created.” This section explains the origin of humankind and subsequent events on
earth in its earliest days. This verse also introduces God’s personal name, Yahweh
(LORD), the self-existent, covenant-keeping God. It was “the LORD God” who made
the earth and the heavens, the same LORD God who later rescued His people from
bondage in Egypt and who eventually sent His Son to redeem us.
Genesis 2:5 says that, in its original creation, the earth had no shrubs or plant life.
This statement meshes with Genesis 1:2, though it gives additional reasons for the
barrenness of the earth. There was no rain to water the ground and there was no man to
work the ground. In other words, the earth wasn’t yet ready to sustain human life. On
day three of the creation week, God separated dry land from the water and created plant
life (Genesis 1:9-13).
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Genesis 2:6 indicates that after God formed the dry land (and presumably plant
life), He watered the land with “streams,” a “mist,” or possibly a river’s “inundation,”
each of these concepts being acceptable translations of the Hebrew term. Rain apparently
wasn’t a regular part of the earth’s environmental system until the time of Noah, where it
is mentioned next (Genesis 7:4). God formed dry land, created plant life, and watered
that vegetation with fresh subterranean ground water in the form of a mist or a stream.
The earth was now ready for human existence. On days four, five, and six of the creation
week God further filled His creation before creating Adam (Genesis 1:14-25). At last,
the earth was ready to sustain human life.
God created the first man from the dust of the ground and uniquely breathed life into
him (2:7).
There can be no question about humankind’s uniqueness within God’s creation.
Genesis 1:27 says, “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he
created him, male and female he created them.” Genesis 2:7 gives more detail to the
creation of the first man, Adam. “The LORD God formed the man from the dust of the
ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living
being.” Humankind is both physical and spiritual. We came from the dust of the ground
and from the breath of God. The physical aspect of our existence is not unlike that of
other living creatures because we share the same physical environment. But God made
our bodies to uniquely serve our creation purpose. Like a potter with a lump of clay, God
formed our bodies to be special. God created us with a brain that can process abstract
thought, He gave us an upright posture so that we can relate face to face with others, and
He formed our hands so that we can care and create. Our physical bodies are a part of
God’s creation design, and deserve respect and care. Having formed Adam’s body, God
then “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” and “the man became a living soul.”
Although other creatures are described as “living souls” (Genesis 1:20, 21, 24, 30), only
of the man does the Scripture say that God “breathed” life into him. This direct act of
God implies that people have a spiritual aspect to their lives. This spiritual aspect of our
existence, the fact that we’re made in God’s image, sets us apart from everything else in
God’s physical creation. Like God, though in limited measure, we can think, feel
emotion, and freely choose a course of action. We have personality, morality, and
dignity. We are made in His image, divinely breathed into existence.

God provided humankind with
the perfect environment for living (2:8-14).
God had created a beautiful, functional world to sustain life, especially human
life. In Genesis 2:8-14 we read that God also created a special place, the Garden of Eden,
specifically for human use and development. This was the perfect environment in a
perfect world designed for the pinnacle of God’s creation.
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God prepared the Garden of Eden as a place of beauty and sustenance for Adam
(2:8-9).
“Now the LORD God planted a garden in the east, in Eden.” There God put the
man, Adam, whom He had created. The garden was filled with all kinds of trees, trees
that would provide food for Adam and trees that would be pleasing to Adam’s eyes. We
can only imagine the beauty of that garden, filled with flowering trees and plants, ripe
with luscious fruit. According to verse 9, there were two special trees in the middle of
that beautiful garden—“the tree of life” and “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”
These two trees will figure prominently in the account of the first sin, described in
Genesis 3. At this point in the narrative, however, we can safely say that the first tree had
a life-sustaining quality in its fruit. The second tree also had a distinct purpose. It stood
as a test of Adam and Eve’s obedience, and the consumption of its fruit would produce
death. God would warn Adam about the dangers of this tree (Genesis 2:17).
God provided a river to water the Garden of Eden and the surrounding regions
(2:10-14).
Water was, of course, essential to sustaining life. Genesis 2:10-14 describes a
river that flowed through the Garden of Eden and then broke off into four separate rivers.
These rivers are the Pishon, the Gihon, the Tigris, and the Euphrates. While these rivers
and the locations identified with them may have been transformed after the flood of
Noah’s time, it seems that Moses is giving location names that were known to the people
of his day. Therefore, it appears that the Garden of Eden must have been located in or
near the region of Mesopotamia. The Tigris River and the Euphrates River are well
known rivers of Mesopotamia even today. The reference to Asshur in verse 14, the land
of the ancient Assyrians, also matches up with a Mesopotamian location for the Garden
of Eden. However, the identity of the Pishon River is unknown. It is described as
winding through the land of Havilah, which was probably located in northern Arabia
(Genesis 10:7, 29; 25:18; 1 Samuel 15:7), confirming the Mesopotamian connection.
Apparently Havilah was known for its gold, aromatic resin, and onyx. The Garden of
Eden had mineral wealth to be sure (Ezekiel 28:13), but this fact gives us little help in
identifying the location of Eden with any certainty. The location of the Gihon River, like
the Pishon River, is unknown. It “winds through the entire land of Cush,” but the
location of Cush is also uncertain. Cush is often identified with Ethiopia, and this would
mean that the Gihon River was the Nile River. But Cush is sometimes associated with
inhabitants southeast of Babylon, again making a Mesopotamian connection. The
identity of these rivers in Genesis 2:10-14, especially the Tigris and the Euphrates,
indicates that the Garden of Eden was probably located in the area of ancient
Mesopotamia. It’s interesting to note that Mesopotamia is often described as the cradle
of civilization. The flood of Noah’s time would have destroyed any remnant of the
Garden of Eden, and finding evidence for Eden’s existence today would be impossible.
But the Garden of Eden was a real place, specially prepared by God for God’s special
creation—Adam and Eve. God had provided a perfect environment for human life.
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God granted humankind
a fulfilling purpose for living (2:15-17).
Adam’s life would not be characterized by idle boredom. God created him with a
purpose. God had a task, a satisfying and fulfilling task, for people to perform. Our
purpose in life is directed by God, and we’ll only find fulfillment in life when we find
and follow God’s will.
God gave Adam the satisfying task of tending the Garden of Eden (2:15).
“The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and
take care of it.” Work was not a punishment for sin; work was the rewarding activity for
which God made us. Sin made work unpleasant and toilsome. But before sin entered the
picture, God gave Adam a satisfying task to perform. Adam was to tend the Garden of
Eden. Surrounded by beauty and all kinds of provisions, Adam was free to cultivate the
plant life and enjoy the animal life of God’s great creation. This would have been a
dream come true to any botanist or zoologist! Adam’s task was to fulfill his God-given
role. We, too, have a role to play. We have work to do for the Lord. That work should
be satisfying, since we know that we’re fulfilling God’s will as we work for Him.
God provided Adam with food to satisfy his physical needs (2:16).
“And the LORD God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in
the garden.’” Adam need never go hungry. He had an abundant, healthy food supply at
his disposal. He could pluck a piece of fruit from any of the trees in the Garden of Eden
at any time and satisfy His hunger. He had a river of fresh water streaming through the
garden. God had provided for every physical need. There was just one restriction.
God warned Adam not to rebel against Him and bring death into God’s creation (2:17).
“‘But you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.’” Every
tree in the entire Garden of Eden was available for Adam’s pleasure except one of the
two special trees that God had planted in the middle of the garden. The “tree of the
knowledge of good and evil” carried appealing, appetizing fruit (Genesis 3:6), but it also
carried a penalty for anyone who consumed it. “‘For when you eat of it you will surely
die.’” Violating God’s restriction by eating from this one tree would bring death. Death
means separation, and includes the separation of the soul from the body. But death
ultimately refers to the separation of God’s creation from the Creator, the loss of
fellowship between people and God. Genesis 3 describes this tragic spiritual death, a
death that could find its remedy only in the shed blood of Jesus Christ on the cross. But
God had created a unique being—a man. He put the man in a unique and perfect
environment—the Garden of Eden. God gave the man a unique and fulfilling task—
tending the garden. And He gave the man instructions on how to maintain endless
fellowship with Him—by not eating a specific fruit. All of God’s work led to the
creation of people, beings made in God’s image. God formed us to have fellowship with
Him. God focused His creative work on us so that we would focus our worship on Him.
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God’s Design for Marriage
(Genesis 2:18-25)
From the very beginning, God ordained that marriage would be the foundation of
human society and the fulfillment of humankind’s relational needs. While everything in
God’s newly created universe was “good,” the fact that the first man was alone—without
human companionship—was not good. Therefore, as His final work of creation God
made the first woman. She would complement the man, and together they would find
joy, fulfillment, satisfaction, and harmony within their marriage relationship. They
would become one. Marriage, as indicated by God’s creation design, is the union of one
man and one woman for one lifetime. God designed marriage to meet human needs and
to provide stability for human society. Only in marriage can a man and a woman build
genuine intimacy in the sight of God. Intimacy—becoming one in body, soul, and
spirit—is the goal of a God-honoring marriage.

God designed men and women to mutually satisfy
each other’s deepest relational needs within marriage (2:18-20).
On the sixth day of the creation week, God created the first man and the first
woman (Genesis 1:26-28). Both were created in God’s image. Both were given the
responsibility of filling the earth, ruling over the rest of creation, and honoring God by
their very existence. But according to Genesis 2, God created the man first and then He
created the woman. God never intended that the man would be alone. Like other
creatures in God’s world, the man would need a suitable companion. Unlike other
creatures, the man and his companion would share the capacity for social and spiritual
unity. They would meet each other’s deepest relational needs, and they would do so
through the marriage relationship.
The only aspect of God’s creation that wasn’t good was the man without a suitable
helper (2:18).
For the first time in the creation account, God said, “It is not good.” Everything
prior to this point had been declared “good” by the Creator. But after creating the first
man, God said it was not good. It was not good “for the man to be alone.” God created
us with a capacity and a need for social interaction. We are interdependent. At the
deepest level, we need an intimate companion. It’s true that some men and women can
fulfill God’s calling in their lives through celibacy (1 Corinthians 7:8). However,
generally speaking, men and women need each other in order to find social and spiritual
fulfillment. That fulfillment comes through the intimacy of marriage. Therefore, God
declared that He would “make a helper suitable” for the man. The term “helper” doesn’t
imply inferiority, since it is often used of God Himself in relationship to His needy
people (Exodus 18:4; Deuteronomy 33:7; 1 Samuel 7:12; Psalm 46:1). A helper is
simply someone who provides what is lacking. Men have needs that only a woman can
meet. The term “suitable” refers to someone that is “over against” someone else, a
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counterpart or companion. God said that it was not good for the man to be alone.
Therefore, God created a helper to be the man’s counterpart.
No other aspect of God’s creation could adequately fulfill the man’s social and
relational needs (2:19-20).
Before creating the first woman, God paraded the animals that He had created
earlier on that sixth day of the creation week in front of Adam. He instructed Adam to
name these creatures—the beasts of the field and the birds of the air. So Adam named all
the animals. Designating a name implies a high level of intelligence, an ability to use
language, and an awareness of the distinct characteristics of each creature. In ancient
Hebrew culture, the name carried personal significance for the individual and reflected
some aspect of that person’s character. Apparently Adam named all the major categories
of creatures, since this work took place in less than a day. It is likely that this work of
naming the animals carried over into the following days or weeks. But in naming the
categories of animals it soon became apparent to Adam that there was nothing else in all
creation like him. No creature could satisfy Adam’s social and relational needs. He
needed an intelligent, human companion. He needed a wife!

God designed men and women as equal partners
who have distinct roles within marriage (2:21-22).
God created a wife for Adam, a woman who was equal in standing with the man
but who would have a distinct role to play within the marriage relationship. God created
Eve.
God used the man’s body as the building material for creating the first woman,
creating her as equal to the man (2:21).
Since there was nothing in all creation that could satisfy the man’s relational
needs, God caused Adam to fall into a deep sleep and provided a wife for him. While
Adam slept, God “took one of the man’s ribs” and then healed the incision in Adam’s
flesh. It’s interesting to note that a man’s body carries all the chromosomes necessary for
the female genetic structure, and that the account in Genesis states that the woman was
created from the man’s tissue. The reverse would not be possible, since women don’t
carry the distinctive male chromosome. At any rate, God created Eve from Adam’s side,
implying that she would be his equal partner. She was created by God as was Adam, and
she was created from the same matter as was Adam. The man and the woman would be
equal in God’s sight.
God created the woman and brought her to the man in the first act of marriage,
creating her as distinct from the man (2:22).
From Adam’s rib God “built” a woman, as the Hebrew term describes it. This
woman was like Adam in her physical makeup, having been created from the man’s
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body. She was also equal to him in her creation design, having been made in God’s
image (Genesis 1:27). Having created the woman, God brought her to the man. This was
an act of marriage. God is the one who joins a man and a woman in marriage. God
joined two equal, yet distinct, individuals in a wonderful and satisfying union of body,
soul, and spirit. While it’s important to understand that men and women are equal by
virtue of their creation by God, it’s also important to appreciate the distinctions in God’s
creation design. Men and women are different. After all, that’s what makes marriage
exciting!

God designed men and women to experience
great joy and a sense of fulfillment within marriage (2:23).
Adam was ecstatic over the creation of Eve. At last he had a partner, a
corresponding companion with whom to share life in the Garden of Eden. Adam’s joy at
the creation of Eve should reflect the joy that every husband and wife experience in their
marriage.
Adam celebrated the creation of Eve as a source of fulfillment (2:23a).
“The man said, ‘This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.’” This
verse must be read with excitement and enthusiasm. Adam woke from his sleep and
discovered that God had created a companion for him. He was delighted, and celebrated
the arrival of Eve on the creation scene. This final work of God’s creative hand was a
source of fulfillment for Adam. God had at last provided that which would make all of
His creation “good.” The woman would fulfill the physical, social, and spiritual needs of
the man, and the man would likewise fulfill the needs of the woman. Their marriage
would unite them in a God-honoring relationship of mutual dependence, satisfaction, and
joy.
Adam celebrated the creation of Eve as a complementary counterpart (2:23b).
“‘She shall be called ‘woman,’ for she was taken out of man.’” Adam recognized
in Eve his complementary counterpart. The woman had been “taken out of man.” She,
therefore, shared with Adam the image of God. She, in addition, possessed those
elements of personality that would, in union with Adam, make humankind truly
complete. “Man” and “woman” would be distinct genders that would experience oneness
in marriage.

God designed men and women to build
uninhibited intimacy as the ultimate goal within marriage (2:24-25).
Oneness, or intimacy, of a husband and wife is the ultimate goal of marriage. The
creation account concludes with a statement by God about the intimacy that a man and a
woman should experience in their marriage relationship.
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A husband and wife form a new family unit when they are united in the intimate
relationship of marriage (2:24).
According to Jesus’ statement in Matthew 19:4-5, the words of Genesis 2:24
record God’s stated purpose for marriage. God declared, “For this reason a man will
leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.”
Marriage involves shifting attention away from previous relationships in order to focus
attention on the new union between a husband and wife. A man must “leave his father
and mother.” Next, marriage involves accepting one another in a bond of love and
commitment. A husband must “be united to” or “cling to” his wife. Finally, marriage
involves a lifelong process of building oneness in body, soul, and spirit. “They will
become one flesh.” While this phrase certainly includes the physical oneness of sexual
union in marriage, it implies the total union of a husband and wife as they weave their
lives together. The word “one” that’s used of the husband-wife relationship also
describes the union within the triune Godhead (Deuteronomy 6:4). Just as God is one in
essence, so a husband and wife are to become one in the innermost aspects of their lives.
A husband and wife should sense acceptance and security in the intimate relationship
of marriage (2:25).
“The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.” Within the safe
and sin-free environment of the Garden of Eden, there was no need for shame or
embarrassment. There was no fear of exploitation. There was total openness and
oneness within the marriage relationship. Adam and Eve’s nakedness was so much more
meaningful than simply their lack of need for clothing. Their hearts were open to each
other, with no protective barriers. They had no need to build walls within their
relationship. They were completely open, honest, transparent, and vulnerable. This is
how a godly marriage should be today. Through faith and forgiveness in Jesus Christ,
husbands and wives can take down the protective barriers in their lives and live openly
and intimately with each other. This is how God designed marriage. Marriage is a
lifelong union of a man and a woman who are growing in physical, spiritual, and
emotional intimacy. Such intimacy, such a fulfilling marriage relationship, is possible
only by God’s grace at work in the lives of a husband and wife who are committed to
Jesus Christ.
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A Snake in the Garden
(Genesis 3:1-7)
At the end of the creation week, everything that God had made was “good.” God
had created the universe to run according to His will. He had created a planet on which
life could thrive. He made the plants and animals that inhabit the earth. He had formed
the first man and woman to freely fellowship with Him and to share in that meaningful
relationship with each other called marriage. He had planted a beautiful garden as the
perfect environment for humankind to enjoy. Everything God created was, indeed, very
good. However, that original condition of goodness and purity didn’t last very long.
Satan, in the form of a serpent, enticed Eve to rebel against God. Adam and Eve chose to
disobey their Creator. Their sin brought disaster and death into God’s perfect world.
Their sin has passed down through the generations to us today. Our world is filled with
pain, suffering, injustice, greed, and death. Our hearts are filled with selfish ambitions,
jealousy, and pride. But God has intervened. He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to enter this
sin-filled world and redeem us. Jesus died for our sins so that we, through faith, can be
restored to fellowship with God and harmony with one another. God didn’t create people
to operate on the basis of instinct, mechanically following His commands. He created us
with minds and wills so that we could freely choose to follow His commands. But with
that freedom came the freedom to rebel. Adam and Eve fell into sin, and through the Fall
humankind lost that privileged position of favor with God. However, God is gracious.
The paradise that was lost due to sin can be restored through a personal relationship with
Jesus Christ.

A serpent, later known to be Satan,
tempted Eve to sin against God (3:1-5).
In simple terms, Genesis 3:1-7 describes the fall of humankind. Satan took on the
form of a serpent in the Garden of Eden and tempted Eve to sin against God. His words
are typical of the temptation that we experience every day, temptation that comes from
within our own sinful hearts or from outside sources—the world or the devil.
Typical of temptation, Satan questioned the authority of God’s Word (3:1-3).
Genesis 3:1-7 offers no explanation for the identity or evil nature of the serpent.
The physical creature, a snake, was simply one of the “wild animals” or “beasts of the
field” that God had created on the sixth day of the creation week (Genesis 1:25). But the
snake that encountered Eve wasn’t a mere animal, which by creation design would be
unable to think or talk. This particular serpent was energized by Satan. Revelation 12:9
makes that identification clear. But where did Satan come from? The creation account in
Genesis doesn’t make mention of the fact that God created angelic beings. Genesis is
concerned about physical creation, the creation of the universe, the earth, plants, animals,
and humans. Colossians 1:16 indicates that the Lord created everything, including
invisible beings that possess great power and authority—angelic beings. According to
Exodus 20:11, God created everything within the six days of creation. Job 38:4-7 tells us
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that the angels were present and rejoiced when God created the earth, so they must have
been created on the very first day of the creation week. Genesis 1:31 says that at the end
of the six creation days God declared His entire creation to be good. Neither human nor
angelic sin had yet entered the scene. Ezekiel 28:11-15 describes an individual who was
present in the Garden of Eden and who, though adorned with great beauty, fell into
wickedness. This refers to Satan, originally a beautiful and powerful angelic being who
sinned against God. Isaiah 14:12-15 describes Lucifer, presumably another name for
Satan, who through pride rebelled against God. From these verses we can conclude that
Satan is an angelic being whom God created as good, but a being who, like humankind,
possessed a free will. Satan became self-absorbed and attempted to become like God in
authority, thereby rebelling against the Creator and bringing sin into the created order.
This same Satan drew other angelic beings with him in this rebellion, and then enticed
Eve to follow in this attempt to be like God.
This is where Genesis 3:1-7 picks up the story. Satan, in the form of a serpent,
was “more crafty” than any of the beasts of the field. The word “crafty” can have a
positive meaning, referring to prudence or unusual insight (Proverbs 12:16, 23; 13:16;
14:8, 15, 18; 22:3; 27:12). It can also refer to the negative quality of deceptive scheming
and manipulation (Job 5:12; 15:5) as it does in Genesis 3:1. Satan is clever in the way he
introduces temptation. He came to Eve one day and asked, “Did God really say, ‘You
must not eat from any tree in the garden?’” Eve doesn’t seem to be startled by the
snake’s ability to speak, but the text doesn’t provide enough information from which to
draw conclusions. It simply says that Eve engaged in conversation with the serpent.
Satan began by questioning God’s command, and hinting that God’s Word isn’t really
authoritative. Satan cast the command of God in the negative—“you must not eat.” God
had actually said, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden” (Genesis 2:16), and
only then stated the one sole restriction.
Eve responded to the serpent’s question by saying that she and Adam were free to
eat from the fruit of the trees in the garden, but that God had said, “You must not eat fruit
from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will
die.” Most commentators indicate that Eve may have begun wavering in her faith and
point out that Eve misrepresented God’s command in three ways. Eve omitted “freely”
from God’s statement of permission to eat (Genesis 2:16), she added “you must not touch
it” to God’s prohibition, and she downplayed Gods warning from “you will surely die”
(Genesis 2:17) to a weakened “you might die.” But these differences in Eve’s wording
come before she sinned against God, and to read sinful misrepresentations into these
words seems premature. Eve’s statements are simply paraphrases of God’s command
and warning, and accurately reflect God’s words. She affirmed God’s permission to eat
fruit from the trees of the garden. She affirmed God’s command not to eat from the tree
of the knowledge of good and evil that was in the middle of the garden. The fact that she
added the phrase “and you must not touch it” may simply be another way of saying that
they were not to partake of it, just as the same word for touching in Genesis 20:6 refers to
engaging in the act of sexual intercourse and not merely physical contact. Furthermore,
Eve did indicate that death was the penalty for disobedience. Eve had not yet sinned.
Her reply to the serpent was accurate and innocent. She clearly knew God’s generosity
and command. But Satan had begun a work of temptation, questioning God’s Word.

24

Typical of temptation, Satan denied the validity of God’s warning (3:4).
Satan’s next statement was a flat-out denial of God’s warning. He told Eve, “You
will not surely die.” Temptation begins with questioning God’s Word, and it quickly
moves to denying God’s Word. Satan planted the idea in Eve’s mind that God was not
telling the truth. She shouldn’t simply take God at His word. She couldn’t trust God.
Satan claimed to have a special insight into the situation, and denied the validity of God’s
warning. God was holding something back, something that Eve would want to have.
People today continually deny eternal death. They think, “God would never send me to
hell. I haven’t been that bad.” They choose to deny God’s clear warnings in Scripture.
God says, “The soul who sins will die” (Ezekiel 18:4) and “He who has the Son has life;
he who does not have the Son of God does not have life” (1 John 5:12). It’s tempting to
believe that God’s warnings aren’t trustworthy, but that’s the nature of temptation. We
need to take God at His word.
Typical of temptation, Satan discredited the integrity of God’s character (3:5).
Having questioned God’s Word and denied God’s warning, Satan now discredited
God’s character. He told Eve that God was unfair. God was holding something back.
He said that Eve wouldn’t die if she ate the forbidden fruit. Instead, Eve would be
enlightened. “For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you
will be like God, knowing good and evil.” It was true that Adam and Eve would come to
know good and evil as a result of eating the forbidden fruit (Genesis 3:22). But Satan’s
lie was that this knowledge was desirable. Satan denigrated God’s character, enticing
Eve to believe that God was trying to maintain an unfair advantage over His creation.
But if Eve would eat the forbidden fruit, she’d be on an equal footing with God. We, too,
tend to discredit God’s character. We think that God isn’t fair to us or that God doesn’t
love us because circumstances around us are difficult. Illness, tragedy, and loss
sometimes prompt us to deny God’s goodness. We begin to doubt God’s Word, deny His
warnings, and discredit His character. Satan had set this kind of trap for Eve in the
Garden of Eden.

Eve, and then Adam, rebelled against God
by eating the forbidden fruit (3:6).
Temptation itself isn’t sin. Jesus was tempted but never sinned. Sin is an act of
rebellion against God. It involves our thoughts, our attitudes, and our actions. Eve was
tempted by Satan, but the sin was her own. Adam likewise chose to sin against God.
Eve was deceived and succumbed to the serpent’s temptation (3:6a).
“When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to
the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it.” The forbidden
fruit in the Garden of Eden appealed to Eve’s senses. It was “good for food” and
“pleasing to the eye.” It also appealed to her mind and will. It was “desirable for gaining
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wisdom.” As Eve considered the forbidden fruit, she chose to reach out her hand, take
the fruit, and eat. Her act of disobedience was over in an instant, but this act would have
eternal ramifications. First John 2:16 describes the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes,
and the pride of life as the basic elements of our sin-filled world. These three elements
parallel Eve’s consideration of the forbidden fruit. We long for that which is not ours, we
see what we think is the beauty of sin, and we proudly take steps to gratify our desires
without considering God or the eternal consequences of our sins. Eve was deceived, and
she fell.
Adam sinned against God by blatantly disobeying His command (3:6b).
Adam also sinned by eating the forbidden fruit. Eve “also gave some to her
husband, who was with her, and he ate it.” Apparently Satan had slithered off the scene
and Adam was present with Eve when she committed her act of sin. First Timothy 2:14
says that Adam was not deceived, but “it was the woman who was deceived and became
a sinner.” This doesn’t imply that Adam wasn’t culpable. In fact, the sinfulness of the
human race is consistently attributed to Adam (Romans 5:12; 1 Corinthians 15:22).
Original sin, that sin that is now inherent in every member of the human race from the
moment of conception, goes back to Adam. Our sinful human natures are inherited from
Adam. Eve was deceived—the serpent addressed only her. But Adam sinned blatantly.
Possibly he witnessed Eve’s transgression and saw no immediate consequences, and so
chose to follow suit. Quite likely Adam learned from Eve about Satan’s tempting offer
and didn’t want to be left out of any of the possible benefits of eating the forbidden fruit.
Whatever the case, Adam knowingly disobeyed God’s command. Sin had entered into
the human race.

Adam and Eve, and consequently the entire human race,
experienced irrevocable guilt and shame (3:7).
The goodness of God’s creation was now marred by sin. Adam and Eve’s act of
disobedience couldn’t be taken back. It was too late. Guilt and shame now became a
part of human experience. Spiritual death occurred instantly, and physical death would
eventually follow. The entire human race became infected with sin. But God would
provide a remedy through His Son.
Adam and Eve immediately sensed their guilt and shame over their disobedience
(3:7a).
Prior to their disobedience, Adam and Eve “were both naked, and they felt no
shame” (Genesis 2:25). However, after they ate the forbidden fruit “the eyes of them
were opened, and they realized that they were naked.” Being clothed in innocence, there
was no shame. But now their innocence was gone. They had sinned, and immediately
they sensed their guilt and shame. They felt conscious of their guilt before each other
and before God. They sensed a need to protect themselves from each other and from
God. Fellowship was broken. Death is separation. Spiritual death is separation of
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fellowship from God. Adam and Eve instantly died when they sinned, just as God had
warned. That spiritual death became evident in their awareness of their guilt. The
awareness of their physical nakedness was an indication of their spiritual nakedness in
the sight of God. When we sin, we feel ashamed. We don’t want others to know about
our sin. But God knows, and until we find forgiveness we can never be free from guilt.
Adam and Eve ineffectively attempted to hide their guilt and shame by human effort
(3:7b).
Adam and Eve saw that they were naked, physically and spiritually. So they tried
to hide their guilt by sewing fig leaves together as coverings. Of course, such coverings
couldn’t hide the guilt they felt in their hearts. Only God can relieve our guilt. Only
Jesus Christ, through His sacrificial death on the cross, could pay the penalty for our sins.
He died so that we could live. He took our shame so that we can be declared righteous in
God’s sight. Adam and Eve sinned against God. Through the Fall, humankind lost its
place of fellowship with God. That relationship was destroyed. However, God is
gracious. He had a plan that would make it possible to restore that fellowship. That plan
involved the death of His Son. The paradise that was lost due to sin can be restored
through a personal relationship with Jesus Christ.
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Human Suffering and Hope
(Genesis 3:8-24)
At one time or another, everyone has asked the question, “Why does God allow so
much suffering in the world?” A look at the headline news or the obituary page will
quickly remind us that there are people everywhere who are experiencing some kind of
pain, hardship, suffering, or loss. Certainly suffering wasn’t a part of God’s original
creation design. Everything He had created was “good.” It wasn’t until Adam and Eve
sinned against God that suffering and death entered the world scene. God had warned
this first man and woman that disobedience to Him would result in death. Death involves
separation from God and, therefore, pain and suffering. While God allowed Adam and
Eve to freely choose for or against Him, and thereby to choose for or against a world of
suffering, God also graciously provided hope. Genesis 3:8-24 shows us that God is a
seeking God, a God who seeks out lost people in order to bring them back into fellowship
with Him. He is also a just God, and must judge sin. But God is also gracious. He has
provided a way for us to be redeemed from our sin and brought into fellowship with Him.
He accomplished this payment for our sins through the sacrificial death of His Son, Jesus
Christ. Sin produces suffering, but God’s grace produces hope!

God actively seeks to have
a meaningful relationship with us (3:8-13).
After Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit they didn’t go looking for God. But
God lovingly sought them. He wanted to have a meaningful relationship with the people
He had created. He still wants to have a meaningful relationship with us today, and He is
still seeking after us for that very purpose.
God pursued Adam and Eve in spite of their sin (3:8-10).
We can only imagine what life was like in those early days in the Garden of Eden.
Before sin entered the picture, we can guess that God frequently appeared to Adam and
Eve and spoke with them. They may have experienced daily interaction with the Creator.
We don’t know how long this condition lasted—days or weeks, but probably not months
since Adam and Eve did not have any children prior to the Fall. But in those days or
weeks, the fellowship between God and His creation must have been rich and sweet.
Now, however, Adam and Eve had rebelled against God by disobeying His command.
So on that evening, in “the cool of the day” or “the breeze of the day,” God again came to
interact with Adam and Eve. Adam and Eve heard God walking through the garden,
indicating that God may have taken on a physical form when He met with them. Adam
and Eve now knew good and evil, and this knowledge brought fear to their hearts.
Instead of going out to meet with God, they hid themselves among the trees of the
garden. They had tried to cover their sin with fig leaves, and now they tried to hide from
God behind a tree. God, who already knew about their sin and certainly their hiding
place, graciously called out to Adam, “Where are you?” God pursued Adam and Eve in
spite of their sin. He pursues us in spite of our sin, because He loves us. Adam
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responded to God by saying, “I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.” Sin makes us
vulnerable and instills fear and doubt. Adam hid himself because he knew that he
couldn’t hide his sin from the all-seeing eye of God. Our sins prompt us to hide from
God, but God’s grace moves Him to seek us.
God challenged Adam and Eve to confess their sin (3:11-13).
“Who told you that you were naked?” God asked. “Have you eaten from the tree
that I commanded you not to eat from?” God already knew about their sin, but He
offered Adam and Eve an opportunity to confess their sin. God is seeking us to establish
a relationship with Him, but we can only enter into that kind of relationship through
confession and repentance. God challenged Adam and Eve to own up to their sin. They
did confess, but like so many of us, they couched their confession in excuses and blameshifting. Adam said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from
the tree, and I ate it.” It’s as if Adam were blaming Eve and God Himself for putting Eve
in his life. Eve was the problem. But Adam finally did get around to saying, “I ate it.”
God then turned His attention to Eve and asked what she had done. Again, Eve shifted
the blame before admitting her guilt. “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” When we’ve
sinned, we want desperately to find someone else to carry the guilt, to take responsibility
for our actions. However, we can never transfer the guilt for our sins by blaming others.
But we can transfer our guilt by faith. When we confess our sins, trusting in the shed
blood of Jesus Christ, God forgives our sins and cleanses us from all unrighteousness
(1 John 1:9). That’s why God pressed Adam and Eve to confess their sin. That’s why we
need to confess our sins to God, so that we can experience His grace and forgiveness.

God appropriately judges
our rebellious sinful actions (3:14-19).
While God wants to forgive our sins, our sins still carry consequences. Because
God is holy, He must judge our rebellious acts of sin. Adam and Eve, through their
disobedience, brought God’s judgment on this world. The suffering that we see around
us and experience personally is directly connected to the sin that characterizes the human
race.
God pronounced a curse on the serpent (3:14-15).
God looked first to the serpent in pronouncing His judgment for sin. He refers to
the creature that Satan used in the temptation and to Satan himself. To the serpent God
said, “Cursed are you above all the livestock and all the wild animals! You will crawl on
your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life.” The idea of eating dust refers
to a position of humiliation, not the diet of snakes. Snakes would forever be slithering
creatures associated with humankind’s first sin. Whether or not God actually changed the
physical structure of snakes’ bodies or simply redefined their role in the created order
isn’t stated clearly in the text. But snakes, in all their varieties, are crawling, creepy
creatures.
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Verse 15 makes a shift from the serpent to the enemy behind the serpent, Satan.
This verse, sometimes called the protevangelium or first expression of the gospel,
describes a conflict between the serpent and the seed of the woman. The woman, Eve,
would always be at enmity with Satan. Furthermore, Eve’s physical offspring would
always be at war with Satan’s spiritual offspring. There would be an ongoing battle
between the godly and the ungodly, between people of faith and the enemies of God. But
one of Eve’s offspring would crush the head of the serpent, Satan, while Satan would
simultaneously strike at the heel of this descendant of Eve. The New Testament
description of Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross poignantly fulfills this prophecy. Satan
struck out at Jesus with what seemed to be a fatal blow, but Jesus’ death on the cross
ultimately destroyed Satan’s power, crushing his head. God, in this protevangelium,
predicted that Satan would be defeated and that there would be hope for fallen
humankind through the seed of the woman.
God pronounced a curse on Eve (3:16).
God now turned to Eve and said, “I will greatly increase your pains in
childbearing; with pain you will give birth to children.” No longer would God’s
invitation to “be fruitful and increase in number” take place without pain. Every woman
who’s given birth has been reminded of the first sin in the Garden of Eden. In addition,
God told Eve, “Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.” That
“desire” could refer to the pleasant desire of sexual attraction (Song of Solomon 7:10) or,
more likely, the competitive desire for authority and mastery (Genesis 4:7). God was
warning Eve that, as a consequence of her sin, there would be disharmony in the home.
She would attempt to control her husband and be in authority, but her husband would rule
over her. This disharmony in the home was never a part of the original creation design,
and can only be overcome when a couple commits to the Christian principles of loving
leadership on the part of the husband and respectful support on the part of the wife
(Ephesians 5:21-33).
God pronounced a curse on Adam (3:17-19).
Finally, God turned to Adam and said, “Cursed is the ground because of you;
through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.” What was intended to be a
joy for Adam—tending the garden (Genesis 2:15)—would now become tiresome labor.
The ground itself was cursed and would no longer yield its fruit readily. The only plants
that would grow readily would be thorns and thistles, weeds that are useless to human
sustenance. Humankind would have to work hard to provide for the necessities of life.
Every man who has faced a difficult workplace has been reminded of the first sin in the
Garden of Eden. Toil, sweat, and death would be the common experience of people
everywhere. Spiritual death, which occurred the moment Adam ate the forbidden fruit,
would eventually result in physical death, a returning to the ground. “For dust you are
and to dust you will return.” Apart from God’s grace, humankind’s existence would be
characterized by an endless struggle to survive followed by certain death.
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God graciously provides for
our deepest spiritual needs (3:20-24).
Suffering and death entered the world as a consequence of human sin. But God is
gracious. He provides for our needs, including our deepest spiritual needs.
God granted Adam and Eve a sense of hope for the future (3:20).
Even though God’s justice demanded that He pronounce a curse on sin, His grace
offered hope for Adam and Eve and all humankind. In some way Adam sensed God’s
grace and named his wife “Eve,” which means “life.” Eve would indeed have children.
She would become the mother of the entire human race. Adam, in naming Eve, was
expressing his faith in the grace of God and anticipating that God would provide a future.
While there would be suffering and death, there would also be life.
God gave Adam and Eve appropriate coverings through an animal sacrifice (3:21).
In a simple statement of God’s provision, Genesis 3:21 says, “The Lord God
made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them.” The fig leaf coverings
were inadequate. Adam and Eve needed coverings that could only be provided through a
death. God took the life of some animal, a hint at the first animal sacrifice, and made
coverings for Adam and Eve. In donning these clothes, Adam and Eve must have
realized that an animal died so that their shame could be covered. For us, Jesus died so
that our shame can be forever covered and cleansed. God has provided for our spiritual
need through the death of His Son.
God protected Adam and Eve from living endlessly in their sinful condition (3:22-24).
God’s final provision for Adam and Eve at this time was to prevent them from
living forever in their fallen, sinful condition. Within the triune godhead there was the
understanding that Adam and Eve had indeed become like God, knowing good and evil.
God knows evil, not through possessing it Himself, but as knowledge that is a part of His
all-knowing character. Adam and Eve came to know evil through the personal
experience of disobedience. But God didn’t want Adam and Eve to live forever in sin,
and apparently the tree of life in the middle of the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:9) made it
possible for those who ate its fruit to live indefinitely. Possibly this means that the
qualities of the fruit of the tree of life would sustain physical life as long as a person had
access to it. It’s interesting to note that in God’s new creation the tree of life will again
be prominent (Revelation 22:2). But to protect Adam and Eve, God banished them from
the Garden of Eden. He then placed cherubim, the first reference to angelic beings in the
Bible apart from the serpent, at the east side of the Garden of Eden to protect the garden.
A “flaming sword” added further protection from the tree of life. No longer could people
enter the Garden of Eden, which was most likely destroyed during the worldwide flood of
Noah’s day. No longer would life be easy. Adam and Eve would labor at life. They
would experience suffering and death. But there was hope for the future. God’s grace
would prevail over evil. God’s Son would destroy the serpent and offer eternal life.
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Murder and the Sanctity of Life
(Genesis 4:1-26)
Sin expresses itself in many ways. When Adam and Eve rebelled against God’s
commandment, they brought sin into their own hearts and they would soon pass those
sinful human hearts on to their children. We are each born with a sinful human nature
that makes itself known through a variety of sinful actions and attitudes. Some people
wrestle with greed, and others with jealousy. Some harbor lust, and others pride. Lying,
gossiping, cursing, and stealing are all expressions of sin that we see around us and even
in us. Hatred and its more extreme manifestation, murder, lurk inside as well. Every sin
demonstrates a disrespect for God—His holiness, His character, and His love. Some sins
likewise demonstrate a disregard for the sanctity of human life. Lust, hatred, and murder
each have at their root this basic lack of respect for human dignity. It didn’t take long in
human history for such extreme expressions of sin to manifest themselves. Adam and
Eve’s son, Cain, committed the first murder by killing his more righteous brother, Abel.
The account of Cain and Abel, and the subsequent account of Cain’s descendants,
reminds us that sin is deeply rooted in our hearts and, left unrestrained, will manifest
itself in unimaginable acts of wickedness. Sin prompts us to disrespect God and
disregard others. The only remedy for sin is repentant faith in the God of grace.

Cain murdered his righteous brother Abel,
revealing a heart of disrespect for God and disregard for human life (4:1-16).
The consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin soon became apparent in the lives of
their firstborn son, Cain. The New Testament refers to Cain three times. In Hebrews
11:4 we read that Cain’s offering was inferior to that of Abel. In 1 John 3:12 we find that
Cain belonged to the evil one, Satan, and therefore murdered his brother. Jude 11
condemns the false teachers of Jude’s day for their abusive speech, expressions of hatred
that characterized the way of Cain. However, Abel is twice called “righteous” in contrast
to his brother. The story of Cain and Abel is a story of the conflict between evil and
righteousness. It’s a story that’s alive today because sin is alive today. Let’s look at how
sin progressed in the heart of Cain and reached the point of murder.
Sin has a way of distorting our spiritual perception (4:1-5).
After leaving the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve began to have children. How
many children they produced is impossible to know (Genesis 5:4), but the Bible does
describe the interaction of two of their sons—Cain and Abel. Eve acknowledged that the
birth of her first son, Cain, was a blessing from God. God gives life and God honors life.
Unfortunately, Cain would neither honor God or human life. Later, Eve gave birth to
Abel. These two sons pursued different occupations. Abel became a shepherd, and Cain
became a farmer. Both were noble professions. In some way, both boys knew that they
were to present offerings to God. Cain “brought some of the fruits of the soil” as his
offering to God. Abel, on the other hand, “brought fat portions from some of the
firstborn of his flock.” The Lord “looked with favor on Abel and his offering,” but He
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did not look with favor on Cain and his offering. It is common to think that God merely
detested Cain’s attitude, and that his offering in and of itself would have been acceptable.
But the text clearly says that God rejected both Cain and his offering while accepting
both Abel and his offering. Hebrews 11:4 tells us that Abel offered a better sacrifice and
that God spoke well of his offerings. In addition to the attitude in which the offerings
were given, there was something inherent in the offerings themselves that made them
either acceptable or unacceptable to God. Abel was a righteous man and he brought a
blood sacrifice to God. Cain was consumed by sin and anger, and he brought a vegetable
offering to God. While certain grain offerings were a part of Israel’s acceptable offerings
in later years, such offerings depended on blood sacrifice for their acceptance by God.
Without the shedding of blood there can be no forgiveness (Hebrews 9:22). We must
assume that God had instructed Adam and Eve and their sons about the nature of
acceptable offerings. Cain obviously cared nothing about pleasing God and therefore
brought nothing that would please God. Sin has a way of distorting our spiritual
perception. We begin to think that any old offering is good enough for God. But God
accepts us only on the basis of an acceptable sacrifice, the blood of His Son, Jesus Christ.
Cain tried to approach God on his own terms, but God will not honor such attempts. We
don’t know how God made it clear that Abel’s offering was accepted and Cain’s rejected,
but Cain responded to God’s rejection with anger instead of repentance. Sin had
distorted his spiritual perception.
Sin has a way of escalating in intensity (4:6-8).
Sinful attitudes often work themselves out into sinful actions. Cain’s anger was
about to get the best of him, so God spoke to Cain and warned him about sin’s enslaving
tendency. He confronted Cain’s anger, invited Cain to do what was right, and promised
that He would accept Cain if Cain would respond appropriately. But God also warned
Cain, saying, “But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires
to have you, but you must master it.” Cain was in a spiritual battle. His sinful nature was
wrestling for control, and Cain needed to restrain his sinful heart. Tragically, Cain
allowed sin to be his master. He went out into the field with his brother Abel and there,
in an act of premeditated murder, killed him. Unchecked sin will grow and grow. We
must learn to depend on the power of God today to help us overcome sin in our hearts.
Otherwise, the battle will be that much more difficult tomorrow. Cain murdered Abel,
allowing his anger to escalate to full blown murder.
Sin has a way of numbing our consciences (4:9-12).
Just as God had approached Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, inquiring
about their sin, He now pursued Cain and asked him about Abel. “Where is your brother
Abel?” God asked, already knowing the tragic truth. Cain responded, “I don’t know.
Am I my brother’s keeper?” Sin had numbed his conscience. Cain was insensitive to his
sinful actions. He cared nothing about his brother. He saw no responsibility for
protecting his brother and instead showed a heart of insensitivity even after committing
murder. God condemned Cain for murdering Abel, saying, “Listen! Your brother’s
blood cries out to me from the ground.” He then pronounced a curse on Cain. Cain
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would no longer be allowed to till the ground, since the ground had received Abel’s
innocent blood from Cain’s hand. The ground would no longer produce for Cain, and
Cain would have to wander restlessly in search of sustenance.
Sin has a way of denying the fairness of God’s judgment (4:13-16).
Cain cried foul! He told God, “My punishment is more than I can bear.” He
acknowledged that he would be hidden from God’s presence and would be a wanderer.
Had Cain only realized that God would still accept a repentant heart! But Cain was still
dominated by sin and could only see his sentence as unjust, the decree of an unjust God.
Furthermore, Cain complained that someone else would find him and kill him. This man
who looked so uncaringly at human life cared only for his own life. Sin has a way of
denying the fairness of God’s judgment. It claims that God is unjust instead of falling on
God’s mercy. God graciously assured Cain that his life would be spared. He said, “If
anyone kills Cain, he will suffer vengeance seven times over.” Then we read that God
“put a mark” on Cain so that no one would kill him. This may refer to a visible mark on
Cain’s body, or the giving of a sign to Cain alone that God would protect him. If it was a
physical mark, we have no way of knowing what that mark was. But God graciously
spared Cain’s life, upholding the sanctity of human life. Cain went out from the Lord’s
presence and lived in a region called Nod which, though unidentifiable today, lay east of
the Garden of Eden. Cain, who had placed such a low value on the life of his brother and
who had failed to seek God’s forgiveness, still experienced a measure of God’s grace.
Sin has a way of denying the fairness of God’s judgment, but God is still just—and
gracious.
Cain’s descendants perpetuated a heritage of
disrespect for God and disregard for human life (4:17-24).
Cain had departed from God’s presence. He refused to repent and experience
God’s forgiveness. Cain’s heart of disrespect for God, and his corresponding disregard
for human life, became the heritage of his descendants. Cain’s descendants became a
godless line of men and women whose only interests were the physical pursuits of life.
Those who reject God depend on their own power and personal accomplishments for
significance (4:17-22).
Cain “lay with his wife” and they had a son. Some people wonder, “Where did
Cain get his wife?” We know that Adam and Eve had other children, and this early in
human history the genetic defects caused by sin were probably not as pronounced, so
Cain would have been able to marry one of his sisters. Together they had a son named
Enoch. Cain, in apparent rebellion against God’s condemning him to be a wanderer, built
a city and named it after his son. This settlement became a center of early, pre-flood
civilization. Cain’s ungodly heritage passed on through Enoch to Irad, Mehujael,
Methushael, and finally to Lamech. The human population was growing, and along with
it sin was expanding. Lamech became the first polygamist, defying God’s creation
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design by marrying two women. His first wife, Adah, gave birth to Jabal and Jubal.
Jabal found notoriety in becoming “the father of those who live in tents and raise
livestock,” apparently a reference to a nomadic existence and animal breeding skills.
Jubal became “the father of all who play the harp and flute,” the beginning of musical
instruments. Lamech’s second wife, Zillah, gave birth to Tubal-Cain, “who forged all
kinds of tools out of bronze and iron.” He was the first to develop metallurgy. TubalCain also had a sister, Naamah. In these descriptions of early civilization we can detect
of note of dissatisfaction. Cain and each of his descendants seemed to be searching for a
sense of significance and fulfillment, but they were seeking it outside of a relationship
with God. No matter how many cities we might build, how skillful we might become in
business or entertainment, how great the works of our hands might be, there is always
something missing when God isn’t in our lives. We grasp for significance in life, hoping
to make our mark by our own power or physical accomplishments while God is eagerly
waiting for us to turn to Him by faith. True significance lies in a relationship with our
Creator.
Those who disregard human dignity capriciously destroy life (4:23-24).
Lamech, the descendant of Cain who had married two wives, approached his
wives one day and announced that he had “killed a man,” a young man, for wounding
him. Lamech seemed to hold the same disregard for the sanctity of human life as did his
ancestor Cain. What the wound or injury entailed we cannot know. It may have been an
accidental injury, but even if it was inflicted intentionally such an injury didn’t give
Lamech the right to take another man’s life. However, Lamech had no regard for God or
for human dignity. He almost brags about killing the young man who had caused him
harm. In his capricious disregard for life, Lamech declared that if Cain were avenged
seven times, he would be avenged seventy-seven times! In other words, he pretentiously
expected that the protection God had pronounced over Cain (Genesis 4:15) would be
multiplied in his own life. His statement to his wives was to serve as a warning that
anyone who messed with Lamech would get their reward! How much different life on
earth had become from the days of innocence in the Garden of Eden. Now threats,
murders, a disregard for human life, and disrespect for God seemed to dominate the
world scene. But there was still hope. God would still fulfill His promise of one who
would destroy the work of Satan.

God raised up Seth, whose line renewed
a commitment to honoring and worshiping God (4:25-26).
Adam and Eve had lost a son. Abel had been murdered by his own brother. In
addition, Cain had left the presence of the Lord and, apparently, the presence of his
parents as well. Adam and Eve must have grieved over the death of Abel. They must
have also grieved over Cain’s rejection of God and his departure from their presence.
But God blessed Adam and Eve with another son. Seth initiated a new line of
descendants who would honor God and through whom God would fulfill His promise.
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God raised up a line through which He would fulfill His promise (4:25).
Eve gave birth to Seth, and recognized Seth as a new blessing from God. She
said, “God has granted me another child in place of Abel, since Cain killed him.” Eve
may have seen in Abel that righteousness that God would honor. Now she saw in Seth a
new hope for God’s promise to be fulfilled. God is faithful. He always keeps His
promises. Through Seth would come Noah and through Noah the entire human race that
exists today. Through Seth and Noah and Abraham, God sent into the world His Son
Jesus Christ. It was Jesus Christ who crushed Satan’s head and it’s Jesus Christ who
offers us forgiveness and eternal life today. God kept His promise.
God raised up a line which would honor His name (4:26).
Seth had a son, Enosh. Genesis 4:26 says, “At that time men began to call on the
name of the Lord.” Through Seth and Enosh it appears that a spiritual revival occurred.
This line would honor the name of Yahweh God. They would proclaim His name,
declaring their allegiance to Him. As the human population grew, there was still a
remnant of believers who stood up for the Lord. Even if we stand alone, we must stand
for Jesus Christ. His name is worthy of our undiluted devotion. As Christ’s followers we
must honor God and respect the sanctity of human life, the creation of God. The account
of Cain and Abel reminds us that sin is deeply rooted in our hearts. Left unrestrained, sin
will manifest itself in unimaginable acts of wickedness. But God’s grace is greater than
our sin. Through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ, our sins are forgiven. We can,
therefore, live lives of true significance, honoring God and upholding the value of life.
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Ancient History and the Descendants of Adam
(Genesis 5:1-32)
Those who set out to read through the Bible may become disenchanted with this
worthwhile goal when they come to Genesis chapter five. This chapter presents the first
of numerous chapters in the Bible that record a genealogical listing of ancestors and
descendants. Granted, it doesn’t make for engaging reading—or does it? All of God’s
Word is inspired and is valuable in some way (2 Timothy 3:16-17). When we come to a
passage of Scripture that presents a list of names, like Genesis 5, it’s certainly appropriate
to ask why God included these chapters in His Word. In fact, Genesis 5 raises several
questions in our minds. After a summary statement regarding God’s creating of Adam
and Eve, the chapter records the line of descent from Adam to Noah with little variation
except in the case of Enoch. It states that each individual was born, produced sons and
daughters, lived a certain number of years, and then died. This “lived-had children-died”
pattern, however, does provide instruction for us today. Let’s take a look at Genesis 5
and ask some questions about the chapter. As a result, we’ll begin to see that Scriptural
truth is firmly grounded in historical reality. The Bible is a historical record about God
redeeming His lost people.

The creation and descendants of Adam:
Why does the Bible include genealogical records
that have no apparent application to our lives today? (5:1-2)
The Hebrew text of Genesis 5:1 indicates that this chapter begins a new section of
the book, the “account” of Adam’s line. This account recaps God’s creation of
humankind in His likeness (Genesis 1:26) and the fact that God created humankind as
male and female. God also blessed humankind and, according to Genesis 5:2, named
them “man.” So, why does God include this or other genealogical records in Scripture?
We can consider at least three responses to this question.
The Bible, unlike other religious writings, is firmly grounded in historical truth.
The Bible isn’t simply a book of religious ideals, statements of moral teaching
with no contextual moorings. Other ancient religious writings present their ideologies
apart from any historical context and thereby offer no way of validating their teachings.
But the Bible is placed clearly in a historical context. If the history that it records is
accurate, then we can safely conclude that its teachings are also accurate. The truths of
the Bible come from the God of human history. Time and time again people have tried to
prove that the Bible is filled with errors or contradictions. However, the Bible is without
error in everything is says, and verifiably accurate in its historical statements.
Archaeology and historical research have demonstrated the accuracy of the Bible over
and over again. Therefore, it’s reasonable to accept as accurate those passages that are
beyond historical verification. What the Bible says about history, science, and spiritual
truth is dependable because the Bible is grounded in a verifiable historical context.
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The genealogies in the Bible underscore certain theological truths, such as God’s
image in man and death as the penalty for sin.
The genealogies in the Bible often include tidbits of information that substantiate
theological truths taught elsewhere in the Scriptures. For example, in Genesis 5:1-2 we
read that God created humankind in His likeness. He created humankind as male and
female. These verses confirm previous statements about God’s creative work and the
nature of humankind. In addition, the genealogy in Genesis 5 repeatedly states, “And
then he died.” This repetition serves as a reminder that physical death was indeed the
penalty for sin, just as God warned in Genesis 2:17. It reminds us that we, too, will one
day die and face our Creator and Judge. In this case, the genealogical record should serve
as a sober reminder that our lives are short and that we must seek God’s grace before it’s
too late.
The genealogies in the Bible often include examples of godly men and women from
whom we can learn.
Often the genealogies in the Bible insert statements about certain individuals,
describing some aspect of their character that we should emulate. In Genesis 5 we read
about Enoch and Noah, both of whom stood out from the rest because of their godly
character or their anticipated role in God’s work. Other genealogical records in the Bible
highlight different men and women and their part in God’s plan. This reminds us that
God has a plan for our lives, and that we should make it our goal to live exemplary lives
for Him.

The line from Adam to Enoch:
Doesn’t it seem unreasonable to believe that
people prior to the Flood lived such long lives? (5:3-20)
Genesis 5:3-20 traces the line of descendants from Adam to Enoch, offering little
variation in the pattern of “lived-had children-died.” Adam’s line included Seth, Enosh,
Kenan, Mahalalel, Jared, and then Enoch. We know nothing about most of these men
except their ages at the time that the next descendant was born and their ages at the time
of death. Immediately we’re struck with the longevity of these early descendants of
Adam. The text states that each of these men lived several hundred years. Methuselah
(5:27) lived the longest, reaching an age of 969 years! Isn’t it unreasonable to accept
these statements? Yes, if we assume that we can measure the past by the present. But we
must take into consideration the following facts.
The extended lifespan of people before the Flood is consistent with other ancient
writings.
The Bible isn’t the only ancient writing to attribute long life spans to earth’s
earliest inhabitants. Mesopotamian records describe ancient rulers as living thousands of
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years! These corrupted accounts of ancient history may reflect the fact, as accurately
recorded in the Bible, that people lived significantly longer lives prior to the Flood.
God had originally created humankind to live endlessly in the Garden of Eden, and
death only entered the picture when Adam and Eve sinned.
In addition, we must remember that God had created Adam and Eve to live on and
on in their unfallen condition. But when they sinned, death began its decaying work in
their bodies. The generations closest to the creation event may have been able to live
longer because the physical decay prompted by sin had just begun We also know that in
the future, in heaven, God’s people will live forever as resurrected physical beings. The
body can endure indefinitely by God’s sustaining power. Therefore, it’s not unreasonable
to believe that Genesis 5 is accurate when it attributes long life spans to the people who
lived before the Flood.
We must remember that the present isn’t always the key to the past.
When we read about people living for hundreds of years we evaluate these
statements from our present vantage point. Today it’s unusual to live to the age of one
hundred. The “threescore and ten” of Psalm 90:10 is more consistent with present-day
experience. But the present isn’t always the key to the past. Earth’s environment prior to
the Flood may have been remarkably different than it is today. It’s possible that the
cataclysmic events surrounding the Flood changed the atmospheric conditions on earth in
such a way that harmful radiation could now reach earth’s surface and speed up the
process of death. The Bible even records that people after the Flood had remarkably
shorter life spans. We can’t always judge the past by the present. It’s physically
possible, and biblically speaking it’s accurate to say, that people had life spans in the
hundreds of years prior to the Flood.

The line from Enoch to Noah:
What does the Bible mean when it says that someone
walked with God, and whatever happened to Enoch? (5:21-31)
Genesis 5:21-31 continues the genealogical record that connects Adam with
Noah, including Enoch, Methuselah, Lamech, and Noah and his sons. In this list, Enoch
stands out as unique. He “walked with God” and as a result “he was no more, because
God took him.” What do these descriptions of Enoch’s life mean?
God wants to have a constant and consistent relationship with us—one step at a time.
Enoch walked with God. Hebrews 11:5 describes Enoch as a man who “pleased”
God because he lived by faith. Jude describes Enoch as the “seventh from Adam” and,
through divine inspiration, records the prophetic words that Enoch boldly proclaimed
against the godless society of his day (Jude 14). Enoch walked with God. He trusted in
God to guide the steps of his life and he obeyed God’s calling to proclaim God’s truth.
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Enoch had a living relationship with the living God. Noah likewise walked with God
(Genesis 6:9). God commanded the Israelites to walk with Him (Deuteronomy 30:15-16)
and He invites us to walk with Him today (Galatians 5:16). The image of walking
implies a step by step relationship with God, a constant and consistent dependence on
Him.
God wants to rescue us from this sinful world by taking us to heaven—in His time.
Enoch “was no more, because God took him away.” Some have interpreted this
to mean that, after a relatively short life of 365 years, God took Enoch through death.
But the wording in this verse is distinct from the rest of the chapter that describes the
deaths of Adam and his descendants. Furthermore, Hebrews 11:5 clearly states that
Enoch “did not experience death” because “God had taken him away.” Like Elijah many
centuries later (2 Kings 2:11), Enoch was taken up to heaven without experiencing
physical death. Enoch’s life was so commendable in God’s sight that God chose to
rescue him miraculously from this sinful world. Should Jesus return soon, we who
believe in Him today might likewise be caught up to be with Christ in heaven without
experiencing physical death (1 Thessalonians 4:17). But even through physical death, we
will be rescued from this sinful world and taken to enjoy God’s presence in heaven.

Noah and his sons:
Are the genealogies in Genesis complete
and do they prove that the earth is young? (5:32)
Genesis 5:32 presents Noah and his three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Noah
was the son of Lamech, who anticipated that Noah would provide comfort in
humankind’s labor and toil that was a result of God’s curse (Genesis 5:28). Noah
brought comfort through building an ark that would preserve human and animal life
through a worldwide flood. Noah and his sons conclude the genealogical record that
began with Adam. This raises a question about the genealogies in the Bible. Are they
complete, or do they have gaps? In addition, does the genealogy in Genesis 5 give us any
indication about the age of the earth?
Most genealogical lists in the Bible do not intend to present a complete listing of
ancestors or descendants.
When we compare other genealogical records in the Bible it becomes obvious that
most of these records did not intend to provide an exhaustive list of ancestors or
descendants. For example, the genealogical account of Jesus in the first chapter of
Matthew clearly omits three kings—Ahaziah, Joash, and Amaziah—in order to provide
symmetry to the list (Matthew 1:8, 17). In addition, Luke 3:36 includes Cainan, who is
omitted in the genealogical record of Genesis 11:12-13. Therefore, it is best to conclude
that the genealogical record of Genesis 5 is not intended to be complete. There may be
gaps in the record, though not errors.
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While there may be gaps in the genealogies in Genesis, these gaps would not seem to
allow for eons of time.
If there are no gaps in Genesis 5, creation must have taken place about six
thousand years ago. Simply adding the ages between generations in Genesis 5 results in a
total of 1556 years from creation to the birth of Noah’s sons. But since there are
probably gaps in the genealogical records of Genesis, do these gaps allow for millions
and millions of years of human development? Probably not. Gaps in the genealogical
records of the Bible are generally small, and to assume that Genesis 5 allows for eons of
time doesn’t seem to fit the intention of the text. While the genealogical records don’t
demand that the earth is relatively young, they do tend to point to that conclusion. What
we do know from the genealogical account in Genesis 5 is that God is active in human
history. He has worked in people’s lives in the past and He is working in the lives of His
people today. He wants to rescue us from our sin and help us walk with Him.
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The Spread of Sin and the Grace of God
(Genesis 6:1-8)
Faster and more destructive than any computer virus, sin spread throughout the
human race. As the early earth’s population grew, so did the expression of sin. By the
time of Genesis 6, sin had become so rank and raw that God, in His holiness and justice,
determined to wipe away life from the earth. However one man, Noah, found grace in
God’s sight. Genesis 6:1-8 begins the account of Noah and the Flood by describing the
spread of sin and its impact on the ancient world. This passage of Scripture is riddled
with mystery, raising questions about life in the antediluvian world. Terms like “sons of
God” and “Nephilim” may confuse or peak the curiosity of the reader. There have been
many attempts at identifying these beings, but they remain largely shrouded in the misty
past. We can certainly draw some tentative conclusions about their identity, but more
important to the text is what we understand all too clearly. Human sin spreads like a
deadly disease and warrants God’s merciless judgment. But God is a God of grace.
Where His righteous character demands judgment, His loving grace offers hope. We,
too, deserve the judgment of God. Our sins are real. They are an offense to God’s
holiness. But because of His grace, God offers us hope through His Son, Jesus Christ.
This passage reminds us that in spite of rampant sin, God still extends to us His loving
offer of grace.

Sin grows exponentially.
Prior to the Flood, sin was running rampant in the world (6:1-4).
Sin, those actions or attitudes that oppose God’s holy character, had entered the
human race through one couple, Adam and Eve. Their sinful nature passed down to their
descendants, and as the human population grew so did sin—both in extent and intensity.
Sin was evident in the blatant disregard for the sanctity of marriage (6:1-2).
The population of people was growing. Humankind was multiplying, just as God
had commanded (Genesis 1:28). The female offspring of these earliest people were
beautiful, or “good,” the same word used to describe the creative work of God (Genesis
1:31). The procreative work of humankind was, like the creative work of God, good, at
least by outward appearance. But inside was sin. In those early days there was a class of
beings called “the sons of God.” This phrase is used only of angelic beings in the Old
Testament (Job 1:6; 2:1). Therefore, some have concluded that the sons of God in
Genesis 6 must have been fallen angels, or demons, who, driven by corruption and lust,
were marrying human women. But Jesus taught that angels, at least the holy angels in
heaven, do not marry (Matthew 22:30). They have no procreative powers among
themselves, though possibly they could work through human women to produce
monstrous offspring. Others see the sons of God as godly descendants of Seth who were
intermarrying with the ungodly daughters of Cain. But the text merely refers to
“daughters of men” in general, not to a specific family line. Still others consider the sons
of God to be tyrant rulers, since in ancient literature kings were sometimes referred to as
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sons of the gods. In order to do justice to the term “sons of God” as a description of
angelic beings and to recognize the human element involved in the sin described, it may
be best to understand these sons of God as demon driven human tyrants, men of
rapacious power and influence. Their sin, then, was in blatantly disregarding the sanctity
of marriage. These powerful men longed for the beautiful women of their time and
married any and as many of them as they desired. Marriage, ordained by God as the very
foundation of the home and of society (Genesis 2:21-25), became a distorted and
demeaning relationship.
God set a limit on the extent to which sin could progress in society (6:3).
God knew that, unchecked, sin would continue to spread to the point that all
decency would be lost and all hope of recovery would be impossible. He therefore set a
limit on the progress of sin in the ancient world. The Lord said that His Spirit would not
contend with humankind indefinitely because humankind is “mortal” or “flesh,” driven
by sinful desires. The word translated “contend,” used only here in the Old Testament,
may refer to the spiritual conflict between the Holy Spirit and sinful people, or it may
mean to dwell with, to abide with, to shield, or to protect. In that case, the Holy Spirit’s
protective presence in the world would be withdrawn and humankind would be left to its
own sinful devices. Either translation indicates that there was a serious break in
fellowship between God and His creatures. It’s interesting to note that the New
Testament also refers to the removal of a restraining force, possibly the Holy Spirit, over
evil in the future (2 Thessalonians 2:7). God limited humankind’s sin, saying, “His days
will be a hundred and twenty years.” It’s possible to see this as a limit on the lifespan of
individuals. Prior to the Flood, the Bible describes extended life spans. But after the
Flood, the life spans were remarkably shorter. However, many individuals lived well
beyond 120 years of age even after the Flood. Therefore, it seems preferable to see this
limit as referring to a period of time, a reprieve that God allowed humankind to enjoy
until the Flood would destroy them. Presumably, Noah would be building the ark during
this 120 year period of time. Either interpretation reveals that God places limits on
human sin. Sin cannot spread unchecked. Even in the future, the “days will be
shortened,” that is, there will be a limit on the progress of humankind’s sin (Matthew
24:22).
Sin was evident in the blatant disregard for human freedom and dignity (6:4).
In addition to their disregard for the sanctity of marriage, the people living on
earth prior to the Flood lived in blatant disregard for human freedom and dignity. Verse
4 introduces a mysterious class of beings called Nephilim. Some translations have called
these Nephilim “giants.” They were possibly the offspring of the unholy union of the
sons of God and the daughters of men. However, verse 4 says that the Nephilim were
present at the same time as the sons of God, and subsequent to their day as well. So it
seems best to see the Nephilim as a class of men who were distinct from the sons of God.
Verse 4 goes on to describe the Nephilim (rather than the offspring of the sons of God) as
“the heroes of old, men of renown.” The word “heroes” is a common term for warriors,
and “men of name” would indicate that these were famous individuals in their day, giants

43

in notoriety but not necessarily in physical size. It makes sense to conclude that the
Nephilim were a class of famous warriors who, in the context of the sin of the ancient
world, were destructive and domineering. They would have held no respect for
individual human freedom or dignity. The picture that Genesis 6:1-4 paints of life in the
days before the Flood is one of domination on the part of demonically driven tyrants and
destruction on the part of rapacious, ruthless warriors. Of course, God was not pleased.

God judges righteously.
God grieved over humankind’s sin and
determined that total annihilation was the necessary penalty (6:5-7).
Given the conditions of ancient civilization, it’s no wonder that the holy God of
heaven would find it necessary to judge the world. His judgment would be severe—total
annihilation—but perfectly fair and righteous in relation to humankind’s sin.
The Lord “saw” the grip of depravity on the human heart (6:5).
God was omnisciently aware of the rapid spread of sin in the world. He “saw”
how wicked humankind had become. Just as God had “designed” or “formed”
humankind (Genesis 2:7), so now the “designs” or “inclinations” of humankind’s heart
were constantly evil. Depravity grips the human heart and, unrestrained, will form all
kinds of evil expressions. The sinful condition of the human race brought grief to God’s
heart.
The Lord “repented” for having created human life (6:6).
The Lord was “grieved,” literally, He “repented” for having made humankind. To
speak of God as repenting is to put in human terms the workings of our omniscient God.
God hadn’t changed His mind, but humankind had changed due to sin. Therefore, God
had to change the way He would deal with His creation. The change in God’s dealings
with His sinful creatures was completely in harmony with His changeless character. God
always opposes sin and He always honors righteousness. With human sin came the
necessary judgment of God. In addition, God’s heart “was filled with pain,” that is, God
felt grief, anger, and pain because of human sin. When we sin, we grieve the heart of
God. We cause Him genuine pain.
The Lord “said” that He would wipe away life on earth (6:7).
God determined to judge the world. At creation, God “said” that there should be
light, sky, land, and life. Now God “said” that there must be judgment. That judgment
would be just, because humankind had rebelled against its Creator. That judgment would
also be total. “I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the earth.” In
addition to the destruction of all human life, God determined to destroy animal life as
well. Because of the rampant spread of sin, earth must be destroyed. Again, we read that
God “repented” for having made humankind. Human sin brought human oppression and
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suffering, and it brought grief to the heart of God. As God had warned, the only
appropriate penalty for sin was death (Genesis 2:17), and now death would fall on all of
creation.

God intervenes graciously.
God chose Noah to be the one to rescue life from
the devastating effects of the impending Flood (6:8).
Had the story ended at verse 7, there would be no life on earth today. But God,
while planning the destruction of life on earth, also had a plan to preserve life. He chose
a man, Noah, to rescue life from the impending worldwide Flood.
In contrast to the general wickedness of his day, Noah stood out in God’s sight (6:8a).
Noah stood out as unique in the ancient world. He alone became the recipient of
God’s grace in that age of wickedness. Noah was first mentioned in Genesis 5:28-32 as
the son of Lamech. Lamech anticipated that his son would be a source of comfort to
humankind in its sinful plight. Noah became the father of three sons—Shem, Ham, and
Japheth. Together, they would build an ark and rescue life on earth by God’s grace. In
contrast to the people of his day, Noah was righteous and blameless (Genesis 6:9), a man
who truly walked with God. Noah stood out in God’s sight.
Because of His grace, God chose Noah to preserve life on earth (6:8b).
Verse 8 simply states, “But Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord.” The word
“favor” refers to God’s “grace.” Grace is the unmerited favor or blessing of God on our
lives. We deserve judgment and death. God, because of His grace, offers us forgiveness
and life. By grace God chose Noah to preserve life on earth by building an ark. By
grace, God sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to die on the cross for our sins. By grace, God
withholds His judgment on our lives and offers us a lifetime to seek and find His Son.
God is still intervening in the lives of people, restraining judgment and offering His
gracious gift of life.
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Noah and the Ark
(Genesis 6:9-22)
Probably the most familiar story in the entire Bible is that of Noah and the ark. In
images and in the imagination we picture an old man, a huge boat, and animals walking
two by two. It’s a familiar story of God’s judgment and His grace. Of course, the Bible
presents Noah as a real person and the Flood as a real event in human history. In fact,
many ancient cultures had variations of the biblical flood story in their own literature,
accounts that originated with the real Flood as described in God’s Word. Genesis 6:9-22
describes God’s command for Noah to build an ark that would become the means of
deliverance for human and animal life during the Flood. From this passage we learn
again about the loving grace of God and our need to walk in obedience to God. In fact,
it’s because of God’s grace that we should be eager to walk in God’s ways. There are
three important facts about God that Genesis 6:9-22 underscores in our thinking.

God uses people to
accomplish His purposes (6:9-10).
The first fact about God that we learn from this passage is that God uses people to
accomplish His purposes. God could have preserved life on earth during the devastation
of the Flood in any number of ways. He could have miraculously removed Noah and his
family from the planet, or provided a miraculously pre-built ark. Instead, God called on
Noah to do the work of building an ark and preserving life.
Noah was a righteous man (6:9a).
Genesis 6:9 reintroduces Noah, beginning a section in Genesis that focuses on
Noah and his accomplishments. “This is the account of Noah,” an account that continues
through Genesis 9:28. Right up front we learn that Noah was a righteous man in the eyes
of God and a blameless man in the eyes of his contemporaries. Noah lived in obedience
to God’s ways. The Bible puts Noah in a class with Daniel and Job when it comes to
righteousness (Ezekiel 14:14, 20). Hebrews 11:7 describes Noah as a man of great faith,
and 2 Peter 2:5 presents him as a preacher of righteousness. God was pleased with Noah
and used Noah to accomplish His purpose of preserving life on earth.
Noah was a spiritual man (6:9b).
Genesis 6:9 also says that Noah “walked with God.” We read this of Enoch as
well (Genesis 5:22). The idea of walking with God implies ongoing, consistent, personal
fellowship with the Creator. Noah was a spiritual man, a man who had a vibrant
relationship with God. Christians today must likewise make it their aim to walk with
God, nurturing a spiritual relationship with God through faithful Bible reading, prayer,
meditation, and obedience.
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Noah was a family man (6:10).
Noah was also a family man. He had three sons—Shem, Ham, and Japheth.
Apparently Noah poured his spiritual life into the lives of his wife and his three sons,
since Noah’s wife, his sons, and his sons’ wives all were considered worthy of entrance
into the ark (Genesis 6:18). God honors our commitment to our families, and no matter
how great a work for God we’re called to accomplish, that work will always leave room
for us to nurture and cherish our families.

God wants to save us,
not destroy us (6:11-21).
The second fact that we learn about God in this passage is that God wants to save
us, not destroy us. He’s more interested in rescuing us from our sins than condemning us
in our sins. This is evident in the cross of Jesus Christ, and it’s evident in God’s
command to Noah to build an ark.
God warned Noah of impending judgment (6:11-13).
God had determined that humankind’s sin warranted a devastating judgment
(Genesis 6:7). Genesis 6:11 describes humankind’s condition as “corrupt” (compare
verse 12) and “full of violence” (compare verse 13). People had turned their hearts away
from God and had become cruel toward one another. The spread of sin was nearly allencompassing. “All the people on earth had corrupted their ways.” Noah and his family
were unique in that generation. Because of the devastating effects of sin, God would
send a devastating judgment. He warned Noah that He was about to put an end to all
people and to the earth itself, at least, in its pre-flood form. The need for such a drastic
act of judgment grieved the heart of God (Genesis 6:6), but God’s judgment was coming.
Only Noah and his family would survive.
God instructed Noah to build a massive ark (6:14-17).
Only now does God reveal the form in which His judgment would fall. He would
destroy life on earth through a worldwide flood, and preserve life by means of a massive
ark. The word translated “ark” in Genesis 6-9 is used elsewhere only in Exodus 2:3-5 to
describe the little floating basket that held Moses and preserved his life. Noah’s ark,
however, was to be huge by ancient standards. God gave Noah some details in
describing the ark. It was to be made of wood (the kind of wood is uncertain), it was to
have various compartments or rooms, and it was to be made waterproof by applying pitch
inside and out. The ark was to measure 300 cubits (450 feet) in length, 50 cubits (75 feet)
in width, and 30 cubits (45 feet) in height. These dimensions describe a barge that would
be extremely stable in turbulent waters. No boat of this size was again constructed until
modern ocean liners. The ark was to have a roof to protect its occupants from the
elements, and a window along the top for light and ventilation. It would need a door and
three tiers of decks to accommodate all the animals. The best estimates indicate that this
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amount of space could easily accommodate all land-dependant animals. Constructing
such a vessel would be an enormous undertaking! But it was the only way that Noah
could save the lives of his family members and of the creatures God had made. God
warned, “I am going to bring floodwaters on the earth to destroy all life under the
heavens, every creature that has the breath of life in it. Everything on earth will perish.”
This was obviously going to be a worldwide calamity, and only a massive ark could
preserve life on earth. God chose Noah to accomplish this task.
God granted Noah His covenant of life (6:18-21).
In the face of impending judgment, Noah received a tremendous promise. God
established a covenant with Noah, a covenant of life. Noah and his family would find
refuge on the ark. Likewise, the lives of all land-dwelling, air-breathing animals would
be rescued by means of the ark. God promised to bring to Noah and his ark a male and a
female of every kind of animal, bird, and creeping thing. Their lives would be preserved
because of Noah’s obedience in building the ark. Noah was also to supply the ark with
the food that would be necessary to sustain himself, his family, and all the animals. The
covenant that God made with Noah was a covenant of life. God has made a covenant
with His people today as well, a covenant of life through faith in Jesus Christ. God is a
God who keeps His promises. He would preserve life through Noah and the ark, and He
will grant eternal life to all who look to Jesus Christ through the eyes of faith. God wants
to save us, not destroy us.

God deserves the unswerving
obedience of His people (6:22).
The third fact about God that we learn from this passage is that God deserves our
obedience. Genesis 6:22 simply says, “Noah did everything just as God commanded
him.” From Noah’s example we learn the importance of simple obedience.
Noah obeyed God completely (6:22a).
God had handed Noah an overwhelming task. But Noah responded by faith. He
obeyed God completely. He did “everything” God commanded. He built an ark
according to God’s specifications. He secured the food necessary to sustain life on the
ark. He didn’t swerve in his commitment to God, but obeyed God completely.
Noah obeyed God precisely (6:22b).
Noah paid attention to God’s words and obeyed God precisely, “just as God
commanded.” God has a work for us to do, and He has a way in which we’re to do His
work. Obedience to God involves doing the right things in the right way for the right
reasons. Like Noah, we should be eager to obey God because God has been so good to
us. He wants to save us and use us for His glory. He wants to make our lives count for
Him. It’s because of God’s grace that we should be eager to walk in God’s ways.
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The Flood
(Genesis 7:1-24)
There’s an old adage that says, “All good things must come to an end.” We
usually quote this for our children at bedtime when they insist that they haven’t finished
playing. The Bible presents a different perspective, however. When we look at the
biblical record we could more accurately say that all “bad” things must come to an end.
This was certainly the case in Genesis 7. Human sin had run rampant. “The Lord saw
how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the
thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5). Evil had run rampant, and
now it had run its course. It was time for God to intervene with judgment. It was time to
unleash the Flood. We must understand, of course, that God doesn’t delight in judging
His creation. He created us for His glory and for fellowship. But when sin entered the
picture, God in His holiness had to judge humankind. Sin cannot go unchecked. It must
be judged. But in His justice, God also displayed His grace. He called Noah to build an
ark in order to preserve life on earth. Genesis 7:1-24 describes the Flood, and in so
doing, it describes our need to rely on the saving grace of God. The same grace of God
that saved Noah in the ark is available to save us in Jesus Christ.

The Flood was a judicial event, teaching us that
God judges sin but graciously offers salvation (7:1-10).
The first fact about the Flood that we find in Genesis 7 is that the Flood was a
judicial event. God judged the world fairly. He was right in destroying the world
because of humankind’s sin. But God also graciously offered salvation, and today He
offers us salvation from eternal judgment through faith in Jesus Christ.
God invited Noah and his family to enter the ark in order to be saved from the
impending Flood (7:1).
God’s grace is evident in His warning to Noah that a Flood was coming, and here
in Genesis 7:1 His grace is again evident in His invitation for Noah to enter the ark. “The
Lord said to Noah, ‘Go into the ark, you and your whole family.’” God considered Noah
to be a righteous man in his generation. Righteousness comes through faith, not through
personal accomplishment, and God saw Noah as a man of faith. Noah stood out in his
day. God honored Noah’s faith by providing deliverance from judgment. When we put
our faith in Jesus Christ, we too will experience God’s gracious deliverance from the
judgment that our sins deserve. God invited Noah and his family to enter the ark.
God instructed Noah to preserve life on earth by taking pairs of animals into the ark
(7:2-4).
In addition to saving Noah and his family, God wanted to preserve the beauty,
majesty, and diversity of life that He had created. So He instructed Noah to take pairs of
every animal into the ark. When God gave Noah instructions for building the ark, He
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told Noah to make provision for pairs of every kind of animal (Genesis 6:19-20). Now,
in Genesis 7:2-3, God specifically states that there were to be a male and a female of
every kind of unclean animal and seven (or seven pairs) of every kind of clean animal.
Clean animals were those that would be fit for consumption or for sacrifice, and for this
reason God made additional provision for their survival by requiring Noah to bring more
of them into the ark. God told Noah that the Flood would begin in seven days, the rain
would last for forty days, and all life on earth would be destroyed. The time had come.
Judgment was at hand. It was up to Noah—with God’s gracious help—to preserve life
on earth.
Noah responded to God’s grace and obeyed God’s instructions (7:5-10).
As he had done in the past (Genesis 6:22), Noah eagerly obeyed everything God
commanded (Genesis 7:5). He responded to God’s gracious invitation and obeyed God’s
instructions. We learn that Noah was 600 years old at the time of the Flood, a man
seasoned in his faith. But how would Noah and his family gather so many animals, and
do so in just seven days? Genesis 7:8-9 seems to indicate that, instead of Noah going out
to gather the animals, the animals came to him. To be sure, there was work for Noah and
his sons to do. But God miraculously put it into the instinctive drive of His animal
creation to migrate to Noah and the ark (compare verse 15). In just seven days the ark
was loaded and ready to endure the floodwaters of judgment. The Flood was a judicial
event. God justly judged the ancient world and He graciously saved Noah and his family.

The Flood was a historical event, teaching us that
God’s offer of grace doesn’t linger indefinitely (7:11-16).
A second fact that Genesis 7 teaches us about the Flood is that it was a historical
event. Many ancient cultures had flood stories in their mythology, but the Flood of
Genesis 7 was no myth. It was a historical reality. The fact of the Flood reminds us that,
while God offers us His grace, there is a point in time when judgment comes.
At a specific point in time, God sent His judgment on the world in the form of a
catastrophic Flood (7:11-12).
The historicity of the Flood is seen in the tone of the early chapters of Genesis and
specifically in the details of time related to the Flood. The Flood took place “in the six
hundredth year of Noah’s life, on the seventeenth day of the second month” (Genesis
7:11). Other chronological notes in the Flood account likewise underscore the historical
value of this event (Genesis 8:4, 5, 13, 14). The Flood began on a specific day in history.
“On that day all the springs of the great deep burst forth, and the floodgates of the
heavens were opened.” The mighty waters of the Flood came from the rains above in
addition to water reservoirs deep inside the earth. With the destructive force of countless
hurricanes, earthquakes, tidal waves, tsunamis, and mudslides, the floodgates of heaven
poured out their rain for 40 days and 40 nights. The time for judgment had come.
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At a specific point in time, God shut the door to the ark and to His gracious offer of
deliverance (7:13-16).
It was on the very day that the rains began to fall that Noah and his family, having
tucked away the animals in their stalls, entered the ark. Genesis 7:14-16 provides a recap
of the obedience of Noah in providing for the animals, and of the miraculous work of
God in guiding the animals to go to Noah. Once Noah, his family, and all the animals
were safely on the ark, we read these ominous words. “Then the Lord shut him in.” By
an act of God, the entrance to the ark was closed and the opportunity for anyone else to
respond to God’s grace was forever gone. Whether or not people began too late to seek
deliverance on the ark after the rains began to pour we can only wonder. The hardness of
the sinful human heart may have kept people from seeking such help. But the fact is,
there was no further opportunity to respond to God’s grace. The time for judgment had
come. Jesus used the account of Noah to warn about a future day of divine judgment. In
Matthew 24:36-41 Jesus taught that His second coming in judgment would take place
without warning (compare 2 Peter 3:3-7). At a specific point in time in the future the
gracious offer of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ will come to an end. Jesus will
come back into this world as the righteous judge. At that moment—at any moment—it
will be too late. God’s offer of grace will not linger indefinitely. That’s why we dare not
delay our decision about receiving Jesus Christ as our Savior.

The Flood was a universal event, teaching us that no one
can escape God’s judgment apart from responding to His grace (7:17-24).
The third fact about the Flood as it’s presented in Genesis 7 is that the Flood was
a universal event. It was a worldwide deluge. No one outside of the ark escaped its
destruction. While some people view the Flood as a localized event, the description in
Genesis 7 presents the Flood as universal in scope.
The waters of the Flood poured out on the earth for forty days (7:17).
The fact that the rains poured out for forty days leads us to believe that the Flood
was no mere local tragedy. This kind of storm was unusual, and carried unusual
destructive power. “For forty days the flood kept coming on the earth.” As the waters
rose, they “lifted the ark high above the earth.” The emphasis in this passage seems
clearly to be the great magnitude of the Flood.
The waters of the Flood covered the highest mountains (7:18-20).
Again, the account says that the waters kept increasing as the ark floated safely
above the destruction. The Flood was so deep that “all the high mountains under the
entire heavens were covered.” The words “all,” “high,” and “entire” again point to a
worldwide Flood. For the highest mountains in the world to be covered with water to a
minimum depth of twenty feet (verse 20) requires a worldwide Flood.
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The waters of the Flood destroyed all air breathing life on earth, including the entire
human population (7:21-23a).
Just as God had warned, “every” air-breathing animal on earth died in the Flood.
Only those animals that were on the ark were preserved. In addition, every human being,
apart from Noah and his family, died in the Flood. For the Flood to destroy all animal
and human life on earth it must have been a worldwide Flood. Otherwise, at least some
animals and probably some people would have found refuge in some distant corner of the
globe. But all life was destroyed. Only those animals and people who were on Noah’s
ark were spared.
The waters of the Flood lifted the ark and its inhabitants to safety (7:23b).
“Only Noah was left, and those with him in the ark.” The complete destruction of
life on earth stood in stark contrast to the life that was preserved on the ark. Only those
people who believed God were saved. In the midst of great tragedy and judgment, there
was a floating testimony to God’s grace.
The waters of the Flood prevailed on the earth for 150 days (7:24).
After the forty days of torrential downpour, the waters of the Flood continued to
cover the earth for a total of 150 days. At that point, the ark struck ground (compare
Genesis 8:4), but the peaks of the mountains didn’t become generally visible until over
two months later (compare Genesis 8:5). The earth didn’t become safe for animal and
human life until over a year after the Flood began (compare Genesis 8:14). The fact that
the waters of the Flood were dominant on the surface of the earth for so long again points
to a worldwide Flood. The universal nature of the Flood reminds us that God’s judgment
is comprehensive. No one escaped the judgment of the Flood apart from responding to
God’s gracious invitation of rescue on the ark. No one will escape the eternal judgment
of hell apart from responding to God’s gracious invitation of rescue through the cross of
Jesus Christ. A day of judgment is necessary, and, based on God’s Word, it’s coming.
But also based on God’s Word, there is a way of deliverance. Jesus took our judgment
for us on the cross. God invites us to turn to Jesus, to receive His forgiveness, and to be
assured of our right relationship with God through faith.
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Mount Ararat
(Genesis 8:1-22)
Mount Ararat is famous, even legendary. It’s known, of course, as the resting
place of Noah’s ark. As the waters of the Flood began to recede, the ark settled “on the
mountains of Ararat” (Genesis 8:4). For this reason, Mount Ararat is a place of great
curiosity, mystery, and adventure. People have wondered for centuries whether or not the
ark is still resting there, and explorers have launched great expeditions to locate any
remains of Noah’s ark. Sightings have been reported, but no solid evidence has been
produced to confirm the existence of Noah’s ark on Mount Ararat. Weather conditions
often restrict exploration. Political tensions in the region of eastern Turkey, where Mount
Ararat is located, add to the intrigue of locating the ark. In addition, the Bible simply
says that the ark came to rest on the “mountains” of Ararat, somewhere in that range of
mountains, not on a specific mountain peak. So, finding remains of Noah’s ark is an
exciting, albeit difficult, quest. However, the existence of the ark today would not
compel people to believe the Bible. Many of the people who witnessed Jesus’ miracles
still rejected Him in spite of the evidence. We don’t need to discover Noah’s ark in order
to believe that Noah and the ark really existed as the Bible describes them. Nor do we
need to discover the ark in order to advance the gospel of Jesus Christ. But the ark and
Mount Ararat do hold lessons for us as we live a life of faith in God. Noah’s example
reminds us that the God we serve is a God who is just, gracious, and worthy of our
unrestrained devotion. We should commit ourselves totally to God because God has
totally committed Himself to us. Noah’s experience at Mount Ararat provides three
valuable lessons for us today.
Noah’s example teaches us
the importance of waiting (8:1-14).
The first lesson we can learn from Noah and Mount Ararat is that it’s important
for us to wait on God. Waiting for God—waiting for Him to speak, waiting for Him to
act, waiting for Him to direct—waiting for God is essential to a healthy, vibrant, growing
faith experience. Noah had to wait on God throughout his lifetime and throughout the
time the Flood was on the earth. He also had to wait for God to instruct him to leave the
ark. Waiting on God isn’t easy, but it’s essential.
Wait on God confidently, because His promises are always trustworthy (8:1-5).
Genesis 8:1 says, “But God remembered Noah.” It’s not as if God had forgotten
about Noah. Instead, this statement indicates that God at last deemed it to be the right
time to step into Noah’s life again. The Flood had prevailed over the face of the earth,
but now it was time to draw back the waters and allow Noah, his family, and all the
animals to leave the ark. God had promised to deliver Noah, and God would keep His
promise. Sometimes, waiting on God means waiting for Him to keep His promises. God
always keeps His promises, but often we must wait. At the beginning of the Flood, God
had opened the “springs of the deep” and the “floodgates of the heavens.” Now, God
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closed these sources of water so that the Flood could recede. For 150 days the waters of
the Flood had completely covered the earth, but now the waters began to recede. The ark
came to rest on the mountains of Ararat “on the seventeenth day of the seventh month.”
The ark struck ground, though the mountains were still covered with water. It wasn’t
until two and a half months later, “on the first day of the tenth month,” that the mountain
peaks became visible. God was keeping His promise, but it took time for the waters of
the great Flood to recede. Noah could be confident that God would keep His promise,
and he waited.
Wait on God expectantly, because His blessings are always satisfying (8:6-12).
Noah waited an additional forty days after the mountain peaks became visible,
and then, in expectation, sent a raven and a dove out of the ark to explore conditions on
earth. Noah “opened the window” and “sent out a raven.” If a raven, a hardy bird, could
survive without returning to the ark, Noah could be sure that the earth was returning to an
inhabitable condition. The raven did not return. It was able to survive. Next, Noah
released a dove, a much more delicate bird. But conditions on the earth were not yet
ready for the more fragile creatures to survive, and the dove returned to the ark. A week
later, Noah repeated the experiment and the dove returned again, but this time it was
carrying a fresh olive leaf. Plant life was again sprouting up on the surface of the earth.
Still another week later, Noah again released the dove. This time the dove didn’t return.
Conditions on earth were ready to welcome even the more delicate creatures. Noah still
waited, but he waited expectantly, knowing that God’s blessings were just around the
corner.
Wait on God patiently, because His timing is always best (8:13-14).
Noah waited until “the first day of the first month” of his six hundred and first
year, about a month after his third release of the dove, before he removed the “covering”
from the ark, probably a part of the ark that was distinct from its “roof” or the “door”
(Genesis 6:16), since different words are used for each of these parts. With the covering
removed, Noah could visually confirm that the earth had become dry. But still he waited.
Noah knew that God’s timing is best. He waited for almost another two months, until
“the twenty-seventh day of the second month.” According to the chronological notations
in the Flood account, the ark’s inhabitants left the ark over a year after the Flood began
(compare Genesis 7:11 and 8:14). Noah must have been a patient man! He waited until
God gave the order to leave the ark. Waiting on God—waiting for His direction and
timing—isn’t easy, but it’s essential.
Noah’s example teaches us
the importance of working (8:15-19).
The second lesson we learn from Noah’s experience on Mount Ararat is that God
has a work for us to do, and there is joy in doing God’s work.
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God has a special plan for your life (8:15-17).
The day, at last, had arrived. God told Noah, “Come out of the ark, you and your
wife and your sons and their wives.” These must have been welcome words indeed!
Noah was to make sure that all the animals likewise left the ark. These animals,
preserved on the ark through Noah’s obedience to God, would multiply and fill the earth,
words reminiscent of the original creation order as described in Genesis 1. Life on earth
had a whole new beginning. God had a plan to preserve life, and He had fulfilled that
plan. God also had a plan for Noah’s life and He was in the process of fulfilling that plan
as well. God has a plan for the life of every one of His children. Though He hasn’t
called on us to build an ark, He does expect us to fulfill His specific calling in our lives.
Pursuing God’s plan for your life is the only way to find lasting fulfillment (8:18-19).
Noah once again obeyed God completely (see Genesis 6:22 and 7:5). He and his
family disembarked from the ark, as did the animals. Noah had faithfully followed God’s
plan for his life. As God’s people, we need to discover God’s will for our lives and, day
by day, walk in His path. Lasting fulfillment in life comes only as we seek and follow
God’s plan.
Noah’s example teaches us
the importance of worshiping (8:20-22).
What would you do after spending over a year confined to an ark with hundreds
of animals riding out the rough waters of a worldwide Flood? The first thing that Noah
did was to worship God! The third lesson we learn from Noah’s experience on Mount
Ararat is that worship is essential to our lives.
Our worship should be a heartfelt response of gratitude for God’s grace (8:20).
Noah had plenty for which to be thankful. God had kept His promise. The ark
and its inhabitants had survived the catastrophic waters of the Flood. The surface of the
earth was again becoming green, capable of sustaining life. Noah intuitively responded
in worship. He built an altar to Yahweh God and on that altar he sacrificed some of the
surplus clean animals and birds that he had taken on the ark. Noah was grateful to God
for God’s gracious protection. God deserved Noah’s heartfelt worship. We still worship
God today on the basis of a sacrifice, but that sacrifice was made in our place by Jesus on
the cross. In gratitude for God’s gracious provision through Jesus Christ, we should
intuitively bow before God in worship. Worship is a daily, heartfelt response to the grace
of God in our lives.
Our heartfelt worship pleases and moves the heart of God (8:21-22).
God was pleased with Noah’s worship. In human terms we read that the Lord
God “smelled the pleasing aroma” of Noah’s sacrifices. In other words, Noah’s worship
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brought pleasure to God. It moved God’s heart, and in His heart God promised never to
again curse the ground in spite of humankind’s sinful condition. People would still rebel
against God. Our hearts would continue to harbor evil. The sin nature still dominates the
souls of men and women. But God would use other means of dealing with humankind’s
sin in the future. In poetic fashion, God declared that the earth would consistently
experience productivity along the course of the changing seasons. “As long as the earth
endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night will
never cease.” A day will come when God will again judge the world, but until that day
the course of life continues. People can look around them and see God’s blessing. They
can respond to God’s grace. They can know that their heartfelt worship pleases God and
moves His heart. While we must at times wait on God, and while we must work for God,
we must also worship God. In waiting, working, and worshiping we’ll find fulfillment in
life. Will we rebel against God, or embrace Him by faith? The history of humankind
from Mount Ararat to today is a record of that tension between serving self and serving
God. Thankfully, God still graciously reaches out to us through His Son, Jesus Christ.
Thankfully, we can choose to commit ourselves totally to God because God has totally
committed Himself to us.
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The Rainbow and God’s Promise
(Genesis 9:1-17)
Few things in life are more breathtaking than a brilliant rainbow after a spring
rain. No matter how hurried our pace, it’s almost impossible not to stop and gaze at the
colors painted across the sky. For many people, the rainbow is much more than a
beautiful phenomenon of nature. It carries spiritual significance. In fact, the rainbow
reminds us that God is real, that He is active in His creation, and that He always keeps
His promises. The spiritual significance of the rainbow goes back, of course, to the time
of Noah. Following the Flood, God promised Noah that there would never be another
worldwide destruction by water. God identified the rainbow, something that Noah
probably saw in the sky immediately after the Flood, as a sign of His promise of grace.
God has promised to be gracious to His creation. He has shown us His grace over and
over again down through history. He showed us His grace by sending His Son, Jesus, to
redeem us from our sins. He shows us grace day by day, allowing us to seek Him, serve
Him, and enjoy His personal presence in our lives. God is a God of grace. The rainbow
reminds us that God has promised us His grace, and it points us to the cross, the focal
point of God’s grace. God keeps His promises. In Noah’s case, God established a
covenant that incorporated several promises.

God promised Noah a new
creation order (9:1-7).
The first aspect of God’s promise to Noah was that of a new creation order. After
the Flood there would be certain changes in the way people related to animal life and to
one another. People are to hold life in high regard, especially human life.
God established a new relationship between people and animal life (9:1-4).
When Noah and his family got off the ark, they engaged in an act of worship.
They offered sacrifices to God (Genesis 8:20). God also offered something to Noah.
God pronounced a blessing on Noah and his family. Noah’s family was to “be fruitful
and increase in number and fill the earth.” In order to protect the growing human
population, God said that He would put an instinctive fear of humans in animals, birds,
and sea life. Most animals by nature are timid, especially when people are around. This
condition apparently didn’t exist prior to the Flood, but is now a part of God’s creation
order. In addition to this change, God also at this point allowed humankind to eat meat.
Prior to the Flood, God had given plants as the sole source of human nutrition (Genesis
1:29). Since the Flood, however, God has allowed people to eat meat as a source of
sustenance. God did make one regulation at that time. People were not to eat meat that
still had the lifeblood in it. This was a way of remembering that even animal life is
special and deserves respect. Nevertheless, God had established a new relationship
between people and animal life after the Flood.
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God established a new expectation for honoring the sanctity of human life (9:5-6).
If the blood of animals is precious to God, how much more so is human blood!
Human life is sacred in God’s sight. Prior to the Flood, sin had expressed itself in
violence, a blatant disregard for human life and dignity (Genesis 6:11). After the Flood,
however, there was to be a new respect for human life. God would “demand an
accounting” for human life. Whether human blood was shed by animals or people, God
would demand justice. Eventually the Law of Moses demanded that an animal that was
responsible for killing a person must itself be killed (Exodus 21:28). Likewise,
murderers were subject to the death penalty (Exodus 21:12). In the new creation order,
God expected people to honor the sanctity of human life. In Genesis 9:6 God said,
“Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for in the image of
God has God made man.” Those who disregarded human life should lose their own lives.
God doesn’t specify to Noah how this should take place, but it seems best to understand
that God is implying a societal system of justice in which, through legal means, those
who murdered others would be justly put to death. Human life could not be treated
lightly. After all, we were created in God’s image and therefore have inherent dignity
that deserves the highest respect. The modern application of this passage still allows for
the death penalty, though the “new commandment” of love that Jesus taught (John 13:34)
should temper the use of this societal judgment.
God established a new progenitor for the multiplication of the human race (9:7).
Again, God invited Noah to be fruitful and fill the earth. There was a new
creation order, a new expectation for honoring human life, and a new progenitor for the
human race. Originally, everyone came from Adam and Eve. Now that the Flood had
destroyed everyone except Noah and his family, Noah would be the new forefather of the
human race. We all trace our roots back to Noah! Therefore, we’re all related and
should treat each other at least as distant relatives. Racism and bigotry have no justifiable
foundation. Historically and biblically, there is but one human race.

God promised Noah a new
relational covenant (9:8-11).
The second aspect of God’s promise to Noah involved a new relational covenant.
God established other covenants with certain individuals over the course of biblical
history. For example, God made a covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3), Moses
(Exodus 19:5), and David (2 Samuel 7:14-15), covenants that impacted the lives of God’s
people as a whole. Jesus established a “new covenant” with His disciples (Luke 22:20), a
covenant of forgiveness and salvation sealed with His blood. Through the covenants,
God declares His relational interaction with His people. God made a new relational
covenant with Noah immediately after the Flood.
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God’s covenant was all-encompassing (9:8-10).
God’s covenant—His unbending promise—to Noah involved all life on earth. It
included Noah, Noah’s sons, Noah’s descendants, and even the animals that Noah had
preserved on the ark. God’s promise was all-encompassing. In fact, it still impacts us
today. God promised to never again destroy the world with a Flood, and He is still
honoring that covenant.
God’s covenant was unconditional (9:11a).
Some of the covenants of God were conditional. Their fulfillment depended to
some degree on human cooperation. For example, God’s covenant with Moses
guaranteed blessing to the Jewish people contingent on their obedience to the Law.
However, some of God’s covenants are unconditional. They do not depend on human
cooperation, but rest solely in the prerogatives of God. He promised to act, and He will
keep His promise regardless of human response. This was the case with the covenant
God made with Noah. God said, “I establish my covenant with you.” The fulfillment of
this promise in no way depended on Noah’s response. God would not flood the whole
world again, in spite of the fact that human sin would again grow. God would use other
means of dealing with the sin issue, but another flood was out of the question. This was
an unconditional covenant.
God’s covenant was gracious (9:11b).
God’s covenant with Noah was an expression of God’s grace. “Never again will
all life be cut off by the waters of a flood; never again will there be a flood to destroy the
earth.” God knew that sin would still capture people’s hearts and minds. He knew that
evil, violence, and injustice would again flourish. But God graciously promised not to
send another flood. This doesn’t mean that God became lax in His attitude toward sin.
Instead, it simply means that God would deal with sin differently in the future. He would
graciously allow sinful people time to turn to Him. He would even go so far as to send
His Son into the world to rescue us from our sins. And one day, God will judge the
whole world with fire (2 Peter 3:10). But until that day, God’s grace would be evident in
His restraint of worldwide judgment.

God promised Noah a new
reaffirming sign (9:12-17).
The third aspect of God’s promise to Noah involved a visual, reaffirming,
reassuring sign in the sky. The rainbow became the symbol of God’s gracious covenant.
The rainbow reminds us that God keeps His promises (9:12-13).
God said, “I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the
covenant between me and the earth” (verse 13). Rainbows most likely appeared prior to
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the Flood, but here God invests the rainbow with special significance. The rainbow
would forever remind us that God keeps His promises. It was a sign of God’s covenant
with Noah and with all the generations that would come after Noah. Whenever we see a
rainbow, we can be reassured that God keeps His promises to us. We can trust Him with
our lives.
The rainbow reminds us that God is active in His creation (9:14-16).
God is active in His creation. He is the one who causes clouds to form and move
across the sky. He controls the natural order, and He’s involved in our lives at every
level. God promised to “remember” His covenant. This doesn’t imply that God needs a
reminder from time to time, but is an expression that shows His relational interaction
with His creation and His people. God promised to be faithful to His covenant with
Noah. God would never send another worldwide flood. He “sees” the rainbow and
“remembers” His everlasting covenant. God is active in His creation, and He always
keeps His promises.
The rainbow reminds us that God offers hope (9:17).
God again stated to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant I have established
between me and all life on the earth.” Life would once again thrive on earth. God’s
covenant with Noah not only assured that there would never be another worldwide flood,
but it also promised that there would be life. There was once again hope, because God
had established His covenant. The rainbow is a sign of hope. God always keeps His
promises. One of His greatest promises recorded in the Scriptures is the promise of
eternal life to all who believe in His Son. Jesus said, “For my Father’s will is that
everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall have eternal life, and I will raise
him up at the last day” (John 6:40). God keeps His promises. He promises us eternal life
through faith in Jesus Christ. He offers us hope for today and hope for eternity. The sign
of the rainbow reaffirms God’s promises, and the reality of the cross guarantees our
eternal future.
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Noah’s Sin and the Curse of Canaan
(Genesis 9:18-28)
We sometimes imagine that our favorite Bible heroes were totally faithful and
flawless. We tend to attribute to them almost superhuman qualities, possibly so that we
can rationalize our own shortcomings. But apart from Jesus Christ, the men and women
of the Bible were ordinary, garden variety sinners just like us. Yes, they led lives filled
with great victories and accomplishments. Yes, they stood out as examples of faith. Yes,
they experienced God’s power working through them in remarkable ways. But they were
still susceptible to sin. In fact, the Bible frequently includes some of the sinful episodes
in the lives of these great men and women of faith in order to remind us that we’re all in
need of God’s saving grace. Moses was a great prophet, but even he lost his temper and
consequently forfeited the blessing of entering the Promised Land. David was a great
king, a man after God’s own heart, but even David committed adultery, lied, murdered,
and at times lost confidence in God. Paul was a great apostle, bravely taking the gospel
of Jesus Christ into new territories, but even he found it difficult to get along with some
of the other church leaders of his day and parted company with some on at least one
occasion. Men and women of faith have feet of clay. Noah’s story, like the rest, includes
an act of sin. While Noah is known as a man of righteousness, he also failed God and
stood in constant need of God’s forgiving grace. Genesis 9:18-28 records this incident in
the life of Noah. It teaches us that we all fail in many ways but we can all find
forgiveness in the loving grace of God.

After the Flood, the human population again
began to expand over the earth (9:18-19).
The events of Noah’s life and the lives of his sons after the Flood are not
described in any great detail. However, Genesis clearly describes Noah’s three sons as
the ancestors of the entire human population as it expanded over the earth.
God had graciously preserved Noah and his three sons through the Flood (9:18).
Genesis 9:18 serves as a transitional statement that moves from the account of
God’s covenant to the account of Noah’s sin. It simply identifies by name the three sons
of Noah who came out of the ark with him—Shem, Ham, and Japheth. These three, with
their father and their wives, had survived the great Flood by God’s gracious intervention.
This verse also mentions parenthetically that Canaan was one of Ham’s sons. This tidbit
sets the stage for the incident that follows.
Noah’s three sons became the ancestors of every people group around the world (9:19).
Shem, Ham, and Japheth became the ancestors of a growing population that
scattered over the earth. Every individual and every people group on earth ultimately
traces their ancestry back to one of Noah’s three sons. Genesis 10 describes in greater
detail the people groups that descended from each of these three sons of Noah. What is

61

evident from Genesis 9:19, however, is that the human population began to expand after
the Flood. With that expansion of people would come once again the expansion of sin
and the need for God’s grace.

After the Flood, sin continued to demonstrate
its grip on the human heart (9:20-23).
Genesis 9:20-23 describes Noah’s sin and the reaction to that sin on the part of his
three sons. It’s an unfortunate event, but God includes it in the Scriptures for our benefit.
He wants us to remember that sin is ever present in the human heart and we must guard
carefully against its enticements.
Noah’s drunkenness reminds us that no one, no matter how spiritually mature, is
immune to sin (9:20-21).
Noah, according to Genesis 9:20, was “a man of the soil.” He was a farmer, and
had probably been a farmer prior to his call from God to build an ark. Now that the
Flood was over, Noah returned to his previous occupation. Included among his crops
was a vineyard. The Bible clearly refers to vineyards in a positive light. Even Jesus used
the imagery of grapevines and branches to describe His nurturing relationship with His
followers (John 15:1-8). Furthermore, the Bible never forbids the moderate use of wine.
Again, Jesus turned water into wine as His first miracle (John 2:1-11). The fact that
Noah planted a vineyard and made wine was not in violation of God’s commands.
However, drunkenness is consistently forbidden in Scripture (Proverbs 23:20-21, 29-35;
Isaiah 5:22; Habakkuk 2:15; Romans 13:13; 1 Corinthians 5:11; 6:10; Galatians 5:21;
Ephesians 5:18; 1 Peter 4:3). Noah violated this divine principle, drinking so much wine
that he became drunk. Some interpreters prefer to defend Noah’s righteous character by
saying that Noah was unaware of wine and its powers, pointing out that this is the first
time wine is mentioned in the Bible. However, it’s difficult to imagine that the
generations of wickedness on earth leading up to the Flood hadn’t discovered the
influence of fermented drinks. Therefore, it seems best to understand from this passage
that Noah sinned blatantly by getting drunk. Furthermore, his drunken condition led to
immodesty. Noah uncovered himself and lay naked inside his tent, though apparently in
a place where it was easy for his immodesty to be seen. There is no doubt about the fact
that Noah was a great man of God. But Noah had a weak moment. He succumbed to sin.
We would do well to take warning, realizing that we’re all susceptible to sin’s attractions.
No matter how spiritually mature we may become, we’re never immune to sin.
Ham’s sin warns us that when we fail to respect others we forfeit God’s respect for us
(9:22).
Noah’s youngest son, Ham, who is again identified as the father of Canaan,
apparently discovered Noah in his drunken state. Genesis 9:22 simply says that Ham
“saw” his father’s nakedness and “told” his two brothers. There have been numerous
attempts to read into these statements any number of sinful acts, but the text must be
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interpreted in its simplicity. Ham saw his father in a disrespectful condition and seems to
have taken delight in his father’s impropriety. So, Ham went out and reported Noah’s
condition to his two brothers. Instead of respecting his father and helping to protect his
dignity, Ham chose to make light of his father’s failure. However, Ham’s attitude and act
of disrespect would bring on his own son the disrespect of others, including God.
Shem and Japheth’s kindness teaches us that everyone, no matter what their moral
condition, should be treated with dignity (9:23).
Noah had violated the principles of sobriety and modesty. However, two of
Noah’s sons, Shem and Japheth, refused to show disrespect toward their father in his low
condition. Instead, they honored Noah’s dignity. They took a garment, placed it across
their shoulders, walked backward into their father’s tent in order to avoid seeing Noah in
his immodest condition, and covered Noah’s nakedness. This act of kindness reminds us
of God’s gracious act of covering Adam and Eve after their sin. It also teaches us that
people deserve to be treated with dignity, no matter how far they’ve fallen from God’s
principles. We tend to be judgmental when instead we should be gentle. Noah had
sinned. Sin still held its grip on the human heart, even after the Flood. But where there
was sin, there was also God’s abundant grace.

After the Flood, God would continue to condemn
sin and honor righteousness (9:24-28).
God had judged sin on earth by destroying earth’s inhabitants with a worldwide
Flood. He had then promised never to destroy the world again with that kind of a
judgment. However, this doesn’t mean that God would now overlook sin. He would
continue to condemn sin and honor righteousness. This fact becomes evident in Noah’s
pronouncement of a curse on Canaan and a blessing on Shem and Japheth.
God is a just God, so He must condemn sin and allow for its consequences (9:24).
Eventually Noah woke up from his drunkenness and became aware of Ham’s
actions. This prompted Noah to pronounce a curse, but since God had already
pronounced a blessing on Ham and his brothers (Genesis 9:1), Noah couldn’t pronounce
a curse on Ham himself. So Noah pronounced the curse on Ham’s son, Canaan. In his
pronouncement of a curse, Noah was probably speaking prophetically about what would
take place rather than, by his curse, bringing about circumstances that otherwise wouldn’t
have taken place. Noah saw in Ham certain character deficiencies that likely resided in
Canaan as well. For this reason, Noah stated that Canaan would be cursed. He would
become the “lowest of slaves” or “a slave of slaves” to his brothers. Slavery is an insult
to human dignity, and since Ham had disregarded his father’s dignity, his descendants
would be refused their rightful dignity. Canaan, of course, was the forefather of the
Canaanites, a wicked group of tribes who were living in Canaan when the Israelites
entered the land. Because Moses wrote Genesis, it’s easy to see why Genesis includes
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this curse on Canaan. Moses was preparing the Israelites for entrance into the land of
Canaan and the conquest of the wicked descendants of Canaan.
God is a gracious God, so He will bless those who honor His ways (9:25-26).
In addition to cursing Ham’s actions, Noah also recognized the respectful acts of
Shem and Japheth. Noah, therefore, pronounced a special blessing on these two sons.
He said, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem!” Shem’s descendants would stand in a
special relationship with Yahweh God. In fact, the Israelites are descendants of Shem
and were God’s chosen people. Shem would not only enjoy a special relationship with
God, but Shem’s descendants would rule over Canaan’s descendants. Canaan would be a
slave to Shem. Likewise, Canaan would be a slave to Japheth while Japheth’s
descendants would enjoy an extended territory and share in the blessings of Shem.
Japheth’s descendants did indeed migrate widely in the world, receiving an extended
territory. (There’s an interesting wordplay in Hebrew between the name “Japheth” and
the word “extend.”) Japheth would also “live in the tents of Shem,” meaning that Japheth
would enter into the blessings and come under the protective shelter of Shem’s
descendants. We can see in this statement an anticipation of the gospel. Jesus came into
the world through the line of Shem, and the people extended all over the earth can come
into the blessings of God through faith in Jesus Christ. While the Canaanites experienced
slavery and judgment for their wickedness, being totally annihilated in ancient times, the
other descendants of Noah through Ham and Japheth have the opportunity to enter into
the spiritual blessings of Shem’s ultimate descendant, Jesus Christ. Through faith in
Jesus Christ we can all receive forgiveness for our sins and life for all eternity. God is
eager to bless us, and He invites us to turn to Him through faith in His Son, Jesus.
God is a forgiving God, so He won’t let one wrong decision stand in the way of a legacy
of righteousness (9:28).
The life of Noah as described in Genesis ends with these words: “After the flood,
Noah lived 350 years. Altogether, Noah lived 950 years, and then he died.” The single
incident of Noah’s sin, recorded in Genesis 9:18-28, shouldn’t taint our appreciation for
Noah’s character and accomplishments. The fact that Noah, like all of us, was
susceptible to sin in no way detracts from his reputation for righteousness. In fact, few
people are even aware of Noah’s sin. Most remember him only for his character and his
obedience to God. This proves that God is a forgiving God. He won’t let one wrong
decision stand in the way of a legacy of righteousness. We’ve all made some poor
choices in the past. Isn’t it great to know that our lives—even our legacies—don’t need
to be controlled by our sinful past? God is a God of grace and forgiveness. Though we
all fail in many ways, we can all find forgiveness in the loving grace of God.
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The Table of Nations
(Genesis 10:1-32)
We live in a global society. Our world consists of a diversity of people. There
are linguistic, geographic, racial, and cultural differences that make the world both
interesting and, often, tense. So, where did this vast diversity come from? Genesis 11
provides an answer for the diversity of languages in the world, but Genesis 10 offers an
explanation for the diversity of nations and races. After the Flood, Noah’s three sons had
children of their own. These children, in many cases, became the progenitors of
identifiable national entities. Genesis 10 lists the descendants of Shem, Ham, and
Japheth in an ancient Table of Nations that depicts the spread of the human race
throughout the world. We all come from Noah and every individual on earth is related to
every other person through this connection. Nevertheless, there are distinctions within
the human race. God’s creative power is evident in the diversity that exists among the
people of this world. Racial and national distinctions should prompt us to praise God and
embrace others. Instead, we tend to judge others as inferior, forgetting that we are all
related and that we are all equally responsible to our Creator. Racism flows from hearts
that are captivated by sin. Racial acceptance flows from hearts that are captivated by
Jesus Christ. After all, Jesus died for the sins of the whole world. God’s people must set
the pace when it comes to social equality. We need to treat others with the respect and
love that God has shown for us. We need to show the love of Jesus Christ by the way we
treat people who are different from us, and we need to share the love of Jesus Christ with
the whole world. Genesis 10 teaches us that all nations descended from Noah and that
God has a plan for the people of this world.

All the nations and races of the world
descended from a common ancestor, Noah (10:1).
Having completed the account of the Flood, the book of Genesis now begins a
new “account” relating to Noah’s sons. “This is the account of Shem, Ham and Japheth.”
Since the Flood was worldwide in its scope and comprehensive in its effect, everyone on
earth was killed except for Noah and his family. Therefore, everyone alive today is a
descendant of Noah. We each have a common ancestor.
The distinct features of the various races were inherent in our single common
ancestor.
When we consider the physical distinctions among the races of humankind, we
must understand that this diversity came from our common ancestor. Noah possessed all
the genetic information that would be expressed in the diversity of the races. When we
see the variety of skin colors, eye colors, hair colors, facial designs, body structures—
we’re looking at God’s creative handiwork. God, through Noah, had prepared the human
race to be diverse.

65

We share an organic relationship with every other race on earth because we have a
common ancestor.
While there is great diversity in the human race, there is also an organic
relationship between the various races. We are unified through common blood. For us to
consider one race superior and another inferior is to disregard the fact that humankind is
united in Noah. This unity of the human race is essential when we consider the
substitutionary work of Jesus Christ on the cross. Jesus died for the sins of the whole
world. In order to be an acceptable substitute, He had to be related to us by blood.
Hebrews 2:17 says that Jesus had to be “made like his brothers” so that he “might make
atonement for the sins of the people.” The unity of the human race made it possible for
Jesus to die for all people everywhere. We are really one race, both through Adam and
through Noah. As one race, we are related to Jesus Christ by blood and can be redeemed
only through His blood shed on the cross in our place.
Racism is an affront to God’s work of creation and providence.
Since God created the distinct features of each race through one common ancestor
and since we are organically related to one another, racism makes no sense. In fact,
racism is an affront to God. The distinctions among the races of humankind are clearly
the result of the creative work of God. The location of the various races throughout the
world is clearly a work of God’s providence (Acts 17:26). When we harbor racist
thoughts, when we consider ourselves to be better than someone else based on the color
of our skin or the language we speak, when we tell ethnic jokes or belittle someone
because of how God created them, we dishonor God Himself. Racism should have never
existed among Christians. God’s people must set the pace for accepting others who are
different, upholding and protecting their rights. God’s people must also see that everyone
needs to hear the good news of Jesus Christ, who became like us to save us from our sins.

The Table of Nations records the lineage
of each nation and race through Noah’s three sons (10:2-31).
Genesis 10:2-31 presents the Table of Nations, a listing of the descendants of
Noah’s three sons. Each son became the ancestor of various national entities. Some of
these national groupings are identifiable today, while others are uncertain. Over the
centuries there has certainly been a mingling of these groupings, and in many places there
has been a greater diversifying of people groups and languages. Every people group,
however, can trace its origin back to one of Noah’s sons—Shem, Ham, or Japheth.
The Indo-European nations descended from Noah’s son Japheth (10:2-5).
In general terms, the descendants of Noah’s son Japheth became the IndoEuropean nations that settled north of Mesopotamia and migrated both eastward and
westward from there. Genesis 10:2 records seven sons of Japheth. The first, Gomer, is
usually identified with the ancient Cimmerians (Assyrian “Gamir” or “Gimirrai”) who
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settled north of Assyria, in parts of Asia Minor, and in northern Europe. Gomer’s
children were Ashkenaz (possibly the Scythians or the Germanic tribes), Riphath
(possibly the Paphlagonians), and Togarmah (possibly the Armenians). The second son
of Japheth was Magog, who is associated in Ezekiel 38:1-6 with the territory north of
Mesopotamia (possibly near or north of the Black Sea). Japheth’s third son, Madai, is
generally associated with the Medes who lived in the mountains south and east of the
Caspian Sea. The fourth son, Javan, is identified with the Greeks, including the Ionians
who lived in the western end of Asia Minor. Javan’s descendants included Elishah
(possibly Cyprus or Sicily), Tarshish (possibly Tartessus in Spain), the Kittim (probably
Kition, the capital of Cyprus), and the Rodanim (or Dodanim, probably the Island of
Rhodes in the Aegean Sea). Genesis 10:5 indicates that these children of Javan became
maritime peoples living in various places and speaking various languages. This
description would fit perfectly the Greek peoples and their migrations around the Aegean
and Mediterranean Seas. The fifth son of Japheth was Tubal, whose descendants located
south of the Black Sea and migrated north from there. The sixth son was Meshech,
whose descendants likewise settled south of the Black Sea and migrated north from there.
Meshech and Tubal may be associated with Russia. The seventh son of Japheth was
Tiras (possibly the Thracians, located from Macedonia to the north of the Black Sea).
These seven sons of Japheth, therefore, were the progenitors of the Indo-European
nations.
The African, Egyptian, and some Middle Eastern nations descended from Noah’s son
Ham (10:6-20).
The descendants of Ham settled in Africa, Egypt, Palestine, and some parts of
Mesopotamia. Ham’s four children were Cush, Mizraim, Put, and Canaan. Cush is
generally associated with the Ethiopians, although the Kassites who lived east of Assyria
may also have been descendants of Cush. Cush’s sons were Seba, Havilah, Sabtah,
Raamah, and Sabteca. Raamah’s sons were Sheba and Dedan. Each of these names
probably refers to tribes that settled on the Arabian peninsula. Of special interest is
Nimrod, a descendant of Cush. Nimrod was “a mighty warrior on the earth” and “a
mighty hunter before the Lord.” These descriptions probably mean that Nimrod became
notorious in his day for military prowess and despotic rule. He was active in eastern
Mesopotamia, having a significant role in establishing the cities of Babylon, Erech,
Akkad, and Calneh in the land of Shinar (Sumeria). He also moved north to build
Nineveh, Rehoboth Ir, Calah, and Resen in the land of Assyria. So Cush and his
descendants spread from Mesopotamia, across the Arabian peninsula, and into Africa.
Ham’s second son was Mizraim, whose name refers to the Egyptians.
Mizraim’s
descendants were the Ludites (possibly Libya), the Anamites, the Lehabites, the
Naphtuhites, the Pathrusites, the Casluhites, and the Caphtorites—tribes whose distinct
identity within Egypt is uncertain. Genesis 10:14 also mentions the Philistines as
descendants of Mizraim through the Casluhites, but again this connection is unclear in
ancient history. The third son of Ham was Put, and the region associated with his
descendants is not certain. Suggestions include Libya, ancient Punt south of Ethiopia,
and Cyrene in northern Africa. The fourth son of Ham was Canaan. His descendants
were the Sidonians (probably in Phoenicia), the Hittites (Asia Minor and Palestine), the
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Jebusites (Jerusalem in Palestine), the Amorites (Palestine), the Girgashites (Palestine),
the Hivites (Palestine), the Arkites (possibly in Phoenicia), the Sinites (northern
Phoenicia), the Arvadites (northern Phoenicia), the Zemarites (northern Phoenicia), and
the Hamathites (Syria). These descendants of Canaan were largely the tribes that the
Israelites confronted when they left Egypt to settle in the Promised Land. The
descendants of Ham, therefore, settled from eastern Mesopotamia, through Palestine, into
Egypt and Africa.
The Semitic nations, including God’s chosen people, descended from Noah’s son Shem
(10:21-31).
The descendants of Noah’s son Shem became the Semitic nations that settled
throughout the Middle East. Among Shem’s descendants were Abraham and the Jewish
nation. The five sons of Shem were Elam, Asshur, Arphaxad, Lud, and Aram. Elam is
associated with settlements east of Babylon and the Persian Gulf. Asshur is associated
with the Assyrians in northern Mesopotamia. Arphaxad’s descendants probably settled
northeast of Nineveh. Lud may have been the ancestor of the Lydians who settled in
western Asia Minor. Aram was the ancestor of the Arameans, who lived in Syria and
Mesopotamia. Genesis 10:23 identifies four sons of Aram—Uz, Hul, Gether, and
Meshech—who were apparently Aramean tribal leaders. Genesis 10:24-31 gives special
attention to the descendants of Arphaxad, since the line of Abraham came through
Arphaxad. Arphaxad was the father of Shelah, who was the father of Eber. The name
“Hebrew” probably comes from Eber. Eber had two sons—Peleg and Joktan. In Peleg’s
day “the earth was divided,” probably referring to the division that took place at the
Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9). It was into Peleg’s line that Abraham would be born.
Joktan, the second son of Eber, had thirteen sons concerning whom little is known with
certainty. They lived “in the eastern hill country” probably east of Babylon. So the
descendants of Shem, the Semitic nations, were located in Assyria, Mesopotamia, and
east of Babylon. God had arranged for the migration of the diverse descendants of Noah
to live in various lands and speak various languages.

The various nations spread out over the earth
according to God’s providential design (10:32).
The spreading of the descendants of Noah, a theme that is explained in more
detail in Genesis 11:1-9, was a part of God’s plan for the peoples of the earth. He wanted
the nations to “spread out over the earth.” His providential design for the spread of the
human race may have had something to do with His plan for reaching the world with His
good news of grace.
The history of humankind is a history of expansion and movement.
While Genesis 10 describes some of the initial movements and settlements of
people groups after the Flood, history demonstrates that humankind has been continually
on the move. One tribe moves into the territory of another tribe for economic or political
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reasons and changes the social landscape of that region. Some people groups have been
destroyed, others absorbed, and still others have dominated the world scene. But people,
since the time of the Flood, have been expanding geographically. History is the story of
people on the move.
The plan of God is a plan for spreading His grace to all the peoples of the earth.
But why would God demand that the people of the earth spread out around the
world? Why would He divide the races geographically and linguistically? It’s possible
that this division of mankind helped prevent a more rapid festering of sin. Sometimes
one people group will fall headlong into sinful practices, requiring God’s judgment, while
others remain relatively moral in their way of life. In addition, this division of people
throughout the world reminds us that God has a plan for reaching the whole world with
the good news of Jesus Christ. Pockets of people groups still exist that have never heard
about Jesus. But Jesus’ Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-20) is still our clarion call.
We must be faithful in making disciples of all nations. God spread people around the
globe, and He calls us to spread the gospel to every tribe and tongue. This work is great
and demanding, so it forces us to depend on God. As Christians, we can’t harbor racist
ideas and attitudes. Instead, we must embrace the diversity of our world and reach out
with the good news of Jesus Christ to a world that is waiting for God’s grace.
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The Tower of Babel
(Genesis 11:1-32)
The Table of Nations in Genesis 10 describes the spread of Noah’s descendants
throughout the world. Genesis 11 tells us why the nations spread out. The account of the
Tower of Babel demonstrates the hardness of the human heart against the revealed plan
of God. It also shows us that God will accomplish His purposes in spite of human sin.
God had commanded Noah’s descendants to “fill the earth” (Genesis 9:1), not congregate
in one place around a grand scheme of rebellion. By confusing the language of the
people, God introduced a natural incentive for the descendants of Noah to spread
throughout the world. God then entered directly into the life of one family line, that of
Abraham. Genesis 11:1-32 teaches us that, in spite of human sin, God will accomplish
His purpose on earth.

The people of the earth determined
to elevate themselves above God’s authority
by building a tower for idolatrous worship (11:1-4).
Following the Flood, human population grew and the people migrated to the land
of Mesopotamia. There, the people attempted to elevate themselves above God. From
the unity of the human race came a unified attempt to thwart God’s plan.
Originally, everyone spoke the same language and lived in the same place (11:1-2).
“Now the whole world had one language and a common speech.” It’s obvious
today, and it was obvious in ancient times as well, that there is a great diversity of
languages and dialects on earth. Genesis 11:1-9 explains the reason for this diversity. It
makes sense that, originally, everyone spoke the same language. Everyone was a
descendant of a common ancestor. In addition, everyone lived in the same place. The
people of the earth moved eastward from Mount Ararat to lower Mesopotamia, a region
called Shinar in the Bible and Sumeria in ancient times. The earliest recorded history
began in Sumeria, a fact that confirms what the Bible teaches. Because everyone lived in
one place, their language patterns would remain uniform. So, after the Flood the
descendants of Noah had a common language and lived together in the region of lower
Mesopotamia.
After the Flood, people developed skills in brick making and building (11:3).
Mesopotamia, unlike Egypt and other centers of ancient civilization that would
rise up in the centuries following, was not rich in solid building materials such as rock
and stone. It was largely a flood plain. So the people developed a method of making
mud bricks and baking them to make them strong and durable. They also used a kind of
tar, another product known to have been common in that region, as the mortar for their
building projects. By developing building and construction skills, these ancient people
were developing civilization. But their skills soon developed a sense of pride as well.
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Eventually, the people determined to oppose God by building a city, a tower, and a
name (11:4).
The building of the Tower of Babel took place several generations after the time
of Noah, possibly in the lifetime of Peleg, who was the fifth generation from Noah. In
the days of Peleg “the earth was divided” (Genesis 10:25). This may be a reference to the
division of the nations at the Tower of Babel. The people living in the land of Shinar
grew in the pride of their accomplishments and determined to resist God’s plan of filling
the whole earth. Instead, they set their minds on building for themselves a city, a tower,
and a name. Though cities are a part of human social development, this particular
attempt to build a city was an act of rebellion against God. It was intended to be a center
of humanistic endeavor (build for “ourselves”) instead of a place where God would be
honored. The central feature of this city was to be “a tower that reaches to the heavens.”
The Hebrew text literally says that the people wanted to build a tower “with its top in the
heavens.” The meaning of this phrase isn’t perfectly clear. Some interpreters think this
means that the people were attempting to build a tower so tall that God could never again
destroy them with another flood. But if this were the case, it would have made better
sense for the people to build such a tower on the top of a high mountain, not on a low
flood plain. A better explanation reflects the fact that many ancient cultures built towers
or structures for idolatrous worship. The ruins of ziggurats throughout Mesopotamia
serve as examples. In the tops of some of these towers were temples of worship,
including the worship of the stars and other heavenly objects. The people who set out to
build the Tower of Babel were probably declaring their disregard for the true and living
God and setting their hearts on idolatrous worship. In addition to building a humanistic
city and an idolatrous tower, they wanted to “make a name” for themselves and “not be
scattered over the face of the whole earth.” The idea of making a name seems to point to
a unified identity as a people group. They were determined to stick together in their
rebellion against God. Their sin was that of human pride and rebellion. But God would
again intervene.
God subverted the people’s plans and
dispersed them by confusing their language (11:5-9).
After Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden, God confronted them with
their sin. After Cain killed Abel, God again confronted the sin. Now that the human race
was determined to again rebel against God, God would again intervene.
The Lord took note of the people’s rebellious actions and the danger of unchecked sin
(11:5-6).
“The Lord came down to see the city and the tower that the men were building.”
Of course, God knew from heaven what was taking place on earth. But this statement
shows God’s personal and intimate concern for the affairs of humankind. God
recognized the danger of humankind’s unchecked sin. If the people continued to be
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unified in their rebellion, there was no telling how far sin would go. “Nothing they plan
to do will be impossible for them,” God declared. Sin would become rampant on earth.
One reason that the people remained unified in their rebellion was their common
language. A common language keeps people together. When you travel overseas and are
surrounded by people of a different language, you naturally migrate toward people who
speak your native tongue. The people who were building the Tower of Babel were
unified in their language and in their rebellion against God. Their sin, left unchecked,
would result in unspeakable disaster for humankind.
The Lord confused the people’s language, scattering the nations around the earth
(11:7-9).
Rather than destroy another generation of rebellious people as He did in the
Flood, God determined to scatter the human race and thereby keep sin from becoming
even more prevalent. By isolating people groups through a confusion of languages, God
could prevent sin from running its course and could preserve the people groups of the
world for the day in which the good news of His redemption through Jesus Christ could
be proclaimed. One of the difficulties in modern missionary outreach has been the
barrier imposed by the vast number of languages in the world. However, these language
barriers may have served to protect the diverse people groups from being even more
resistant to God and His saving message of grace. God determined to break up the sinful
activities of those who were building the Tower of Babel. The triune God (“Come, let
us . . .”) went back down to earth to confuse the people’s language and make it
impossible for the people to understand each other. In so doing, God scattered the people
over all the earth. These ambitious people, suddenly unable to understand one another,
stopped building their city. That city became known as “Babel,” a name that sounds like
the Hebrew word for “confuse.” Later, this city became a center of opposition to God’s
people known as “Babylon.” But God had checked the sinful ambitions of those who
originally tried to build the Tower of Babel and the people were scattered “over the face
of the whole earth.” Since that time, languages have continued to change, diversify, and
distinguish peoples and cultures to the point that there are thousands of distinct languages
and dialects today. Each of these people groups is in need of a clear presentation of the
gospel of Jesus Christ, and each of these language groups is in need of the Bible in their
distinct tongue. God’s purpose in dividing and scattering the people of the earth was to
protect them from unchecked sin and preserve them for the proclamation of the gospel.

God chose Abraham from among the nations
to be the channel of His promised blessing (11:10-32).
God keeps His promises. In Genesis 3:15, God had promised that the seed of the
woman would crush the serpent’s head. God would redeem the people of the earth by
sending His own Son into the world. Since humankind persisted in sin, God would work
through a special individual and a chosen people to both send the promised redeemer and
spread the truth of God’s love. That special individual was Abraham, and that chosen
people is the Jews.
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Abraham descended from Noah’s son Shem (11:10-26).
Genesis 11:10-26 records the “account” of Shem, the son of Noah. Two years
after the Flood, when he was 100 years old (11:10), Shem became the father of
Arphaxad. Shem’s line continued from Arphaxad through Shelah, Eber, Peleg, Reu,
Serug, Nahor, and Terah. Terah had three sons—Abram, Nahor, and Haran. Abram
became the recipient of God’s special call, and his name would eventually be changed to
Abraham.
Abraham and his family moved away from Ur to go to Canaan in obedience to God’s
command (11:27-32).
Genesis 12:1 records God’s call to Abraham. Abraham was to leave his native
country and go to a land of promise. Genesis 11:27-32 describes the beginning stages of
that journey, during which time Abraham’s father Terah was still alive. According the
Joshua 24:2, Terah was an idol worshipper. Whether or not his move away from Ur
reflected a change in faith we cannot know. Certainly Abraham abandoned the idolatry
of his day and followed the true and living God. The “account” of Terah, which begins
in Genesis 11:27, sets the stage for the story of Abraham. Terah lived in “Ur of the
Chaldeans” with his three sons and their families. Ur is known as one of the earliest
centers of civilization, located in lower Mesopotamia. It was a very sophisticated city for
its day. While living in Ur, Terah’s son Haran had a son named Lot. Later, Haran died.
Terah’s other two sons also married. Abram married Sarai, later known as Sarah, and
Nahor married Milcah, a daughter of his brother Haran. These names will appear again
in the story of Abraham later in Genesis. Genesis 11:30 points out that, while Haran had
children, Abraham had no children because his wife, Sarah, was unable to conceive. This
fact will figure into the story of Abraham and the promise of God to raise up a nation
through Abraham and Sarah. Genesis 11:31 indicates that Terah took Abraham, Lot, and
Sarah and moved away from Ur. Apparently they intended to go to Canaan, but settled
part way along the way in a town called Haran. There, Terah died. But the story of
God’s promise was just beginning. God had called Abraham to journey to a new land
and had promised to make Abraham into a great nation. It was through Abraham and his
line that God would fulfill His redemptive plan. Human sin had not prevented God from
fulfilling His purposes.
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The Call of Abraham
(Genesis 12:1-9)
Rarely does one individual turn the tide of history. Among those few whose lives
have proven to be pivotal in the human experience was a man named Abraham. This
figure from the ancient past has impacted the spiritual landscape for over four thousand
years, reaching into the lives of people in three different faith systems. What was it that
made Abraham such a significant player on the human stage? In a word, faith.
Abraham, or as he was originally named, Abram (“exalted father”), first appears
in the Scriptures in Genesis 11:26-32 as the son of Terah and husband of Sarai. He was a
resident of the city of Ur in the land of the Chaldeans near the modern Persian Gulf. A
brief scan of other Scripture passages shows us that Abraham’s father was a pagan
idolater (Joshua 24:2) who apparently became a devotee of the true and living God
(Genesis 31:53), possibly through his son’s influence. God appeared to Abraham in Ur
and instructed him to leave that land in favor of a new, promised land (Acts 7:2-3).
Abraham believed God’s promise and, by faith, ventured forth as a spiritual pilgrim
(Hebrews 11:8-10). As such, Abraham became an example to all who seek God, the God
we can encounter only through faith. Abraham’s story begins in earnest in Genesis 12:19, where we read about God’s covenant to which Abraham responded with obedience and
worship. From these opening pages of Abraham’s story we learn that God wants us to
believe Him, to take Him at His word, to engage in a living relationship with Him
through faith.

The Covenant:
Faith prompts us to listen to God (12:1-3).
God spoke to Abraham. More specifically, God appeared to Abraham (Acts 7:23). This took place while Abraham was still a resident of Ur. Ur was a magnificent city
in Abraham’s day, one of the few centers of advanced civilization. Leaving Ur meant
that Abraham would have to make some significant sacrifices. However, Ur was also a
center of pagan idolatry. God wanted Abraham to forsake this idolatrous setting.
Therefore, He instructed Abraham to leave Ur. Furthermore, God promised to bless
Abraham in an unusual way. He established an unconditional covenant with Abraham.
God spoke, and Abraham listened.
The Lord God instructed Abram to separate himself and go to an undisclosed land
(12:1).
Genesis 11:27-32 informs us that Abraham’s father and family migrated from Ur
to the city of Haran in Mesopotamia. There they lingered for an unstated period of time
until Terah’s death. Abraham then continued his journey in obedience to God’s
command. The Lord, Yahweh God, had instructed Abraham to separate himself.
Specifically, God told Abraham to leave his homeland, to leave his kindred or extended
clan, and to leave his father’s house or more immediate relatives. Separation is an
element of faith, particularly when it comes to separation from sin and from people who
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might entice us into sin. God commanded Abraham to make a clean break with his past
in order to enjoy a new future with Him.
Abraham’s new future would include a new location, a land that God would
eventually reveal to him. The text makes it clear that when Abraham set out in obedience
to God, he didn’t know his final destination. God chose to reveal that land of promise to
Abraham only after Abraham began his faith journey. We rarely know the end of our
faith journey at the beginning.
The Lord God promised to bless Abram, making him into a great nation and giving
him a great name (12:2).
God announced His covenant to Abraham, a covenant that wasn’t conditioned on
Abraham’s obedience. Abraham would only enjoy the benefits of that covenant,
however, if he did respond to God and leave his homeland. In this great Abrahamic
Covenant, God promised the patriarch a great heritage. God would make Abraham into a
great nation. So far Abraham had no children, and his wife Sarah was unable to conceive
(Genesis 11:30). In order for Abraham to become a great nation, God would have to
accomplish a great miracle. God promised to further bless Abraham and give him a great
name. This means that Abraham would become renowned throughout history, as indeed
his name has come to be known by so many men and women of faith. God would bless
Abraham personally, giving him an extensive heritage and an impressive reputation. In
this way, Abraham would be a blessing to others.
The Lord God promised to bless others through Abram, extending this blessing to all
people on earth (12:3).
Abraham would not be the only recipient of God’s blessing as a result of this
grand covenant. God promised that those who bless Abraham will themselves be
blessed. When we honor Abraham and his descendants, the Jewish people, we enter into
the place of God’s blessing. In contrast, those who despise Abraham and his descendants
fall under God’s curse. Furthermore, God promised that all families, or people groups,
on earth would be blessed through Abraham. God’s covenant with Abraham was a
significant step in His redemptive plan. Because of His love for His fallen people, God
designed a plan to redeem us from our sins. That redemption, that blessing, would come
through Abraham. Today we know that through Abraham’s ultimate descendant, Jesus
Christ, all people can enter into the blessings of God. Jesus died on the cross to pay for
our sins and restore us to fellowship with God. That saving work of Christ is available to
all. When we believe, as Abraham believed the promise of God, we enter into the
blessing of God’s covenant. God spoke to Abraham and He has more recently spoken to
us through His Son (Hebrews 1:1-2). Abraham listened for God’s voice. We, too, must
listen to the truth of God through His Son and through His Word. In Jesus Christ we can
enter into the manifold blessing of God.
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The Journey:
Faith prompts us to obey God (12:4-5).
By faith Abraham listened to the voice of God, and by faith he obeyed. He
entered into both a physical and a spiritual journey. The physical journey took Abraham
from Ur, through Haran, to the land of Canaan. The spiritual journey, lasting a lifetime,
took Abraham to a better, heavenly abode (Hebrews 11:13-16).
Abram left his homeland at an advanced age in obedience to God (12:4).
Genesis 12:4 states that Abraham was seventy-five years old when he began his
faith journey. We’re never too old to start fresh with God! Abraham left Ur just as God
had instructed. After his father Terah died in Haran, Abraham continued his journey.
Abraham’s brother Nahor and Nahor’s family stayed in Haran. Abraham, his wife Sarai,
his nephew Lot, and a number of servants associated with Abraham left Haran to find
their new home wherever God would lead them.
Lot is specifically mentioned twice in this passage. Some have concluded that
Lot’s presence was an indication of Abraham’s merely partial obedience, since God had
commanded Abraham to separate from his family. However, the Scriptures never assign
guilt to Abraham for including Lot. The fact that Abraham took Lot with him may, in
fact, speak more to the patriarch’s tenderness and selflessness. After all, Lot’s father—
Abraham’s brother—had died, and Abraham may have become a spiritual mentor to his
nephew.
The thrust of Genesis 12:4 is clearly the obedience of Abraham. Abraham left “as
the Lord had told him.” Abraham listened to God’s voice and by faith obeyed.
Abram took his wife, his household, and his possessions to the land of Canaan (12:5).
Journeying south and west from Haran, Abraham, Sarah, Lot, and Abraham’s
servants took all their possessions to the land of Canaan. Abraham had apparently
accumulated a great deal of wealth during his lifetime. He had also acquired a sizeable
entourage of servants. Later, in Genesis 14:14, we read that Abraham had 318 trained
men who were born in his household and who served as a small army when needed.
Abraham must have had a great number of servants. In fact, many of his servants may
have been more than mere servants. They may have embraced the God whom Abraham
served by faith. Abraham, his wife, his nephew, and his host of servants journeyed to the
land of Canaan. They were sojourners, anticipating God’s promised blessing in a land
that was yet unknown to them. As it turns out, God would grant Abraham the land of
Canaan.

The Altar:
Faith prompts us to worship God (12:6-9).
Abraham was truly a man of faith. By faith he listened to God. By faith he
obeyed God. By faith he worshiped God among strangers in a strange land.
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Abram sojourned in pagan Canaanite territory until he reached the village of Shechem
(12:6).
Having arrived in the land of Canaan, Abraham and his entourage journeyed
through the central hill country to the village of Shechem. Shechem at this time was
probably a sizeable community. It was a center of Canaanite culture, as this verse
indicates. Near Shechem, apparently, was a great tree that may have become associated
with a local pagan cult. The mention of this tree coupled with the reference to the
Canaanites in this verse seems to emphasize the contrast between the pagan worship of
the local residents and Abraham’s faith in the true and living God. Our faith journey will
likely take us into the territory of unbelievers, but our faith need not waver. God is
greater than any object of devotion that may capture the imaginations of the people
around us.
The Lord God appeared to Abram and promised to give him the land of Canaan
(12:7a).
It was in the midst of Canaan’s pagan society that God chose to break His lengthy
silence and once again speak words of encouragement to Abraham. It was at Shechem
that the Lord, Yahweh, appeared to Abraham for a second time. In that self-revelation
God assured Abraham, promising to give his offspring the land in which he had recently
arrived. Canaan was to be the land of promise for the people of promise.
Abram built an altar to the Lord God at Shechem (12:7b).
Having once again heard the voice of God, Abraham built an altar, a place of
worship. This altar was dedicated to the worship of Yahweh God in contrast to the gods
of the Canaanites. It was Yahweh who had spoken to Abraham back in Ur. It was
Yahweh who had promised to make Abraham into a great nation and to bless all nations
through him. It was Yahweh who had again spoken to Abraham, promising him the land
of Canaan for his descendants. Abraham had obeyed Yahweh God, and now Abraham
paused to build an altar and worship this God.
Abram traveled to the village of Bethel where he built another altar to the Lord God
and proclaimed His name (12:8).
Even though God spoke to Abraham at Shechem, Shechem could never be the
final stopping place for this spiritual nomad. Abraham would always be on the move.
For one hundred years Abraham would sojourn in this land of promise, never establishing
a permanent residence because he had set his sights on a heavenly home (Hebrews 11:1316). So Abraham left Shechem and journeyed south to the hills of Bethel near Ai. Bethel
means literally “the house of God.” There Abraham pitched his tent for a time. There he
again built an altar to Yahweh God. Abraham sensed that wherever he went, God was
with him. Abraham’s tent—a sign of his unsettled, pilgrim way of life—was
accompanied by an altar—a sign of his faith in God. At Bethel Abraham “called on the
name of the Lord,” referring to an act of public worship. The phrase could be interpreted
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to mean that Abraham proclaimed the name of Yawheh, publicly declaring his allegiance
to Yahweh God in contrast to the pagan gods of the neighboring Canaanites. Abraham
was a man of faith, and his faith was no private matter. Those who came to know
Abraham would have come to know about his God.
Abram continued to sojourn in southern Canaan (12:9).
Abraham eventually left Bethel and moved farther south toward the region known
as the Negev. Although unstated, we could understand the pattern there to be the same as
that at Shechem and Bethel. Abraham likely pitched his tent and built another altar to the
Lord God. He was, after all, a man of worship, a man of faith. By faith Abraham had
listened to the voice of God, obeyed the command of God, and engaged in the worship of
God. He would also enjoy the blessings of God. God would indeed make Abraham into
a great nation, give him a great name, bless him, and bless others through him. It’s
impossible to imagine human history without the spiritual influence of Abraham.
Abraham’s example teaches us to believe God and to engage in a living relationship with
Him through faith.
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Abraham’s Sojourn in Egypt
(Genesis 12:10-20)
Our faith sometimes falters. Although we believe in God and have received His
saving grace through faith in Jesus Christ, we have times and even seasons when our faith
weakens. We may begin by doubting God’s presence during a trying time. We may
doubt His goodness and even His existence. But God’s indwelling Holy Spirit patiently
prompts our hearts, drawing us back to a place of confidence, trust, and hope. Even
Abraham, that great example of outstanding faith, stumbled at times. Genesis 12:10-20
reveals one of those weaker moments in Abraham’s faith journey. In these verses we
read that Abraham neglected God’s promise, allowed fear to formulate his decisions, and
willingly entered into deception. We also read that God graciously protected Abraham
and Sarah, thereby preserving His promise. God had promised to make Abraham into a
great nation and Abraham’s lapse in faith could not prevent God from fulfilling His
unconditional covenant. When we falter, God is still faithful.

When our faith is tested, we often
respond with spiritual indiscretion (12:10-13).
God led Abraham to the land of Canaan, the land of promise. However, when a
severe famine struck the land of Canaan, Abraham had to choose whether or not to trust
God in that promised land or flee to the apparent safety of Egypt. He chose, in that
moment of testing, to flee.
Abram’s flight to Egypt revealed his lack of trust (12:10).
The land of Canaan depends on sufficient annual rainfall to support crops and
cattle. It is, therefore, subject to periods of famine when the rains fail to come. One such
famine occurred after Abraham had arrived in Canaan, and it was a severe (“heavy”)
famine. Abraham’s cattle, and even his household, were threatened as a result.
Therefore, “Abram went down to Egypt.” It’s possible, of course, to view Abraham’s
flight to Egypt as an innocent, even acceptable, course of action given the circumstances
of the famine. After all, God later instructed Jacob to migrate to Egypt during another
period of famine (Genesis 46:3), and an angel of God told Joseph to take Mary and Jesus
to Egypt in order to escape Herod’s wrath (Matthew 2:13). There was nothing inherently
wrong with seeking refuge in Egypt. However, Abraham received no such command
from God during the famine that threatened his life and livelihood. Furthermore, the tone
of this account highlights Abraham’s weaknesses rather than his strengths. Abraham’s
decision to leave the land of promise and flee to Egypt seems to have been prompted by a
lapse of faith. God had promised to give Abraham the land of Canaan, but Abraham left
Canaan behind during this time of testing. When we’re faced with trials, we too tend to
falter in our faith. We question God’s ways and pursue our own path. Our solutions to
trials, however, often lead us into more difficulties. Instead of fleeing we should pray,
trusting God to see us through our trials.
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Abram’s uncertainties about Sarai revealed his personal fear (12:11-12).
Abraham’s flight to Egypt surfaced a new problem in his faith journey, personal
fear. As Abraham approached the border of Egypt he told his wife Sarah about his
concerns. He told Sarah that she was a beautiful woman, words that any wife would love
to hear from her husband. But Sarah’s beauty might become a source of danger.
Abraham reasoned that the Egyptians might kill him in order to acquire her. Here again
we see Abraham’s lapse of faith. God had promised to bless Abraham and make him into
a great nation. Abraham didn’t need to fear death because God would keep His promise.
Abraham’s fears were unfounded, but his lack of faith at this moment put his fears in the
driver’s seat. Faith in God relieves our fears. It’s reassuring to us in our times of
uncertainty to remember that God is in control of His universe and our lives. We can rest
in His unchanging love. First John 4:18 reminds us, “There is no fear in love. But
perfect love drives out fear.” Because God loves us, we need not fear. We need only
trust, to have faith in His loving care.
Abram’s scheme regarding Sarai revealed his propensity for deception (12:13).
Abraham feared for his life. He had forgotten God’s promise. His fear revealed
yet another flaw, a propensity for deception. Abraham instructed Sarah to tell the
Egyptians that she was Abraham’s sister, not his wife. In this way Abraham assumed
that his life would be spared and that “good” would fall on him. Genesis 20:12 tells us
that Sarah was indeed a half-sister to Abraham, marriage among relatives being common
in ancient times. However, Abraham’s plan to present Sarah as his sister instead of his
wife was clearly an act of deception. Abraham’s lack of faith prompted him to leave
Canaan, which revealed his fear of premature death and which then led to deception.
When given the opportunity, sin has a way of multiplying in our lives. One sin leads to
another. Our failure to trust God opens the door to blatant disobedience. When our faith
is tested, we often respond with spiritual indiscretion.

When we respond with spiritual indiscretion,
the world often reacts with selfish indifference (12:14-16).
The world doesn’t care whether or not we’re walking by faith. It’s more than
happy to take advantage of our fears and failures.
Abram discovered that the world is more than happy to gratify its selfish pleasures
(12:14-15).
Abraham was correct when he thought that the Egyptians would be captivated by
Sarah’s appearance. She must have been extremely beautiful! Word of Sarah’s beauty
spread quickly. Pharaoh’s officials soon found out about Sarah and reported her beauty
to Pharaoh. Since Sarah was merely Abraham’s sister, or so he thought, Pharaoh quickly
added her to his harem. She was treated as a prize rather than a person. Pharaoh was
more than happy to gratify his selfish whims. Had Abraham honestly declared that Sarah
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was his wife, things might have gone differently. Pharaoh might have threatened
Abraham’s life, as Abraham feared. In that case, God would have intervened to protect
Abraham and fulfill His promise. On the other hand, Pharaoh might have honored
Abraham and Sarah’s marriage and left them to themselves. We cannot know what
events would have transpired had Abraham been honest. Instead, this man of faith
faltered, feared, and lied. Pharaoh took advantage of the situation and took Sarah into his
harem.
Abram discovered that the world is more than happy to reward dishonest ventures
(12:16).
Although Pharaoh was eager to add Sarah to his entourage of wives, he also
respected her family tie with Abraham. In fact, Pharaoh brought “good” on Abraham,
just as Abraham had hoped when he planned this deception (verse 13). Apparently in
exchange for Sarah, Pharaoh gave Abraham sheep, cattle, donkeys, camels, and servants.
Pharaoh unknowingly rewarded Abraham’s deception. It’s hard to imagine that Abraham
found any satisfaction in this exchange. He was now separated from his wife, an
unforeseeable consequence of his deception. Now God’s covenant was at risk—for all
intents and purposes, there was no hope that Abraham would ever become a great nation.
But God wasn’t finished with Abraham. God would indeed fulfill His covenant. It was
time for God to intervene.

When the world reacts with selfish indifference,
God sometimes rescues us through supernatural intervention (12:17-20).
God had made an unconditional covenant with Abraham. He would keep His
promise to make Abraham into a great nation. God preserved Abraham’s life and
protected Sarah’s dignity in spite of Abraham’s lapse of faith.
God sent plagues on Pharaoh and his household because of Sarai (12:17).
The Lord God “inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh,” or literally, “plagued
Pharaoh with plagues.” Even though Pharaoh was unaware that Sarah was Abraham’s
wife, God still showered Pharaoh with plagues. He did so in order to prevent Pharaoh
from violating Sarah and thereby interfering with God’s promise. Pharaoh and his
household soon realized that they stood in the place of God’s judgment. This account
reminds us of a future time in which God would rain down plague after plague on another
Pharaoh in order to force that Pharaoh to release God’s people from slavery.
Pharaoh rebuked Abram and sent him away from Egypt unharmed (12:18-20).
Pharaoh summoned Abraham and rebuked him for his deception. In some way
Pharaoh had come to realize that the plagues were related to his relationship with Sarah,
and that Sarah was indeed Abraham’s wife. Even though Pharaoh had taken Sarah into
his harem, Sarah had probably not passed through the normal process of preparation and
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had not yet been intimate with Pharaoh. God protected Sarah, warned Pharaoh, and
corrected the problem that stemmed from Abraham’s lack of faith. Sometimes God
intervenes in our lives even when we’re the cause of our own problems. Pharaoh rebuked
Abraham and ordered him to leave Egypt. Abraham and Sarah left Egypt unharmed and
enriched. Even though Abraham was inconsistent, God was consistent with His promise.
He blessed Abraham in spite of Abraham’s faltering faith.
God preserved Abram and Sarai in order to fulfill His covenant.
In this account of Abraham’s lack of faith we see the faithfulness of God. God
had promised to bless Abraham, make him into a great nation, and give him a land of
promise. Abraham’s indiscretion jeopardized the covenant of God. But God unraveled
the knot caused by Abraham’s failure. He blessed Abraham even in Egypt. He protected
Abraham from harm. He preserved Sarah’s purity. He allowed Abraham and his family
to return to the Promised Land. God is a God who keeps His promises. Even when we
falter, God is still faithful.
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Abraham’s Separation from Lot
(Genesis 13:1-18)
Tensions can rise in any family. How we handle those tensions is a reflection of
our faith. Abraham had temporarily faltered in his faith, leaving the land of promise and
sojourning in Egypt during a period of famine. Even there God protected Abraham and
his family, thereby preserving His covenant with Abraham. Abraham then left Egypt and
returned both to the land and to the Lord. However, just because Abraham was again
walking by faith didn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t experience trials. In fact, we know
from the Scriptures and from personal experience that even when we follow the Lord
we’ll face various trials and tests along the way (see James 1:2-3 for example).
Abraham’s next trial came as a result of the abundant blessing of God in his life. The
land could no longer support both Abraham and his nephew Lot. Tensions between the
herdsmen of these two men rose. Abraham, acting in faith, determined to maintain
family harmony and entrusted his future to the Lord. He gave Lot the right to choose
where to live in the land. God could bless Abraham anywhere in the land, and Abraham
generously gave Lot the opportunity to choose first. We learn several practical lessons
from this account. Primarily, Genesis 13 teaches us that when we put God first He never
fails to fulfill our lives.

Renewal—Take active steps
to rekindle your relationship with God (13:1-4).
Putting God first in our lives begins with an act of personal dedication which may
often need to be reaffirmed. When we stray from our devotion to God, we need to take
active steps to rekindle our relationship with Him.
Abraham returned to the land of promise as an indication of his return to the Lord
(13:1-2).
Having spent a period of time in the land of Egypt, Abraham now returned to the
land of promise. He entered the southern region of that promised land, known as the
Negev, where he had previously carried on his nomadic way of live (Genesis 12:9). God
had graciously protected Sarah in Egypt and she was able to return with Abraham, as did
Abraham’s nephew Lot. Abraham had become very wealthy over the course of time,
including the wealth he had accumulated in Egypt. He possessed livestock, silver, and
gold in great measure. We should recognize that Abraham experienced God’s generous
blessing in spite of his failed faith. Wealth isn’t always of sign of spirituality. Jesus
often condemned the wealthy because they had forgotten that their wealth belonged to
God. Abraham, however, had learned a vital lesson in Egypt about faith and about God’s
grace. His return to the land of promise was in fact an intentional return to the Lord. He
took active steps to rekindle his spiritual relationship with the God who had blessed him
so richly.
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Abraham returned to the altar at Bethel as an indication of his renewed commitment to
the Lord (13:3-4).
One of Abraham’s intentional steps in rekindling his relationship with God was to
return to a place of previous blessing. From the Negev, Abraham journeyed northward to
Bethel where he had previously pitched his tent and built and altar to the Lord. By
pitching his tent Abraham had indicated his confidence in God’s promise that the land
would belong to him and his descendants. By building an altar Abraham had expressed
his faith in God through worship. Now Abraham again renewed his commitment to God.
He returned to Bethel, pitched his tent, and worshiped at the altar. Abraham once again
“called on the name of the Lord” or “proclaimed the name of the Lord” (compare Genesis
12:8). He made known publicly his loyalty to Yahweh God. Sometimes we need to
revisit our earlier commitment to God, reaffirm our dedication to Him, and rekindle our
daily walk with the God who never leaves us or forsakes us.

Generosity—Value your
relationships over your riches (13:5-9).
Having returned to the place of God’s blessing, Abraham would now experience
another test. How would he respond to the growing tensions that were an inevitable
result of God’s rich blessings in his life and the life of his nephew Lot? Abraham
responded with both grace and generosity. He put his family relationship ahead of his
personal privileges and possessions.
God richly blessed both Abraham and Lot (13:5-6).
Lot was Abraham’s nephew, his deceased brother’s son (Genesis 11:27-28).
Abraham had nurtured Lot and included him as a part of his own family when he
followed God’s command to leave Ur and migrate to Canaan. Like Abraham, Lot grew
in wealth as a result of God’s blessing. Abraham’s and Lot’s herds of cattle grew to such
an extent that the land was unable to support them both in the same vicinity. God’s
goodness was extreme!
Conflict arose between Abraham’s servants and Lot’s servants (13:7).
Because of the growth of their wealth, tensions rose between Abraham’s and
Lot’s herdsmen. These tensions were doubtless exacerbated by the presence of the
Canaanites and Perizzites, native tribes living in the land. After all, there was a limited
supply of water, grazing land, and other resources that were essential to these burgeoning
people groups. Furthermore, the presence of the pagan tribes would have prompted
Abraham to act graciously toward Lot in order to elevate the name of the true and living
God. Something had to be done to prevent the unraveling of family ties and the defaming
of the name of Yahweh God that these tensions were producing. This is where Abraham
showed great faith in the Lord’s promise and great generosity toward his nephew.
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Abraham generously and selflessly offered Lot his choice of land (13:8-9).
Abraham valued his family relationships over his personal rights and riches. He
approached Lot and expressed his conviction that it would be inappropriate for them and
their herdsmen to engage in quarrels about resources. After all, they were “brothers,”
that is, blood relatives and spiritual kin. It was time for these two men to separate from
one another. Abraham then did that which would be unthinkable to many of us today.
He generously extended to Lot the privilege of first choice. The whole land lay before
them. Abraham invited Lot to go in whichever direction he desired. “If you go to left,
I’ll go to the right; if you go to the right, I’ll go to the left.” This act of generosity on
Abraham’s part was a mark of his faith. Abraham didn’t sense a need to manipulate
God’s blessing. Instead, he trusted God to bless him no matter which direction he went.
Abraham put his future in God’s hands. We should learn from Abraham the importance
of valuing relationships over personal rights and riches. We can also learn the value of
trusting God with our future.

Discernment—Learn to walk
by faith and not by sight (13:10-13).
In 2 Corinthians 5:7 the apostle Paul says of believers, “We walk by faith, not by
sight.” While it’s certainly true that God’s people must live according to faith, we all too
easily lean on our own understanding. We tend to depend on what we can see at hand
rather than what God tells us in our hearts. Lot failed to discern between faith and sight.
He chose the prosperous, though wicked, cities of the Jordan Valley seemingly without
consideration of the spiritual impact of his decision.
In contrast to Abraham, Lot selfishly identified the fertile Jordan valley as his own
(13:10-11).
Abraham had invited Lot to choose which region of the promised land in which to
live. Standing on a ridge near Bethel and Ai, these men could view the distant reaches of
the land. Lot “lifted up his eyes” and took notice of the well-watered Jordan Valley. Its
plush vegetation was reminiscent of the garden of the Lord (a reference to the Garden of
Eden) and the land of Egypt that’s continually watered by the Nile River. However, this
fertile region also ran along the pathway to Zoar, one of the cities adjoining Sodom and
Gomorrah which would soon be destroyed for their wickedness. Lot overlooked the
wicked reputation of this region, being impressed with its richness. Instead of deferring
to Abraham, Lot selfishly gazed on the Jordan Valley and chose it for himself. He
headed east, parting company with Abraham.
In contrast to Abraham, Lot foolishly identified himself with the wicked people of
Sodom (13:12-13).
Verses 12-13 describe the contrast between Abraham and Lot. Abraham
continued to live in the land of Canaan, the heart of the land of promise. Lot chose to
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live at the fringe of that land. He identified himself with the “cities of the plain,” a circle
of cities that included Sodom with its notorious wickedness. Not only did Lot choose to
live in these cities, but he then “pitched his tents near Sodom.” When Abraham pitched
his tent, it was a sign of his acceptance of God’s promise. When Lot pitched his tents, it
was a sign of his undiscerning acceptance of the wickedness of Sodom. We must discern
between good and evil, between wise and foolish decisions. Second Peter 2:7-8 describes
Lot as a righteous man, but at this stage he seems to have been motivated by sight rather
than faith.

Restoration—Embrace
the promises of God in your life (13:14-18).
Abraham had rekindled his relationship with God. Now God reassured Abraham
of His covenant blessings. In his spiritually restored condition Abraham could once
again see the hand of God at work in his life.
God reassured Abraham that He would fulfill His covenant blessings (13:14-17).
Lot had lifted up his eyes and was mesmerized by the fertile Jordan Valley. After
Lot separated from Abraham, God instructed Abraham to lift up his eyes and look at the
land all around him. As far as Abraham could see—north, south, east, and west—the
land belonged to him. God granted this land to Abraham and his descendants in an
eternal, unconditional covenant. Furthermore, God reaffirmed His promise to make
Abraham into a great nation, giving him descendants as innumerable as the “dust of the
earth.” God then instructed Abraham to journey throughout the land of promise and
accept this gift from His gracious hand.
Abraham expressed his faith in God’s promise by building an altar at Hebron (13:18).
Abraham did indeed accept God’s promise. He left Bethel, traveled south, and
pitched his tents near “the great trees of Mamre” at Hebron. Mamre was an Amorite who
lived in that region. The mention of the great trees, as in Genesis 12:6, probably refers to
a sacred site of pagan worship. Once again Abraham moved into a pagan community
but, unlike Lot, set up an altar to the true and living God. Lot drew near to Sodom.
Abraham drew near to Yahweh God. He embraced God’s promise and took up residence
in the midst of the paganism of his day as a light in a dark place. Abraham was once
again walking with God. He learned, as we too must learn, that when we put God first
He never fails to fulfill our lives.
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Abraham Rescues Lot
(Genesis 14:1-24)
Our faith is constantly under fire. New circumstances raise new challenges. How
do we live out our faith when change and crisis are the only predictable elements of our
lives? Abraham’s faith had been tested by famine and prosperity. During a time of
famine Abraham left the land of promise and jeopardized God’s covenant. During a time
of prosperity Abraham surrendered his rights and trusted in God’s covenant. He allowed
his nephew Lot to have the first choice of where to live in the land. Lot chose the verdant
Jordan valley and its wicked cities as his dwelling place. Abraham continued to travel
from place to place, locating at Hebron for a period of time. It was while Abraham was
in Hebron that a new challenge arose. Word reached Abraham that his nephew had been
taken captive by a foreign coalition. Abraham rose to the occasion. His faith prompted
him to trust God for victory over these invaders of the promised land. Abraham’s actions
showed his love for Lot and his confidence in the Lord to protect him and to fulfill His
covenant through him. As a result, God granted Abraham yet another blessing through a
man named Melchizedek. From this account we are reminded that faith reveals itself
through both bold action and humble submission.

Spiritual compromise puts us
in a place of personal peril (14:1-12).
Genesis 14 presents a historical account of regional warfare that was common in
Abraham’s day and still perplexes the Middle East today. Although the individuals
named in this passage cannot yet be identified with the figures of secular history, the
account nonetheless rings with the accuracy of a trustworthy historical record. Central to
the purpose of its inclusion in the biblical text is its relationship to Abraham and Lot. Lot
had chosen to live among the cities of the southern Jordan valley, and as a result he found
himself embroiled in a lingering and perilous conflict.
A coalition of eastern kings invaded the land of promise and its outlying territory
(14:1-7).
This chapter describes a coalition of four eastern kings who invaded the land of
promise. These kings came from southern Babylonia and Persia, in modern terms the
regions of Iraq and Iran that touch the northern shore of the Persian Gulf. Amraphel was
from Shinar, or Sumer, the southern region of Babylonia. Arioch came from Ellasar, a
city identified with ancient Larsa in that same region. Kedorlaomer was king of Elam,
the region east of Babylonia along the Persian Gulf. Tidal is described as the king of
Goiim, which can be translated “Gentiles” or “nations,” and might possibly refer to a
specific city that had a similar sounding name. Of these four kings, Kedorlaomer seems
to have been preeminent. He had enforced his rule over the cities of the Jordan valley for
twelve years, collecting an annual tribute from them to prevent him from reinvading the
land. However, in the thirteenth year the kings of the Jordan valley rebelled against
Kedorlaomer, probably simply refusing to pay the imposed tribute. The next year
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Kedorlaomer mustered his army along with the forces of the other three allied kings and
returned to enforce his rule.
Rather than attacking the cities of the Jordan valley immediately, Kedorlaomer
first defeated several outlying tribal groups. He worked his way south along the eastern
side of the Jordan River, defeating the Rephaites (mentioned in Genesis 15:20 as a tribe
living in the land of promise) who were then living at Ashteroth Karnaim. He then
defeated the Zuzites (possibly the Zamzummites of Deuteronomy 2:20 who were not
considered as a part of the promised land) in the city of Ham. Next came the fall of the
Emites in Shaveh Kiriathaim, which later became known as the land of Moab (not
belonging to the promised land according to Deuteronomy 2:10-11), and the fall of the
Horites living in Seir, which later became known as Edom, including the desert stretching
westward toward El Paran (likewise not belonging to the promised land according to
Deuteronomy 2:12). Kedorlaomer then looped northward and defeated the city of En
Mishpat, later known as Kadesh. This sweep took in the nomadic Amalekites. Next
came the Amorites who were living in Hazazon Tamar near the Dead Sea (En Gedi,
according to 2 Chronicles 20:2), a tribe considered to be within the land of promise
(Deuteronomy 7:1). This account of these various conquests reveals Kedorlaomer’s
military strategy as well as the fact that the land which God had promised to Abraham
was under attack by foreign kings.
A coalition of pagan kings resisted the eastern kings and was defeated in battle (14:811).
While Kedorlaomer’s coalition surrounded the cities of the Jordan valley, the
kings of those five cities formed their own coalition to resist the invading forces. These
five kings were Bera of Sodom, Birsha of Gomorrah, Shinab of Admah, Shemeber of
Zeboiim, and the unnamed king of the city of Bela, later known as Zoar. These five cities
were closely aligned geographically and politically near the southern end of the Valley of
Siddim, also known as the Salt Sea or today as the Dead Sea. These five kings marched
out to confront the forces of the four eastern kings. The kings of the Jordan valley may
have thought they had a strategic advantage because of the presence of tar pits around the
region that would have slowed the invading army. However, the eastern coalition was
victorious and the tar pits served as a hindrance to the defeated army’s retreat. Some of
the defeated people, apparently including the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah, were able
to escape into the hills. In typical fashion, the victorious eastern kings ransacked the
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, took anything valuable as plunder, seized any food
supplies, and left the region in ruins.
Because Lot was living among the pagan kings he and his possessions were taken
captive (14:12).
The battle of the four eastern kings against the five kings of the Jordan valley
would have been inconsequential to biblical history had it not been for the presence of
Lot in Sodom. Lot had nearsightedly chosen Sodom as his home. He not only “pitched
his tents near Sodom” (Genesis 13:12), but eventually moved into the city, “living in
Sodom” (Genesis 14:12). He had put himself in harms way by making a choice based on
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perceived fortune rather than faith. As a result Lot found himself in the middle of a
military invasion. He and all his possessions were taken off as spoils of war by the four
eastern kings. Lot’s story reminds us that when we compromise our spiritual convictions
we put ourselves in physical and spiritual peril.

Courageous faith puts us
in a place of decisive victory (14:13-16).
While the political landscape was complex, Abraham’s response to the capture of
Lot was crystal clear. Abraham’s faith in God’s promise enabled him to trust God with
his very life. He could, therefore, go to Lot’s rescue without hesitation. Abraham’s faith
gave him courage to make a bold move. His faith resulted in a decisive victory, a victory
that ultimately came from the hand of God.
Abraham received news about Lot’s capture and courageously set out in pursuit
(14:13-14).
In the heat of the battle between the eastern coalition and the kings of the Jordan
valley, a man escaped and took the news of Lot’s abduction to Abraham. Here,
presumably in contrast to all the other tribal names in this account, Abraham is referred to
as “the Hebrew.” This is the first occurrence of this term in the Bible, and its origin is
uncertain. Some have suggested that it refers to descendants of “Eber” (Genesis 10:25),
although Eber lived much earlier than Abraham, making it surprising that the term didn’t
appear sooner or in reference to other descendants of this ancient ancestor. The term may
be related to the word for “passing through,” referring to an individual who had crossed a
barrier or was wandering. The term may have been a general word for a nomadic
lifestyle. In the Bible, “Hebrew” takes on a specific reference to Abraham and his
descendants. Whatever the origin of the term, Abraham was clearly distinct from the
indigenous tribes in the promised land. He stood out. He was a Hebrew.
Abraham had taken up residence near Hebron and had there formed an alliance
with three Amorite brothers named Mamre, Eshcol, and Aner. In fact, their alliance is
called a covenant in the original text. Abraham had made a joint covenant with these
pagan tribal leaders, but apparently he didn’t let his relationship with these men distract
him from his faith in the true and living God. When Abraham learned of Lot’s
misfortune he quickly rallied the 318 “trained men,” a term used only here in the Old
Testament that refers to men with military skills. Abraham must have had an extremely
large body of servants, being able to muster this many fighting men. He, along with his
Amorite allies, pursued Lot’s captors to the northern extremity of the promised land, to
the city that would later be known as Dan. Abraham’s prompt reaction to Lot’s capture
reflects this man of faith’s courage and confidence in God.
Abraham strategically routed the enemy and rescued his nephew Lot (14:15-16).
Abraham demonstrated great military strategy in his encounter with the coalition
of kings from the east. He chose to attack at night when the enemy was resting
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unsuspectingly. He also divided his men in order to attack the enemy from more than
one front. His strategy worked. Abraham’s small army routed the coalition of forces
from the east. Abraham pursued the eastern kings even farther north, to a place called
Hobah, north of Damascus. As a result of Abraham’s military initiative he was able to
rescue his nephew Lot and recover the people and goods taken by the coalition of eastern
kings. God had honored Abraham’s bold faith and given him a decisive victory.

Humble submission puts us
in a place of divine blessing (14:17-24).
Abraham had achieved a remarkable victory. His small contingent of trained
servants had defeated a coalition of eastern kings. Pride could have easily filled
Abraham’s heart. However, God used an unusual individual to remind the patriarch
about His covenant, and Abraham humbly acknowledged God as the source of his
victory.
On his return, Abraham encountered Melchizedek, a king and priest of God (14:1718).
Having returned from defeating Kedorlaomer and his forces, Abraham was
greeted by Bera, the king of Sodom, in the Valley of Shaveh, later known as the King’s
Valley and identified with the Kidron Valley that runs along the limits of the city of
Jerusalem. Bera had apparently escaped capture and hidden in the hills surrounding
Sodom. At the same time the king of Jerusalem, known then as Salem, also came out to
welcome Abraham. This king’s name was Melchizedek, which means “king of
righteousness.” Melchizedek is a mysterious figure in the Old Testament, appearing out
of nowhere in this account and never mentioned again during the lifetime of the
patriarchs. However, like the other kings mentioned in this account, he would have been
a historical figure. Melchizedek brought bread and wine to Abraham, symbols of
fellowship. This king was not just a king. He was also a priest. Furthermore,
Melchizedek wasn’t a pagan priest. He was a priest of “God Most High.” This new
name for God—God Most High—points to His sovereignty over all the kings and people
of the earth. God is over His entire creation. In Melchizedek Abraham found a kindred
soul.
Melchizedek pronounced a blessing on Abraham and offered praise to God (14:1920a).
Melchizedek, acting in his priestly office, pronounced a blessing on Abraham. He
declared, “Blessed be Abram by God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth.” These
words reinforced in Abraham’s mind the trustworthiness of God’s unconditional
covenant. Melchizedek went on to offer praise to God, saying, “And blessed be God
Most High, who delivered your enemies into your hand.” This declaration served to
remind Abraham that his recent victory over the kings of the east was accomplished not
by his own power and strategic cunning but by God’s mighty hand.
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Abraham honored Melchizedek by giving him a tenth of his wealth (14:20b).
Having heard the blessings pronounced by Melchizedek, Abraham immediately
rendered to this mysterious priest-king one tenth of all his possessions. This generous
gift indicated that Abraham saw in Melchizedek a spiritual superior. It also reflected
Abraham’s reverence for the God whom Melchizedek honored, God Most High. Thus
ends the account of Melchizedek.
Because Melchizedek appears so abruptly on the pages of Scripture and
disappears with equal rapidity, his identity has puzzled scholars down through the
centuries. Melchizedek was both a king and a priest, so some have seen in him a preincarnate appearance of Jesus Christ. However, Melchizedek is presented in the text in a
line of other historical kings without and special reference to sustain this view.
Melchizedek was probably one of many kings who ruled over the city-states of that
region, but an outstanding king because of his belief in the true God, God Most High.
A later king of Jerusalem, King David, referred to Melchizedek as typical of the
Messiah. In Psalm 110:4 David wrote about the coming Messiah, “You are a priest
forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” The Messiah would be both a king and a priest.
His priesthood, however, would not follow the line of the Levites but would reflect the
priesthood of Melchizedek, a priest directly appointed by God. The New Testament
writer of Hebrews expands this theme, applying it directly to Jesus Christ as the Messiah
and ultimate Prophet, Priest, and King (Hebrews 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:1-22). Like
Melchizedek, Jesus offers us fellowship through His priestly work of sacrifice. Like
Melchizedek, Jesus deserves our humble reverence and extravagant worship.
Abraham refused to receive any financial benefit from the pagan king of Sodom in
order to honor God’s covenant (14:21-24).
Having been reminded of the Lord’s covenant blessings and the ultimate source of
his victory, Abraham was now prepared to discuss terms with the king of Sodom.
Abraham had every right to keep all the people and possessions that he had retrieved
from the eastern kings. The king of Sodom, however, tried to barter with Abraham. He
asked that Abraham release his people, but offered to let Abraham keep all the
possessions. This may seem like a generous offer, but in reality the king of Sodom had
no legal basis for even requesting the return of his captured people. Abraham was in the
driver’s seat, but this man of faith would in no way try to drive a hard bargain. He knew
that God would bless him. Therefore, Abraham told the king of Sodom that he would
return both the people and the possessions to the king. Abraham refused to keep any of
the king’s wealth, and his stated reason was his faith in God Most High, as Melchizedek
had designated Yahweh God. Abraham said that he had taken an oath before this true
and living God. He had promised not to take anything from the king of Sodom—“not
even a thread or the thong of a sandal.” No human king would ever be able to take credit
for making Abraham rich. That honor would go to God alone. Abraham rejected any
remuneration from the king. Apart from the food that Abraham’s servants had consumed
in the course of the conflict and the share of wealth required by the three Amorite
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brothers who were Abraham’s allies, the king of Sodom was free to take his people and
belongings and go home.
Abraham could refuse reward from the hands of men because he believed the
promise of God. God had blessed Abraham. God would continue to bless Abraham, and
through Abraham God would bless others. Because of Abraham’s faith Lot was again
safe and God’s name had been elevated among the pagan kings of the Jordan valley.
Abraham had proven that faith reveals itself through both bold action and humble
submission.

92

God’s Covenant with Abraham
(Genesis 15:1-21)
We all need reminders from time to time, reaffirmations of our commitments.
Every wife likes to hear from her husband that he loves her. These words, spoken at a
wedding ceremony, must be reaffirmed throughout the course of a marriage. God had
pronounced a covenant relationship with Abraham. In fact, God had promised to
unconditionally bless Abraham. In Genesis 12:2-3 God said that He would make
Abraham into a great nation, and in Genesis 12:7 and 13:14-17 He promised to give
Abraham the land of Canaan. However, as time passed it became apparent to Abraham
that neither of these blessings had yet become a reality. Abraham had no child and he
had no permanent dwelling place. Fears and doubts were rising in his heart. At this
juncture in Abraham’s life God once again spoke to him. He reassured Abraham about
His covenant blessings. From this passage we learn that our doubts dissolve when we
recall God’s greatness.

God invites us to focus on His limitless
power instead of our limited perspectives (15:1-5).
Abraham could only see what hadn’t yet happened. God knows the future. He
knew how He would fulfill His promise to Abraham. Instead of focusing on our limited
perspectives about God’s sovereign rule over the universe we must learn to focus on His
limitless power.
God spoke to Abraham in a vision, challenging him not to be afraid and promising him
great reward (15:1).
God knows our needs at every given moment. He knew that Abraham had
slumped into a place of doubt and fear. Possibly Abraham’s fears were a result of his
recent victory over the kings of the east. Would this coalition of kings return and seek
him out for retribution? Likewise, Abraham seems to have been afraid that God wouldn’t
fulfill His covenant. Had Abraham been led to this land of promise only to find there was
no promise? At this moment in Abraham’s faith journey God intervened. He appeared to
Abraham in a vision and said, “Don’t be afraid, Abram.” These words of encouragement
have echoed down through the centuries to God’s prophets and people. God is still in
control. We need not fear. God explained to Abraham that He was Abraham’s “shield.”
God would protect Abraham from harm. God also said that He was Abraham’s “great
reward,” or more literally God said that Abraham’s reward would increase greatly. God
would still honor His covenant with Abraham. Abraham would be blessed and become a
great nation. When we lift our eyes off our problems and listen to the voice of God we
will find comfort, courage, and confidence to follow Him.
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Abraham questioned God, complaining that God had not given him an heir as He had
promised (15:2-3).
While it was reassuring to Abraham to hear God’s voice, Abraham still wondered
whether or not God would fulfill His promise. Abraham addressed God as “Sovereign
Lord,” or “Master Yahweh.” He considered Yahweh God as his sovereign master.
Abraham then questioned God about the covenant. “What can you give me since I
remain childless?” he asked. There could be no real reward without an heir to whom
Abraham could pass along his blessings. Since Abraham had no child his household
servant, a man named Eliezer from Damascus, would, according to the laws of that day,
become the heir of Abraham’s vast wealth. Abraham complained to God, stating that
God had failed to give him a child.
God spoke to Abraham again, promising him descendants as numerous as the stars in
the heavens (15:4-5).
God patiently reassured His frustrated friend. He spoke a second time to
Abraham and stated that Eliezer would not be Abraham’s heir. Abraham would have a
son, a physical descendant who would inherit his blessings. Then God led Abraham
outside to gaze up into the starry sky. He invited Abraham to count the stars, an
impossible task, of course. God then declared, “So shall your offspring be.” Earlier, God
had promised that Abraham’s descendants would be as numerous as the dust of the earth
(Genesis 13:16). Later He would compare Abraham’s descendants to the sand on the
seashore (Genesis 22:17). Here God promised that Abraham’s offspring would be as
innumerable as the stars of the heavens. God had a plan for Abraham and that plan
would not fail. God wanted Abraham to take his focus off his limited perspective and
gaze into the greatness of his God.

God accepts us as His righteous
children based on faith and faith alone (15:6).
Genesis 15:6 is a key verse in the life of Abraham, a significant verse in the book
of Genesis and, indeed, a pivotal verse in the whole of God’s Word. “Abraham believed
the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.” Faith alone results in a right
relationship with God. Hebrews 11:6 tells us, “Without faith it is impossible to please
God.” Hebrews 11:8 goes on to describe Abraham as man of faith, a man motivated by
faith in God to leave his homeland and seek the land of promise.
Abraham believed in Yahweh God, being a man characterized by faith (15:6a).
“Abraham believed the Lord.” This is the first time the Bible refers to belief,
though faith was evident in the earlier chapters of Genesis. Noah certainly believed
God’s warnings about a flood and built an ark. But here for the first time God’s Word
states unequivocally the condition of our salvation. We are saved by faith. We are
justified—declared righteous—by faith and faith alone. In Romans 4:3 the apostle Paul
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quotes this very verse to underscore his point that salvation is by faith alone. Paul points
out that the statement about Abraham’s faith preceded the act of circumcision, which was
a response of Abraham’s faith. Faith must precede obedience. Obedience to God’s
commandments never replaces nor supplements the saving nature of faith.
“Abraham believed the Lord.” However, Abraham’s belief as stated in Genesis
15:6 wasn’t a new faith that began at that moment. He believed in Yahweh God from the
moment of God’s first call to him back in Ur. Rather than describing a response on
Abraham’s part to God’s newest revelation, this verse identifies Abraham’s overarching
characteristic of faith. In fact, the Hebrew construction of the verb “believe” in this verse
implies a long term quality rather than a new response. Abraham was a man of faith. He
was a man characterized by belief in the true and living God. Therefore, he could once
again take God at His word. As Abraham stared into the starry sky he knew, based on a
lifetime of faith, that God would indeed keep His promise.
Yahweh God credited Abraham with righteousness based solely on his faith (15:6b).
Abraham believed the Lord, and the Lord “credited it to him as righteousness.”
Righteousness refers to an appropriate, just, or right standing in our relationship with
God. Because of sin, we are unrighteous. We are excluded from fellowship with God.
No amount of good works can counteract the presence of sin in our lives. It takes a
miracle from God to remove our sins and replace them with His righteousness.
Habakkuk 2:4 declares, “The righteous shall live by faith,” a clarion call reiterated in
Romans 1:17, Galatians 3:11, and Hebrews 10:38. In Romans 5:1 Paul writes, “Since we
have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus
Christ.” Faith recognizes our lost condition and accepts the free gift of righteousness that
comes through Jesus Christ and His death on the cross. Through faith the Lord replaces
our sin with His righteousness. He credits us with His perfect righteousness. This is
what Abraham experienced, and this is what we today can experience as well when we
put our faith in Jesus Christ.

God reassures us of His promises even
when our hearts are aching with doubt (15:7-21).
While Abraham was a man of faith, he was also a man. He had seasons of
weakness and moments of doubt. God had reassured Abraham that this man of faith
would have innumerable descendants. God went on to reassure Abraham that his
descendants would inherit the promised land.
God promised Abraham that he would inherit the land of promise, and Abraham asked
for reassurance (15:7-8).
Having pointed Abraham to the stars, God next reminded him about the past.
Yahweh God was the one who brought Abraham out of Ur and guided him to the
promised land. Again Abraham addressed God as his “Sovereign Lord,” or “Master
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Yahweh.” Again Abraham questioned God’s plan. He asked God for some kind of sign
or guarantee that the land would be his. He needed tangible reassurance.
God instructed Abraham to prepare animal sacrifices, and Abraham obeyed and waited
patiently (15:9-11).
God graciously responded to Abraham’s request. Following the customs of the
day, God instructed Abraham to prepare certain animals for sacrifice, a sacrifice that
would become part of a covenant ritual. In essence, God was instructing Abraham to
draw up the contract and He would sign it. Abraham obeyed God’s instructions. He
sacrificed a heifer, a goat, a ram, a dove, and a pigeon, arranging the halves of the
sacrificed animals opposite each other with a path between the sacrifices. Then Abraham
waited for God to show up. Apparently ancient contracts were confirmed by making
such sacrifices. The two contracting parties would walk together between the sacrifices,
indicating the binding nature of their agreement. Abraham prepared the sacrifices and
waited for God to join him in confirming the covenant. Part of the lesson of faith is
waiting. God’s timetable is always best. While Abraham waited he had to protect the
sacrifices, driving away birds of prey that attempted to devour the sacrificed animals.
Why did God tarry? There were still lessons that Abraham needed to learn. He needed
to depend on God’s timing and God’s ways. Abraham would also discover that he would
not walk with God between the sacrifices as if he had any part in the fulfillment of the
covenant. God would walk alone between the sacrifices, indicating that His covenant
was unconditional. He alone would take responsibility for its fulfillment.
God put Abraham into a deep sleep, and Abraham was shown that his descendants
would experience great hardship followed by rich blessings (15:12-16).
The day wore on and evening approached. Abraham fell into a deep sleep
reminiscent of the sleep into which God put Adam when He created Eve (Genesis 2:21).
While Abraham slept, a sense of dreadful darkness overcame him. God was about to
make His awesome presence known, a presence that struck Abraham with intense fear.
This darkness may have been symbolic of the darkness that Abraham’s descendants
would experience in their countless trials, especially their bondage in Egypt.
In this state of tortured sleep, Abraham heard God’s voice. God warned that
Abraham’s descendants would be enslaved and mistreated in a foreign land for four
hundred years. At the end of that period of affliction God would punish the Egyptians
and free His people who would take with them great wealth. God also assured Abraham
that he himself would not experience this hardship. Instead, Abraham would die in peace
at an advanced age. Abraham’s descendants, after suffering bondage in Egypt, would
return to the land of promise in the “fourth generation” (possibly a hint that Abraham
would have a child at age one hundred, the fourth generation therefore being identical to
the four hundred years of bondage). God’s reason for waiting to grant the promised land
to Abraham’s descendants was because “the sin of the Amorites has not yet reached its
full measure.” God graciously waited to judge the sinful inhabitants of the promised land
until they had fully and irremediably rejected God’s holy ways. God is patient and
gracious, but He must eventually judge sin.
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God confirmed His unconditional covenant with Abraham, and Abraham was
reassured that his descendants would inherit the land of promise (15:17-21).
Having revealed His plan to Abraham, God now passed between the
sacrifices as a visible way of “signing” the covenant with Abraham. God revealed
Himself as He often did in ancient times, in the form of fire—a radiant expression of His
glory. On this occasion God’s radiance took the form of “a smoking firepot” or oven and
“a blazing torch.” Abraham saw Yahweh God pass between the pieces of the sacrificed
animals. In this way God made, or literally “cut,” a covenant with Abraham. God had
previously made a covenant with Noah (Genesis 6:18; 9:9-16). His covenant with
Abraham was only the second covenant between God and an individual person referred
to in the Bible. While God had declared the nature of His covenant to Abraham back in
Ur (Genesis 12:2-3), God now formally established His covenant. He declared that He
was giving the land of promise to Abraham’s descendants. This land would stretch from
“the river of Egypt,” a reference to a stream in the Sinai Peninsula, to “the great river,”
that is, the Euphrates. In the time of Abraham this land of promise was home to several
tribal groups—the Kenites, Kenizzites, Kadmonites, Hittites, Perizzites, Rephaites,
Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites, and Jebusites—ten in all. But one day the land would
belong to the Israelites alone. God had cut a covenant with Abraham. God always keeps
His promises. His Word is trustworthy. Abraham had learned once again that doubts
dissolve when we recall God’s greatness.
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Abraham, Hagar, and the Birth of Ishmael
(Genesis 16:1-16)
Abraham and Sarah had been in the land of Canaan for ten years. For ten years
they had waited for God to give them a son. For ten years they had trusted God by faith
to keep His promise. However, the passing of time seemed to this couple to be a threat to
the fulfillment of God’s covenant. After all, Abraham was 85 years old by now, and
Sarah was just ten years behind him in age. Did God intend to work a miracle, or was
there a more obvious answer that Abraham and Sarah had overlooked? Based on the
customs of the day, a wife who could not have a child could claim as her own a child
born to one of her servants. Sarah began to hatch a plan. She would follow this ancient
custom and thereby assist God in fulfilling His promise. What she and Abraham failed to
recognize is that we can’t manipulate God’s will. Instead of trying to manipulate God we
should eagerly submit to God.

When we try to manipulate God
we bring greater difficulties on ourselves (16:1-6).
Abraham and Sarah attempted to manipulate God in order to bring about the
fulfillment of God’s promise. At Sarah’s prompting, Abraham joined in union with
Sarah’s maidservant Hagar who conceived a child. Instead of bringing about blessing,
however, this series of events brought conflict into their home.
Abraham agreed to Sarah’s request to provide a child through her maidservant Hagar
(16:1-2).
Ancient practices allowed for a wife who could not produce a child to provide an
heir through a servant girl. Although this practice was socially acceptable in that day, it
was never sanctioned by God. Human moral standards always fall short of God’s perfect
standard. Abraham’s wife Sarah was unable to bear a child. She sensed that at her age
she would never be able to do so. Yet she knew about God’s covenant, that God had
promised to make her husband Abraham into a great nation. Therefore, Sarah devised a
plan that would assist God in fulfilling His promise. Sarah had an Egyptian maidservant
named Hagar. It’s possible that Sarah acquired Hagar during their sojourn in Egypt that
came about because of Abraham’s lapse of faith. If so, one fault led to another as is so
often the case. Sarah went to Abraham one day with her plan. She blamed Yahweh God
for not letting her have children. She then urged Abraham to sleep with Hagar. Possibly
God would allow Sarah to “build” a family through her. We don’t know how much
pressure Sarah exerted, or how long she must have wrestled in her own mind before
presenting this plan. Ultimately, Abraham agreed to Sarah’s suggestion. By their actions
both Abraham and Sarah revealed again the limits of their faith in God’s power and
promise.
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When Hagar conceived a child by Abraham she despised Sarah and tensions rose in
the home (16:3-5).
The text notes that Abraham had been living in Canaan for ten years at this point.
Since he was 75 when he left Haran for Canaan (Genesis 12:4), Abraham was now 85
years old. Time was passing quickly. Per their agreement, Sarah gave Abraham her
maidservant Hagar, and Hagar became a second wife to Abraham. Shortly after their
union, Hagar conceived a child. Sarah’s plan was working so far, though this was clearly
not the plan God had for fulfilling His promise. However, problems soon arose. Not
surprisingly, Hagar’s ability to conceive put her at odds with Sarah. In fact, Hagar
despised Sarah, treating her with scorn.
Once again Sarah went to Abraham. She blamed her husband for bringing about
this tension in the home. She held Abraham responsible for not intervening. Even
though Sarah had recommended the union between Abraham and Hagar, she had not
anticipated the problems that this union would initiate. Sarah could not tolerate Hagar’s
scorn. She called on God to judge between her and Abraham, meaning that she invoked
God to judge the situation. Something had to be done.
Abraham gave Hagar back to Sarah who mistreated her to the degree that Hagar fled
(16:6).
Abraham gave Hagar back to Sarah as her servant. He gave Sarah permission to
deal with the tensions as she saw fit. Regrettably, Sarah resorted to retaliation. She
chose to mistreat Hagar. Hagar found herself in an intolerable situation, one brought
about largely by her own pride at being able to conceive a child. Hagar was no longer in
the favored position of a wife, but had become once again the maidservant of Sarah.
Furthermore, Hagar’s ridicule of Sarah now turned back on her. Sarah mistreated Hagar
in retaliation for her scorn. Abraham’s family structure was in disarray. Sarah’s
bitterness developed into cruelty. Hagar’s arrogance brought on hardships, and she could
think of no other recourse than to run away. So Hagar fled from Sarah. Every effort to
manipulate God’s plan had failed. Instead of fulfillment there was discord. Such is often
the case when we try to work around God’s will instead of submitting to His perfect plan.

When we find ourselves at the end of our
resources God reassures us of His blessings (16:7-12).
Hagar fled from Sarah to escape a desperate situation, but she only found herself
in yet another desperate place. Alone in the desert, Hagar encountered God. God saw
Hagar’s plight and by His grace intervened. When we run out of resources, we tend to be
more open to God’s leading in our lives.
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The angel of the Lord encountered Hagar in the desert and instructed her to return to
Abraham and Sarah (16:7-9).
For the first time in the Bible we encounter “the angel of the Lord” or the unique
“messenger of Yahweh God.” Later references to this individual imply that He is a
manifestation of God Himself (Exodus 3:2-4; Judges 6:12-14), yet distinct from God
(Zechariah 1:12). It seems that we have in this title a hint of the triune nature of God and
a pre-incarnate appearance of the second person of the godhead, the Lord Jesus Christ.
It’s interesting to note that Hagar considered the angel of the Lord to be Yahweh God
who spoke to her (Genesis 16:13). Hagar had fled as far as a certain spring of water on
the road to Shur, a location identified with the border of Egypt (Genesis 25:18). Hagar
was heading back home to Egypt. The “angel of the Lord,” that is, the Lord Jesus Christ
appeared to Hagar in that desert region. He spoke to Hagar, addressing her as Sarah’s
servant. It seems that He wanted to impress Hagar’s proper role and responsibility on her
mind. The Lord then questioned Hagar about her intentions. Hagar admitted that she
was running away from Sarah. In her desperation Hagar chose to flee.
The angel of the Lord encouraged Hagar by promising to multiply her descendants
(16:10).
The angel of the Lord then instructed Hagar to abandon her plan and return to
Sarah. The Lord wanted Hagar to do a difficult thing, to submit to Sarah in spite of
Sarah’s harsh treatment. However, the Lord encouraged Hagar by promising to bless her
with innumerable descendants. Like His promise to Abraham, and because the child
belonged to Abraham, God would bless Hagar and her son.
The angel of the Lord assured Hagar that God had heard about her plight and
instructed her to name her son Ishmael (16:11-12).
The angel of the Lord went on to assure Hagar that He would bless her child. He
informed Hagar that her child was a boy. She was to name her son “Ishmael,” which
means “God hears.” God had heard Hagar’s plight and promised to bless her. Hagar’s
son would be strong and influential. However, the Lord also warned that Ishmael would
be unruly and unsettled. He would be “a wild donkey,” that is, a man without permanent
roots. Ishmael’s life would be characterized by contention with others, including his own
family. God would bless Ishmael in spite of his character flaws. Ishmael’s descendants,
known today as the Arab tribes, would flourish. In this warning from God we see the
seed of the Arab-Israeli conflict.
When we acknowledge God’s authority
over our lives we find strength to follow His will (16:13-16).
Hagar had encountered the Lord in the desert. She had been instructed to return
and be submissive to Sarah. Hagar listened to these instructions, recognized the loving
nature of God, and responded with praise and obedience.
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Hagar acknowledged God as the living God who saw her plight (16:13-14).
Hagar recognized the presence of Yahweh God in her encounter with the angel of
the Lord. In response to God’s revelation, Hagar attributed a fitting title to God. She
called Him “the God who sees.” God had seen Hagar in her plight. He had assured her
in her time of need. Hagar knew that she had seen the One who sees. Hagar then named
the well of water at which she had encountered God “Beer Lahai Roi,” meaning “the well
of the living one who sees.” Hagar saw God. She heard God. She learned that Yahweh
is the true God who really lives and really sees us in our time of need. This well, located
between Kadesh (in the southern region of the Negev) and Bered ( presumably in the
same region) became a significant place of worship for Hagar. It was at Beer Lahai Roi
that God saw Hagar and transformed her.
Hagar gave birth to Abraham’s son and Abraham named him Ishmael (16:15-16).
We know that Hagar’s encounter with the Lord was transforming in her life
because she obeyed the Lord’s command. She returned and submitted to Sarah, a
difficult thing to do. Eventually she gave birth to a son, whom Abraham named Ishmael,
no doubt at her request. By the time of Ishmael’s birth, Abraham had turned 86. Genesis
17:1 tells us that God didn’t appear to Abraham for another 13 years. God would still
fulfill His covenant with Abraham through Sarah. Their indiscretion and attempt to
manipulate God’s plan hadn’t invalidated the covenant. In fact, Hagar’s willing
submission to the Lord presents a contrasting, positive response of faith. This account
teaches us that instead of trying to manipulate God we should eagerly submit to Him.
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God’s Covenant and Circumcision
(Genesis 17:1-27)
They say that silence is golden. However, when it comes to listening for the
voice of God, silence can be excruciating. Following the birth of Ishmael, Abraham
waited 13 years without hearing from God. However, God’s silence in no way implied
His abandonment of His promise. God had made an unconditional covenant with
Abraham. He promised to bless Abraham with countless descendants and to give
Abraham’s descendants the land of promise. Abraham had been living in that land for 24
years when God again confirmed His promise to this man of faith. In this encounter, God
both reaffirmed His covenant and established a sign of that covenant, circumcision. He
also revealed that the promised seed would come from Sarah, Abraham’s wife. The time
was approaching for God to do that which only He can do—give life when life seems
hopeless! In this passage we learn that true faith in God responds in instant and absolute
obedience. God spoke and Abraham obeyed.
We will enjoy God’s blessings
only when we live by faith in His promises (17:1-14).
God has promised to bless us, but we will enjoy His blessings only when we
respond with belief. God had promised unconditionally to bless Abraham. Abraham,
however, would miss out on the joy of God’s blessings unless he once again learned to
take God at His word.
God appeared to Abraham and challenged him to walk in obedient faith (17:1-2).
The story of the birth of Ishmael ended with a note that Abraham was 86 years old
at the time (Genesis 16:16). The next recorded event in Abraham’s life, a fresh
revelation from God, took place when Abraham was 99 years old. Abraham had endured
13 years of silence. However, God’s timing is always perfect, and now the time had
come for Him to reveal the next step of His plan to Abraham. The Lord, that is, Yahweh
God broke His silence and once again appeared to Abraham. On this occasion the Lord
revealed Himself as “God Almighty,” or “El Shaddai” in Hebrew. The derivation of this
name has been debated, but it seems most likely to refer to God’s might or power. God is
all powerful. He’s fully capable of fulfilling His promises without the need for human
intervention or manipulation.
God then instructed Abraham to “walk” in His presence and “be blameless.” God
was once again inviting Abraham to live by faith in God’s promises. He wanted
Abraham to take each step by faith. He wanted Abraham to be perfect, that is, to be
faultless, complete, whole, or mature. The New Testament challenges believers today to
likewise be perfect in the way we live (Matthew 5:48). Obviously, no one lives a perfect
life, as even the apostle Paul admitted about himself (Philippians 3:12). Our perfection
comes through faith in Jesus Christ (Colossians 1:28). Our lives are to reflect His perfect
life and character. God challenged Abraham to live up to his high calling. He then
assured Abraham that He would confirm His covenant with Abraham and greatly
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increase Abraham’s descendants. God hadn’t given up on His promise, nor had He given
up on Abraham. God is faithful.
God reaffirmed His covenant with Abraham and confirmed this by changing
Abraham’s name (17:3-5).
Abraham responded to God’s appearance by falling on his face in reverence. God
continued to speak to Abraham, declaring that Abraham would become the father of
many nations. Consequently, God changed Abraham’s name. Up until now, this man of
God was known as Abram, meaning “exalted father.” This birth name referred to
Abraham’s exalted lineage. He came from an honored line of ancestors. However, now
God would change Abraham’s name to look forward instead of backward. Abram would
now be called Abraham. Abraham means “father of a multitude.” This new name
anticipated God’s fulfillment of His covenant. Abraham would become the father of
many nations.
God promised to give Abraham numerous descendants, spiritual blessings, and the
land of promise (17:6-8).
God expanded on the details of His promise to Abraham. He declared that He
would make Abraham fruitful, that He would produce nations out of Abraham, and that
kings would come from Abraham’s descendants. God described His covenant as
everlasting. God had entered into a unique relationship with Abraham and his
descendants. The descendants of Abraham, the Jewish people, would forever be the
people of God, His chosen people. That promise and that relationship have not changed.
Many of the chosen people have rejected God’s Messiah and thereby have excluded
themselves from the enjoyment of His blessings. However, they still stand in a special
relationship with God. Paul affirmed this unique relationship between God and the Jews
in Romans 9:1-5.
In addition to this special relationship with Abraham’s descendants, God also
promised to give Abraham the land of Canaan. Like the unending nature of God’s
relationship with Abraham’s descendants, the land of Canaan would forever belong to
God’s chosen people. During times of disobedience the Jewish people couldn’t enjoy the
blessing of the land, and were even expelled from the land. But the land was to be theirs
forever. While God blesses us by His grace, we cannot enjoy those blessings unless we
receive them by faith.
God established circumcision as a physical sign of His covenant with Abraham (17:914).
In order to solidify His promise to Abraham, God instituted the sign of
circumcision. While some other nations at this time practiced circumcision, God gave
circumcision a special significance for His chosen people. God was responsible for
keeping His promises to Abraham. Abraham and his descendants would be responsible
for identifying with God’s promise through the rite of circumcision.
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Circumcision refers to the removal of the male foreskin, primarily for symbolic
purposes. In the case of Abraham, circumcision would have symbolized the virility
necessary for Abraham and his descendants to become a great nation. Therefore,
circumcision became a “sign” of God’s covenant, a covenant that included the expansion
of the people of God. God instructed Abraham to circumcise every male in his
household. Infants should be circumcised on the eighth day after their birth. Servants
and others should be circumcised upon entry into the community of faith. Anyone who
went uncircumcised was cut off from God’s blessing, unable to enjoy the blessings that
God had promised.
As so often happens, the sign eventually replaced that which it was to signify.
Circumcision was intended to signify identification with God’s unconditional covenant.
In the New Testament we read that circumcision had itself taken on the place of
prominence in the Jewish mind. Therefore, Jews who became Christians insisted that
Gentiles first be circumcised before they could become Christians. The early church
recognized that salvation is a faith relationship with God. God had never commanded
Gentiles to be circumcised. Therefore, Gentiles could become Christians without
submitting to the Jewish rite of circumcision. In Romans 2:28-29 Paul described
circumcision as not merely a physical act but a spiritual symbol. We must all experience
a circumcision of the heart, that is, a commitment to and identification with God through
faith in Jesus Christ (Galatians 5:6; 6:15). For the Christian, circumcision is a matter of
the heart, not the flesh. A circumcised heart elevates Jesus (Philippians 3:3) and puts
aside the sinful nature (Colossians 2:11). Faith is the crux of the matter. God instructed
Abraham to believe in Him and to walk in faith. Only when we walk by faith will we be
able to enjoy the blessings of God.
We will enjoy God’s blessings
only when we live in obedience to His will (17:15-27).
Trust and obey. That’s the simple formula to the Christian life. First we put our
faith in Jesus Christ. Then we walk in obedience to Him. We’ll enjoy God’s blessings
only when we live by faith and only when we live in obedience to His will.
God promised to bless Sarah with a child and confirmed this by changing her name
(17:15-16).
Paralleling His message about Abraham, God now spoke about Sarah. So far God
had not specifically included Sarah in His promise. Now, however, God made it clear
that He would give Abraham descendants through her. Up until this time Abraham’s
wife was called Sarai, but now she would be known as Sarah. The change is subtle; these
names may in fact be the same name but changed to an updated form. Though subtle, the
change was recognizable and real. Sarah’s life would be different. Her name, Sarah,
means “princess.” Sarah would become a mother and the ancestor of royalty. God
would grant her a son. Through Sarah God would raise up a great nation. Through Sarah
kings would be born. God promised Sarah a son.
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Abraham laughed when he heard God’s promise and asked God to work through
Ishmael instead (17:17-18).
Upon hearing God’s prediction about Sarah, Abraham again fell on his face.
However, this time Abraham laughed. While his laughter may have included expressions
of joy it was characterized more by incredulity. In his heart Abraham questioned God.
He doubted that he could generate a son when he was 100 years old. He doubted that
Sarah could give birth at age 90. God had stretched the limits of Abraham’s faith. This
was more than Abraham could believe. So Abraham spoke to God and encouraged Him
to accept Ishmael as the child of blessing. Abraham was more than content to let Ishmael
stand as the fulfillment of God’s promise. But God had a different plan.
God reaffirmed that Sarah would have a son—Isaac—through whom He would fulfill
His covenant (17:19-22).
God once again declared that Sarah would indeed have a son. Abraham was to
name that son Isaac, meaning “laughter.” His name would always remind Abraham and
Sarah of the joy that comes from believing God’s promises. It would be through Isaac
that God would fulfill His everlasting covenant.
God did acknowledge Abraham’s request about Ishmael. Ishmael, too, would be
blessed. His descendants would be numerous. In fact, Ishmael would become the father
of twelve tribal rulers. Genesis 25:13-16 records the names of Ishmael’s twelve sons
who became these promised tribal leaders. Ishmael’s descendants, the Arab tribes, have
become great in number and great in influence historically.
However, it wasn’t through Ishmael that God would fulfill His blessing to
Abraham. God’s covenant would pass through Abraham and Sarah to Isaac. God
assured Abraham that Sarah would give birth within about one year. Then God ascended
out of Abraham’s presence.
Abraham immediately obeyed God by faith and circumcised his entire household
(17:23-27).
God’s message to Abraham was good news, albeit stretching to Abraham’s faith.
Nonetheless, Abraham believed God. He demonstrated his faith in this new revelation of
God by immediately obeying God’s command regarding circumcision. On the same day
that Abraham received this revelation from God he himself submitted to circumcision.
He also circumcised his son Ishmael along with all the men in his household “as God told
him.” Abraham was instantly and absolutely obedient. Obedience is the response of
faith. When we trust God we’ll obey His commands. Only when we trust and obey will
we enjoy the blessings God showers on us day after day.
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Abraham’s Three Heavenly Visitors
(Genesis 18:1-15)
When we know that family or friends are coming for a visit from out of town we
make careful preparations. But if guests arrive unannounced they see us just as we are.
In our culture, entertaining strangers in our homes is practically unheard of. But in
Abraham’s day, showing hospitality to strangers reflected current social mores. One day
Abraham saw three strangers nearby. It would have been unthinkable for him to ignore
them or refuse them hospitality. Beyond violating cultural expectations, had Abraham
not welcomed these three strangers he would have missed out on a personal encounter
with God. It was God who stood in Abraham’s presence. It was God in human form
who received Abraham’s hospitality and who declared His ability to do the impossible.
God would soon fulfill His promise to Abraham and Sarah. He would grant them a son.
Abraham’s encounter with God teaches us that because God is active in our lives we can
expect Him to accomplish great things in our lives. God actively participates in the lives
of His people. He is a God of the impossible, and can do impossible things in our lives.

The Lord God actively
participates in the lives of His people (18:1-8).
Abraham’s encounter with God reminds us that God is active in His creation and
among His people. He delights to participate in our lives. He isn’t a distant God, but a
God who interacts with us in our daily lives.
The Lord God appeared once again to Abraham (18:1).
This chapter opens with the statement, “The Lord appeared to Abraham.” The
events that are about to be related in this text must be understood in the context of a selfrevelation of God. The three “men” are heavenly visitors. One of these individuals is
God in human form. It was Yahweh God, along with two angels, who visited Abraham
near the grove of trees belonging to Mamre. Abraham had settled in this area near
Hebron and seemingly made it his primary dwelling place (compare Genesis 13:18;
14:13). One day Abraham was sitting at the entrance to his tent. It was mid-afternoon,
the hottest time of the day. It was at this time that God chose to again appear to
Abraham. God had appeared just days or weeks before, reassuring Abraham of His
covenant and instituting the rite of circumcision. At that time God promised that
Abraham and Sarah would have a child in about one year (Genesis 17:21). Now God
foretold that the promised son would arrive “at the time of life” (Genesis 18:10), a phrase
hinting at the normal nine-month term from conception to birth. God was eager to fulfill
His promise to Abraham. God delighted in being an active part of Abraham’s life. In the
same way, God wants to be active in our lives today. He delights in fellowship with His
people. Jesus Christ—God in the flesh—encouraged His disciples to “abide” in Him so
that He might have joy in His relationship with them (John 15:11). God wants to be an
active part of our lives day by day.
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Abraham saw three men to whom he offered honor and hospitality (18:2-5).
Having set the stage for the arrival of Abraham’s three visitors, stating that it was
God who appeared to Abraham, Genesis 18 goes on to describe the details of this
encounter. While Abraham was sitting at the entrance to his tent he “looked up and saw
three men standing nearby.” The scene unfolds using terms of haste—Abraham “ran” to
meet these visitors (v. 2), “ran” to secure Sarah’s help (v. 6), encouraged her to “hurry” in
preparing a meal (v. 6), “ran” to secure a young calf (v. 7), and exhorting his servant to
“hurry” to slaughter the calf (v. 7). These terms imply that Abraham sensed something
special in the three visitors who had arrived at his tent that day. He ran to meet them and
he bowed down in reverence in their presence. Whether or not Abraham recognized
deity in this encounter at this moment is uncertain. However, Abraham knew that these
guests deserved special treatment.
Abraham addressed the primary guest as “my Lord,” either a term of human
respect or an expression of Abraham’s recognition of the divine presence. He said to this
individual, “If I have found favor in your eyes, do not pass your servant by.” In other
words, Abraham humbly and graciously invited the Lord and the two other guests to
linger and receive his hospitality. Abraham offered water to wash their feet and
encouraged these visitors to rest in the shade of a nearby tree. He offered to prepare them
a meal so they could be nourished before resuming their journey. In addition, Abraham
described himself as their “servant.” The guests responded favorably to Abraham’s
invitation and agreed to stay. Christians have often found comfort in the phrase that
Abraham used that day: “Lord, do not pass your servant by.” We truly want God to be
active in our lives, to linger and fellowship with us every day.
Abraham quickly made arrangements and personally served his heavenly guests (18:68).
Having convinced these three heavenly visitors to stay, Abraham quickly made
arrangements for s sumptuous feast. He called on his wife Sarah, as the matron of their
home, to prepare bread for these guests. Abraham then went out and personally selected
a young calf to slaughter for the meal. He gave the calf to a servant who would prepare
the meat. When all was ready, Abraham himself served the guests. In the manner of a
personal servant, Abraham stood in readiness to serve while his guests ate. Abraham was
delighted to serve these guests, just as we today find joy and satisfaction in serving our
Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. In fact, Jesus set the example of being a servant by
washing His disciples’ feet. He then instructed them—and us—to humbly serve one
another (John 13:13-17). The Lord God had appeared to Abraham in human form.
Abraham’s response was one of humble service. Likewise, God actively participates in
our lives today. In fact, the Holy Spirit of God takes up permanent residence in the lives
of those who believe in Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 6:19). Our appropriate response to
His indwelling presence is one of humble service.
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The Lord God is capable of accomplishing
the impossible in the lives of His people (18:9-15).
Abraham’s three heavenly visitors were the recipients of his humble hospitality.
The Lord would now honor Abraham with reassurance of His power to fulfill His
promises.
The Lord promised to return and to give Abraham and Sarah a son (18:9-10a).
The three guests inquired about Sarah. It was customary for men to eat separately
from women, so as these visitors enjoyed their meal Sarah would have remained inside
the tent. The fact that these visitors knew Sarah by name hints at their heavenly origin.
Abraham told his guests that Sarah was inside the tent. Then one of the guests, later
identified as Yahweh God (verse 13), declared that He would return to Abraham and
Sarah “at the time of life,” that is, about nine months later. At that time Sarah would give
birth to a son. All along, God had promised to make Abraham into a great nation.
Recently God had promised that Abraham and Sarah would have a son whom they were
to name Isaac, which means “laughter.” Now God promised that this son would be born
within the year. The time of fulfillment was approaching.
Sarah was past the child bearing years and laughed at the thought of having a son
(18:10b-12).
While out of eyesight, Sarah wasn’t out of earshot. She could hear the
conversation between Abraham and his guests. When she heard one of these visitors
promise her a son she laughed in her heart as she reflected on the impossibility of
conceiving a child. Sarah was about 90 years old and she had passed the time of child
bearing. It would be impossible for her to conceive a child at her stage of life. She
believed that the pleasure of bearing a child was hopeless. She was too old. Her husband
was too old. Conceiving a child at their age was, so to speak, inconceivable! So Sarah
laughed the laughter of unbelief. As an aside, we should note that Sarah referred to
Abraham as her “lord,” a term of respect. First Peter 3:6 highlights this statement and
applies it to all Christian wives, who are to treat their husbands with respect. Abraham
and Sarah apparently had a model marriage, one worthy of emulation.
The Lord questioned Abraham about Sarah’s laughter and assured them that nothing
is impossible for Him (18:13-14).
Yahweh God, one of the three visitors to Abraham’s tent that day, spoke again.
This time He asked Abraham why Sarah had laughed at His promise. He affirmed a fact
that we must learn over and over again. Nothing is impossible with God. Jesus stated the
same concept in describing the work of salvation. He said, “With God all things are
possible” (Matthew 19:26; Mark 10:27). God wanted Abraham to know that the
seemingly impossible was more than possible. God is a God of power, a God of the
miraculous. In merely human, physical terms it would have been impossible for Sarah to
conceive a child. But God is a God of the impossible. He gives life when life seems
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hopeless. He makes promises when circumstances look unpromising. His power is
unlimited, far surpassing our limited understanding.
Sarah denied that she had laughed but the Lord confronted her unbelief (18:15).
Sarah heard the Lord’s rebuke and tried to cover up her unbelief. She denied that
she had laughed. After all, hadn’t she merely laughed in her heart? How could anyone
know her heart? But God knows our hearts. He knew that Sarah had laughed at His
promise. He knew that Sarah didn’t believe that He would give her a son. God simply
confronted her unbelief. He said, “Yes, you did laugh.” That was the end of the
conversation. Nothing more needed to be said. Sarah had disbelieved God’s promise and
denied His rebuke. However, this abrupt conclusion was apparently all that was
necessary for Sarah to reflect more deeply on the promise and power of God. Hebrews
11:11-12 includes Sarah in the description of Abraham’s faith. Sarah came to accept
God’s promise. She and Abraham found that God gives life where there is only death.
God is a God of resurrection power. We, too, believe in a God of resurrection power.
God raised Jesus from the dead. He gives us spiritual life when we put our faith in Jesus
Christ. He turns our laughter of unbelief into the laughter of joy. God wants to actively
participate in our lives and to powerfully transform us. Indeed, with God, nothing is
impossible.
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Abraham’s Intercessory Prayer
(Genesis 18:16-33)
It’s impossible to overestimate the power of intercessory prayer. It’s also
common to underutilize this privilege. As God’s people, we have the opportunity to
intercede with God on behalf of others. We can pray for their health, for their
relationships, for their physical and fiscal wellbeing, and most important of all for their
salvation. Moses interceded for the children of Israel when they sinned by worshiping a
golden calf (Exodus 32:11). King Hezekiah interceded for the protection of his people
when the Assyrian Empire attacked Judah (2 Kings 19:14-19). Nehemiah interceded for
the people of God in captivity (Nehemiah 1:4-11). Job interceded for his misinformed
friends (Job 42:7-9). Simon the sorcerer pled for Peter to intercede for his forgiveness
(Acts 8:24). Paul interceded for the salvation of his fellow Jews (Romans 10:1). Jesus
continually intercedes for His followers (Hebrews 7:25), as does the Holy Spirit (Romans
8:26-27). Christians are to intercede “for everyone” (1Timothy 2:1). We have been
granted the gift of intercessory prayer. In Genesis 18:16-33 we read about Abraham’s
intercession for the wicked cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. His example is instructive to
us as we engage in the ministry of intercession. Because Jesus Christ intercedes for us,
we must intercede for others.

Intercessory prayer builds on a
personal faith relationship with God (18:16-21).
In his day Abraham stood in a unique relationship with God. He was God’s
“friend” (2 Chronicles 20:7; Isaiah 41:8; James 2:23). His faith in God elevated him to
this privileged position. As God’s friend, Abraham received insight into God’s plan and
could intercede with God in a special, powerful way.
The Lord identified Abraham as the recipient of His covenant and therefore worthy of
knowing His plans (18:16-19).
Abraham had been host to three heavenly visitors, one of whom was God in
human form. It was Yahweh God who appeared to Abraham on this occasion (Genesis
18:1) and who now engaged Abraham in a self-disclosing conversation. After these three
visitors had finished the meal that Abraham had provided they got up to leave. Their
attention was focused on the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. As they left, Abraham
walked with them, apparently not eager to leave the presence of the Lord. Prayer is often
a matter of lingering with God, something we rarely do in our fast paced lifestyles. As
these friends walked along, the Lord raised a rhetorical question. Should He leave
Abraham in the dark about His purposes? After all, Abraham was the recipient of God’s
covenant. God was going to make Abraham into a great nation. All nations would
benefit from God’s blessing through Abraham. The Lord declared that Abraham would
direct his descendants to keep God’s ways, upholding righteousness and justice. Justice
and righteousness are concepts that are prevalent throughout this account. God wanted
Abraham to teach his descendants about divine righteousness and justice. Therefore, God

110

chose to inform Abraham about His plans to judge Sodom and Gomorrah. Abraham was
God’s friend and was therefore worthy to be informed of God’s plans. In John 15:15
Jesus called His disciples “friends” and stated that this relationship made them privy to
God’s purposes. We, too, are God’s friends through faith in Jesus Christ, God’s Son. It’s
on the basis of this relationship that we, like Abraham, can intercede with God on the
behalf of others.
The Lord revealed that He would justly examine and deal with the sins of nearby
Sodom and Gomorrah (18:20-21).
Having expressed His reason for revealing His plan to Abraham, the Lord
explained to His friend the condition of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. These were
wicked cities. Their sins were so heavy that they “cried out” for justice. Sin is never
silent. Like inaudible radio waves around us, the unheard cries of our sins reach the ears
of God and call out for judgment. God is a just God—perfectly fair in the way He treats
His creatures. God’s justice is seen in the fact that God, who knows everything,
determined to give Sodom and Gomorrah one last look. The Lord told Abraham that He
intended to go to these wicked cities and see for Himself if the cries of sin were true.
God is just, but ever gracious. He would not judge without a reason, but judge our sins
He must. Thankfully, our sins have been fully judged at the cross of Jesus Christ. This is
why we can be called God’s friends. This is why we can engage in intercessory prayer
for others.

Intercessory prayer focuses on
the righteous character of God (18:22-26).
God revealed His plans to Abraham. Now it was Abraham’s time to respond. As
a man of faith, he responded to the Lord with an intercessory heart.
Abraham approached the Lord, asking whether He would judge the righteous with the
wicked (18:22-23).
Two of the heavenly visitors now separated from the Lord and Abraham and
began to make their way toward Sodom. Abraham lingered a bit longer with the Lord.
In this intimate moment Abraham “drew near” to the Lord. He opened his heart to the
Lord as he contemplated the sins of Sodom and, doubtless, his nephew Lot’s presence in
that city. A few years earlier Abraham had risked his own life to rescue Lot and other
inhabitants of Sodom from the marauding tribes of the east (Genesis 14). Now Abraham
would involve himself again in the concerns of this wicked city. He approached God
humbly and asked, “Will you cut off the righteous with the wicked?” Surely God is a just
and righteous God. He wouldn’t destroy the righteous with the wicked. Abraham
presented his intercessory request on the basis of God’s righteous character. When we
intercede for others, we do so based on the goodness, grace, and justice of our holy God.
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Abraham interceded with the Lord based on the Lord’s attribute of justice, and the
Lord agreed to Abraham’s request (18:24-26).
Abraham began to unfold his request. Would God spare Sodom if He could find
fifty righteous people within that wicked city? Abraham pointed out that it would not be
befitting to God’s character to indiscriminately execute the righteous with the
unrighteous. He then asked, “Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?” Wouldn’t
God act with perfect justice? After all, God had just stated that Abraham should uphold
justice among his descendants (verse 19). Therefore, Abraham could rightly expect that
God would uphold justice as well. Abraham knew God’s character and interceded for
Sodom based on God’s attributes. The Lord readily agreed to Abraham’s request. He
promised to spare Sodom if fifty righteous people could be found there. God hears our
prayers and answers when we intercede for others. He is faithful to His promises and to
His perfect character.

Intercessory prayer perseveres to
the point of a settled response from God (18:27-33).
While the Lord agreed to Abraham’s request, Abraham knew that he needed to
intercede more intently for the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. Perseverance in prayer is
essential.
Abraham persisted in pressing for the Lord’s increasing mercy and the Lord continued
to agree to Abraham’s requests (18:27-32).
Abraham now engaged in intercessory prayer that took the form of bartering with
God. Since God had agreed to spare Sodom for the sake of fifty righteous people in the
city, would He do the same for forty-five righteous people? A mere difference of five
people shouldn’t prevent God from acting in mercy. God agreed to spare the city over
forty-five righteous inhabitants. Abraham pressed further. He worked his way down
from forty-five to forty, from forty to thirty, from thirty to twenty, and from twenty to ten
righteous inhabitants of this wicked city. Each time God agreed to spare Sodom if that
number of righteous people could be found. At each step Abraham demonstrated
humility—describing himself as mere dust and ashes (verse 27) and asking God not to be
angry with his requests (verses 30 and 32). But Abraham also interceded boldly, or
literally, he took it upon himself to intercede (verses 27 and 31). He sensed a need to
seek God’s mercy on behalf of the people of Sodom and Gomorrah. With each step of
his intercessory appeal, Abraham gained a new appreciation for the mercy of God. His
perseverance paid off. God agreed to spare the city of Sodom if He could find even ten
righteous inhabitants. God is truly gracious!
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The Lord brought His conversation with Abraham to a conclusion and Abraham
returned home (18:33).
At this point Abraham brought his intercessory work to an end. Actually, the text
states that the Lord finished speaking with Abraham. Some have conjectured that
Abraham could have pushed even further in his appeal for mercy—for the sake of five or
even one righteous person God might have relented from pouring out His judgment on
Sodom. But the account concludes by stating that the Lord ended the conversation. In
some way the Lord made it clear to Abraham that further intercession was unnecessary.
Abraham had reached a place of a settled conviction that his intercessory work was done
for the time being. With this, Abraham returned home. We’re to pray with persistence.
We’re to intercede until we sense that God has granted us a settled response. Beyond that
point, further prayer will be unnecessary. King David interceded for the life of his infant
son, but when it became apparent that God would not answer that prayer the time for
intercession was over (2 Samuel 12:15-23). Paul prayed three times for deliverance from
a thorn in the flesh, but he stopped praying when it became apparent to him that God had
a different plan (2 Corinthians 12:7-10). We’re to intercede persistently until we have a
settled sense that God has concluded our conversation. Then we must trust Him to do
what’s right. After all, the Judge of the whole world is just—He’ll always do what’s
right. We have been granted the gift of intercession. Jesus Himself constantly intercedes
for us. Because Jesus Christ intercedes for us, we must, like Abraham, actively intercede
for others.
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Sodom and Gomorrah
(Genesis 19:1-38)
The sins of Sodom and Gomorrah are legendary. They were also historical.
These were real cities with real people involved in real sin that resulted in the real and
total judgment of God. In addition to the wickedness of Sodom and Gomorrah stands the
tragic story of Lot. Lot was Abraham’s nephew. He was a man of faith in many ways,
though never nearly approaching the life-altering faith of his uncle. Lot had chosen to
live near, and eventually in, the city of Sodom despite its reputation for wickedness
(Genesis 13:12; 14:12). Second Peter 2:7-8 describes Lot as a righteous man whose soul
was tormented by the sin around him. Nevertheless, Lot had chosen to befriend Sodom.
He had become socially influential, sitting among the leadership in the city gate. But Lot
was never able to influence Sodom for righteousness. Instead it appears that Sodom had
a negative effect on Lot’s fledgling faith. Lot became attached to the world instead of
challenging his world with God’s righteousness. The account of Sodom and Gomorrah
teaches us that God judges sin and rescues the righteous. It also teaches us that
friendship with the world runs contrary to a faith relationship with God.

Friendship with the world nullifies
our opportunity to influence the world (19:1-14).
We live in the world, but we’re never to become like the wicked world system in
which we live (John 17:11-18). To love this wicked world system is to reject the love of
God (1 John 2:15-16). To become a friend to the world is to be God’s enemy (James
4:4). Christians too often reflect the influence of the world rather than that of our Savior.
Such had become true of Lot. His affiliation with the city of Sodom had dulled his
spiritual senses and nullified his spiritual influence.
Lot welcomed God’s angelic messengers and treated them hospitably (19:1-3).
The two angels who had accompanied the Lord to Abraham’s tent had now
arrived at Sodom to see whether or not that city’s sins deserved judgment (compare
Genesis 18:21). It was evening when these messengers arrived, and Lot was at his post
as a community leader “sitting in the gateway of the city.” Lot extended an invitation to
these strangers, following the practices of ancient eastern hospitality. He showed
reverence by bowing before them as well. When the messengers politely expressed their
intention of spending the night in the street, Lot persisted. He welcomed these guests
into his house and served them a meal. So far, so good! Lot demonstrated the kind of
hospitality befitting a man of faith, much like Abraham had done earlier in the day.
The men of Sodom went to Lot’s home and demanded to violate his guests (19:4-5).
Soon, however, word spread through Sodom about Lot’s guests. The men of
Sodom, young and old, came and surrounded Lot’s house. They demanded that Lot
produce these two guests immediately so that they could “know” them. This term can
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refer to gaining knowledge or insight about people or things, but it is also used as a
euphemism for sexual intercourse (Genesis 4:1, 17, 25; Judges 19:25). Since in the
immediate context Lot uses this term in regard to the sexual purity of his daughters, who
had not yet “known” a man (verse 8), it makes the most interpretive sense to assign this
meaning in verse 5. The men of Sodom had become captivated by homosexuality and
saw in the two messengers men with whom they desired to express their corrupted
passions. God’s Word consistently condemns homosexual acts as sinful (Leviticus
18:22; 20:13; Romans 1:26-27; 1 Corinthians 6:9-10; 1 Timothy 1:9-10). God extends
His grace to forgive and free those who are captivated by these and other sins. But
unrepentant sin of all kinds will eventually lead to God’s judgment. The men of Sodom
demanded to engage in sexual intercourse with the two strangers who were staying in
Lot’s house.
Lot offered his daughters to the men of Sodom in order to protect his guests (19:6-8).
Lot felt it was his duty to uphold the customs of hospitality, keeping his guests
safe. He may have even begun to recognize that these two guests were special in some
way. However, Lot’s offer of his daughters to the men of Sodom is inexcusable. Lot
stepped outside his house and tried to reason with the mob that had formed. He offered
his two virgin daughters to the men of Sodom to do with as they pleased instead of
exposing the two strangers to their violent acts. While we applaud Lot’s desire to protect
his guests, we’re abhorred by his insensitivity to the wellbeing of his own daughters. We
begin to see that Lot’s righteousness was deeply flawed.
The men of Sodom rejected Lot’s offer and accused him of being judgmental (19:9).
The men of Sodom were incensed at Lot’s refusal to hand over his guests for their
pleasure. They accused Lot of being an outsider who was now standing in judgment of
their lifestyle. They demanded that Lot get out of their way, and threatened to harm him
in an even greater way than they intended to do to Lot’s guests. The situation was
escalating quickly. The mob was about to push Lot aside and break down his door. Such
was the driving force of the misdirected passion of the men of Sodom.
The angelic messengers rescued Lot and struck the men of Sodom with blindness
(19:10-11).
Lot’s personal safety was now at risk. If it weren’t for the actions of his guests,
there’s no telling what might have happened to him in the next few moments of time.
But the two angelic messengers reached out, pulled Lot into the house, and secured the
door. They then miraculously blinded the men of Sodom, making it impossible for these
men to find the door to Lot’s house. The term used here to describe this blindness is used
only here and in 2 Kings 6:18. In both cases it seems to refer to a partial blindness
coupled with mental confusion. The men of Sodom were dazed, unable to find their
intended victims. For the moment Lot, his family, and his guests were safe. But the two
angels had ample evidence of the wickedness of Sodom. The time for judgment had
arrived.
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The angelic messengers warned Lot about the impending judgment of Sodom (19:1213).
The angels now told Lot plainly that they were about to destroy the city of
Sodom. This shouldn’t have come as a surprise to Lot, given the obvious wickedness of
the people around him. But Lot had become insensitive to these sins. He had been
unable to influence Sodom for righteousness, as was evident in the way the men of
Sodom spoke to him when he tried to protect his guests. Now these angelic guests told
Lot to go out and warn others, including his two intended sons-in-law, about the
impending judgment from God. Those who wanted to escape God’s judgment must
immediately leave Sodom. There was no time for second guessing. God’s hand of
judgment was imminent. Sin’s cry would be heard, and justice would be meted out.
Lot warned his sons-in-law who rejected and ridiculed his warning (19:14).
Lot had been unable to win any of the men of Sodom to righteousness. He hadn’t
even been successful in instilling such values in the hearts of those who were to marry his
two daughters. The very fact that Lot had pledged his two daughters to two spiritually
insensitive men is another indication that Lot’s faith in God was flawed. Now these two
sons-in-law refused to heed Lot’s warning. Lot warned that the Lord was about to
destroy their city, but these two men only laughed. They ridiculed Lot’s warning. Lot
had failed to influence them for righteousness, and now he couldn’t convince them to flee
from God’s judgment. Lot’s spiritual life in Sodom had been an utter failure. His
friendship with the world had nullified his opportunity to influence his community.

Friendship with the world makes us
insensitive to God’s purposes (19:15-22).
The people of Sodom were callous toward the Lord. Regrettably, even Lot had
become insensitive to the ways and workings of God. He lingered in Sodom when he
should have run.
When morning arrived, the angelic messengers exhorted Lot and his family to flee
quickly from Sodom (19:15)
Dawn began to break. Lot had returned from his errand of trying to convince
others to flee from God’s judgment. No one had listened. No one believed. Even Lot
was reluctant to leave Sodom. The angels pressured Lot to hurry up, take his wife and
daughters, and get out of town. Otherwise, even they would be caught in the coming
conflagration.
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When Lot lingered, the angelic messengers physically led him and his family out of
Sodom (19:16-17).
Even having witnessed the events of the preceding night and hearing the urgent
warnings of the angelic messengers, Lot was slow in fleeing from Sodom. What held
him to this wicked place? Was it unfinished business, monetary holdings, personal
possessions? Was his worldly heart still attached to this city? Lot lingered, a fact that
forever taints his reputation for righteousness. So reluctant to leave was Lot that the
angels had to physically take him and his family by the hand and lead them out of Sodom
to safety. Once outside the city, the angels instructed Lot to run. He was not to look
back. He was to linger no longer! The angels told Lot to take his family to the hills some
distance from Sodom. Otherwise they would not survive God’s judgment on that city.
When Lot bargained, the angelic messengers granted him permission to flee to Zoar
(19:18-22).
Even now Lot was unwilling to follow the instructions of the Lord through these
angelic messengers. Instead, he began to bargain with them. Lot acknowledged that he
had been the recipient of divine grace and mercy. Still, Lot asked permission to flee to
the nearby city of Zoar instead of having to hide in the isolated hillside. After all, Lot
reasoned, Zoar was only a small city and couldn’t be deserving of divine judgment. The
angels granted Lot his request. Zoar would be spared. Lot could find safety there. All
along it appears that Lot had difficulty grasping the righteous purpose and plan of God.
His friendship with the world had desensitized him to God’s will.

Friendship with the world
results in personal loss and pain (19:23-29).
Lot’s life was now in upheaval. He was forced to leave his adopted home town of
Sodom, along with any possessions, prestige, and power he had garnered in that wicked
city. His friendship with the world brought about personal loss and pain. He not only
lost his possessions, but he was about to lose his wife as well.
After Lot reached Zoar, the Lord destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah (19:2325).
The sun had risen over the land by the time Lot arrived at Zoar. Once Lot was
safely distant from Sodom, God poured out His judgment. He “rained down burning
sulfur,” literally “brimstone and fire,” on Sodom and its neighboring city, Gomorrah.
The description of God’s judgment fits well the geological makeup of the Jordan Valley.
Located in a seismic rift with sulfur gases, these cities may have been overcome by a
divinely induced geologic upheaval. Everyone in these cities and their vicinity died as a
result of God’s judgment. Even the vegetation was destroyed. What was apparently once
a beautiful valley became a desolate wasteland. Jesus used the sudden destruction of
Sodom and Gomorrah as an illustration of the future judgment of the world at His return.
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People will be unsuspecting and unprepared when that day of divine judgment falls, and
that destruction will be surpassingly complete (Luke 17:28-29; Jude 7). Jesus also
rebuked the city of Capernaum for rejecting His miraculous ministry, stating that their sin
of rejection surpassed the sin of Sodom (Matthew 11:23-24). However, Sodom and
Gomorrah will forever be associated with the righteous judgment of God.
Lot’s wife took time to gaze longingly on Sodom and was caught in its destruction
(19:26).
Lot instantly suffered the loss of his property, possessions, and prestige as a result
of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. He also suffered the loss of his wife.
Contrary to the command of the two angelic messengers, Lot’s wife “looked back” on
Sodom. The impression we get isn’t that of a casual, curious glance. The term seems to
imply a lingering, longing gaze. The worldly influence of Sodom in her life prompted
her to look and linger, resulting in her being caught in the downpour of divine judgment.
Lot’s wife became “a pillar of salt,” possibly meaning that the mineral upheaval of the
land rained down on her and buried her in her tracks. In Luke 17:32 Jesus warned against
lingering in unsuspecting confidence when God’s future judgment falls. He stated
simply, “Remember Lot’s wife.” Her attachment to the world was her downfall. Our
attachment to the things of this world likewise threatens to ruin us. We can’t afford to be
friends with the sinful world system.
Abraham saw the smoke rising from Sodom and Gomorrah, but God had honored
Abraham’s request and rescued Lot (19:27-29).
Lot and his daughters were for the moment safe inside the city of Zoar. At this
point in the narrative Abraham makes an appearance. Early on the morning of Sodom’s
destruction, on the day after Abraham’s encounter with the Lord and the two angels, this
man of faith looked toward Sodom and Gomorrah. He saw the smoke of God’s judgment
rising over the land. Regrettably, there had not even been as many as ten righteous
people in Sodom. However, God still honored Abraham’s intercession and rescued Lot
from destruction. Lot had suffered great personal loss, but his life had been spared. God
does judge the unrighteous, but He rescues His own people from judgment.

Friendship with the world leads us
into greater sins with dire consequences (19:30-38).
Lot’s friendship with the world had cost him dearly. It had also infected his
daughters, as the concluding scene to this account reveals.
Lot’s daughters devised a scheme to preserve the family line (19:30-35).
Even though he had bargained with the two angelic messengers to flee to Zoar,
Lot now decided to leave that city and move into the hills around him. Maybe he’d seen
enough of worldly ways and thought that a life of isolation would be his only hope. Why
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he didn’t seek shelter from his uncle Abraham is beyond comprehension. But Lot led his
two daughters away from Zoar and took up residence in one of the many caves in the
hills surrounding the Jordan Valley. His daughters concluded that they would never be
married or have children to pass along the family name. So they devised a twisted plan.
They agreed together to get their father drunk, to engage in intercourse with him, and
thereby to preserve the family line. Worldly affections produced even more sins within
this family. Lot’s daughters carried out their scheme in two successive nights.
Lot’s daughters bore their father two sons who became the progenitors of two nations
that would be antagonistic to Abraham’s descendants (19:36-38).
Both of Lot’s daughters became pregnant through their immoral scheme. The
older daughter gave birth to a son whom she named Moab, and the younger to a son
named Ben-Ammi. These two sons became the progenitors of the Moabites and the
Ammonites, two tribal people groups who eventually resisted the Israelites, the
descendants of Abraham (Deuteronomy 23:3-6). Worldly entanglements brought about
greater sins with long term consequences in the history of God’s people.
The account of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah is a constant reminder of
the impending judgment of a righteous God. It’s a warning against worldly living. It’s
also a source of assurance that God graciously rescues His people from judgment.
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Abraham and Abimelech
(Genesis 20:1-18)
Mountain peaks are surrounded by valleys and sometimes dangerous crevices.
Spiritual victories are often followed by spiritual defeats. Our peak experiences with God
only too quickly revert to lapses of faith. Even Abraham, that great man of faith in
ancient times, experienced the highs and lows of the spiritual life. He had won a great
victory through intercessory prayer, having pleaded with God to spare Lot from the
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. He had heard once again that God would make him
into a great nation and give him and Sarah a son. However, the next recorded event in
Abraham’s life was a bold faced lie prompted by faithless fear. We, too, are susceptible
to such vacillations in our faith walk. “So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful
that you don’t fall!” (1 Corinthians 10:12). Abraham fell, but God preserved him, picked
him up, and blessed him. Our faltering faith is far surpassed by God’s faithfulness. He
desires to forgive us and bless us even when we fall. Abraham’s experience with a king
named Abimelech teaches us a great deal about sin and about the forgiving grace of God.

Sin and its unintended consequences
can surface throughout a lifetime of faith (20:1-2).
Abraham had been living in the land of promise for twenty-five years. During
those years he’d won some great victories. He’d left his homeland in obedience to God’s
instructions. He’d trusted God and was counted righteous because of his faith. He’d
rescued Lot from a marauding coalition of eastern kings. His faith was exemplary in so
many ways. Yet Abraham also had lapses in his faith. He’d fled from the land of
promise to the land of Egypt. He’d settled for a human solution to the need for an heir,
producing a child through his wife’s handmaid. Now, on the heels of Abraham’s
successful intercession for Lot, Abraham would once again fall prey to fear and
deception. No matter how long we’ve walked with God, sin is an ever present threat.
Abraham moved to Gerar and once again lied about his relationship with Sarah (20:12a).
Abraham had been living in Hebron for many years (compare Genesis 13:18;
18:1). At this point in his life, however, Abraham relocated several days’ journey to the
south and west of Hebron, to the city of Gerar. What prompted his move is not stated.
Was it Abraham’s disappointment with his proximity to the recently destroyed cities of
Sodom and Gomorrah? Was it a lack of grazing land for his livestock? Was it a spiritual
restlessness in his soul? There was nothing inherently wrong with Abraham’s removal
from Hebron to Gerar, but his new location posed a new challenge. Gerar, while lying
within the land of promise, was occupied by the Philistines, the eventual enemies of
God’s people. One of the Philistine rulers was Abimelech, king of Gerar (Genesis
21:32). It was Abimelech’s political power coupled with his pagan beliefs (Genesis
20:11) that seem to have unnerved Abraham. Therefore, Abraham resorted to deception
as he had done twenty-five years earlier when he sojourned in Egypt. He told the people
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of Gerar that Sarah was his sister. Sarah’s beauty and her financial wealth would have
made her attractive to any tribal ruler. Abraham once again mistakenly thought that if
Abimelech knew Sarah was his wife, this godless king would kill him in order to acquire
Sarah. Abraham forgot that God is our protector. This man of God who had made such
significant progress in his faith now fell to a sin—deception—that was deeply rooted in
his flesh. No matter how long we live in victory over sin, especially a particularly
besetting sin, we are always susceptible. In this life there can be ongoing victory over
sin, but never total victory. Final victory over sin comes only when we see Jesus Christ.
Abimelech, the king of Gerar, took Sarah to be his wife (20:2b).
Abimelech, who’s name means “father of the king” and became a title for future
kings of the Philistines (compare Genesis 26:1), was apparently a powerful tribal ruler in
his day. When Abraham and Sarah arrived in Gerar, Abimelech quickly acquired Sarah
as a part of his harem. Abraham’s lie put both Sarah and the promise of God in harm’s
way. Abraham lied in order to protect himself and God’s promise, but once again the
unintended consequence of Abraham’s sin was that both objects of his affection were put
in jeopardy. His wife was in the possession of another man. The fulfillment of God’s
promise of a son was at risk. Sin always carries consequences that far outstrip anything
we can anticipate. Not the least of these consequences, of course, is the affront to God’s
holiness that could only be remedied through the death of His Son.

Sin warrants death, even when those
sins are committed in ignorance (20:3-7).
Sin warrants death. This has always been the case. From the very beginning God
warned Adam and Eve that sin would bring death (Genesis 2:17). Death is the necessary
penalty for sin. Death is separation, the separation of the soul from the body that reveals
the spiritual separation of our sinful hearts from a relationship with a holy God.
Furthermore, sin may involve blatant disobedience against God or acts of disobedience
committed in ignorance of God’s will. Either way, sin warrants death. This was the
warning that God gave to the pagan king Abimelech.
God warned Abimelech in a dream that he would die for taking Sarah as his wife
(20:3).
God can reveal Himself to whomever He pleases. Abraham had put God’s
promise at risk. Therefore, God graciously intervened by revealing Himself to
Abimelech. He spoke to Abimelech in a dream and declared that Abimelech was about
to die for having taken Sarah into his harem. God revealed to Abimelech that Sarah was
actually Abraham’s wife. Sin warrants death, and Abimelech would die if he followed
through with this sin.
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Abimelech protested his innocence and accused Abraham of lying about Sarah (20:45).
The text states clearly that, although Abimelech had taken Sarah into his harem,
he had not yet been intimate with her. This fact is crucial in understanding God’s
preservation of His covenant with Abraham. Abraham must have a son through Sarah.
Sarah’s purity, therefore, had to be preserved. When Abimelech heard that Sarah was
Abraham’s wife, and not merely his sister, this pagan king rightly protested his
innocence. Both Abraham and Sarah had conspired together to lie about their
relationship. Abimelech told God that he had taken Sarah innocently—with a clear heart
and clean hands. He didn’t deserve death for this act.
God affirmed Abimelech’s innocence and commanded him to return Sarah to
Abraham, whom God described as a prophet (20:6-7).
God is a just God. He affirmed Abimelech’s innocence. God also revealed that
He had prevented Abimelech from sinning, protecting Sarah from being defiled.
Abimelech had God to thank for his own preservation. Had Abimelech attempted to be
intimate with Sarah, God would have put him to death. But instead, God graciously
warned Abimelech of this impending judgment and prevented this king from innocently
attempting such an act. God instructed Abimelech to return Sarah to her husband
Abraham. He informed the king that Abraham was a prophet (the first time this term is
used in the Bible). As a prophet, Abraham should have spoken to Abimelech on God’s
behalf. Instead, God had to speak to Abimelech on Abraham’s behalf. Nonetheless, God
wanted this pagan king to recognize that Abraham stood in a unique relationship with
Him. Although Abraham had lied and although Abimelech had acquired Sarah
innocently, Abimelech was to respect Abraham’s special calling. He was to ask
Abraham to pray for him and thereby avert God’s judgment. God went on to repeat his
warning to Abimelech. If Abimelech refused to return Sarah to Abraham, he and his
whole household would die. Sin has consequences. Sin warrants death. Only by God’s
grace do we escape death. Only through God’s Son can we have life.

Sin, when it becomes evident to our hearts,
must be dealt with promptly and decisively (20:8-16).
Certainly we’ve all committed sins of ignorance. However, how we respond
when we become aware of the sinful nature of such acts reveals our true heart before
God. Abimelech had innocently taken Sarah into his harem. Now that God had revealed
to this pagan king the nature of his action, Abimelech responded honorably.
Abimelech quickly obeyed God, informed his servants, and summoned Abraham (20:810).
Abimelech clearly got a sense of the fear of God in his heart when God revealed
Himself to this pagan king in a dream. Abimeleh wasted no time in setting things right.
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As soon as dawn arrived, the king called his servants together and explained the situation
involving Sarah. These servants, like Abimelech, became afraid of what might happen to
them. Abimelech then called Abraham and challenged him with his deception. He asked
why Abraham had treated him in this way. Had Abimelech done anything to Abraham to
warrant such deception and bring down God’s judgment? Abimelech questioned how he
had “sinned” against Abraham that Abraham would bring such a great “sin” on
Abimelech and his kingdom. Sin is a serious matter in the eyes of God, and should be in
the eyes of God’s people.
Abraham explained his deception as a half truth prompted by fear (20:11-13).
We usually have excuses for our sins, though no such excuse finds acceptance
before a holy God. Abraham told Abimelech that he was afraid for his life. He suspected
that there was no sense of the fear of God among the people of this region, an assumption
that had been proven wrong by the response to God on the part of Abimelech and his
people. Abraham was afraid that he would be killed in order that someone might acquire
his wife Sarah. Prompted by fear, Abraham told a half truth, which was in reality a
complete lie. He said that Sarah was his sister. In fact, Sarah was a half sister to
Abraham, the daughter of Abraham’s father by a different mother. But Sarah was also
Abraham’s wife. Marriage within families was not uncommon in ancient times.
Abraham’s half truth was intended to deceive, and dishonesty is a sin against God.
Furthermore, Abraham’s lie was an intentional plan of deception agreed upon by both
Abraham and Sarah for over two decades. Abraham had asked Sarah to show her
“covenant love” to her husband by lying about their relationship. This godly couple had
entered into a pact to deceive others when they sensed their safety was at risk. Sin has a
way of fogging our thinking. When sinful patterns develop they require prompt and
decisive rejection.
Abimelech returned Sarah to Abraham and granted Abraham gifts and land rights
(20:14-15).
Although Abimelech had rebuked Abraham, he also feared the God of Abraham.
Therefore, Abimelech sought to set things straight. He gave extravagant gifts to
Abraham—sheep, cattle, and servants—as restitution for his acts. He returned Sarah to
Abraham just as God had instructed. He also granted Abraham the right to live in the
land, even giving Abraham preference in his choice of land. Clearly, God had sensitized
this pagan king’s heart.
Abimelech explained his actions to Sarah as a vindication of her purity (20:16).
In returning Sarah to her husband, Abimelech explained to Sarah what had taken
place. He referred to Abraham as Sarah’s “brother,” reinforcing his disapproval of this
couple’s conspiracy. In addition to the other gifts, Abimelech gave a generous amount of
silver to Abraham to make amends. He told Sarah that this gift of silver was intended to
“cover the eyes” of those who were with her. This phrase probably means that
Abimelech meant to blot out from memory the potential offense that had taken place. He
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declared that Sarah was thereby justified. There had been no sin. There was no
impropriety. All could testify to Abimelech’s immediate response to God’s revelation,
and all should acknowledge that Sarah was pure. God’s covenant had once again been
divinely protected.

Sin can be forgiven only by
the grace and mercy of God (20:17-18).
Sin is a violation of God’s holiness and warrants the most severe judgment. But
God is gracious. He’s eager to forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.
For this reason He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, into this world. Jesus died for our sins so
that we can have eternal life with God.
Abraham prayed to God (20:17a).
God told Abimelech that Abraham would pray for him and he would live (verse
7). Here the text simply states that Abraham prayed to God. No doubt he prayed for
Abimelech. Isn’t it likely that he first prayed for his own forgiveness? When we confess
our sins, God forgives (1 John 1:9). When we intercede for others, God hears. In spite of
Abraham’s lapse of faith, God upheld His promise and restored Abraham. He then
listened to Abraham’s prayer for Abimelech.
God healed Abimelech and his household (20:17b-18).
Because Abraham interceded for Abimelech, God healed Abimelech, his wife,
and his servants. When Abimelech had taken Sarah into his harem, God had “closed up
every womb” in Abimelech’s household. Once Sarah had been restored to Abraham,
God healed Abimelech’s household, removing this curse. It would have only become
apparent over time that this curse had fallen and then been lifted, but these facts were
revealed at this moment. While there was sin, there was death. With sin removed, there
was life. God is a gracious God who forgives sin and restores penitent hearts. Our
faltering faith is far surpassed by God’s faithfulness.

124

The Birth of Isaac
(Genesis 21:1-7)
Genesis 21:1-7 presents one of the happiest accounts of God’s work in all
Scripture. Here we read about God’s fulfillment of His promise to Abraham and Sarah.
Although Abraham and Sarah were well beyond the years of child bearing, God
miraculously allowed them to conceive a son. Isaac entered the world to the sounds of
joy and laughter, of celebration and worship. From this account we are reminded that
God is a God who keeps His promises.

We can count on God
to keep His promises (21:1-2).
God had promised to make Abraham into a great nation. He had promised to give
Abraham and Sarah a son through whom He would fulfill this promise. In spite of what
seemed impossible, due to Sarah’s previous inability to conceive a child and due to this
couple’s advanced years, God fulfilled His promise. We, too, can count on God to keep
His promises to us as recorded in His Word.
God fulfilled His promise to Abraham and Sarah (21:1).
God’s promise to Abraham began back in Genesis 12:1-3 where God revealed His
grand covenant. God would build a great nation through Abraham. Abraham was 75
years old at the time (Genesis 12:4), and Sarah was ten years younger than her husband
(Genesis 17:17). Already it was late in life for Abraham and Sarah to entertain the idea
of bearing a child, let alone becoming the progenitors of an entire nation. However, God
reaffirmed His covenant with Abraham on several occasions over the ensuing years
(Genesis 13:15-16; 15:4-6; 17:6-8; 18:10). At last, 25 years after first revealing His
covenant, God blessed Abraham and Sarah with a son. Genesis 21:1 says that Yahweh
graciously “visited” Sarah “just as he had said.” He performed in Sarah’s life “what he
had promised.” God fulfilled His promise to Abraham and Sarah exactly as He had
revealed it. He is a God who keeps His promises.
Abraham and Sarah had a son in their old age just as God promised (21:2).
Specifically, God fulfilled His promise by enabling Sarah to conceive and give
birth to a son. The text reminds us that this took place when Abraham was advanced in
age. What seemed impossible to Abraham and Sarah, however, was never impossible for
God. Sarah gave birth “at the very time God had promised.” God’s timing is always
right. At this point in time Abraham had come to consider his body “dead” in regard to
producing offspring, yet he believed God’s promise (Romans 4:18-22). Abraham trusted
the God of resurrection power. He was not disappointed. God gave life. He gave
Abraham and Sarah the promised son. In a similar way God has promised to grant us
eternal life in place of death when we believe in His Son, Jesus (John 5:24; Ephesians
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2:1-10). We can depend on God to keep this promise and many other promises that He’s
revealed in His Word. God is a God who keeps His promises.

We should honor God
by obeying His will (21:3-5).
Because God keeps His promises to us, He deserves our unflinching obedience.
Upon the birth of Isaac, Abraham instantly and completely obeyed God’s commands
concerning this child.
In obedience to God’s command, Abraham named his son Isaac (21:3).
In Genesis 17:19 God reassured Abraham that Sarah would bear a son. He
instructed Abraham to name that son Isaac. It was through Isaac that God’s grand
covenant would be fulfilled. The name “Isaac” means laughter. Abraham had laughed,
primarily out of incredulity, when God made this promise (Genesis 17:17). Later, Sarah
would also laugh in unbelief at the thought of bearing a child in her old age (Genesis
18:12-15). Isaac’s name would forever remind Abraham, Sarah, and their descendants
that God transforms the laughter of unbelief into the laughter of joy, celebration, and
worship. When Sarah gave birth to their son, Abraham obediently named him Isaac.
In obedience to God’s command, Abraham circumcised his son (21:4-5).
God had also commanded Abraham to enact a sign of His grand covenant, the
practice of circumcision (Genesis 17:10-14). Through circumcision Abraham and his
descendants would acknowledge the covenant of God and their participation in that
covenant. In obedience to God, Abraham circumcised Isaac on the eighth day. Abraham
was eager to obey the God who had blessed him so richly, the God who keeps His
promises. When we’ve entered into the family of God by faith in Jesus Christ, we too
will find joy in living lives of obedience to our Savior.

We should cheerfully acknowledge
the work that God has done in our lives (21:6-7).
Because God keeps His promises, we find ourselves the recipients of undeserved
blessings. Consequently, it’s imperative for us to share those blessings with others, to tell
others about the great work of God in our lives. Sarah couldn’t stop smiling when she
gave birth to Isaac, nor could she refrain from telling others!
Sarah acknowledged God’s blessing with laughter at the birth of her son (21:6).
Having conceived and brought to birth her son Isaac, Sarah declared her praises to
God. She acknowledged that God had brought her “laughter.” While Sarah had laughed
in unbelief at the promise of having a son in her old age (Genesis 18:12), she now
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laughed in joyful celebration of the miraculous work of God in her life. She anticipated
that everyone who would hear her story, including her contemporaries as well as
generations to come, would laugh with her. We today can join in the cheerful celebration
of God’s amazing work in the life of Sarah. We can also celebrate His work in our own
lives. Our celebration of God, while at times solemn, will include rich joy, exuberant
praise, and even cheerful laughter.
Sarah acknowledged the miraculous nature of the birth of her son (21:7).
No one on earth would have ever predicted that Sarah would nurse a son in her
old age. After all, Sarah was 90 years old and Abraham had attained the age of 100. The
prospect of this couple having a child was beyond human reasoning. But God is a God of
the supernatural, and He’s a God who keeps His promises. In her old age Sarah became
a mother. In God’s perfect timing He fulfilled His promise. No one who heard Sarah’s
story could deny that God was at work. Isaac was a child of promise. His arrival brought
his parents great joy. His arrival provided one vital link in a line that would culminate in
the arrival of the only Son of God, Jesus Christ. God not only kept His promise to
Abraham and Sarah. He kept His promise to all humankind by sending His Son, our
Savior, into this world.
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Hagar and Ishmael
(Genesis 21:8-21)
How quickly celebration can turn to conflict, joy to sorrow. The birth of Isaac
brought great joy to Abraham and Sarah. However, the arrival of this child of promise
also intensified a longstanding conflict in Abraham’s home. Fourteen years before the
birth of Isaac, Abraham’s son Ishmael was born to Sarah’s handmaid Hagar (Genesis
16:16). Tensions between Sarah and Hagar quickly escalated. These same tensions
became unbearable after Isaac entered the picture. For Abraham to send away Hagar and
Ishmael was a burdensome decision for the patriarch. For God to endorse this act is
puzzling to the modern mind. However, in the events surrounding Hagar and Ishmael we
can still see the gracious and sovereign plan of God. Even when life doesn’t make sense
to us, we can still trust God.

God protects us in
our times of weakness (21:8-10).
While Abraham and Sarah are both noted for their deep faith in God, that faith
wavered at times. When Isaac was born, Sarah sensed a threat to her son’s inheritance of
the divine blessing and demanded that Ishmael be sent away.
Abraham held a celebration on the day that his son Isaac was weaned (21:8).
Isaac was born to Abraham and Sarah in their old age, and this child brought great
joy to his parents. His name, meaning laughter, was a constant reminder of God’s ability
to transform the laughter of unbelief into the laughter of celebration. Isaac began to grow
and eventually was weaned, a stage of development that took place later than is often the
case in modern societies. Isaac may have been three or four years old at the time. Isaac’s
weaning was a cause for celebration, so Abraham held a great feast. God had blessed
Abraham and Sarah with a son, a healthy son who had survived those critical early
months of life and was now growing nicely. God had kept His promise.
When Ishmael ridiculed Isaac, Sarah demanded that Hagar and Ishmael be sent away
(21:9-10).
During the celebration of Isaac’s weaning Sarah noticed that Abraham’s other
son, Ishmael, was “laughing.” Isaac’s name means laughter. Ishmael’s laughter,
however, was not out of joy but ridicule. Ishmael was mocking the child of promise.
Paul later wrote in Galatians 4:29 that Ishmael “persecuted” Isaac, a serious offense
indeed. Ishmael was the son of Sarah’s handmaid, an Egyptian slave named Hagar. It
was through Sarah’s prompting and in accordance with the customs of that day that
Abraham slept with Hagar to produce a child for Sarah. However, tensions quickly
developed between Sarah and Hagar after Ishmael was conceived (Genesis 16:1-16).
Now that Sarah had a child of her own, she would not tolerate having the child of her
slave girl mock the child of promise. The celebration of Isaac’s weaning quickly turned
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into conflict in the home. Sarah demanded that Abraham send Hagar—“that slave
woman”—and Ishmael away. She saw in Ishmael, who was seventeen or eighteen years
old by now, a threat to Isaac’s inheritance of God’s blessing. Sarah thought that she must
act decisively in order to protect God’s covenant. Though her demand was prompted by
weakness, God still honored His covenant. God protects us even in our times of
weakness.

God assures us in
our times of doubt (21:11-14).
Understanding God’s will for our lives can be challenging at times, especially
when it comes to the difficult decisions of life. Abraham was burdened by the Sarah’s
demand, but God assured Abraham in his moment of uncertainty.
Abraham was greatly disturbed over Sarah’s demand (21:11).
Sarah’s demand disturbed Abraham. He loved his son Ishmael. In addition, what
Sarah demanded ran contrary to local customs. While the customs of that day allowed
for a childless wife to give her husband a child through a handmaid, the same customs
protected the rights of a child born in this way. A child born to a handmaid could not be
sent away. Based on his parental love and presumably on the customs of the day,
Abraham was greatly upset by Sarah’s demand.
God assured Abraham that Isaac was the child of promise (21:12).
God stepped in to reassure Abraham. He comforted Abraham, telling him not to
worry about Hagar and Ishmael. He instructed Abraham to honor Sarah’s demand. After
all, Sarah was right in recognizing that Isaac was the child of promise. God would indeed
fulfill His grand covenant through Isaac, not Ishmael. Isaac was the “seed” through
whom God would work. Even though it would be painful and embarrassing for Abraham
to send Hagar and Ishmael away, this step was necessary for the fulfillment of God’s
plan.
It’s appropriate to note that Paul used this account of Hagar and Ishmael to make
an allegorical application to the Christian faith. In Galatians 4:21-31 the apostle
compares Ishmael, the son of the slave woman, to spiritual slavery under the Old
Testament law. By contrast, he compares Isaac, the son of the free woman, to the
freedom that we have through faith in Jesus Christ. We’re to live not as slaves to the law
but as men and women who have been redeemed from our sins.
God assured Abraham that He would also bless Ishmael (21:13).
God further assured Abraham that Ishmael would prosper. He promised to make
Ishmael into a great nation since Ishmael was the son of Abraham. While Ishmael was
not the child of promise, God made a special promise to Abraham to bless Ishmael.
Ishmael would be safe and prosperous.
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Abraham obeyed God and sent Hagar and Ishmael away (21:14).
The very next day Abraham did as God instructed. He gave Hagar and Ishmael
some food and water for their journey and sent them on their way. This must have been a
painful separation for Abraham. It certainly would have raised fears and uncertainties in
the hearts of Hagar and Ishmael. Abraham undoubtedly would have assured Hagar and
Ishmael that God would be with them. Then he sent them on their way. Hagar was no
longer a slave—her freedom may have, at least, been a small recompense. Hagar was not
unaccustomed to desert life, but with limited resources she would need help. She and
Ishmael “wandered” in the desert region of Beersheba, migrating away from Abraham’s
encampment. God had assured Abraham in his time of doubt. Soon He would assure
Hagar as well.

God hears us in
our times of distress (21:15-18).
Hagar and Ishmael quickly reached the end of their limited resources. Desert
experiences often force us to fall back on God. It’s exactly in such times of distress that
God hears us and provides for our deepest needs.
Hagar and Ishmael reached the end of their resources and wept before God (21:15-16).
When their water supply ran out, Hagar placed Ishmael in a place of limited
shelter, the shade of a desert bush. Then she moved on a bit farther, “about a bowshot
away,” because she couldn’t bear to watch her son die. Both Hagar and Ishmael were in
a weakened condition. Both were on the verge of death. Hagar raised her voice and
wept. In raising her voice she called out to God for help. Apparently Ishmael, too, cried
out to God for help as the next verse indicates.
God heard Hagar and Ishmael in their distress and promised to bless them (21:17-18).
“God heard the voice of the boy.” In fact, the name Ishmael means “God hears.”
The angel of God, that is, the visible manifestation of the divine presence, spoke to Hagar
out of heaven. God asked Hagar what was wrong and assured her that she need not be
afraid. God had heard the voice of Ishmael and knew exactly where Ishmael was lying.
He instructed Hagar to go and help her son to his feet. God promised Hagar that He
would preserve Ishmael’s life and make Ishmael into a great nation. Hagar had
experienced a similar encounter with God prior to Ishmael’s birth (Genesis 16:7). At that
time God instructed a humbled Hagar to return to Sarah. This time God would give a
new message to Hagar.
Why would God wait until Hagar and Ishmael were near death’s door before
intervening in their lives? Why does He wait until we, in desperation, call out to Him for
help? While we can’t know the complete answer to these questions, we do know that we
often need to be humble before God in order to receive His blessings. Until we recognize
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our deep dependence we won’t be receptive to God’s gracious remedy. God intervened
at just the right time, giving Hagar and Ishmael exactly what they needed when they
needed it. He was building their faith, just as He builds our faith. God does hear us in
our times of distress. He meets our needs in the ways that are best.

God provides for us in
our times of need (21:19-21).
God did much more than offer Hagar words of encouragement. He also took care
of her physical needs. God knows what we need, and He meets us in our times of need.
God provided water for Hagar and Ishmael in the desert (21:19).
Hagar and Ishmael were at the point of death. They were in a desert without any
water. But God graciously opened Hagar’s eyes and showed her a well of water nearby.
Hagar filled her water skin and gave this life-restoring liquid to her son. God had
sustained their lives. He would then go on to prosper Hagar and Ishmael.
God was present with Ishmael and blessed him (21:20-21).
“God was with the boy.” God was present with Ishmael as Ishmael matured into
manhood. The desert became Ishmael’s home and he became a capable archer. Hagar
and Ishmael lived in the desert of Paran. When Ishmael had matured, Hagar secured an
Egyptian wife for her son. Hagar herself was an Egyptian, so it made sense that she
would return to her roots in providing a wife for her son. God took care of Hagar and
Ishmael just as He had promised. Eventually Ishmael would be present with Isaac at the
burial of their father Abraham (Genesis 25:9), indicating that there was still a love
between this outcast son and his father. Ishmael had a number of sons and lived a long
life under God’s blessing (Genesis 25:12-18). The story of Hagar and Ishmael may raise
questions in our minds about the sovereign workings of God, but it also reminds us that
even when life doesn’t make sense to us, we can still trust God.
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Abraham’s Treaty at Beersheba
(Genesis 21:22-34)
The account of Abraham and Abimelech at Beersheba presents of slice of daily
life in a nomadic community. To desert dwellers, water is everything. Having access to
consistent water sources ensures success over failure, even life over death. It’s not
surprising, therefore, to discover that Abraham encountered conflicts with his
neighboring nomads. In Abraham’s encounter with Abimelech we discover that
Abraham’s reputation for being under God’s blessing had spread widely. Because of
Abraham’s unique relationship with God, he had to live to a higher calling. Those who
follow God must live above the world’s standard. We must be a people of God who are
characterized by integrity, peace, and vision.

Let God be evident in your life—
be a man or woman of integrity (21:22-24).
Local tribal leaders took notice of Abraham’s relationship with God. The people
of God should live in such a way that those outside the fold recognize the hand of God in
our lives. One telltale mark of a child of God is a life of integrity.
Abimelech, a Philistine ruler, acknowledged God’s manifest blessing in Abraham’s life
(21:22).
Abraham’s journeys had taken him into the desert area south of Hebron known as
the Negev bordering on the Philistine territory. When Abraham first arrived in that
region he, in a moment of hesitant faith, lied about Sarah, calling her his sister. It was
only by God’s gracious intervention that Sarah was protected from the intentions of the
king of Gerar, Abimelech (Genesis 20:1-18). Apparently Abraham continued to live in
that region for several years. During this time Isaac was born and weaned and Ishmael
was sent away. At that time Abimelech went to Abraham to establish a peace treaty.
Abimelech took his military leader, Phicol, along with him, probably to reinforce the
importance of this treaty. It was evident to Abimelech that God had blessed Abraham.
“God is with you in everything you do,” he declared. Abraham’s wealth had increased.
His flocks had multiplied. Abraham had become a powerful man and, in Abimelech’s
eyes, a potential threat to the stability of the region. Still, Abimelech acknowledged that
Abraham’s success was a mark of the blessing of God. People should recognize God’s
hand at work in our lives.
Abimelech requested a peace treaty with Abraham (21:23).
Because of Abraham’s increasing influence in the region, Abimelech pressed for a
peace treaty. He expressed this interest in terms of integrity. Abimelech would have
certainly remembered Abraham’s earlier lapse of faith and his lie about Sarah. So
Abimelech asked Abraham to swear that he would not lie. Abimelech wanted peaceful
relations between himself and his descendants and Abraham and his descendants.
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Abimelech had been kind to Abraham. He requested that Abraham treat him in the same
way. In other words, Abimelech wanted assurance of ongoing peaceful coexistence.
Abraham agreed to form a peace treaty with Abimelech (21:24).
Abraham agreed to Abimelech’s request. “I will swear to it,” he told Abimelech.
Abraham knew that his wealth came from God and was always in God’s hands. He
didn’t intend to encroach on Abimelech’s property or force Abimelech out of the region.
Abraham was a man of integrity, and he gave his word to Abimelech. When we claim to
be God’s people, others should see evidence of God’s work in our lives. One mark of a
true believer will be personal integrity.

Learn to get along well with others—
be a man or woman of peace (21:25-30).
While Abraham was eager to enter into a peace treaty with Abimelech, there was
one source of contention. It involved the rights to a particular well. Abraham
demonstrated that he could get along with Abimelech, just as God’s people today must
learn to get along with others. We must be characterized by interpersonal peace.
Abraham raised the issue of a well which Abimelech’s servants had stolen (21:25-26).
Water is essential to life, and wells are essential to a nomadic existence. With
growing flocks and limited water supplies, it’s not surprising to read that tensions had
grown between Abimelech’s men and Abraham. It’s interesting to note that Abraham
didn’t go to Abimelech and complain about the seizure of one of his wells. Instead, it
appears that Abraham was willing to endure the loss in order to maintain peace.
However, since Abimelech had come to Abraham to establish a peace treaty, Abraham
took the opportunity to raise the issue of the well. Abraham said that Abimelech’s men
had stolen one of his wells. If there was going to be peace, issues like this had to be
settled peacefully. Abimelech denied any knowledge of his men’s actions in regard to
Abraham’s well. Therefore, this matter could easily be addressed. Abimelech didn’t
contest Abraham’s claim, and it appears that he readily returned the well to Abraham.
Abraham provided the appropriate gifts and struck a peace treaty with Abimelech
(21:27).
Since matters were clear between these two men, Abraham gave sheep and cattle
to Abimelech as tokens of their lasting cooperation. Together Abraham and Abimelech
“made a treaty,” or literally “cut a covenant.” Abraham was a man of peace. He eagerly
provided all that was necessary to establish peace with his neighbor.
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Abraham also offered seven lambs to Abimelech to settle the ownership of the disputed
well (21:28-30).
In addition to the animals used to establish the peace treaty, Abraham also
selected seven ewe lambs and set them apart for Abimelech. He explained to Abimelech
that these seven lambs were a testimony to Abraham’s ownership of the disputed well.
Abimelech’s acceptance of these lambs would signify his acknowledgement that
Abraham had dug the well and owned its water rights. Abraham wanted to make sure
that there would be no further conflicts between his men and Abimelech’s men over the
well. Abraham was a man of peace. He knew how to get along with others. He knew
how to settle differences equitably. We can learn a great deal from Abraham’s example.

Leave a lasting legacy of faith—
be a man or woman of vision (21:31-34).
What Abraham did after he made a peace treaty with Abimelech shows us once
again that he was a man of faith. He took his present experience and looked to the future.
Abraham called the well Beersheba or Well of the Oath (21:31).
The well of water that was at the heart of Abraham’s dispute with Abimelech
became known as Beersheba, a Hebrew word that means either “Well of the Oath” or
“Well of the Sevens.” The Hebrew words for “swearing an oath” and “seven” come from
the same root. The verb for swearing an oath makes its first Old Testament appearance in
this context and is used three times (verses 23, 24, and 31). The word “seven” also
appears three times in this text (verses 28, 29, and 30). Since “seven” often implies
completion or perfection, it may be that the well called Beersheba would be a constant
reminder to Abraham and Abimelech of their complete confidence in their sworn oath.
In anticipation of a lasting peace, Abraham named the well Beersheba.
Abraham planted a tree at Beersheba and called on the Lord as the Eternal God
(21:32-34).
Abraham was a man of vision. He anticipated a future. He believed God’s grand
covenant and prepared a lasting legacy of faith. Again the text states that Abraham and
Abimelech “cut a covenant,” that is, established a peace treaty. Afterward, Abimelech
and his military commander, Phicol, returned “to the land of the Philistines.” The
Philistines were a migratory group that became more prominent later in history, but had
apparently made early migrations to the southern coast of Palestine as early as Abraham’s
day. Abimelech and his tribal group were Philistines (compare Genesis 26:8).
After Abimelech returned home, Abraham “planted a tamarisk tree” at Beersheba.
A tamarisk tree is a hardy evergreen that can endure desert conditions. Planting a tree
implies a long term perspective on life. Abraham was looking toward the future. He
planted this tree anticipating God’s blessing over the years and generations that lay
ahead.
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At that time Abraham also “called upon the name of the Lord, the Eternal God.”
He understood the unending nature of God—God’s eternality. Abraham also understood
his own unending nature—he had been created by God to enjoy life with God eternally.
The fact that Abraham called on the Lord as his eternal God at this juncture in his life
indicates that Abraham was looking toward the future. Hebrews 11:10 says, “For he was
looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.”
Abraham was a man of faith and a man of vision. His faith prompted him to look to the
future, to build a lasting legacy. Even though Abraham continued to live in the land of
the Philistines for a long time, his heart was with God in heaven. Those who follow God
must live above the world’s standard. We must live as those who are simply pilgrims in
this world, who have a homeland in heaven. With an eternal perspective of God and our
eternal life in Him, we can be people who are characterized by integrity, peace, and
vision.
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Abraham Offers Isaac
(Genesis 22:1-24)
One of the most impressive displays of personal faith is recorded in Genesis 22.
Here we read about Abraham’s obedience to a very difficult command of God, a
command that would have seemed unreasonable, uncaring, and incomprehensible. God
told Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac. God had already promised to bless Abraham
with countless descendants. Furthermore, God had promised to fulfill this plan through
Isaac. Now God commanded Abraham to sacrifice this child of promise. God presented
Abraham with an incredible test of faith. Abraham responded obediently, without a hint
of hesitation. Of course, God ultimately intervened by providing an appropriate sacrifice.
One day God would send His own Son to be the perfect sacrifice for our sins. Sacrifice
plays a central role in the Christian faith. God calls us to give Him that which we prize
most dearly.

God tests our faith by calling us to sacrifice
that which is most important in our lives (22:1-8).
God isn’t honored by half-hearted commitment. He deserves our best. He desires
total dedication to Him. God calls us to set aside anything that stands between us and
total devotion to Him. At times He may even test our faith to prove our faithfulness to
Him.
God tested Abraham by commanding him to sacrifice his son Isaac (22:1-2).
The account of Abraham offering Isaac begins with a clear statement that God
was testing Abraham. God never intended that Abraham would offer a human sacrifice.
Such sacrifices, though not uncommon in ancient pagan cultures, were reprehensible to
the God who created humankind with life and dignity. Later, God would reveal His
disgust for such practices and forbid human sacrifice (Leviticus 18:21; 20:1-5;
Deuteronomy 12:31; 18:10). But God had not yet revealed this to Abraham. In this test
of Abraham’s faith, God commanded His friend to sacrifice Isaac. In His grand
covenant, God had promised to make Abraham into a great nation (Genesis 12:1-3). He
also promised to fulfill this covenant through Isaac (Genesis 21:12). Now, however, God
commanded Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. In His command, God underscored the
relationship between this father and son. He described Isaac as Abraham’s “son,” his
“only” son, the son whom Abraham “loved.” It was this son that Abraham was to take to
Moriah and sacrifice as a burnt offering. As He did in the original presentation of His
grand covenant, God left the final destination of Abraham’s journey uncertain. God
would point the way. Moriah is mentioned only one other time by name in the Old
Testament. In 2 Chronicles 3:1 we read that King Solomon built the temple on Mount
Moriah. This place would see many sacrifices over time, but none more impressive than
Abraham’s offer of Isaac. We can only imagine what must have gone through
Abraham’s mind when he heard God’s command. Did he question God, or had he come
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to see over the years that he could trust God completely? Abraham’s response seems to
indicate an unfaltering faith.
Abraham immediately obeyed God and made his way to the place of sacrifice (22:3-5).
Abraham didn’t hesitate to obey God’s unusual command. He didn’t bargain with
God. Instead, Abraham began his journey to Moriah the very next morning. He gathered
enough wood for a burnt offering, saddled his donkey, and set out with Isaac and two
young servants. He didn’t run away from God, but headed straight for the destination
God had indicated. It took three days to travel from Beersheba to what would eventually
be known as Jerusalem. When Abraham saw Moriah in the distance he left his donkey
and servants behind. Abraham told his servants that he and Isaac would go to Moriah,
worship God, and then return. “We will come back to you,” he declared. Abraham’s
statement reveals his faith. He knew that God always keeps His promises. Abraham
knew that God would raise up offspring through Isaac. Therefore, God would have to
raise Isaac from the dead! Hebrews 11:17-19 indicates that this was exactly what
Abraham believed. Abraham was a man of faith. He believed in the God who can raise
the dead. First, God gave Isaac through Abraham and Sarah when they were as good as
dead when it came to bearing children (Hebrews 11:11-12). Now God would have to
raise Isaac from the dead. Abraham would have had no problem believing in the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. After all, Abraham’s God is a God who raises the dead.
Abraham assured Isaac that God would provide the necessary sacrifice (22:6-8).
Although we don’t know how old Isaac was at the time of this event, he must
have been old enough to carry a load of wood a fair distance at the side of his aged father.
Abraham placed the wood for the burnt offering on Isaac while Abraham carried the fire
and the knife. While this father and son made their way to the place of sacrifice, Isaac
took note that they had everything except a lamb for the burnt offering. “Where is the
lamb?” he asked his father. Abraham’s response again indicates his faith. “God himself
will provide the lamb.” God would have to do something miraculous. God would have
to intervene. Many years later God did, in fact, provide the perfect lamb, His Son, who
died on a cross for our sins. God sacrificed that which was most dear to Him. He calls
us, His people, to sacrifice that which is most dear to us.

God nourishes our faith by providing
everything that’s essential in our lives (22:9-14).
God not only tests our faith at times. He also nourishes our faith. He provides
everything that’s necessary for our spiritual strength and growth.
Abraham prepared an altar and raised his knife to sacrifice Isaac (22:9-10).
Finally Abraham and Isaac arrived at the top of Mount Moriah. Abraham built an
altar, an act of preparation for worship which he had performed on other occasions in the
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past (Genesis 12:7, 8; 13:18). This time, however, the altar would hold his beloved son.
Abraham carefully arranged the wood on the altar. He then bound Isaac and placed his
son on the altar. We read of no struggle on Isaac’s part. Had Isaac already learned to
trust his heavenly Father just as he trusted his earthly father? While Abraham must have
experienced great anxiety over this act, he obediently raised his knife to sacrifice his son.
Surely God would provide, but how?
God intervened and prevented Abraham from sacrificing Isaac (22:11-12).
At the moment when Abraham was about to kill his son, God intervened. This
had been a test. Abraham was a man of faith. He believed God enough to obey what had
to be God’s most difficult demand on his life. God was more precious to Abraham than
was even his own son. As Abraham stood poised to plunge the knife into his son, the
angel of the Lord called, “Abraham, Abraham!” Abraham responded, “Here I am.”
Abraham was in the place of obedience, the place where he could hear the voice of God.
God then instructed Abraham not to go through with this act of sacrifice. “I know that
you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son,” He said
to Abraham. Abraham had passed the test with flying colors! There was nothing that
Abraham held dearer than his relationship with God. Abraham’s relief at hearing the
intervening voice of God must have been beyond measure.
Abraham saw a ram nearby and recognized that God had provided a sacrifice (22:1314).
Just as Abraham had assured Isaac, God provided a sacrifice. Nearby, Abraham
saw a ram with its horns caught in a thicket of brush. He brought the ram to the altar and
offered it as a burnt offering to God in place of his son Isaac. Abraham then named the
place, “The Lord Will Provide,” the Hebrew words sometimes being transliterated
“Jehovah Jireh” or “Yaweh Yireh.” These terms mean “the Lord will see to it,” that is,
“the Lord will provide.” A saying eventually arose, stating, “On the mountain of the
Lord it will be provided.” On a nearby hillside, Mount Calvary, the Son of God many
years later died to provide forgiveness for our sins. God has provided everything
necessary for our salvation and for our continuing walk with Him.

God rewards our faith by fulfilling
His perfect plan in our lives (22:15-24).
God was pleased with Abraham’s obedience. He spoke again to Abraham on the
mount of sacrifice and reassured Abraham that He would fulfill His grand covenant. God
rewards our faith by fulfilling His plan in our lives.
God reaffirmed His grand covenant with Abraham (22:15-18).
The angel of the Lord again addressed Abraham. God swore an oath based on His
own trustworthy character that, because of Abraham’s faithful obedience, He would

138

fulfill His grand covenant. God would bless Abraham personally and make Abraham’s
descendants as numerous as the stars in the heavens and as the sand on the seashore
(compare Genesis 13:16; 15:5). God would enable Abraham’s descendants to conquer
their enemies and take possession of their enemies’ cities, a promise that would find
fulfillment when Joshua led the nation of Israel to victory in the Promised Land. God
also promised that all nations on the earth would be blessed through Abraham’s
descendants, a promise that was fulfilled in the sacrifice of Jesus Christ for all
humankind. God assured Abraham of these promises because of Abraham’s obedience.
While Abraham’s obedience brought God’s assurance and personal blessing on Abraham,
God’s grand covenant was unconditional in nature. God keeps His promises, even when
His people fall short in their faith. However, we don’t enter into the joy of His promises
unless we are obedient.
Abraham and Isaac returned to Beersheba (22:19).
Abraham and Isaac descended Mount Moriah, rejoined the servants they had left
behind, and returned to Beersheba. Abraham continued to live a life of faith near the
waters of Beersheba. The years would pass, but Abraham could rest secure in the
promises of God.
Abraham received news that his brother had fathered twelve sons and had a
granddaughter named Rebekah (22:20-24).
At some point after Abraham’s offer of Isaac on Mount Moriah, messengers
arrived from Mesopotamia with news about Abraham’s family. Abraham’s brother
Nahor and Nahor’s wife Milcah had been prosperous. They had eight sons together. One
of their sons had fathered a daughter named Rebekah, who would eventually become
Isaac’s wife. In addition to Milcah’s eight sons, Nahor had fathered four other sons
through a concubine named Reumah. This snapshot of Abraham’s extended family sets
the stage for the unfolding story of God’s blessing through Isaac and Rebekah. God
rewarded Abraham’s faith. He fulfilled His promise. God would continue to fulfill His
promise through Isaac. God still rewards our faith today, faith that is sometimes tested.
God calls us to give Him that which we prize most dearly. But any such sacrifice reaps
immeasurable reward.
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The Death of Sarah
(Genesis 23:1-20)
God had begun the process of fulfilling His grand covenant with Abraham.
Through Abraham and his wife Sarah God had provided a son, Isaac, through whom the
grand covenant would carry. Eventually God would make Abraham into a great nation
and bless all the nations of the earth through him, his son, and his descendants. This
promise would not be completed within Abraham’s lifetime; indeed, it would be
centuries before Abraham’s ultimate descendant, Jesus Christ, would arrive on the scene
and become the one to bless all nations through His sacrificial death on the cross.
Abraham and Sarah would not live to see that part of God’s grand covenant fulfilled.
They did, however, see the beginning of that process. Many years had passed since
Abraham and Sarah left Ur to live in Canaan. Many more years after the birth of Isaac,
Sarah’s life came to an end. Her life was remarkable, and her death is instructive. This
great woman of faith left this life anticipating a better life with God. Her passing
warranted a chapter of God’s Word. Through the account of Sarah’s death we are
reminded that this life prepares us for the next life. How we respond to God here and
now determines our relationship with God for all eternity.

Death is a reality
for all people (23:1-2).
Sarah’s death left an empty space in Abraham’s life and family, as does the death
of any wife and mother. Her passing reminds us that death is a reality for all people,
including God’s people of faith.
Abraham’s wife Sarah died in the land of Canaan at an advanced age (23:1-2a).
The account of Sarah’s death begins with a notation about her age—she is the
only woman in the Bible whose age at death is recorded. “Sarah lived to be a hundred
and twenty-seven years old.” Ten years younger than Abraham, Sarah left Ur with her
husband at age sixty-five and gave birth to her only son, Isaac, at age ninety. Isaac had
grown to manhood by the time of his mother’s death. We read nothing about Sarah’s life
after the birth and weaning of Isaac. The majority of Sarah’s thirty-seven years as a
mother to Isaac passed by without incident. Sarah would have engaged in the normal
routines of life, caring for her husband and son, basking in God’s gracious provision.
Then death took Sarah away. She died at Hebron “in the land of Canaan,” a phrase that’s
repeated with significance in verse 19. Canaan had become Sarah’s home. She, along
with Abraham, had followed God’s command to live in this land of promise.
Abraham tearfully mourned the death of Sarah (23:2b).
Understandably Abraham mourned his wife’s death. This godly couple had
journeyed far and long together. They’d uprooted their lives, relocated their home,
wandered as sojourners in Canaan, borne a son, and shared life together for well over
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sixty years as husband and wife. Abraham mourned Sarah’s death. He wept over her.
Death, even among God’s people of faith, is a painful loss. Although we know that our
life in heaven will be much better than our life on earth, there is still pain in the
separation from those we love. Even Jesus wept at the death of His dear friend, Lazarus
(John 11:35). Death is a painful reality. However, Christians don’t grieve as those who
are without faith and without hope (1 Thessalonians 4:13). We look forward to a better
life with Christ in heaven. Therefore, we should live life fully while also planning for
death and for eternal life with God.

Death reminds us of the
transient nature of life (23:3-6).
A funeral is a good place to take stock of life. Death reminds us that life is short.
We must make use of every opportunity to draw close to God and to enjoy the blessing
He pours out on us in this life.
Abraham acknowledged his status as a foreigner and asked to purchase a burial plot
from the Hittites in the region (23:3-4).
Sarah’s death brought to the forefront of Abraham’s mind his transient status in
the land of Canaan. He went to the neighboring tribal group, the Hittites (literally, the
Sons of Heth) to secure a burial place for Sarah. Historically speaking, the Hittites were
primarily known for their later civilization in Asia Minor, but some pockets of Hittites
had apparently migrated to Canaan very early on. Abraham spoke to his Hittite
neighbors and described himself as an “alien” and a “stranger.” Canaan was not his
homeland. He owned no property, but lived a nomadic lifestyle. Hebrews 11:9-16
indicates that Abraham saw life on this earth as a temporary existence. He was looking
forward to a better place, a heavenly home. Death reminds us that life is transient.
Abraham had no property of his own, but now that Sarah had died he needed a burial
ground. Abraham approached the Hittites who were living in the area and asked to buy a
burial site from them.
The Hittites agreed to let Abraham bury Sarah among their best burial sites (23:5-6).
Abraham had built an impressive reputation over the years. The Hittites were
congenial to him, calling him a “mighty prince” or a “prince of God.” Because of
Abraham’s godly reputation the Hittites eagerly offered him the best of their burial sites.
For the first time in his long life Abraham would possess a piece of property. Sarah’s
death underscored the brevity of life and the pilgrim status of all of God’s people of faith.
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Death teaches us to
rely totally on God (23:7-18).
Having received a positive response to his request for a burial site from the
Hittites, Abraham then entered into negotiation with one of the Hittite leaders. The
account of this transaction provides insight into the customs of the day as well as into
Abraham’s determination to be blessed by God alone. He would rely exclusively and
totally on God.
Abraham asked to purchase the cave of Machpelah from a man named Ephron (23:711).
Abraham showed due respect to his neighbors. He rose and bowed down to the
Hittites who had been so generous to help him in his time of need. He then asked them to
intercede with one of their tribal leaders, a man named Ephron, for a specific burial site.
Ephron owned a field that had a cave that would be appropriate for burial. The plot of
land was called Machpelah. Abraham asked for permission to purchase this cave “for the
full price.” Abraham sought no favors. He would accept no charity from the hands of the
pagan tribes around him. As he had said earlier to the king of Sodom, no one would be
able to claim a part in making Abraham wealthy (Genesis 14:22-23). That praise would
go to God alone.
Ephron was willing to sell Abraham the cave of Machpelah but wanted to include
the field as well. In oriental fashion, Ephron offered to “give” the cave and the field to
Abraham. It may be that Ephron was basing his offer on certain Hittite property laws.
According to these laws, if a person owned only a piece of a property, that owner wasn’t
liable for taxation. But if a person owned the whole property, that owner was liable for
all taxes related to that property. Quite possibly Ephron wanted to put the entire
property—the cave with the field—in Abraham’s possession for this very reason.
Abraham insisted on paying the full price for the property around Machpelah (23:1216).
While Ephron offered to make the field a gift to Abraham, Abraham insisted on
paying the full price. He again bowed in respect to his Hittite neighbors and then offered
to pay Ephron for the cave and the field. Ephron set the price at four hundred shekels of
silver, which may in fact have been an exorbitant amount for that property. Abraham
never flinched. He simply agreed to the price, paid Ephron the silver, and secured
Machpelah as a family burial ground.
Abraham took legal possession of the property around Machpelah (23:17-18).
Abraham now owned property for the first time in his life, albeit a place for
burial. He took legal possession of Machpelah, including the cave, the field, and the trees
(which were significant in the arid climate around Hebron). This transaction was
performed according to the legal customs of the day, taking place in the city gate in the
presence of the tribal leaders. Abraham had insisted on paying the full price for the
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property. In so doing he was making a statement about his faith in God. He relied solely
and totally on God to take care of his needs. Death teaches us to rely on God alone.

Death does not negate
God’s promises (23:19-20).
Finally, Sarah’s death reminds us that death does not negate the promises of God.
Although Sarah didn’t live long enough to see God’s plan unfold in its entirety—nor
would Abraham—God would eventually fulfill His promise.
Abraham buried Sarah in the cave of Machpelah in the land of Canaan (23:19).
This chapter mentions twice the “land of Canaan” (verses 2 and 19). Sarah died
in Canaan and Abraham buried her in Canaan. Abraham didn’t transport Sarah’s body
back to their homeland in Mesopotamia. Instead, he buried her in the land to which God
had guided them in their pilgrimage of faith. This indicates that Abraham was still living
in anticipation of God’s fulfilled promises. Machpelah became a monument to
Abraham’s faith and the faithfulness of God. In fact, there’s still a monument marking
the burial places of the patriarchs in Hebron to this day.
Abraham set aside the property around Machpelah as a family burial site (23:20).
Abraham took possession of the cave and field of Machpelah and made it into a
family burial site. Eventually Abraham himself would be buried next to his wife Sarah in
that plot of ground (Genesis 25:9), as would Isaac, Rebekah, Jacob, and Leah (Genesis
49:29-32; 50:12-13). God’s promises didn’t die with His people. It was through His
chosen people, through Abraham and his descendants, that God would fulfill His
promise. It was through Abraham that God introduced Jesus Christ into the world to
rescue the world from its sins. It’s through Jesus Christ that we can receive eternal life.
We have only this lifetime to encounter Jesus with saving faith. The account of Sarah’s
death reminds us that this life prepares us for the next life.
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Isaac and Rebekah
(Genesis 24:1-67)
Three years passed after Abraham’s wife Sarah died. Their son Isaac was now
forty years old. God had promised to fulfill His grand covenant with Abraham through
Isaac, but Isaac needed a wife. Securing a bride was, in that culture, the responsibility of
the father. So Abraham made arrangements to find a wife for his son. Genesis 24
records at length the way in which God providentially provided a bride for Isaac. It was
through Rebekah, Isaac’s wife, that God would continue the process of bringing His
grand covenant to fulfillment. This account is rich with anticipation, suspense, and faith.
It teaches us that God honors those who honor Him.

God honors those who
maintain high moral standards (24:1-9).
God honors those who honor Him by maintaining high moral standards.
Abraham charged one of his trusted servants to find a bride for Isaac, but Abraham also
instructed his servant to seek only a woman who was fitting for this family of faith.
Abraham charged his servant with finding a bride for Isaac from among Abraham’s
relatives (24:1-4).
Abraham had grown old; he had reached his one hundred and fortieth year of life.
In addition, we read that “the Lord had blessed him in every way.” God had engaged
Abraham in a grand covenant. He had granted Abraham wealth and longevity. God had
also given Abraham a son. Now it was time for that son, Isaac, to get married and
perpetuate the family line. Abraham turned to an older, trusted servant and made him
swear an oath by following an ancient custom. “Put your hand under my thigh,” he told
his servant (compare Genesis 47:29). By this act the servant would agree to follow his
master’s wishes. In addition, Abraham asked his servant to “swear by the Lord, the God
of heaven and the God of earth.” Abraham had passed his faith along to those of his
household. His servant would have been personally familiar with the God of Abraham.
Abraham instructed his servant to find a bride for Isaac. However, the servant was not to
secure a bride from among the pagan people of Canaan. Instead, he was to travel back to
Abraham’s relatives in Mesopotamia to find an appropriate wife for Isaac. Abraham’s
advanced age may have precluded his going himself on such an important errand.
However, Abraham was also committed to staying in the land of promise. His
commitment to God’s promise may have been a motivating factor in sending a servant in
his place. It was clear, however, that Abraham wanted Isaac’s wife to be compatible with
their family’s faith. Abraham was a man of high moral standards.
Abraham insisted that his servant not take Isaac out of the land of promise (24:5-6).
Abraham’s servant asked if it would be acceptable to take Isaac to Mesopotamia
in case any potential bride was reluctant to leave her homeland with a mere servant. But
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Abraham was adamant about not letting Isaac go on such a journey. Again, God had led
Abraham to the land of promise and to leave that land might prove a threat to the
fulfillment of God’s grand covenant. Abraham was committed to finding the right wife
for his son and to finding her in the right way. He was committed to honoring God’s
plan.
Abraham assured his servant that God would prosper his journey (24:7-9).
Although Abraham had stated his restrictions based on his moral standards, he
assured his servant that God would prosper his journey. Abraham reiterated God’s grand
covenant and, by faith, promised his servant that an angel of God would go with him. If
for some reason the prospective bride refused to leave her home, the servant was released
from his obligation. Would Abraham’s servant be able to find an appropriate wife for
Isaac, and if so, would she be willing to leave her home to be married to a man whom she
had never met? The servant swore to honor his master’s requests and seek a bride for
Isaac. God would indeed honor Abraham’s commitment to high moral standards in this
matter, as we’ll see as the story unfolds.

God honors those who
prayerfully seek His guidance (24:10-27).
God honors those who honor Him by prayerfully seeking His guidance.
Abraham’s servant had become a man of faith like his master. He sought God’s
providential guidance through prayer.
Abraham’s servant traveled to Mesopotamia and prayed for God’s providential
guidance (24:10-14).
Abraham’s servants made the proper arrangements for a journey from Canaan to
Mesopotamia. He loaded ten camels with supplies and gifts and made his way to a city in
Mesopotamia called Nahor, possibly named after Abraham’s brother (Genesis 11:27)
whose descendants now lived there. It was evening when the servant arrived at Nahor,
and he naturally went to the well that supplied the settlement with life sustaining water.
There at the well the servant prayed. He asked God to show kindness, or gracious love
(verses 12, 14, 27 and 49), to Abraham. He asked God to direct him to the woman who
should become Isaac’s wife. Then the servant proposed a test. When he would ask a
woman for water, the woman whom God would choose should respond by offering to
provide the servant as well as the ten thirsty camels with water!
Rebekah immediately appeared on the scene and satisfied the servant’s conditions
(24:15-21).
“Before he had finished praying” a woman named Rebekah arrived at the well.
God knows our needs even before we pray, and His answer may well be on its way even
before we voice our needs to Him. Rebekah, who was first mentioned in Genesis 22:23,
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was the granddaughter of Abraham’s brother Nahor and Nahor’s wife Milcah. Her
father’s name was Bethuel, and she had a brother named Laban (verse 29). Rebekah
came from the right family line to become Isaac’s wife. In addition, she was beautiful in
appearance and a virgin. But would she pass the servant’s test? Abraham’s servant
approached Rebekah and asked for a drink of water. After giving this stranger a drink,
Rebekah immediately offered to provide water for the camels as well. This required
several trips to the well, a painstaking effort to be sure. Here was a woman of kindness
and courtesy, a hard working young lady. The servant watched in wonder as Rebekah
satisfied the camels’ needs and the conditions of the test.
The servant rewarded Rebekah and learned that she was a relative of Abraham (24:2225).
So far it seemed to Abraham’s servant that God was providentially guiding him to
the right woman for Isaac. But was Rebekah from the right family? The servant
generously rewarded Rebekah’s labor with a gold nose ring and two gold bracelets. He
then asked about Rebekah’s family and inquired if her family could provide lodging for
him. Rebekah revealed her family heritage and extended the expected eastern hospitality
to the stranger at the well.
The servant worshiped God for His providential guidance (24:26-27).
Abraham’s servant now knew that God had answered his prayers. He bowed and
worshiped God on the spot! He acknowledged that God is a God of kindness (gracious
love, verse 27) and faithfulness, a God who guides and answers prayer. We serve this
same God today, the God of Abraham, the God who sent His Son Jesus to be our Savior.

God honors those who
pursue proper priorities (24:28-60).
God honors those who honor Him by pursuing the proper priorities in life.
Abraham’s servant, by God’s leading, had identified Isaac’s bride. He wouldn’t rest until
the arrangements were finalized.
Rebekah’s family extended hospitality to Abraham’s servant (24:28-33).
Rebekah ran to her family to tell them about the stranger at the well. Her brother
Laban, impressed with his sister’s story and the gifts she’d received, went to the well to
meet this man and invite him to their home. Laban then provided fodder for the camels
and water for the servant and his traveling companions to wash their feet. Laban also set
a meal before Abraham’s servant, but the servant refused to eat until he had finished his
work. His task was his highest priority.
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The servant refused to enjoy any hospitality until he had completed his mission (24:3449).
Abraham’s servant told Rebekah’s family about his master. God had made
Abraham wealthy in sheep, cattle, silver, gold, servants, camels, and donkeys. God had
given Abraham and Sarah a son, Isaac, in their old age. Then the servant recounted
Abraham’s instructions in regard to finding a wife for Isaac. He told about his prayer to
God and the test he had devised. Rebekah was clearly God’s choice for Isaac’s wife!
However, Rebekah’s family would have to determine if they agreed. Would they show
kindness (gracious love, verse 49) to Abraham and let Rebekah become Isaac’s wife?
Rebekah’s family acknowledged God’s guidance and agreed to let Rebekah become
Isaac’s wife (24:50-53).
Rebekah’s father and brother agreed that God had arranged this union. They
agreed to let Rebekah become Isaac’s wife. Abraham’s servant then gave costly gifts to
Rebekah and her family, appropriate rewards from a man of wealth when securing a bride
for his son in that culture. Now that the arrangements were settled, Abraham’s servant
and his fellow travelers enjoyed the hospitality provided by Rebekah’s family. The
servant stuck with his priorities, and only after completing his task did he enjoy the
blessings offered.
The servant insisted on returning to Canaan right away and Rebekah’s family
conceded (24:54-59).
While arrangements for the marriage had been settled, the servant’s work
wouldn’t really be finished until he returned to his master with Isaac’s bride. Rather than
staying in Mesopotamia and enjoying lavish hospitality, Abraham’s servant got up the
next morning and requested freedom to return to Canaan immediately. Rebekah’s family
understandably wished to have her stay a few days before sending her away. After all,
they would never see her again. But the servant persisted. Upon asking Rebekah, her
family agreed to the servant’s wishes.
Rebekah’s family extended their blessing over Rebekah and her future descendants
(24:60).
Before Rebekah left, her family extended their blessing to her. They expressed
their desire that Rebekah would “increase to thousands upon thousands,” that is to say,
that Rebekah would be rich in children and descendants. They also expressed their hope
that Rebekah’s descendants would be successful over their enemies. These expressed
blessings fit the blessings promised to Abraham by God. God would indeed make
Abraham into a great nation through Isaac and Rebekah.
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God honors those who
faithfully wait on Him (24:61-67).
God honors those who honor Him by waiting faithfully on Him. Isaac wasn’t
passive during this time. He was actively seeking the face of God.
Isaac was mediating in a field when Rebekah arrived in the land of Canaan (24:61-63).
Rebekah, her nurse, and her maidservants returned with Abraham’s servant to the
land of Canaan. During this time Isaac had been living in the southern desert area known
as the Negev near a well called Beer Lahai Roi, the “well of the living one who sees”
(Genesis 16:13-14). On the evening that Rebekah arrived, Isaac was out in the field
meditating. He, like his father, was a man of faith. Isaac was willing to wait on God.
While he was meditating on God he looked up and saw the caravan arriving from
Mesopotamia. God had answered his prayers as well as the prayers of Abraham’s
servant.
Rebekah showed appropriate modesty in her first encounter with Isaac (24:64-65).
Isaac looked up and saw Rebekah in the distance. Rebekah, too, looked up and
saw Isaac. She then got down from her camel and asked Abraham’s servant who it was
that was in the field and was now approaching them. The servant indicated that this was
his master, Isaac. Immediately Rebekah covered her face with her veil, demonstrating
customary modesty in the presence of the one who would soon become her husband.
Isaac loved Rebekah as his wife and Rebekah brought comfort to Isaac’s heart (24:6667).
The servant recounted his story to Isaac, no doubt emphasizing God’s providential
guidance in identifying Rebekah as Isaac’s bride. Isaac accepted Rebekah, took her into
the tent of his mother Sarah, and married Rebekah. Rebekah would become the new
matriarch of the family. She and Isaac would carry on the blessings and promises of
God. Isaac loved Rebekah and Rebekah gave Isaac comfort, filling an emptiness that had
existed in the family structure since Sarah’s death. God would fulfill His grand covenant
through Isaac and Rebekah. He honored Abraham, Abraham’s servant, Rebekah, and
Isaac because each had honored Him. God always honors those who honor Him.
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Abraham’s Final Days
(Genesis 25:1-18)
The years rolled by. God had first spoken to Abraham when the patriarch was
seventy-five years old and still living in Mesopotamia. Abraham obeyed God and
migrated to the land of Canaan. Eleven years later Ishmael, Abraham’s son through
Sarah’s handmaid Hagar, was born. When Abraham was one hundred years old, God
granted him and Sarah the son of promise, Isaac. Thirty-seven years after Isaac’s birth,
Sarah died. Finally, Abraham himself arrived at the end of his long life on earth. At age
one hundred seventy-five the patriarch passed on to eternity. God spoke with Abraham
on several occasions over the years. However, there were many silent years during which
Abraham simply lived out an obedient life of faith. He did live long enough to see the
birth of his grandsons, Jacob and Esau, although the book of Genesis never records their
interaction. Still, Abraham could rest secure in the fact that God was continuing to fulfill
His grand covenant. The account of Abraham’s death is bracketed with descriptions of
his offspring, the children of a second wife by the name of Keturah and the descendants
of his earlier son Ishmael. Between these family records we read the simple statement
that Abraham “breathed his last.” This man, whose life continues to shape people of faith
today, quietly passed off the scene having been uniquely blessed by God. His life teaches
us that we should make our lives count for God. There are several ways in which we can
make our life count.
Guard God’s promises (25:1-6).
Abraham cared deeply about God and His grand covenant. He had learned over
the years to trust God. He had also learned to cooperate with God by doing his part in
seeing God’s promise come to fruition.
Abraham remarried and had six more children with his new wife Keturah (25:1-4).
Apparently Abraham had experienced a miraculous rejuvenation at the time of
Isaac’s birth. It was most likely after Sarah’s death that Abraham took on a new wife, a
woman named Keturah. Together they had six sons—Zimran, Jokshan, Medan, Midian,
Ishbak, and Shuah. Jokshan gave Abraham two grandsons named Sheba and Dedan, and
through Dedan three tribal groups were born (the Asshurites, the Letushites, and the
Leummites) who likely became a part of the growing nomadic population of the Arabian
wilderness. One of Abraham’s others sons, Midian, gave the patriarch five more
grandsons—Ephah, Epher, Hanoch, Aida, and Eldaah. All these descendants came
through Abraham’s second wife, Keturah. Of special note is their son Midian. Midian
was the forefather of the tribal group known as the Midianites that was responsible for
taking Joseph as a slave to Egypt (Genesis 37:36) and that resisted the Israelites as they
traveled to the Promised Land (Numbers 25:16-18). On the positive side, however,
Moses married the daughter of a Midianite priest (Exodus 2:15-22).
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Abraham gave his inheritance to Isaac alone as the child of promise (25:5).
Genesis 25:5 is careful to point out that, although Abraham had several children
after the birth of Isaac, Isaac was the one and only child of promise. It was through Isaac
alone that God would fulfill His grand covenant. Abraham left his entire inheritance
solely to Isaac. He was guarding God’s promise, carefully doing his part to protect and
preserve God’s plan.
Abraham gave gifts to his other children and sent them away from Isaac (25:6).
Even though Abraham carefully guarded God’s promise, he was generous to all
his children. During his lifetime Abraham gave each of the children of his “concubines”
(probably a reference to Hagar and Keturah—compare 1 Chronicles 1:32-33) gifts and
sent them away from Isaac. Isaac alone would inherit the promise. Abraham made
arrangements to guard that promise by giving appropriate provisions to his other sons and
sending them to the east, to the territory east of Canaan in the Arabian Peninsula.
Anticipate God’s blessing (25:7-11).
We now come to the account of Abraham’s death. The length of Abraham’s life
reveals the blessing of God on this man of faith. The statement about Isaac in this
context assures us that God’s promised blessing didn’t end with the life of Abraham.
Abraham died at an advanced age after a long life of faith (25:7-8).
Abraham lived one hundred and seventy-five years, a full life by any measure!
He died “at a good old age” and “full of years,” expressions that underscore God’s
blessing in Abraham’s life. Though the details aren’t revealed, we get the sense that
Abraham passed away peacefully one day. He was “gathered to his people,” an
expression for death that reminds us that there is life beyond this life. Abraham, after all,
was a man of faith in the God of resurrection life (Hebrews 11:12, 19).
Isaac and Ishmael buried their father Abraham in the cave of Machpelah (25:9-10).
Isaac and Ishmael come together for the first time since that unhappy experience
of their separation when Isaac was a mere child. These two half-brothers participated
together in providing their saintly father with a proper burial. Abraham was buried next
to his wife Sarah in the cave of Machpelah which Abraham had bought from the Hittites
some thirty-eight years earlier.
God blessed Isaac as the heir of His promise to Abraham (25:11).
“After Abraham’s death, God blessed his son Isaac.” The grand covenant was
still in effect. Abraham, the original recipient of that covenant, was gone but the
covenant continued. Isaac was the son of promise. God continued to bless Isaac, and
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through Isaac all nations on the earth would be blessed. Isaac continued to live near Beer
Lahai Roi (compare Genesis 16:14; 24:62). He could continue to anticipate God’s
blessing, just as God’s people today can anticipate the blessing of God in our lives.
Recognize God’s grace (25:12-18).
Following the account of the death of Abraham, Genesis 25:12-18 includes a brief
account of the descendants of Ishmael before moving on to the main character in
Abraham’s line, Isaac. God had promised Abraham that He would bless Ishmael
(Genesis 21:13). This brief account is a record of God’s blessing on this other son of
Abraham. Even though Isaac was the child of promise, God’s grace extended even to
Ishmael.
Abraham’s son Ishmael had twelve sons who became tribal leaders (25:12-16).
In Genesis 17:20 God promised Abraham that Ishmael would become the father
of twelve rulers. Genesis 25:12-16 records the names of these twelve tribal leaders, a
clear fulfillment of God’s promise. Several of these descendants of Abraham capture
special interest. Ishmael’s firstborn son Nebaioth became the brother-in-law of Isaac’s
son Esau, who married one of Ishmael’s daughters named Mahalath (Genesis 28:8-9).
Kedar’s descendants became legendary for their nomadic lifestyle (Psalm 120:5; Song
1:5; Isaiah 42:11; 60:7). Tema’s name became associated with a specific settlement in
the desert (Job 6:18-20; Isaiah 21:14; Jeremiah 25:23). The descendants of Jetur and
Naphish were among the tribal groups that some of the Israelites fought and displaced
east of the Jordan River (1 Chronicles 5:18-22).
Ishmael died and his descendants settled in the desert region east of Egypt (25:17-18).
The brief account of Ishmael’s descendants ends with a record of his death. He
lived to the age of one hundred and thirty-seven and like his father was “gathered to his
people” through death. His descendants settled in the desert regions east of Egypt “from
Havilah to Shur” in the direction of “Asshur,” probably regions stretching across the
Sinai Desert and the Arabian Peninsula (compare 1 Samuel 15:7). The final statement in
the record of Ishmael’s descendants is difficult to translate from the Hebrew. It may
imply hostility among these tribal groups, harking back to Genesis 16:12. However, the
words can be more generously translated as referring to the simple settlement of these
tribal groups near one another.
Celebrate God’s work
(Abraham’s New Testament Heritage).
While the account of Abraham’s life as recorded in Genesis comes to an end, his
influence continued down through the pages of Scripture. The New Testament has a
great deal to say about Abraham and his example of faith.
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Abraham was a man of faith (Romans 4:1-3; Hebrews 11:8-19).
Abraham’s faith in God captures the attention of every subsequent believer.
Abraham was “justified by faith” and his faith journey as a wanderer in this world that
wasn’t his own inspires us to believe in Jesus Christ alone for our salvation and our faith
walk.
Abraham was a friend of God (James 2:20-24).
James reminds us that the faith that saves us isn’t an empty faith. It results in a
transformed life. As a man transformed by faith in God, Abraham came to be known by
that precious title “God’s friend.”
Abraham is the father of the faithful (John 8:39-41, 56-58; Romans 4:11-16; Galatians
3:6-9).
While Abraham had countless physical descendants in fulfillment of God’s grand
covenant, he also has countless spiritual descendants. All who live by faith in the true
and living God can claim Abraham as their spiritual father.
Abraham is the forefather of our Lord Jesus Christ (Galatians 3:13-16).
God promised that through Abraham all nations of the earth would be blessed.
This blessing comes through Jesus Christ, who died for the sins of all humankind. Jesus
is the physical descendant, the ultimate seed, of Abraham. It’s through faith in Jesus
Christ alone that we enter into an eternal relationship with God.
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The Birth of Jacob and Esau
(Genesis 25:19-26)
God delighted to identify Himself as “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and
the God of Jacob” (Exodus 3:15). He is a God who delights in relationships. God desires
to have a relationship with each of us, and He’s opened the door to such a relationship
through His Son, Jesus Christ. Genesis 25:19-26 forms a bridge between the three
patriarchs with whom God delighted to be identified. These verses mark the beginning of
the story of Isaac, the son of Abraham and the father of Jacob. These family ties remind
us that we’re each connected to others in some significant way. This passage also
reminds us that we’re dependent on a relational God and that our relationship with God
helps us to clearly identify our innermost understanding of ourselves. In other words,
from this passage we learn that how we view God determines how we view others and
how we view ourselves.
We don’t live our lives in isolation—
we’re inextricably linked with others (25:19-20).
Isaac was connected to others. He was literally the son of Abraham. In addition
Isaac was married to Rebekah, his cousin Bethuel’s daughter (compare Genesis 24:15,
24). It was no accident that Isaac had strong family ties. Ultimately it’s God who
dictates our family connections. We’re inextricably linked with others by God’s design.
Isaac was the physical descendant of Abraham in fulfillment of God’s promise (25:19).
“This is the account of Abraham’s son Isaac.” This statement marks a new
chapter in the Genesis narratives (compare 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 36:1,
9; 37:2). Actually, Isaac’s story began with his birth as recorded in Genesis 21. Later,
Abraham took Isaac to Mount Moriah to offer him as a sacrifice to God (Genesis 22).
Having been spared by God, Isaac lived to be married to Rebekah (Genesis 24). But the
Genesis narrative now turns the spotlight on Isaac and provides other details in the life of
this patriarch. It begins by reiterating the fact that Isaac was the son of Abraham. God
had promised Abraham an heir and Isaac was the fulfillment of that promise. God’s
grand covenant would now pass through Isaac, the covenant by which God promised to
make Abraham into a great nation and to bless all nations through him. God is a God
who always keeps His promises.
Isaac married Rebekah who came from the extended family of Abraham (25:20).
The account of Isaac’s marriage to Rebekah is recorded in Genesis 24. Isaac was
forty years old at the time. Rebekah was the daughter of Bethuel and the granddaughter
of Abraham’s brother Nahor (Genesis 24:15, 24). Obeying God’s commandment,
Abraham had migrated from Ur to Canaan. His family members, however, settled in the
region of Mesopotamia in a place called Paddan Aram. They were Arameans, meaning
that they were descendants of Noah’s grandson through Shem named Aram (Genesis
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10:22). Rebekah had a brother named Laban who is likewise designated as an Aramean.
Genesis records these family ties both to give a sense of the historical nature of these
narratives and to show us that God works through family structures. We don’t live in
isolation. We have families. We live in communities. The people whom God has placed
in our lives contribute to our spiritual journey. We must learn to value these
relationships, painful or pleasant, as tools in God’s hands that shape us for His purposes.
We don’t live our lives in independence—
we’re inherently dependent on God (25:21-23).
Even if we’re surrounded by healthy families and friends, we’re never
independent from God. We must lean on Him in both good times and bad. Often, as in
the case of Isaac and Rebekah, we demonstrate our dependence on God through prayer.
Isaac prayed to God because Rebekah had been unable to bear a child and God
answered his prayer (25:21).
God had promised to bless Abraham with many descendants. Furthermore, God
promised to produce these descendants through Isaac. However, like Abraham and
Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah were unable to have a child for many years. Many women
have been unable to bear children, and we must assume that God can work even through
such painful limitations. In Rebekah’s case there must have been a faith lesson for this
couple to learn. Isaac prayed to the Lord for a child. He knew that God would keep His
promises, but Isaac also needed to demonstrate his dependence on God. After twenty
years of marriage (compare Genesis 25:20, 26) Isaac’s prayers were answered. Rebekah
was at last expecting a baby! God doesn’t always answer our prayers on our timetable,
but His answers and His timing are always best.
Rebekah prayed to God because she sensed that the babies in her womb struggled with
each other (25:22).
Eventually it became evident to Rebekah that she was carrying twins in her
womb. In fact, these babies “jostled” or “fought” within her. What a pregnancy that
must have been! Now it was Rebekah’s turn to pray. She asked God why these babies
acted as they did. Clearly there was something unusual taking place. Once again we
observe the importance of prayerful dependence on God.
God told Rebekah that two nations were in her womb and that the older son would
serve the younger (25:23).
God assured Rebekah that there was nothing wrong with the babies in her womb.
In fact, there were two “nations” developing inside her. Two people groups would spring
from her body. The descendants of one of these children would be stronger than those of
the other child. God then told Rebekah, “The older will serve the younger.” The rights
of the firstborn generally positioned that child for greatness, but in Isaac and Rebekah’s

154

case the younger of the two children would be the heir of God’s grand covenant. God
had answered Rebekah’s prayer by reassuring her of her children’s strong future.
However, these two sons would struggle with each other and the younger son would
prevail. Why would God identify the younger son for His special blessing? Why would
He reject the older son from receiving that blessing? Malachi 1:2-3 even compares this
rejection to “hatred,” referring to rejection that is, relatively speaking, severe in
comparison with the blessing bestowed on the younger son. In Romans 9:10-13 Paul
uses this incident to illustrate the nature of God’s sovereign work of election. Neither
child in the womb was morally better or worse. Instead we understand that God has the
right to make a sovereign choice as to the path people will follow. We often balk at the
thought that God exercises such a privilege, but when we reflect on the limitless wisdom
and love of God we can rest peacefully in His sovereign plan for our lives. God always
knows what He’s doing. His plan is always best. While we often don’t understand or
even appreciate His plan we must still trust and depend on Him.
We don’t live our lives in uniformity—
we’re unmistakably unique individuals (25:24-26).
We’re inextricably related to others and inherently dependent on God. Still, God
has created us with individual traits, talents, and tasks. We are each unique. This
uniqueness of individuals is evident in the description of Isaac and Rebekah’s twin sons.
Rebekah gave birth to twin boys (25:24).
As God had indicated to Rebekah she gave birth to two healthy sons, two nations.
We might expect that twins would be alike, but these two sons couldn’t have been more
different from one another. God creates us each as distinct individuals with unique gifts
and pathways.
The firstborn son was red and hairy, so Isaac and Rebekah named him Esau (25:25).
The first son to emerge from Rebekah’s womb was red in complexion and had
hair “like a robe” covering much of his body. This son was rugged in appearance and
would develop into a strong outdoorsman. Isaac and Rebekah named their firstborn son
Esau, a name that served as a Hebrew wordplay on “red” and on the name of his
descendants, the Edomites.
The younger son held the heel of his older brother at birth, so Isaac and Rebekah
named him Jacob (25:26).
The second son was apparently different from his brother, though no description
is given of his appearance. The narrative does tell us that when this younger brother
came from Rebekah’s womb he was holding onto his older brother’s heel. Therefore,
Isaac and Rebekah named the younger son Jacob, a Hebrew wordplay on “heel.” This
name would have carried no negative connotations at the time, but it eventually came to
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be associated with taking someone by the heel, tripping, or defrauding. Jacob would
eventually reach out and take his older brother’s birthright and blessing. He would be
grabbing for that which was not rightfully his. His life would be a journey from one who
was desperately trying to take hold of others to one who would lay hold of God by faith
and become “Israel,” a prince with God. It’s interesting to note that Jacob and Esau were
born when Isaac was sixty years old. Isaac’s father, Abraham, would have still been alive
at the time and been able to hold these grandsons. It was through one of these grandsons
of Abraham—Jacob—that God’s grand covenant would be fulfilled.
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Esau Sells his Birthright
(Genesis 25:27-34)
Seeds of unrest quickly sprout. They yield disharmony, manipulation, and
bitterness. Such was the case in the family that God had chosen to receive the blessings
of His grand covenant. Isaac and Rebekah were guilty of superficial favoritism regarding
their two sons. Jacob became a manipulative schemer. Esau showed intense disregard
for his spiritual heritage. Nevertheless, God would work through this family to bring His
blessing—His Son, Jesus Christ—into the world. God’s power isn’t limited by our
weaknesses. His grace overshadows our sin. God is constantly working through
imperfect people to accomplish His perfect plan.

Basing our love on external qualities
will result in relational disharmony (25:27-28).
Parents set the tone for the home. They’re responsible for the spiritual
atmosphere of the family. Isaac and Rebekah, while successful in other ways, failed to
establish a harmonious home life. Favoritism divided them as a couple and it eventually
divided their sons.
Esau grew up and became a rugged hunter, enjoying the open fields (25:27a).
The twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah were anything but identical. They differed in
appearance, personality, and interests. These differences became more pronounced as the
boys matured. Esau, red in complexion at birth, became a skillful hunter. He preferred
the open field to a sedentary life. Esau was a rugged individual with impulsive drives.
Jacob grew up and became a peaceful man of refinement, living in tents (25:27b).
Esau’s younger brother Jacob, on the other hand, was a man of refinement. He
was “quiet” or “peaceful” in temperament. He preferred living indoors, inside the
nomadic tents, rather than engaging in the adventures of the wild. While Esau liked to
hunt, Jacob liked to cook. These two brothers were worlds apart.
Isaac showed preferential love for Esau while Rebekah showed preferential love for
Jacob (25:28).
There was nothing inherently wrong with either son’s chosen preferences in life.
However, the preferences of the parents toward their two sons exacerbated the incipient
division between them. Furthermore, these parental preferences were based on shallow,
external attributes in their sons rather than strong character qualities. Isaac preferred his
older son Esau simply because Isaac enjoyed the taste of the wild game that Esau
captured in his hunting expeditions. Isaac loved Esau. On the other hand, Rebekah loved
Jacob. Her motives for preferring her younger son aren’t stated in the text, but any
expression of preferential love on the part of a mother for one child over another certainly
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smacks of superficiality. Isaac loved Esau. Rebekah loved Jacob. Basing our love on
external qualities will ultimately result in relational disharmony.
Distrusting God’s provision will
result in manipulative human scheming (25:29-31).
Although parents set the tone for the spiritual condition of the home, children are
responsible for their own actions and attitudes. Jacob, whom God promised would
become the honored son, didn’t trust God to work out the details of this promise. Instead,
Jacob took matters into his own hands and bartered the birthright from his older brother.
Esau returned exhausted from hunting and desperately asked for some of Jacob’s red
lentil soup (25:29-30).
One day Jacob was cooking some red lentil soup. At that moment Esau returned
from the open field exhausted, apparently unsuccessful in his strenuous hunt for wild
game. The aroma of Jacob’s soup must have been overpowering to the hungry, tired
huntsman. We can’t help but wonder if Jacob timed his cooking that day with an
opportunity in mind. Esau asked Jacob for some of his soup. He wanted it “now.”
Though not really starving, Esau was desperate for some of Jacob’s “red, red stuff.” The
red lentils gave the soup its color, and the Hebrew word for “red” is similar to the name
Edom. Esau was red in complexion at birth (verse 25). He craved Jacob’s red soup. His
descendants were the red tribe, the Edomites. This thread of color and names attaches
Esau to the future antagonists of the descendants of Jacob.
Jacob offered to exchange some of his red lentil soup for Esau’s birthright (25:31).
Jacob recognized his older brother’s desperate situation. However, instead of
generously giving Esau some of the red lentil soup Jacob insisted on receiving something
in return. He said to Esau, “First sell me your birthright.” The birthright, that is, the right
of the firstborn included priority in the family’s material and spiritual blessings. The
firstborn son was entitled to a double portion of any family inheritance (compare
Deuteronomy 21:17). God had promised that Jacob would eventually become the
preeminent of the two brothers (verse 23). Jacob, however, mistrusted God and took
matters into his own hands. He refused to wait patiently for God to fulfill His promise.
Instead, Jacob manipulated his older brother into selling his birthright for a bowl of soup!
God isn’t honored by our manipulative scheming. We need to trust Him to open doors
and guide us along His path.
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Treating lightly our God given privileges
will result in forfeited blessings (25:32-34).
While Jacob was at fault for scheming against his brother, Esau was at fault for
despising His birthright. Because Esau treated his privileges so lightly he forfeited God’s
blessings.
Esau determined that his birthright was of little value in comparison to his physical
hunger (25:32).
Esau’s plight was nowhere near dire. However, in his impulsiveness Esau
calculated that he would die on the spot if he didn’t have some of Jacob’s red lentil soup.
What good was a birthright to a dead man? Esau overestimated his hunger and
undervalued his birthright.
Jacob insisted on a formal exchange and Esau sold his birthright to Jacob (25:33).
Jacob wasn’t satisfied with Esau’s desperate appeal. He insisted on a formal
transaction. He made Esau take a legally binding oath that very moment. There could be
no room for careful consideration. Jacob leveraged Esau’s hunger and his impulsive
nature to win a bargain. Esau agreed to Jacob’s terms. He swore an oath, transferring his
legal rights to his younger brother.
Esau downed the red lentil soup and left, having despised his birthright (25:34).
In fulfillment of his part of the bargain Jacob gave a bowl of his red lentil soup to
Esau. The Hebrew text reveals in staccato form the impulsiveness of Esau’s decision.
Esau ate. Esau drank. Esau got up. Esau left. Esau despised his birthright. A few
minutes of physical refreshment revealed a lifelong contempt for spiritual things.
Hebrews 12:16 describes Esau as a godless, irreligious, or profane man because he sold
his birthright for a single meal. This was a deep rooted spiritual matter with Esau. We
dare not treat lightly the things of God. We may, like Esau, forfeit great spiritual
blessings in the process. Instead, we should embrace the richness of our relationship with
God that’s ours through faith in Jesus Christ, ever recognizing that God is constantly
working through imperfect people to accomplish His perfect plan.
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God’s Covenant and Isaac’s Deception
(Genesis 26:1-16)
Of the three patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—Isaac’s life was by far the
least dramatic. Isaac never traveled far from the place of his birth. His life was simple,
his challenges few. Most of his life as described in the Old Testament revolves around
his father or his sons. Genesis 26 is the only chapter devoted solely to Isaac’s life. In
this single chapter we read about Isaac’s interactions with the Philistines and his
blessings from God. Here we discover that Isaac was peaceable but at times uncertain in
his faith. God’s grand covenant rested on Isaac, but Isaac had periods of doubt and
disobedience. Still, God used Isaac and He can use us as well. He has promised to do so.
Isaac’s life reminds us that we can always trust God because God always keeps His
promises.

In spite of challenging circumstances
God always keeps His promises (26:1-6).
God is faithful. He always keeps His promises. God had promised to bless
Abraham and to bless the whole world through him. God had also promised to fulfill His
covenant through Abraham’s son Isaac. The grand covenant of God didn’t guarantee an
easy life, but it did guarantee a blessed life. Isaac faced a severe trial, a famine that
threatened to undo his very life. Could God still keep His promise?
Because of a famine Isaac migrated to the land of the Philistines (26:1).
Famine isn’t uncommon in the Middle East. A famine struck during the time of
Abraham (Genesis 12:10) and Abraham migrated to Egypt in order to survive. Now,
during the lifetime of Isaac, another famine struck the land of Canaan. In order to sustain
his family and flocks, Isaac migrated into Philistine territory, specifically the region of
Gerar where Abraham had stayed temporarily prior to Isaac’s birth (Genesis 20:1-20). At
that time Abraham lied about Sarah, calling her his sister. Abimelech, the king of Gerar,
took Sarah for himself, but God intervened in order to preserve His promise. Now, over
75 years later, Isaac relocated to Gerar. The king of the Philistines was Abimelech,
probably a descendant of the king who was alive in Abraham’s time. The name
Abimelech may actually have been a royal title. The crisis of the famine prompted Isaac
to migrate to the land of the Philistines, and he probably intended to go from there to
Egypt for relief.
God promised once again to fulfill His grand covenant through Isaac (26:2-5).
While Isaac was living in Gerar, Yahweh God appeared to him. He warned Isaac
not to go down to Egypt. Instead, Isaac was to stay in the land of promise, the land of
Canaan. God instructed Isaac to live in Gerar for the time being, probably long enough to
ride out the famine. There God would bless him. Then God established His grand
covenant with Isaac. He promised to give Isaac all the land, presumably referring to

160

Canaan and the land of the Philistines. God also promised to confirm in Isaac His sworn
oath to Abraham. God was going to make Isaac’s descendants as numerous as the stars
(compare Genesis 15:5) and He would give them the land of promise. Furthermore,
through Isaac’s offspring God would bless all nations on the earth. This grand covenant,
first given to Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3), now rested on Isaac. Abraham had been
obedient to God’s “requirements, commands, decrees, and laws,” and therefore he had
enjoyed the blessings of God. Now Isaac entered into those blessings. God is a God who
keeps His promises.
Isaac obeyed God and stayed in the land of the Philistines (26:6).
Like his father before him, Isaac also obeyed God. He stayed in the land of the
Philistines during the time of the famine. Isaac could trust God to keep His promises.
We, too, can trust God in the midst of the most challenging circumstances.

In spite of personal failure
God always keeps His promises (26:7-11).
Although Isaac trusted God and stayed in the land of the Philistines his faith was
far from perfect. Like his father, Isaac lied about his relationship with his wife in order to
avoid a perceived threat to his life.
Isaac lied about his relationship with his wife Rebekah because he feared what the
Philistines might do to him (26:7).
Like father, like son! Abraham twice lied about Sarah, telling the Egyptians and
then the Philistines that Sarah was his sister instead of his wife. God protected Abraham
and Sarah in spite of Abraham’s lapse of faith. Now Isaac lied about his wife Rebekah.
When the Philistines asked about her, Isaac said that Rebekah was his sister. His
deception was prompted by fear. Rebekah was a beautiful woman and Isaac was afraid
that the Philistines would kill him in order to obtain her. Isaac forgot that God was in
charge of his life. God would protect Isaac and Rebekah—He’d promised to do so.
Abimelech discovered that Rebekah was Isaac’s wife and confronted Isaac about his
deception (26:8-10).
“Be sure your sin will find you out” (Numbers 32:23). Isaac’s deception was
eventually discovered. Isaac had lived among the Philistines for an extended period of
time when Abimelech noticed Isaac “caressing” or “playing with” Rebekah in a husbandand-wife way. The word for caressing actually comes from the same root as the name
Isaac, which means “laughter.” When Abimelech saw their playful passion he confronted
Isaac with the truth. Isaac confessed that out of fear he had lied about Rebekah.
Abimelech rebuked Isaac—the pagan king rebuked the man of God—based on the moral
code that was in place even among the Philistines. Had one of the Philistine men violated
Rebekah, a married woman, the people would have suffered the consequences of their
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guilt. This must have been a painful rebuke for God’s chosen recipient of His grand
covenant.
Abimelech warned his people not to touch Isaac or Rebekah under penalty of death
(26:11).
Abimelech made it abundantly clear to the people of Gerar that no one was to
touch either Rebekah or Isaac. Anyone who violated this command would be put to
death. Isaac and Rebekah were under the protection of the king of the Philistines.
However, they had been under the protection of God all along. Isaac’s personal failure
didn’t negate God’s promise. In spite of our failures God always keeps His promises.

In spite of difficult people
God always keeps His promises (26:12-16).
Isaac’s troubles weren’t over. The famine had forced him to migrate to Gerar.
His deception had strained his relationship with Abimelech. Now the Philistines would
take issue with Isaac simply because Isaac was the obvious beneficiary of God’s
blessings.
Because of God’s blessing Isaac became increasingly wealthy (26:12-13).
God had promised to bless Isaac, and bless him He did! Isaac’s crops yielded a
harvest of a hundredfold. This unusually high yield was a direct result of God’s blessing.
Over time Isaac grew increasingly wealthy—he became great, greater, and very great
(based on the repetition of terms in the Hebrew text). God’s hand was on Isaac and his
family.
The Philistines came to envy Isaac’s wealth and retaliated by plugging his wells
(26:14-15).
As so often happens, class envy reared its ugly head. Isaac had so many flocks
and herds and servants that the local Philistines became jealous. Their envy drove them
to drastic measures. Water, so precious in those arid lands, was available on a consistent
basis only from wells. Abraham had dug a number of wells in that region to water his
flocks. Now the Philistines out of envy stopped up those wells so that Isaac wouldn’t
prosper any more than he had. The limited water supply would either limit Isaac’s wealth
or drive Isaac from the region. Isaac had been blessed by God, but the people around him
brought hardship. God’s people are often misunderstood, rejected, and even persecuted
by unbelievers. Jesus warned that His followers would suffer persecution (John 15:20).
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Abimelech insisted that Isaac leave the region out of fear that Isaac was becoming too
powerful (26:16).
Tensions grew to such a degree that Abimelech eventually told Isaac to leave the
region. Abimelech acknowledged that Isaac had grown too powerful and was now a
threat to their stability. God’s blessing was so great that Isaac eclipsed the local rulers in
wealth and power. Isaac could have resisted, since he had become so powerful. Instead
he left peacefully. God had blessed him and he would not use God’s blessings to harm
others. We, too, should treat difficult people in our lives with grace. Isaac had learned to
trust God in spite of challenging circumstances, personal failure, and even difficult
people. His life reminds us that we can always trust God because God always keeps His
promises.
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Isaac’s Wells and God’s Blessing
(Genesis 26:17-35)
Isaac was a man characterized by contentment. His life wasn’t illustrious. He
walked away from conflicts rather than insist on his own rights. He valued peace. God
blessed Isaac and granted him peace with the surrounding tribes and peoples. Isaac’s
wasn’t a perfect life—he had lapses in faith and judgment, and his family provided plenty
of tensions. But in Genesis 26:17-35 we see Isaac primarily in his role as a peacemaker.
Jesus once said, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God”
(Matthew 5:9). Isaac’s life teaches us that God honors those who make peace a priority.
Even in the midst of turmoil we can experience deep inner peace. This kind of peace
flows from our relationship with God, the God of peace (Hebrews 13:20-21).

We’ll experience inner peace when
we learn to patiently endure hardships (26:17-22).
Peace can be ours even in the middle of jealous opposition. Isaac had been living
in Gerar in the territory of the Philistines. God had blessed Isaac, and the Philistines
came to resent Isaac. They stopped up Isaac’s wells and “invited” Isaac to leave their
region. Then they dogged Isaac’s steps until he was well out of their reach. Isaac could
have retaliated, but he chose instead a path of peace.
Isaac moved away from the Philistines and opened the wells that Abraham had
previously dug (26:17-18).
Isaac moved away from the city of Gerar and settled in the outlying valley of that
name. There his father, Abraham, had dug a number of wells. Isaac apparently owned
the rights to these wells as the heir of Abraham. However, the neighboring Philistines
had stopped up these wells after Abraham’s death, thereby denying any family claim.
Isaac reopened these wells and renamed them according to the names Abraham had
assigned to each. Isaac thereby declared continuity with Abraham’s possessions and
blessings.
The Philistines contested Isaac’s rights to two of the wells, but Isaac finally reached a
place of peace when he dug his third well (26:19-22).
The first well that Isaac opened drew the Philistines’ attention and they raced to
claim this well as their own. Because they quarreled over this well, Isaac named the well
“Contention” (“Esek” in Hebrew). Isaac opened a second well that the Philistines
likewise contested. Isaac named this well “Opposition” (“Sitnah,” related to the name
“Satan” in Hebrew). Again Isaac moved away in the interests of peace, content to
surrender his rights and trust God. Isaac opened a third well farther away, but this time
the Philistines didn’t contest his ownership. Isaac named this well “Open Place”
(“Rehoboth” in Hebrew), sensing that at last God had given him an open space in which
to live and flourish. Because Isaac valued peace God gave him a peaceful place to live.
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Isaac patiently endured the hardships imposed on him by the Philistines and God granted
Isaac peace.
We’ll experience inner peace when
we learn to rest in God’s care (26:23-25).
Inner peace reflects an attitude of confident trust in God. When we learn to rest in
God’s care we’ll experience this kind of peace. Peter said, “Cast all your anxiety (cares)
on him because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). Isaac had learned to trust God’s
promises.
God appeared to Isaac at Beersheba and reassured Isaac of His promised blessing
(26:23-24).
Although God had blessed Isaac at Rehoboth, the nature of nomadic life prompted
Isaac to move on to new territory. Isaac once again relocated, this time to Beersheba.
Beersheba had been a significant location in the life of Abraham as well. It was at
Beersheba that Abraham swore and oath of peace with the Abimelech of his day and
subsequently called on God (Genesis 21:22-33). Now Isaac went to Beersheba and there
God again appeared to him. God identified Himself as the God of Abraham, encouraged
Isaac not to be afraid, and assured Isaac of His divine presence. God again promised to
bless Isaac. Isaac was the promised recipient of God’s covenant with Abraham.
Isaac built an altar to honor God and pitched his tent to settle in that region (26:25).
Isaac responded to God’s appearance and reassurance by building Him and altar,
just as his father had done on several occasions. At Beersheba, Isaac, like Abraham,
called on the name of the Lord. In addition to building an altar Isaac also pitched his tent,
indicating a settled contentment and anticipation of God’s blessing in that region. At the
same time Isaac’s servants began to dig a well. Isaac had learned to rest in God’s care.
He could be at peace with others, at peace with God, and at peace within himself.
We’ll experience inner peace when
we learn to get along with people (26:26-33).
Being at peace with others lends itself to attaining inner peace. Isaac struck a
peace treaty with the Philistines, thereby proving that he was a man of peace.
Abimelech went to Isaac in order to establish a peace treaty because he recognized that
God continually blessed Isaac (26:26-29).
Abimelech, the king of the Philistine tribes, took a delegation (including an aid
named Ahuzzath and his military commander named Phicol) to establish a peace treaty
with Isaac. Even though Isaac had moved away from the Philistines, his growing

165

influence apparently posed an ongoing threat. Isaac was seemingly surprised by
Abimelech’s arrival since Abimelech had previously shown “hatred” toward Isaac by
asking him to leave the region (compare Genesis 26:16). Abimelech acknowledged that
God had blessed Isaac. Therefore, it was in their best interests to establish a peace treaty.
Abimelech claimed to have treated Isaac well during his sojourn among the Philistines,
although the record indicates that the Philistines had harassed Isaac all along the way.
Still, a peace treaty would prevent future conflicts. It’s interesting to note that twice the
Philistine king referred to the blessings of God in Isaac’s life. The world does notice
when God is at work among His people.
Isaac entered into a peace treaty with Abimelech and sent him away in peace (26:3031).
Because Isaac was a man of peace he willingly entered into the proposed peace
treaty. He first provided a banquet for Abimelech and his court officials. The next day
the two parties swore an oath to each other and Isaac sent Abimelech away in peace.
Isaac was able to get along with others, even with those who had previously done him
harm.
That day Isaac’s servants discovered water and Isaac reestablished the name of the
place as Beersheba (26:32-33).
Not coincidentally, Isaac’s servants that very day found water. God’s obvious
blessing rested on Isaac in response to Isaac’s gesture of peace. Isaac trusted God and
God provided. Isaac named the well “Oath” (“Shibah” in Hebrew) because water was
discovered on the very day on which Isaac made an oath of peace with the Philistines.
This was the same name that Abraham had assigned to this place when he, too, had made
an oath of peace with the ruler of that region (Genesis 21:31). The city became known as
the “well of the oath” or “Beersheba.” God had granted peace to Isaac, the man of peace.

Outward tensions will constantly
challenge our sense of inner peace (26:34-35).
Although Isaac had established peace with his neighbors and experienced inner
peace by trusting God’s promises, his sense of peace was threatened by his own family.
His son, Esau, brought grief into Isaac’s home.
Disregarding his spiritual heritage, Esau married two Hittite women (26:34).
Esau had previously demonstrated a shallow disregard for the spiritual heritage of
his family by casually selling his birthright. Now he further distanced himself from
God’s blessing by marrying two Hittite women—Judith and Basemath. Esau, though
forty years old at the time, showed no spiritual discernment. He married outside of his
family’s faith.
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Esau’s Hittite wives became a source of grief to Isaac and Rebekah (26:35).
Both Isaac and Rebekah recognized that Esau’s marriages were inappropriate.
The two Hittite women whom Esau married were a source of grief to the family.
Previously, Abraham had determined that Isaac would marry only someone with close
family and faith ties and God provided Rebekah for Isaac in a remarkable way. Esau,
however, on his own volition married outside the family of faith. Even though Isaac was
a man of peace, there was grief in his home. We may be at peace with God, with others,
and within ourselves, but there will always be threats to our sense of peace. However,
even in the midst of all kinds of turmoil we can experience deep inner peace with God.
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Jacob Steals Esau’s Blessing—The Act of Deception
(Genesis 27:1-29)
Family relationships were already strained and now they would unravel
altogether. Isaac showed favoritism toward his older son, Esau. Rebekah favored their
younger son, Jacob. Earlier, Jacob had bartered the family birthright away from Esau for
a bowl of soup. Now Jacob, at his mother’s instigation and with her help, would lie to his
father and steal his brother’s blessing. Such was the family through which God had
chosen to pass His grand covenant of blessing to the world! Once again we’re reminded
that God uses hurting, broken, imperfect people to accomplish His perfect plan. In
Genesis 27:1-29 we read about the act of deception on the part of Jacob. The aftermath
of that act is recorded in the last part of this chapter and warrants a message of its own.
The whole story unfolds in several scenes. The first three scenes—the act of deception—
reveal three flaws in the favored family. From this story we learn that when we forget
God’s promises we feed our selfish desires.
“Scene One: Isaac’s Mistaken Priorities”—
Don’t become insensitive to God’s perfect plan (27:1-4).
Scene one in this drama begins with an aging Isaac. Determined to bless his
favored son, Isaac initiates a plan that reveals his spiritual insensitivity to God’s stated
promise to bless the younger son, Jacob.
When Isaac grew old and had lost his eyesight he sent for his favored son Esau (27:1).
Based on comparisons of several chronological notations in Genesis (25:26;
30:25; 31:41; 41:46, 47; 45:6; 47:9) Isaac was about 137 years old, the same age at which
his half-brother Ishmael died a few years earlier (Genesis 25:17). Isaac may have
concluded that his own death was near. Genesis 27:1 points out that Isaac’s eyesight had
deteriorated over the years to the point that he was blind. This note of physical blindness
hints at a spiritual blindness, or at least a spiritual insensitivity, in Isaac as well. In this
condition Isaac sent for Esau who promptly went to his father.
Isaac instructed Esau to hunt and prepare some wild game for him (2-4a).
Isaac admitted that he didn’t know how soon he would die. In fact, Isaac lived
another 43 years, until the age of 180 (Genesis 35:28). Isaac seemed insensitive to God’s
provision of life and longevity as well as to God’s plan to bless Jacob instead of Esau.
Isaac instructed Esau to go hunting and prepare some delicious wild game for him.
Again, we see here a man more interested in this taste sensation than in God’s plan. Isaac
had adopted mistaken priorities. Throughout this account Isaac’s physical senses, in
contrast to his spiritual sensitivity, are highlighted (sight—27:1; taste—27:4; touch—
27:22; hearing—27:22; smell—27:27). Isaac simply craved a delicious meal.
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Isaac expressed his intention to bestow on Esau the family blessing (27:4b).
Isaac intended to extend to his favored son Esau the family blessing. This
blessing, related to but distinct from the birthright, would have honored Esau above his
younger brother Jacob. This bestowal of the family blessing on Esau would have also
violated God’s stated purpose of blessing Jacob over Esau (Genesis 25:23). Isaac seems
to have been motivated more by his physical appetites than any spiritual sensitivity at this
moment in his life. Our personal pleasures and desires can easily prevent us from
pursuing God’s plan for our lives. We need to guard our hearts against spiritual
insensitivity.
“Scene Two: Rebekah’s Misplaced Trust”—
Don’t take it on yourself to orchestrate God’s will (27:5-17).
In the second scene of this story of grand theft Rebekah takes a leading role. This
intrusive mother, not seeing a way for God to keep His promises, intervenes in order to
orchestrate circumstances to accomplish God’s will. Her failure to trust God moved her
to manipulate her own family.
Rebekah warned her favored son Jacob about Isaac’s plan to bless Esau (27:5-7).
Rebekah was eavesdropping on Isaac’s conversation with Esau. As soon as Esau
left to retrieve some wild game for his father, Rebekah went into action. She warned
Jacob that his father was about to give the family blessing to Esau, contrary to the
promise of God.
Rebekah instructed Jacob to cooperate with her in a ruse so that he would receive the
family blessing instead of Esau (27:8-10).
Rebekah didn’t stop with a warning to Jacob. She had also quickly devised a
plan. She instructed Jacob to fetch two young goats which she would prepare in such a
way as to deceive Isaac into thinking they were wild game. (Goats, no doubt, have a
gamy flavor all their own!) Jacob was then to take this food to his father and thereby
trick Isaac into granting him the family blessing. If God wouldn’t keep His promise and
bless Jacob, Rebekah would make sure that God’s promise was fulfilled.
Jacob objected to Rebekah’s plot because he feared getting caught and receiving a
curse instead of a blessing (27:11-12).
Jacob objected to his mother’s plot, not because he preferred to take the moral
high ground but because he feared the consequences of getting caught. Instead of
receiving the family blessing, Jacob might be cursed by his father. Furthermore, it was
likely that Isaac would detect this ruse. After all, Esau was a hairy man and Jacob was
smooth skinned. All Isaac would have to do is touch Jacob’s arm and he would quickly
discern that it was Jacob instead of Esau.
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Rebekah assured Jacob that she would take the blame if Isaac discovered their plot
(27:13).
Rebekah countered Jacob’s concerns by assuring her favored son that she would
take any curse on herself should Isaac discover their plot. Such was the love of a mother
for her son, a love that seems to have overlooked the wrong of enticing her son to lie.
Rebekah then told Jacob to do her bidding. After all, mother knows best!
Rebekah and Jacob prepared everything necessary to deceive Isaac into giving the
family blessing to Jacob (27:14-17).
Jacob willingly obeyed his mother. He brought her two goats which she prepared
in such a way as to mimic the taste of wild game—a flavor that would please Isaac’s
palate. Rebekah also devised a plan to prevent Isaac from recognizing Jacob. She
dressed Jacob in some of Esau’s clothes and covered Jacob’s hands and neck with goat
skins that would simulate Esau’s hairy body. Isn’t it interesting how quickly deception
and its methods expand once we’ve determined to be dishonest? Rebekah then sent
Jacob into his father’s presence with the meal she’d prepared. All was set. God’s will
would at last be accomplished, no thanks to God!
“Scene Three: Jacob’s Misguided Actions”—
Don’t assume that blessings vindicate your character (27:18-29).
We might have assumed that God would shut down Rebekah’s deceptive plan and
prevent Jacob from deceiving his father. But such was not the case. In this third scene
we see Jacob pulling off this ruse with cunning skill. His misguided actions did indeed
win him the family blessing, but it revealed serious character flaws.
Jacob went to Isaac and lied about his identity and about God’s provision (27:18-20).
Jacob went to his father pretending to be Esau. When Isaac questioned him,
Jacob said, “I am Esau, your firstborn.” He then invited his father to sit up and enjoy the
food he’d brought so that Isaac could grant him the family blessing. Isaac was still
uncertain and asked how it happened that his son had come back so quickly. Jacob had
lied about himself. Now he would lie about God! Jacob said that the Lord God had
granted him success in the hunt. Jacob didn’t trust God to provide the family blessing,
but he could lie about God’s provision of food in the open field.
Isaac examined Jacob with his physical senses and concluded that he was Esau (27:2127a).
Isaac invited his son to come closer to him. He expressed uncertainty about the
identity of his guest. Isaac’s ears heard the voice of Jacob, but his hands felt the hairy
hands of Esau. Once again Isaac asked his son to identify himself, and once again Jacob
lied to his father. Jacob then gave his father some meat, bread, and wine. After eating,

170

Isaac kissed his son. Isaac’s hands and now his nose told him that this was Esau. The
deception was complete. Isaac blessed Jacob.
Isaac pronounced the family blessing on Jacob (27:27b-29).
Isaac pronounced the family blessing on Jacob, granting him the richness of
God’s harvest—water, grain, and wine. In addition, Isaac blessed Jacob with authority
over the surrounding nations and even over his family members, including his brother. In
this act of blessing Jacob, Isaac passed on the spiritual blessing to his younger son. God
had promised to grant authority to the younger of Isaac’s sons, and now this blessing
indeed belonged to Jacob. Of course, Jacob obtained the family blessing in the wrong
way. He did it through deception. But God always keeps His promises. Although
Jacob’s character was flawed he entered into the blessing of God. The presence of
blessings in our lives doesn’t guarantee the presence of godly character. Jacob was yet to
learn, through painful experiences, his need to depend entirely on God. When we forget
God’s promises we feed our selfish desires. The act of deception on Jacob’s part led to
dire consequences in his family. The rest of this story reports the aftermath of Jacob’s
deception.
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Jacob Steals Esau’s Blessing—The Aftermath of Deception
(Genesis 27:30—28:9)
Sir Walter Scott once wrote, “Oh, what a tangled web we weave, when first we
practice to deceive!” Edward Bulwer Lytton stated, “The easiest person to deceive is
one’s own self.” Jacob’s deception wove a tangled web for his whole family and it
revealed his own faltering heart as well. In his act of deception we find three unfolding
scenes: Isaac’s mistaken priorities (27:1-4), Rebekah’s misplaced trust (27:5-17), and
Jacob’s misguided actions (27:18-29). The aftermath of this deception reveals four
additional scenes in this drama: Isaac’s irreparable remorse (27:30-40), Rebekah’s
severed relationship (27:41-45), Jacob’s evasive escape (27:46—28:5), and Esau’s
impulsive revenge (28:6-9). The story of Jacob stealing Esau’s blessing is a warning to
all of God’s people not to depend on human strategies but to instead trust God’s perfect
plan. Purely human strategies fail to honor God’s perfect plan and ultimately end up
bringing great harm to the people involved.
“Scene Four: Isaac’s Irreparable Remorse”—
Don’t make decisions in haste that you’ll eventually come to regret (27:30-40).
Scene four focuses on Isaac and his remorse upon discovering that he had given
the family blessing to Jacob instead of Esau. In response to Esau’s pleading, Isaac
bestowed a blessing of sorts on his older son as well.
Esau returned from hunting and took some wild game to his father Isaac (27:30-31).
Jacob had deceived his father into granting him the family blessing. As soon as
Jacob left Isaac’s presence in walked Esau. Esau had captured and prepared some wild
game for his father as requested. He took this delicious delicacy to Isaac and invited his
father to eat and to then grant him the family blessing. We can imagine Esau’s
excitement at the prospect of the blessing and how quickly his hopes were dashed by the
revelation of Jacob’s deception.
Isaac trembled at the thought of his mistake and told Esau that Jacob had received the
family blessing (27:32-33).
When Isaac heard Esau’s voice he asked his son to identify himself. “Esau, your
firstborn,” was the response. Immediately Isaac knew that something dreadfully wrong
had occurred. He was “terrified with a great terror” at the thought. Maybe Isaac’s fear
stemmed from his realization that he had disregarded God’s promise to bless the younger
son. Isaac asked Esau who it was that had already brought him food and received the
family blessing, knowing full well that Jacob had deceived him. Isaac had blessed Jacob
instead of Esau, “and indeed he will be blessed,” Isaac declared. The blessing was final.
Jacob was the blessed son, not Esau.
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Esau cried out in bitterness and begged Isaac to give him a blessing also (27:34-38).
Esau knew all too well the meaning of what had taken place. He had been
cheated out of the family blessing. He cried out a great and bitter cry and begged Isaac to
bless him as well. Isaac stated the obvious—Jacob had deceived his father and stolen the
blessing. Esau then referred to Jacob’s name, the “heal grabber,” indicating that Jacob’s
name matched his character. Jacob had twice deceived Esau, or so it seemed to Esau.
Jacob had taken Esau’s birthright for a bowl of soup (in which transaction Esau was fully
involved). Now Jacob had stolen the family blessing (without Esau’s knowledge). Esau
pleaded with Isaac for a blessing of his own. Isaac stated that in bestowing the family
blessing on Jacob he had made Jacob master over Esau and all the rest of the household.
Jacob would indeed prosper. In tears Esau continued to press his father for a blessing.
Isaac pronounced a baneful blessing on Esau (27:39-40).
Isaac then pronounced a blessing on Esau, but this was not a blessing of
prosperity. It was a baneful blessing, declaring Esau’s inferior status. Esau would be
excluded from the earth’s richness and the dew of heaven, elements that now belonged to
Jacob (compare 27:28). Esau would live not in peace but by the sword. He would be
subservient to his younger brother, but Esau would eventually fight his way free from the
yoke of bondage. Isaac had little left to give Esau. Isaac’s remorse couldn’t change the
situation. His blessing on Jacob, made in haste, came to be a decision he regretted.
Isaac’s example is a warning to all of us to seek God’s leading in the decisions we make,
thereby avoiding decider’s remorse.
“Scene Five: Rebekah’s Severed Relationship”—
Don’t sacrifice long term joys for immediate satisfaction (27:41-45).
The fifth scene features Rebekah. This doting mother, by attempting to elevate
her favored son, now faced the reality that she would be separated from her son
indefinitely. The immediate plot for Jacob to receive the family blessing resulted in
something unforeseen, a permanent separation between Rebekah and Jacob.
Esau despised Jacob and determined to kill him at an opportune moment (27:41).
Esau “hated” Jacob. Jacob had stolen the family blessing. Esau determined then
and there to kill his brother as soon as their father Isaac died. Esau assumed that Isaac’s
death was imminent (compare verse 2). Once Isaac had passed away Esau would set the
record straight, or so he thought in that moment of rage.
Rebekah warned Jacob to flee from Esau’s anger and live temporarily with her brother
in Mesopotamia (27:42-45).
Rebekah, always aware of every family member’s conversations, soon learned
about Esau’s murderous plot. She quickly warned Jacob and instructed him to flee to her
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brother Laban in Haran, in far off Mesopotamia. Rebekah hoped that Jacob could stay
out of harm’s way for a brief period of time, at least until Esau’s anger subsided. When
the situation changed at home, Rebekah would send for Jacob. Rebekah feared losing
“both” in one day—concerned that if Esau killed Jacob, Esau might be executed for his
crime, or possibly realizing that her actions had already destroyed her relationship with
Esau. While Rebekah anticipated that her separation from her favored son would be
brief, she would in fact never see Jacob again. Jacob would spend twenty years in Haran
and Rebekah would die before he returned home. Unwittingly, Rebekah sacrificed her
long term joy for the immediate satisfaction of having Jacob receive the family blessing.
“Scene Six: Jacob’s Evasive Escape”—Don’t assume that
running away from problems is an adequate solution (27:46—28:5).
The sixth scene in this unfolding drama involves Jacob’s flight to Mesopotamia.
Having stolen the family blessing he would now run away from the problems he’d
created, feigning a need to secure a wife but really avoiding his brother’s hatred.
Rebekah told Isaac that she despised Esau’s Hittite wives, hinting that Jacob should go
to her homeland to find a wife (27:46).
Rebekah took her plan to protect Jacob’s life to her husband Isaac, but she did so
under the pretense of securing a wife for her favored son. Rebekah told Isaac that she
was worn out from grieving over Esau’s Hittite wives. In fact, both Rebekah and Isaac
had grieved over these women (26:34-35). Rebekah then expressed her great concern
over the possibility of Jacob taking Hittite wives like his brother.
Isaac sent Jacob away to Mesopotamia to find a wife, reaffirming his blessing on
Jacob (28:1-4).
Isaac concurred with Rebekah’s plan to send Jacob away. After all, this might be
the best plan to bring peace to the family given the current crisis. Isaac called Jacob,
blessed him, and instructed him not to marry any of the local Canaanite women. Instead,
Jacob was to go to Mesopotamia (Paddan Aram), to the house of his maternal
grandfather, Bethuel. From this extended family line Jacob would find a suitable wife.
Isaac expressed his desire that God Almighty would bless Jacob and multiply Jacob’s
descendants. Isaac openly conferred on Jacob the blessing, that blessing first given to
Abraham. Jacob would inherit the land of Canaan, become a great nation, and bless all
nations on the earth.
Jacob left Canaan and went to Rebekah’s homeland and family in Mesopotamia
(28:5).
With his father’s true blessing, Jacob set out for Mesopotamia. There he would
encounter Rebekah’s brother, Laban. There he would marry two of Laban’s daughters.
There God would grant Jacob the sons who would become the tribes of Israel. But for
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now Jacob merely set out on the intended adventure, escaping Esau’s wrath and hoping
for God’s promised blessing. Instead of setting things right, Jacob ran. It would be
twenty years before he would return and make things right with Esau. Jacob still had
many lessons to learn, lessons of faith in the God who keeps His promises.
“Scene Seven: Esau’s Impulsive Revenge”—
Don’t let bitterness consume your heart and define your choices (28:6-9).
Esau was bitter. He’d been cheated by his brother. Now he learned that his father
had affirmed the blessing on Jacob and sent him away to find a proper bride. Esau was
unable to take out his anger on Jacob, but he could do so to his parents. His bitterness
consumed his heart and he made more poor choices in his anger. This final scene of this
tragic drama shows that deceit leads to bitterness and damaged relationships.
Esau discovered that Isaac had again blessed Jacob and sent him to Mesopotamia to
get a wife (28:6-7).
If he didn’t know it already, Esau now discovered that his Hittite wives were a
grief to his parents. Isaac and Rebekah had instructed Jacob to find a wife among their
broader family, not within the Canaanite and Hittite tribes like Esau. Jacob had fled and
now Esau had no way to even the score with his brother. Instead, Esau turned his bitter
heart against his parents.
Esau married Mahalath, an Ishmaelite and granddaughter of Abraham (28:8-9).
Esau went to Ishmael’s family and secured another wife, Mahalath, a descendant
of Abraham through Isaac’s brother. Some commentators see this act as an attempt to
win Isaac’s favor, since Esau was marrying within closer family ties. But Ishmael had
long been estranged from Isaac, so Esau’s act seems more likely to have been a form of
revenge. If Isaac wouldn’t honor Esau with a proper blessing, Esau wouldn’t honor Isaac
with a proper bride. This impulsive display of bitterness revealed once again the spiritual
insensitivity of Esau’s heart. His descendants, the Edomites, would become one of many
tribal people who would resist the descendants of Jacob, the Israelites. Esau’s bitterness
would yield lasting hatred for centuries. His example is a constant warning to us not to
let bitterness define us. The sad saga of Jacob stealing Esau’s blessing reminds us that
purely human strategies fail to honor God’s perfect plan and ultimately end up bringing
great harm to the people involved. It’s far better to simply trust God and wait for Him to
fulfill His perfect and pleasing will.
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Jacob’s Stairway Vision of God
(Genesis 28:10-22)
Faith formation is a journey, and no one came to understand this reality better
than Jacob. Jacob had lied to his father, cheated his brother, and stolen the family
blessing. As a result his life was in jeopardy. At the urging of his doting mother, Jacob
set out from his home in the land of promise to find a bride and his fortune in his
mother’s homeland of Mesopotamia. This sojourn would last not several months but
twenty years. During this time God would both stretch and strengthen Jacob and Jacob
would develop a deepening faith in God. So often it’s the trials of life that make us into
the kind of people God wants us to be. Jacob’s journey began with an unusual encounter
with God, a vision of a stairway with God at the top, Jacob at the bottom, and angels
ascending and descending. Through this vision God assured Jacob of His divine blessing
and protection. Through this encounter Jacob began a new relationship with God. From
this event we learn that God is ready to break into our lives when we’re ready to listen to
Him. A personal encounter with God will transform our lives.

A vision—when we encounter God
we can rest in His promises (28:10-15).
This story begins with a vision, moves to a monument, and ends with a vow.
Through a vision God revealed His precious promises to Jacob. God has also revealed
His promises to us in His Word, and we can rest in those promises.
Jacob began his journey to Mesopotamia and stopped along the way to sleep (28:1011).
Jacob had stolen the family blessing from his brother Esau and Esau, seething
with anger, intended to take Jacob’s life. Rebekah encouraged her favored son to leave
the region and find safety—and a wife—in her family’s homeland of Mesopotamia.
Having parted company with his parents, Jacob began his journey. He left Beersheba
behind and set off for the city of Haran where Rebekah’s brother, Laban, lived. When
Jacob arrived in the region of Bethel, not long into his journey, he settled down for the
night. Making a stone his pillow (padded with a blanket or cloak?) he fell asleep. While
Esau was a man of the open fields, Jacob preferred the quiet, civilized life among the
nomadic tents (Genesis 25:27). But Jacob now found himself without his family, without
his comforts, and without the assurance that only faith can provide. However, his faith
journey was about to begin in earnest.
Jacob had a dream in which he saw a stairway reaching into heaven (28:12).
As he slept Jacob had a dream. He saw a “ladder,” better translated a “stairway”
(the Hebrew word, used only here in the Old Testament, refers to a ramp or riser of
stones). This stairway had its base on the “land” (the Promised Land) around him. The
top of the stairway reached into heaven. Angels of God were ascending and descending
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this stairway, indicating a constant interaction between heaven and earth, between God
and God’s people. This link between heaven and earth reminds us that there are unseen
spiritual realities all around us. It also reminds us that God is quietly, yet keenly, active
in this world. This must have been an arresting vision to Jacob, a man on the run.
God spoke to Jacob and passed His grand covenant on to him (28:13-14).
Yahweh God stood at the top of the stairway in Jacob’s vision. God spoke to
Jacob, identifying Himself as Yahweh, the God of Jacob’s grandfather Abraham and his
father Isaac. God then restated His grand covenant, the covenant originally given to
Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3), passed along through Isaac (Genesis 26:2-5), and now
granted to Jacob. Jacob would become the recipient of that covenant. God promised to
give Jacob the land on which he was sleeping, the Promised Land. God promised to
increase Jacob’s descendants to be as pervasive as the dust of the earth, spreading to the
four points of the compass. Through Jacob and his descendants all the nations on the
earth would be blessed. Ultimately the Messiah, Jesus Christ, would be born through
Jacob’s line, and it’s through Jesus that people of every nation can enter into the spiritual
blessings of God’s grand covenant.
God assured Jacob of His presence and protection and promised to bring Jacob back to
the Promised Land (28:15).
In addition to the future ramifications of His grand covenant, God promised to
bless Jacob during his period of sojourn in Mesopotamia. God would be present with
Jacob. He would protect Jacob. He would bring Jacob back to the land of promise. God
promised to be with Jacob all along the way. God was reaching out to this fearful,
fleeing man. Jacob could count on God by faith. He could rest in God’s promises. This
encounter with God was a turning point in Jacob’s life. Jacob was now on a journey of
faith. He would learn in new ways what it means to trust in God. When we encounter
God in a personal way we, too, begin a new journey and learn in fresh ways how to rest
in God’s promises.

A monument—when we encounter God
we should recognize His presence (28:16-19).
Jacob’s vision prompted him to build a memorial. He would mark this experience
with a stone monument. We may find it helpful to return in our hearts to those places
where God has made Himself known to us.
Jacob woke up and realized that unbeknownst to him God was present in that place
(28:16-17).
“Surely the Lord is in this place, and I did not know it.” This honest confession
from Jacob’s lips expresses the condition of many hearts today. We’re insensitive to the
spiritual realities around us. We’re woefully unaware of God’s active presence in our
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lives and in the world. We need to learn to be still, to listen, to look, and to discern the
quiet movements of God in our daily lives. Through the vision of the stairway Jacob
became aware of God in his life. This new awareness raised fear in his heart. When
we’re running away from God and God interjects His presence we rightfully should be
afraid. Our fear, like that of Jacob’s, should also move us to humility. Jacob, in fear,
declared, “How fearful is this place.” He then acknowledged that this ordinary place was
in reality the house of God and the doorway to heaven. In reverent fear Jacob saw God in
a new light. He saw God as a God who reaches out to us and invites us into heavenly
realities. God is present all around us. We need to become spiritually sensitive to His
works and His ways.
Jacob set up a memorial stone and named the place Bethel, “the house of God” (28:1819).
This startling revelation of God began a transformation in Jacob’s life. He got up
early in the morning, took the stone that had served as his pillow and set it up as a pillar,
and poured oil on the stone in an act of consecration. He then named the place “Bethel,”
meaning “the house of God.” Formerly known by the Canaanites as Luz, Bethel had
been the site at which Abraham had built an altar to the Lord many years before (Genesis
12:8; 13:3). Jacob, however, gave this site its new name. He had come to recognize that
God lives among His people. At the end of Jacob’s sojourn God would give him a new
name, Israel—“a prince with God.” Jacob had many lessons to learn along the way, but
his encounter with God at Bethel marked a new beginning, a spiritual rebirth. How
appropriate to commemorate that encounter with God by setting up a monument to God’s
gracious presence.

A vow—when we encounter God
we should respond with devotion (28:20-22).
Jacob’s life had taken a new turn. His life so far had been characterized by deceit
and greed. Now he would learn to be known as a man of God. This transformation
would take many years, but the journey had begun. Jacob expressed his new faith
commitment with a vow, a promise to honor God.
Jacob vowed to honor God in response to God’s blessing in his life (28:20-21).
Jacob made a vow to God, a vow that may seem to include a bit of bargaining
with God but can better be seen as a declaration of Jacob’s intent to make God his God.
“If God will be with me” could be understood as “since God will be with me.” God had
promised His protection and blessing. Jacob would now anticipate God’s watchful care.
He would trust God to protect him on his journey, to provide food and clothing, and to
bring him back home to his father’s house. In this way Jacob would trust Yahweh God to
be his God. These first expressions of faith would work themselves deeply into Jacob’s
soul during his sojourn in Mesopotamia. But for now Jacob was simply declaring his
loyalty to the God who had revealed Himself at Bethel.
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Jacob vowed to give a tenth of his wealth to God in response to God’s blessing in his
life (28:22).
Jacob anticipated returning to Bethel after his journey to Mesopotamia, and he
intended to return to this sacred place where God had made Himself known. The stone
monument would truly mark the “house of God.” Jacob also vowed to make a tangible
demonstration of his faith. Upon his safe return home, Jacob would return to God one
tenth of the wealth God would give him on his journey—not longer would Jacob be
characterized by greed but by generosity. Jacob’s life had been touched at every level by
his encounter with God. He was now ready to enter into the school of faith and discover
through trials the greatness of God. God is ready to break into our lives when we’re
ready to listen to Him, and a personal encounter with God will transform our lives.
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Jacob Meets Rachel and Laban
(Genesis 29:1-14)
It may have been love at first sight. Jacob was on a journey to find a wife, but
who he really needed to find was God. God had introduced Himself to Jacob early in the
journey, and God would reveal Himself over and over again through people and
circumstances. One of the people God brought into Jacob’s life was Rachel, his future
wife. Another individual was Rachel’s father Laban. Laban would prove to be a
hospitable host, at least in the first few weeks of Jacob’s stay in Haran. God was putting
together the pieces of the puzzle that would constitute Jacob’s journey of faith. From this
account of Jacob’s life we learn that we can trust God to perfectly orchestrate the
circumstances of our lives.

God providentially
guards and guides our lives (29:1-8).
Jacob’s journey took him from his home in the Promised Land to Haran in
Mesopotamia. Travel in ancient times was always risky, but God guarded and guided
Jacob along the way. Through His wise providence God takes care of His people.
Jacob continued his journey and arrived safely in Mesopotamia (29:1).
Having just encountered God in a dream, Jacob resumed his journey. But now
there seems to be a spring in Jacob’s step. The Hebrew text says that Jacob “lifted his
feet and went.” God was at his side, and Jacob could travel with anticipation of God’s
blessing. It would have taken Jacob several weeks to get to Haran, and with each step he
could count on God’s protection and guidance. Eventually Jacob arrived safely among
the people of the east in the region of Mesopotamia.
Jacob encountered a group of shepherds who were gathered around a well (29:2-3).
Having covered many sparsely populated miles, Jacob came upon a well. Nearby
were three flocks of sheep. The well was covered with a large stone, no doubt to protect
its precious water from evaporation and contamination. Apparently the shepherds, out of
courtesy, custom, or lethargy, waited for all the flocks in the region to gather before
uncovering the well and watering their sheep. Jacob, by God’s guiding hand, arrived at
this precise place at the precise time at which Rachel would arrive. God providentially
guards and guides His people.
Jacob enquired about Laban, and the shepherds informed Jacob of Laban’s well being
and pointed out Laban’s daughter Rachel (29:4-6).
Jacob spoke with the shepherds who were gathered around the well. They told
Jacob that they were from Haran, that they knew Laban, and that Laban was well
(literally, that Laban had “peace”). In addition, the shepherds pointed out Laban’s
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daughter Rachel who was just then arriving on the scene with her own flock of sheep.
God’s timing was perfect. God’s providential care is flawless.
Jacob encouraged the shepherds to water their flocks and return to the fields but the
shepherds wanted to wait for all the flocks to gather before uncovering the well (29:78).
Did Jacob want to be alone with Rachel? Was he achievement oriented and sense
that the shepherds weren’t caring for their sheep in the most productive manner?
Something motivated Jacob to encourage the shepherds who were gathered at the well to
water their sheep and return to the fields. There were still plenty of daylight hours ahead
of them. But the shepherds resisted, saying that they had to wait until all the flocks had
arrived and the stone was removed from the well. Jacob had come too far to let such
excuses deter him. God had providentially brought him safely to the right place at the
right time. Jacob couldn’t let this opportunity pass him by.

God graciously
fills and shapes our hearts (29:9-12).
Not only does God providentially guide and guard us, He also graciously fills and
shapes us. He was already shaping Jacob’s heart.
When Rachel arrived Jacob uncovered the well and watered her father’s flock (29:910).
While Jacob was trying to convince the shepherds to water their flocks and leave,
Rachel arrived with her father’s sheep. Rachel was a shepherdess, aware of the ways of
tending sheep and alert to the customs surrounding the well. She arrived at what seems
to be a predetermined time for watering the flocks. Jacob looked at Rachel—he probably
took a good look at this beautiful young woman. Rachel was the daughter of Laban, the
brother of Jacob’s mother Rebekah. Although Rachel was Jacob’s cousin, ancient
customs didn’t prohibit him from considering her for a wife. Jacob immediately rolled
the stone from the well and watered the sheep that were under Rachel’s care. This act of
kindness revealed the changes that God was making in Jacob’s heart. Jacob was no
longer guided by selfish ambitions but was able to serve others. God was shaping his
heart.
Jacob greeted Rachel with a kiss, wept, and informed her of his relationship to Laban
(29:11-12).
Jacob then extended an appropriate eastern greeting by kissing Rachel. Jacob also
wept, probably in joy at the recognition of God’s amazing provision in his life. God was
filling and shaping Jacob’s heart like never before. Jacob had left home to find a wife.
Now, as soon as he arrived in Haran, he stood before one who would capture his heart.
This could be nothing other than the work of God. Jacob explained to Rachel their
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familial relationship. Rachel ran to tell her father that the son of his sister Rebekah had
arrived. God wants to fill and shape the hearts of His people, granting us love for others
and a likeness to His Son, Jesus Christ.

God purposefully
knits and molds our relationships (29:13-14).
Jacob had traveled a great distance to find a wife among his mother’s relatives.
Now God showed Jacob that He works within our relationships to fulfill His purposes.
Laban went to meet Jacob and welcomed Jacob into his home (29:13).
Laban was thrilled to hear that his sister’s son had arrived. He ran to meet Jacob,
embraced him, and greeted him with the customary kiss. Laban then brought Jacob into
his home where Jacob described the story of his journey to this long distant relative. In
days when travel was rare and communication nearly non-existent, the conversation
between Jacob and Laban must have been an extended time of joyful celebration. Laban
would learn about Jacob’s interest in finding a wife. He probably also learned about
Jacob’s newfound faith in Yahweh God, the God who guards and guides, the God who
fills and shapes, and the God who knits and molds relationships.
Laban acknowledged his close family tie with Jacob and served as his host for an
entire month (29:14).
Laban declared that Jacob was one of the family, a “flesh and bone” relative
(compare the similar description of Eve in Genesis 2:23). Laban then hosted Jacob in his
home for a full month, providing typical eastern hospitality. Although relational ties
would eventually be stretched to the breaking point, at this stage it was obvious that God
had orchestrated the circumstances leading up to Jacob’s introduction to Laban and
Rachel. God is active in our relationships—family ties, marriage unions, friendships. He
knits lives together in such a way as to mold us into the kind of people He wants us to be.
God would use Laban to mold Jacob. He uses others to shape our lives. In all of this we
discover we can trust God to perfectly orchestrate the circumstances of our lives.
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Jacob Marries Leah and Rachel
(Genesis 29:15-30)
God promised to bless Jacob along his journey. One of the blessings that God
introduces into our lives is the blessing of molding us, even though that shaping process
is often painful. God loves us too much to let us stay the way we are. He has much
higher goals for our lives. God had already blessed Jacob by bringing him safely from
Canaan to Haran and by providentially guiding him to his mother’s family. Now God
was going to begin the painful process of forming Jacob into a man of faith, a process
that would include the deceptive actions of his uncle Laban. Jacob’s joy-filled love for
Rachel would be marred by Laban’s deception on Jacob’s wedding day and Jacob’s
subsequent acts of indiscretion. Yet, through all of this, God was molding and shaping
and forming Jacob into a spiritual prince. God’s blessings in our lives include both joys
and trials—He’s forming us to be men and women of character.

In our faith journey God will
show us the blissful joy of love (29:15-20).
One way in which God forms our character is to shower us with His love. He
demonstrated His love by sending His Son, Jesus, to die in our place. He also shows us
His love through our relationships with others. Those who have experienced a deep and
lasting love in this life have, to a measure, experienced the love of God (compare 1 John
4:7-10).
Laban invited Jacob to work for him and to negotiate an appropriate wage (29:15).
When Jacob arrived in Mesopotamia his uncle Laban welcomed him with open
arms. For one whole month Laban extended generous hospitality to this son of his sister
Rebekah. As the days passed, Jacob pitched in to help with the family business—tending
Laban’s flocks. Laban soon invited Jacob to negotiate an appropriate wage for his work.
After all, Laban didn’t want to take advantage of Jacob’s family connection. He didn’t
expect Jacob to work for nothing. Laban was thoughtful and Jacob was industrious. All
was well within the family structure.
Laban had two daughters and Jacob offered to work for seven years for the younger
daughter, Rachel, whom he loved (29:16-18).
Jacob’s expressed purpose for traveling to Mesopotamia was to find a wife.
Laban had two eligible daughters. The older daughter, Leah, “had weak eyes.” The
word “weak” or “tender” doesn’t imply any deformity of face but simply a less attractive,
possibly ordinary appearance. By contrast Rachel, the younger daughter, “was lovely in
form and beautiful,” literally, “fair of form and fair of appearance.” Rachel caught
Jacob’s eye from the beginning and Jacob fell in love with her. His love for Rachel
prompted him to negotiate a wage with Laban. Jacob would work for Laban for seven
years if Laban would give him Rachel as his wife. Such negotiations for a bride were
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common in ancient times, and Jacob’s willingness to labor for seven years reveals the
deep love he had for Rachel. In Canaan Jacob had been motivated by selfishness and
greed. Having encountered God, Jacob now discovered what it means to love and be
loved.
Laban agreed to Jacob’s proposal, favoring Jacob over the other men of the area
(29:19).
Laban was delighted with Jacob’s wish. He preferred to give his daughter to
Jacob over other possible suitors. After all, family ties are strong and Jacob had proven
himself to be an industrious worker. Laban eagerly accepted Jacob’s offer.
Because he loved Rachel so much, Jacob’s seven years of labor passed quickly (29:20).
In one of the most romantic expressions in the Bible we read that Jacob worked
for seven years to gain Rachel as his wife, “but they seemed like only a few days to him
because of his love for her.” Jacob had discovered the blissful joy of heartfelt love. God
had blessed Jacob with a loving heart and a worthy object of his affections. Jacob and
Rachel were meant for each other. The time passed quickly because Jacob was in love.
When we experience true love we can be sure that this love is a gift from our all loving
God.

In our faith journey God will
show us the painful reality of sin (29:21-27).
Although the time went quickly for Jacob, something happened in Laban’s heart
over those seven years that turned him from being a generous friend to a deceptive fiend.
God was still shaping Jacob, and Jacob’s next lesson would come from being the victim
of Laban’s deception. While God grants us love, He also shows us the painful reality of
sin—the sins of others and our own sins as well.
Jacob asked Laban to fulfill their agreement and give him his wife (29:21).
As agreed, Jacob had worked for seven years in order to secure Rachel as his
wife. He went to Laban and requested that Laban fulfill his side of the agreement. The
time had come to consummate the marriage. The time had come, or so he thought, for
Jacob to express his heartfelt love of Rachel through marriage.
Laban prepared a wedding feast but tricked Jacob by giving him his older daughter
Leah instead of Rachel (29:22-24).
Laban arranged for a wedding feast, a weeklong event in ancient times. He
invited guests from all over the region. All was joyful and right. But then Laban made a
switch. When it was time for Jacob to go into the tent and consummate his marriage to
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Rachel, Laban gave him Leah instead. Incidentally, Laban also gave Leah a servant girl
named Zilpah who will later figure into Jacob’s life.
When Jacob realized too late what had happened he confronted Laban with his
deception (29:25).
It’s easy from a modern point of view to fault Jacob for not being more alert to
Laban’s deception. But in a culture where women were veiled and shielded from men,
Jacob’s lack of awareness of Laban’s deceptive act is understandable. Furthermore, Leah
probably was forced by cultural pressure to obey her father in this deception. At any rate,
when Jacob woke up the next morning, “behold,” there was Leah! The deceiver had been
deceived. Jacob, who had deceived his own father in order to steal his brother’s blessing,
had now met his match in Laban. Jacob went immediately to Laban to protest this
diabolical act. He had labored for seven years for Rachel, but Laban had given him Leah
instead.
Laban excused himself by citing local customs that honored the elder over the younger
sibling (29:26).
Laban had a well planned response to Jacob’s protest. He said that it wasn’t
customary in that land to give a younger daughter in marriage before an older daughter.
Custom dictated that the older sibling should be honored over the younger sibling.
Laban’s words must have sunk like a dagger into Jacob’s heart. Hadn’t Jacob stolen his
older brother’s blessing? At once Jacob felt the pain of sin and the reality of what he’d
done to his own brother. Halted in his tracks, Jacob offered no further objections to
Laban. God was teaching Jacob a hard lesson about deception and sin.
Laban offered to give his younger daughter to Jacob for seven more years of labor
(29:27).
Laban did offer to give Rachel to Jacob, but it would cost Jacob another seven
years of labor. If Jacob agreed to these terms he could receive Rachel as a second wife at
the end of the wedding feast—in just one week! Although God didn’t condone Laban’s
deceptive act, He did use this event to further form Jacob. It’s often through the painful
realities of life that we discover the need for humility and greater dependence on God.

In our faith journey God will
show us the lasting consequences of indiscretion (29:28-30).
God is shaping us to be a people of character. This shaping process includes great
heights of love and great depths of sorrow over sin. God teaches us about the painful
realities of our sinful acts toward others and He points out the lasting consequences of
our indiscretions. Jacob was about to marry a second wife and begin a lifelong rivalry
between sisters, a rivalry that would translate into ongoing disharmony in his home. Still,
God was able to work through Jacob’s indiscretions to accomplish His greater purposes.
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Jacob agreed to Laban’s terms and after one week he took Rachel as his second wife
(29:28-29).
While God’s original design for marriage involved one man and one woman for
one lifetime, polygamy was common among ancient people. Jacob would follow the
customs of his day, take on Rachel as a second wife, and serve Laban for seven more
years. In one week Jacob married two women, sisters at that. Later, the Law of Moses
would forbid marrying sisters for reasons that become apparent in Jacob’s life (Leviticus
18:18). Jacob completed the bridal week with Leah and immediately married Rachel.
Laban gave Rachel a maid servant named Bilhah, who would also figure into Jacob’s life.
Jacob’s acts of indiscretion included marrying a second wife, marrying the sister of his
first wife, and marrying her within a week of marrying his first wife. Jacob was still on a
faith journey and needed the patient, persistent work of God in his life.
Jacob loved Rachel more than he loved Leah (29:30).
Jacob consummated his marriage to Rachel and began another seven year stint of
working for Laban. We wonder if these next seven years went as quickly as the first, and
suspect that the rivalry in the home made these years less pleasant for everyone. Added
to Jacob’s indiscretions is the fact that he loved Rachel more than he loved Leah. He
openly demonstrated favoritism, a choice that would fuel the already heightened tensions
in the home. Like all of us, Jacob was a work in progress. His encounter with God had
placed him on a new path of discovery, but his path had plenty of potholes along the way.
Through all of this, however, God was molding and shaping and forming Jacob into the
kind of man He wanted Jacob to become. God’s love and blessings in our lives include
joys and trials—He’s constantly working to form us into men and women of character.
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Jacob’s Growing Family
(Genesis 29:31—30:24)
In His grand covenant God had promised to multiply the descendants of Abraham
and to bless all nations on earth through him (Genesis 12:1-3). God passed this same
promise on to Isaac and then Jacob. But so far the descendants of Abraham and Isaac
were few. It was through Jacob that God would begin to expand the family into the
twelve tribes of Israel. Genesis 29:31—30:24 describes the way in which this blessing
was fulfilled in Jacob’s life. However, the method of its fulfillment is strange to modern
minds. It involved Jacob’s two wives and their two maidservants. It took place in a
family environment of hatred, jealousy, anger, and competition. While God would have
blessed Jacob if Jacob had chosen a nobler path, He did bless Jacob in spite of Jacob’s
personal flaws and his family’s dysfunctional patterns. God is a God who keeps His
promises. It’s by His grace that He blesses us, since we in no way deserve His blessings.
It’s by His grace that He blesses all nations on earth through Jacob’s descendants,
specifically through his ultimate descendant, Jesus Christ. The story of Jacob’s growing
family is a reminder that God blesses us in spite of our unworthiness. He is a God of
grace.

We may harbor irrational hatred,
but God graciously upholds His justice (29:31-35).
Jacob had married two sisters, Leah and Rachel. But Jacob clearly demonstrated
favoritism in these relationships. He loved Rachel more than Leah. In fact, God saw
Jacob’s disdain for Leah as nothing short of hatred. So God intervened with His justice,
blessing Leah with children.
God recognized Jacob’s disdain for Leah and therefore opened her womb but kept
Rachel from having children (29:31).
Jacob loved Rachel, but Laban had deceived Jacob into marrying Leah instead.
Jacob then took Rachel as his second wife. His love for Rachel and his disdain for Leah
were evident to both. Genesis 29:30 says that Jacob loved Rachel more than Leah. Verse
31 says that Yahweh God viewed Jacob’s attitude as hatred. In order to set this situation
straight, God “opened” Leah’s womb but kept Rachel from conceiving children. Of
course, not every case of infertility is an act of divine judgment. However, Rachel’s
inability to have a child was clearly a leveling act of God. Jacob needed to learn that God
determines our course, that God fulfills His promises in His own way, and that God
expects husbands to love their wives. God was going to bless Jacob with children, and
that blessing would first come through Leah.
Leah gave birth to four sons—Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah (29:32-35).
Leah gave birth to four sons. The tone of the passage implies that these children
came along in rapid succession. Each carried special significance to Leah, and the names
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she gave them indicate her sense that these children were gifts from God. In her
firstborn, Rueben, Leah sensed that God had “seen” her unenviable situation and stepped
in to make her more favorable to her husband. Reuben means “See, a son.” Leah hoped
that Jacob would see in this child a reason to love her instead of continuing to hate her.
Leah had a second son, Simeon. God had “heard” that she was hated by Jacob
and had intervened. Simeon means “Hearing.” Her third son, Levi, gave Leah hope that
Jacob would at last become attached to her. Levi means “Attached.” Leah longed for
Jacob’s love and thought that bearing three sons would draw her husband into a satisfying
relationship. Leah then had a fourth son, Judah. Judah means “Praise.” This fourth son
prompted Leah to praise Yahweh God in a fresh way. Did Leah begin to see that, though
unloved by her husband, she could find satisfaction in the love of God? At this point
Leah stopped having children, at least for the time being. Although Leah was hated by
her husband, she was honored by God. In His justice, God blessed Leah with four sons.

We may harbor jealousy and anger,
but God graciously bestows His blessings (30:1-8).
Obviously Leah’s ability to bear children didn’t go unnoticed by her sister Rachel.
Jealousy took root in Rachel’s heart and her reaction prompted Jacob to become angry
with her. Home life was far from peaceful! But God would graciously bless Jacob in
spite of Jacob’s unworthiness and in spite of Rachel’s scheming ways.
Driven by jealousy, Rachel insisted that Jacob father children through her maidservant
Bilhah (30:1-3).
Rachel recognized that her sister was able to bear children but that she herself was
barren. Jealousy grew and grew. Finally Rachel went to Jacob and demanded that he
give her children too. She’d simply die if she couldn’t have children! Jacob’s love for
Rachel now turned to anger. “Am I in the place of God?” he asked her. It was God who
had prevented her from bearing children. Rather than accepting God’s verdict or seeking
to change her attitude toward her sister, Rachel devised a plan. It was customary in those
days for a barren wife to offer her maidservant to her husband to bear children for her.
Any child born to a husband through a maidservant would be considered the wife’s child.
Sarah had insisted on this same approach, and Ishmael was born to Abraham through
Hagar. Now Rachel saw such a plan as her only hope. She gave Jacob her maidservant
Bilhah as a wife, insisting that Jacob bear children through her and thereby build up a
family for Rachel.
Bilhah gave birth to two sons—Dan and Naphtali (30:4-8).
Jacob conceded to Rachel’s demands and accepted Bilhah as a wife. Bilhah soon
became pregnant and gave birth to a son whom Rachel named Dan. Rachel felt
vindicated in her desire to provide a son for Jacob. Dan means “Vindicated.” Rachel
considered Dan to be an answer from God to her prayers. God had listened to her plea,
just as He had listened to Leah in her plight.
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Bilhah then gave birth to a second son whom Rachel named Naphtali. Naphtali
means “Wrestling.” Rachel had been wrestling with her sister Leah throughout the time
they were married to Jacob, and now this second son of Bilhah seemed to Rachel to be a
sign of victory in that struggle. Rachel’s jealousy made Jacob angry. Her jealousy
moved her to scheme her way into providing children for Jacob. However, in spite of the
jealousy and anger that characterized Jacob’s home, God graciously blessed Jacob with
these children. God blesses us even though we’re unworthy of His blessings.

We may harbor a competitive spirit,
but God graciously supplies His joy (30:9-13).
Leah, like her sister Rachel, seems to have been driven by a sense of
competition—competition to produce the most children and competition to win the love
of Jacob. Therefore Leah was all too eager to resort to Rachel’s tactics and give Jacob
her maidservant as a wife. In spite of Leah’s scheme, God continued to bless this
dysfunctional family and increase Jacob’s descendants.
Because she had stopped bearing children, Leah gave her maidservant Zilpah to Jacob
as a wife (30:9).
Leah realized that she had stopped bearing children. Although she’d given birth
to four healthy sons, her competitive spirit prompted her to keep ahead of Rachel. Rachel
had given her maidservant, Bilhah, to Jacob and Jacob had produced two sons through
Bilhah. Now Leah would give her maidservant, Zilpah, to Jacob in order to keep pace
with Rachel and to win Jacob’s affections.
Zilpah gave birth to two sons—Gad and Asher (30:10-13).
Zilpah soon gave birth to Jacob’s seventh son, whom Leah named Gad. Gad
means “Fortune,” and Leah sensed God’s good fortune in providing this son. Zilpah then
bore another son whom Leah named Asher, meaning “Happy One.” With the birth of
this son to Leah’s maidservant, Leah considered herself to be happy and anticipated that
other women would view her in that same light. God did indeed bring Leah a sense of
happiness, a sense of joy in the births of these sons. He did so, not because of, but in
spite of Leah’s competitive spirit.

We may harbor personal insecurities,
but God graciously grants His reassurance (30:14-21).
The unfolding story of Jacob’s growing family now turned into an open
confrontation between Rachel and Leah. Both harbored personal insecurities. Rachel’s
insecurities stemmed from her inability to conceive a child for her husband. Leah’s
insecurities revolved around her continued sense of rejection by Jacob. God granted
Leah a sense of reassurance in the face of her insecurities.

189

Leah’s son Reuben found some mandrakes and Rachel asked Leah to give her some of
these aphrodisiacs (30:14).
By now Leah’s first son Reuben had grown old enough to explore the fields
during the time of wheat harvest. The young boy found some mandrakes and brought
them to his mother. Mandrakes were an herbal plant and were regarded as an
aphrodisiac. Because Rachel was barren, she hoped that these mandrakes might help her
fulfill her desire to bear a child. She spoke to Leah and asked for some of the mandrakes.
Leah pointed out their rivalry over Jacob and Rachel agreed to let Leah sleep with
Jacob in exchange for some mandrakes (30:15-16).
Leah took offense at Rachel’s request, accusing Rachel of first stealing her
husband and now demanding her son’s mandrakes. In response, Rachel offered to make
a trade. In exchange for some of the mandrakes, Rachel would arrange for Jacob to sleep
with Leah that night. When Jacob arrived from the fields Leah informed him of the
arrangement, telling Jacob that she had “hired” him in exchange for the mandrakes. That
night Jacob slept with Leah. We might say that Rachel got the mandrakes, but Leah got
the man!
God listened to Leah and Leah gave birth to two more sons and a daughter—Issachar,
Zebulun, and Dinah (30:17-21)
“God listened to Leah.” Apparently Leah had been pleading with God for more
children and sensed that only God could open her womb. Leah gave birth to her fifth son
and named him Issachar, meaning “Reward.” Leah sensed that, through the birth of this
son, God was rewarding her for giving her maidservant Zilpah to Jacob. She must have
felt insecure about this decision all along, and welcomed what seemed to her to be God’s
reassurance.
Leah bore yet another son whom she named Zebulun. She acknowledged this son
to be a special gift from God, a gift she hoped would at last win for her favor with Jacob.
How she wanted her husband to love and honor her! Zebulun means “Honor.” In
addition to six sons, Leah gave birth to a daughter named Dinah. Jacob had at least one,
and possibly several, more unnamed daughters (see Genesis 37:35; 46:7). God was truly
blessing him with a large family, the beginnings of a great nation, just as He’d promised.

We may harbor a sense of disgrace,
but God graciously offers His hope (30:22-24).
Of all the women in Jacob’s life, only Rachel had been unable to give birth to a
child. God had closed her womb. Rachel harbored a deep sense of disgrace over this
reality, even though there’s no disgrace in the inability to bear children. Still, God
remembered Rachel and at last gave her a child. In addition, He gave her a deep sense of
hope.
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God remembered Rachel and at last opened her womb (30:22).
“God remembered Rachel.” It’s good for us to remember that in our deepest
despair God hasn’t forgotten us. God also “listened” to Rachel. Beyond her scheming
Rachel must have prayed for God’s help. So God “opened” Rachel’s womb. Life itself
is in the gracious and loving hands of God.
Rachel gave birth to a son—Joseph (30:23-24).
One day it became apparent to Rachel that she was pregnant. What hope must
have filled her hurting heart! When she gave birth she named her son Joseph, a name that
sounds like the Hebrew word for “Addition.” Rachel said that God had taken away her
disgrace. Furthermore, Rachel sensed that she would have more children—that God
would add to her family. This was her hope. God had blessed Jacob with eleven sons
and at least one daughter. Rachel would indeed have another son a few years later, the
twelfth son of Jacob whom he would name Benjamin.
From these twelve sons came the twelve tribes of Israel. Jacob had encountered
God along his journey. God had promised to bless Jacob. Even though Jacob and his
family were riddled with animosity, jealousy, anger, and rivalry God kept His promise.
God blesses us in spite of our unworthiness because He is a God of grace.
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Jacob’s Growing Wealth
(Genesis 30:25-43)
God blessed Jacob just as He had promised. He’d led Jacob safely to Rebekah’s
family in Mesopotamia. He gave Jacob a growing family. Now God would bless Jacob
with extraordinary wealth. Once again, however, we see that God blessed Jacob in spite
of Jacob’s unworthy methods and motives. God’s grace overshadows our personal flaws.
His grace overcomes our sins. Jacob was on a journey of faith. He still had much to
learn about trusting God. Jacob’s story reminds us that God’s goodness far surpasses our
weaknesses. This passage offers three observations about God’s blessing in our lives.

Our lives should impress others
with the active presence of God (30:25-28).
God blesses His people. He blesses us even though we’re unworthy. He blesses
us in ways that sometimes elude us. We might think that God’s blessings revolve solely
around health and wealth, but God blesses in so many other ways. He at times brings
painful experiences into our lives to shape and mold us. God did bless Jacob with wealth,
but He also blessed Jacob with formative experiences. Jacob’s uncle, Laban, took note of
the external blessings in Jacob’s life. God blesses us in such a way that others, even
unbelievers, should recognize God’s hand in our lives.
Jacob asked Laban to allow him, his wives and his children to return to Canaan
(30:25-26).
Jacob had been in Mesopotamia working for Laban for fourteen years—seven for
Leah and seven for Rachel. God had blessed Jacob with twelve children during those last
seven years. However, now that Jacob had fulfilled his contract with Laban he was ready
to return to Canaan. He asked Laban to release him and his family. Jacob had proven
himself to be a diligent worker and Laban had prospered through Jacob’s labors.
Laban recognized that God had blessed him due to Jacob’s presence and invited Jacob
to stay and name his wages (30:27-28).
Jacob recognized the blessing of God in Jacob’s life. He stated that he became
aware of this reality through “divination,” indicating that Laban was operating with a
pagan perspective. Nevertheless, Laban became aware that he had prospered because of
Jacob’s presence and because of God’s blessing on Jacob’s life. Laban therefore asked
Jacob to determine a fair wage and stay with him. When God blesses His people, even
unbelievers around us should be able to recognize God’s work. We need to help others
see that the blessings in our lives come from the hand of a good and gracious God.
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We should remember that every blessing
comes from the gracious hand of God (30:29-36).
When we experience God’s blessings in our lives it’s all too easy to forget the
source of those blessings. We may come to believe that our prosperity is merely a result
of our own shrewd actions and hard work. But any blessing in life ultimately comes from
the gracious hand of God.
Jacob expressed his desire to build his own wealth for the benefit of his growing family
(30:29-30).
Jacob had worked for fourteen years to acquire Leah and Rachel as his wives.
Beyond gaining a large family, Jacob had little by way of wealth to show for his labors.
He reminded Laban about the quality if his work and the blessing of the Lord that Laban
had received through him. Jacob knew that God had been the source of all these
blessings. While Laban had benefited from Jacob’s work is was now time for Jacob to
gain something for himself and his growing family.
Jacob refused to receive any gift from Laban but offered instead to work for him in
exchange for all patterned sheep and goats (30:31-33).
Laban asked what he might give to Jacob in exchange for his services. Jacob
refused to take anything from Laban, but would wholly depend on God’s provision.
Jacob’s attitude at this point is reminiscent of Abraham’s refusal to profit from rescuing
the king of Sodom (Genesis 14:22-23). Abraham would let no one but God enrich his
life. Jacob likewise refused Laban’s offer and instead proposed a plan that would depend
on God’s hand of blessing. While most goats were of a single color, and most sheep
were white, Jacob offered to work for Laban in exchange for any patterned goats
(“speckled,” “spotted,” or “striped”) and black lambs. If the flocks produced such
patterned animals this would be a mark of God’s blessing on Jacob. This would also
make it easy to distinguish Laban’s flocks from those of Jacob.
Laban agreed to Jacob’s terms and promptly separated all the patterned sheep and
goats from the rest of his flock (30:34-36).
Laban quickly agreed to Jacob’s proposal, no doubt assuming that he himself was
getting the better end of the deal. After all, most sheep and goats wouldn’t normally
exhibit these recessive traits. Laban then promptly separated all the patterned animals in
his flock and sent them three days away under the care of his sons, thereby ensuring—or
so he thought—that Jacob couldn’t possibly prosper more than he. Laban failed to
realize that every blessing comes from the gracious hand of God. God would indeed
prosper Jacob. Jacob began to fulfill his commitment by taking care of Laban’s flocks.
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Material success doesn’t
necessarily reveal a pure heart (30:37-41).
While Jacob understood that the blessings he’d experienced in Mesopotamia were
the direct work of God, Jacob hadn’t fully learned to depend on God. He therefore took
active, even devious steps to improve his opportunities of gaining wealth. Even though
God blessed Jacob with wealth, this blessing didn’t prove that Jacob had a pure heart.
Jacob was still learning what it means to honor God and His ways.
Jacob peeled the bark from fresh branches of wood and placed them in the watering
troughs of the flock (30:37-38a).
This passage reveals a strange superstition, but it in no way attributes the blessing
of God to these superstitious acts. Jacob certainly had a good understanding of breeding
livestock, but he also acted within a cultural context that attributed influence to external
forces. The text simply states that Jacob took fresh branches from a variety of trees and
peeled the bark off these branches in such a way as to make striped patterns on the
branches. He then placed these striped branches in the watering troughs directly facing
the sheep and goats when they came to the troughs. Jacob was attempting to improve his
odds at producing wealth, trusting in a superstitious practice and forgetting that God
alone can bless.
When the flocks mated in front of the striped branches they bore patterned young
(30:38b-39).
No cause and effect relationship is stated in the text regarding the striped branches
and the increasing number of patterned sheep and goats. However, God did continue to
honor and bless Jacob. The animals that mated in front of the striped branches produced
striped, spotted, and speckled offspring. Behind this was God’s hand blessing Jacob with
enlarged flocks.
Jacob separated the young patterned animals and the stronger animals from those of
Laban (30:40-41).
As a crafty husbandman, Jacob separated the young patterned animals from the
rest of the flock. He also made the other animals face the patterned animals in Laban’s
flock, possibly in a further attempt to produce patterned offspring. Furthermore, Jacob
separated the strong from the weak animals and bred stronger animals for his flock. Even
though Jacob’s actions weren’t honorable—he was basically manipulating Laban’s flock
to enhance his own wealth and impoverish his uncle—God continued to bless Jacob.
God is good even when we’re weak, deceptive, and unworthy of His blessings.
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Jacob became extremely wealthy, accumulating numerous flocks, servants, camels
and, donkeys (30:43).
Over the course of time Jacob’s flocks grew. Jacob became a wealthy man
because God chose to bless him. Eventually Jacob owned large flocks of sheep and
goats. In addition, Jacob came into possession of many servants as well as camels and
donkeys, all marks of wealth in this eastern culture. Clearly God had blessed Jacob.
These blessings could not be attributed to Jacob’s skill or schemes, but could only be
attributed to the gracious hand of God. Jacob was far from perfect. In fact, Jacob’s
actions could be termed sinful. But God is a God of grace. God’s blessings in Jacob’s
life were never designed to signify that Jacob was a righteous man. Material success
doesn’t necessarily reveal a pure heart. Often the wicked prosper while the righteous
suffer. But if we learn to measure God’s blessings appropriately we soon discover that
the righteous are indeed blessed by Him in the most meaningful ways.
God is good. Sometimes He showers His goodness on those who in no way
deserve His blessings. In fact, we’ve all sinned and fall short of His holy standard. We
all stand in need of receiving undeserved blessings from His gracious hand. God’s
goodness far surpasses our weaknesses.
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Jacob Flees to Canaan
(Genesis 31:1-21)
As young eagles mature their parents stir up the nest, making it increasingly
uncomfortable so that their young will take flight. In the same way God made it
increasingly uncomfortable for Jacob to remain with Laban in Mesopotamia. Twenty
years had passed. It was time for Jacob to return to the land of promise. God now guided
Jacob toward the next step of his journey. God often guides us through circumstances,
through people who are close to us, and through His own prompting in our hearts. He
used each of these methods in the life of Jacob. Like Jacob, when God guides us we must
go. Our lives are best when we faithfully follow His will.

God sometimes makes our circumstances
uncomfortable enough to jar us from our complacency (31:1-3).
Jacob’s success produced jealously in Laban and his sons. Jacob’s life and
livelihood were now in jeopardy. Through these circumstances God was preparing Jacob
to return to Canaan. Finally, God spoke to Jacob. It was definitely time to go home.
Jacob came to realize that Laban and Laban’s sons resented him and his growing
wealth (31:1-2).
God had promised to bless Jacob, and bless him He did. Jacob’s flocks increased
dramatically in comparison to those of Laban. In the eyes of Laban’s sons, Jacob had
taken away all of Laban’s wealth. Jealousy was rife, and that jealousy grew into
animosity. Not only were Laban’s sons jealous of Jacob’s prosperity, but Laban himself
had developed an antagonistic attitude toward Jacob. Laban’s “face,” Jacob noticed, was
no longer favorable toward him. Circumstances had changed. Tensions rose. Conflict
was in the air. God was stirring up the nest in order to move Jacob out of Mesopotamia
and back to Canaan.
God told Jacob to return to Canaan and assured Jacob of His protective presence
(31:3).
At last God spoke to Jacob, saying, “Go back to the land of your fathers and to
your relatives, and I will be with you.” Just as God had promised to be with Jacob at the
beginning of his journey (Genesis 28:15) so now God reassured Jacob of His protective
presence on his return home. God had kept His promise. Now it was time for Jacob to
follow through with his own expressed commitment. God calls each of us to follow Him,
to fulfill His calling in our lives. He may even have to alter our circumstances, making it
uncomfortable for us to remain complacent. But God will go with us as we follow Him.
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God often uses those closest to us to
help us discern His direction in our lives (31:4-16).
Jacob knew it was time to go back to Canaan. Yet this decision would impact not
just him but his whole family. Would Leah and Rachel agree to leave their father behind
forever and go with him? When God guides us, He often uses the people around us to
confirm that direction. Jacob would find confirmation of God’s leading in the response
of his wives.
Jacob informed his wives that their father Laban had grown to despise him in spite of
his faithful service to Laban (31:4-8).
Jacob called Leah and Rachel to meet with him out in the fields near the flocks
and away from the watchful eye of Laban. He knew that leaving Laban would pose
significant risks and that this step of obedience to God would require caution. Jacob
described to Leah and Rachel Laban’s change of attitude toward him. He also expressed
his belief that God had been present with him, blessing and protecting him all along the
way. Literally, Jacob told his wives that the “face of their father” was no longer
favorable toward him but the “God of his father” was with him. Jacob had worked hard
for Laban, yet Laban had consistently cheated Jacob by changing his wages “ten times”
(probably a figurative expression indicating repeated dishonesty). Yet God had protected
Jacob and had in fact blessed Jacob in spite of Laban’s efforts to impoverish him. Jacob
and Laban had earlier agreed that the patterned animals in the flock would belong to
Jacob, and God had providentially arranged that it was those very animals that prospered.
Jacob’s flock grew while Laban’s flock dwindled.
Jacob attributed his increased wealth to God’s divine blessing (31:9).
Jacob had taken nothing from Laban (compare the accusation by Laban’s sons in
verse 1), but God had taken Laban’s flock and given it to Jacob. God had promised to
bless Jacob, and Jacob acknowledged the faithfulness of God in his life. Over these years
of serving Laban, Jacob had prospered.
Jacob described a dream in which God told him to return to Canaan (31:10-13).
Jacob went on to tell his wives about God’s revelation to him. Apparently God
had spoken to Jacob in a dream, and it took a bit of time for Jacob to process this
revelation. In this dream the angel of God (a visible appearance of God) pointed out that
the flock continually produced patterned animals, animals that would belong to Jacob.
God was blessing Jacob but God was also protecting Jacob from Laban’s crooked ways.
God revealed Himself as the God of Bethel, the place where He had revealed Himself to
Jacob at the beginning of Jacob’s journey. At Bethel Jacob had anointed a pillar and
vowed to honor God along his journey. Now the God of Bethel was calling Jacob home
to Canaan. This was the revelation that Jacob now described to Leah and Rachel. But
how would these two daughters of Laban respond?
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Jacob’s wives agreed with his assessment of Laban and expressed their support of
Jacob’s plan to return to Canaan (31:14-16).
Apparently God had been moving the hearts of Leah and Rachel as well. Both
agreed that they had been treated poorly by their father. They were no longer eligible for
any inheritance from Laban. In fact, Laban had treated them much like foreigners, slaves
to be sold for a profit. In addition, Laban had used up any financial endowments that he
should have reserved for his daughters. Leah and Rachel agreed with Jacob’s assessment
of their father and with Jacob’s perspective that God had taken Laban’s wealth and
transferred it to him. In this way God had preserved their inheritance and provided for
their children. With one voice Leah and Rachel agreed to go with Jacob to Canaan. “So
do whatever God has told you,” they said—good advice for everyone! God had spoken.
Now God confirmed His message to Jacob through Jacob’s two wives. God often uses
those closest to us to help us discern His direction in our lives. There’s safety in wise
counsel.

God always expects us to take
bold risks in order to follow His will (31:17-21).
Even when God clearly leads us and people support us, stepping out in obedience
carries certain risks. Riskier still would be disregarding God’s guiding voice. Jacob was
about to risk his very life by fleeing from Laban and returning to Canaan.
Jacob gathered his family and his flocks and began the journey back to Canaan
(31:17-18).
God had given Jacob the green light to return to Canaan. Jacob gathered his
family, provided camels for his wives and children (his wealth had indeed grown!), and
began to drive his extensive flocks out of the region. Verse 18 indicates that Jacob had
amassed significant wealth during his sojourn in Mesopotamia (Paddan Aram). His
journey home had begun. He was at last, after twenty years, heading back to his father
Isaac in Canaan.
Jacob’s wife Rachel stole her father’s household gods before setting out for Canaan
(31:19).
In spite of his shortcomings, Jacob had positively influenced his wives spiritually.
They had come to recognize Yahweh God’s active presence and blessing (compare verse
16). However, Rachel still displayed some personal attachment to her pagan background.
She had banked on superstition surrounding the incident of the mandrakes (Genesis
30:14-15). She now would steal her father’s household gods, small idols of both
religious and financial significance to Laban. These household gods (Hebrew
“teraphim”) would have represented an important aspect of Laban’s pagan religious
worship. In addition, teraphim were also associated with inheritance rights in ancient
times. Whoever was in possession of the household gods laid claim to the material
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possessions of that household. Rachel’s theft of these household gods probably indicated
her lingering attachment to idolatry coupled with her concern to preserve her inheritance
rights. While Laban was out of the house shearing sheep Rachel snuck in and stole the
household gods.
Jacob secretly fled from Laban and made his way toward Canaan (31:20-21).
Rachel secretly stole her father’s household gods, and Jacob secretly fled from
Laban. He suspected rightly that a congenial separation was impossible. In fact, had
Laban known Jacob’s intentions he might have taken drastic—even deadly—steps to
retain the wealth that Jacob had accumulated. It was a bold move on Jacob’s part to
“deceive” Laban by leaving unannounced. Although Jacob was fully complying with
God’s command, his departure was nothing short of “fleeing” from Laban. Jacob crossed
the Euphrates River, a natural boundary between the territory of Laban and the path back
to Canaan. Jacob quickly made his way toward Gilead, the hill country east of the Jordan
River and the natural route into Canaan. Jacob risked his life and livelihood to follow
God’s call. His sojourn had begun with a promise of God’s blessing and protection. It
was now nearing its conclusion, still fully permeated by God’s gracious care. God had
blessed and protected Jacob, and now He was guiding Jacob to the next place of blessing.
When God guides us we must go. Our lives are best when we faithfully follow His will.
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Jacob Experiences God’s Protective Intervention
(Genesis 31:22-55)
When God revealed Himself to Jacob at Bethel He assured Jacob of His
unconditional blessing. God would protect and prosper Jacob. God had indeed
prospered this patriarch, enriching his life with family and flocks. Now as Jacob began
his journey back to the land of promise God would continue to prove to be his protector.
God certainly protects His people. We know from experience that God doesn’t always
choose to protect us from accident, illness, or harm. Some of God’s people endure severe
hardships in life. God does, however, protect us from that which is most deadly.
Through faith in Jesus Christ we enter into eternal life, protected forever from the
torments of hell. Still, even in this life God protects us from that which would destroy
our faith. His protective hand goes unnoticed more often than we can possibly imagine,
and on those rare occasions when God allows hardships in our lives we can be sure that
He has a perfect, purifying purpose in such situations. Ultimately, God is our protector
just as He was with Jacob, and He protects us in many ways. Because God is our
protector we can rest securely in Him.

God protects us by
restraining our enemies (31:22-24).
One way in which God protects us in by restraining our enemies. Our archenemy,
Satan, is constantly seeking to destroy us but God is our protector. Other enemies may
attempt to cause us harm but God intervenes with His protective power.
Laban learned that Jacob had fled and he pursued Jacob with evil intentions (31:2223).
Jacob fled from his uncle Laban secretly, fearing the worst. Having gained a
three-day head start, Jacob was still not out of harm’s way. When news reached Laban of
Jacob’s hasty departure Laban assembled his clan and chased after Jacob. After seven
days Laban caught up with Jacob in the hills of Gilead near the land of Canaan. Laban
wasn’t about to let Jacob get away with so much wealth that had once been his.
God appeared to Laban and warned him not to harm Jacob in any way (31:24).
Because Laban intended to harm Jacob, God intervened. Although Laban was a
pagan “Aramean” God spoke to him in a dream. God warned Laban not to so much as
say anything “either good or bad” to Jacob. Laban wasn’t to entice Jacob to return
through lofty promises or to threaten and even harm Jacob through physical force. Jacob
stood within God’s protective care. Those who might try to harm Jacob would have to
answer to God. We as God’s people can rest in the reality of God’s protective care. The
enemy is never as strong as the protective arm of God.
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God protects us by
upholding our reputation (31:25-35).
God not only protects us from physical harm. He also protects our personal
reputations. Those who would slander us find no basis for their accusations because
we’ve been forgiven by Jesus Christ.
Laban accused Jacob of deception and theft but revealed God’s warning not to harm
him (31:25-30).
The stage was set. Jacob and his family were camped near the hills of Gilead.
Laban and his relatives had camped opposite them as if prepared for battle. Laban went
to meet with Jacob and accused Jacob of deception and theft. Jacob, according to Laban,
had carried away his daughters like prizes of war instead of giving Laban an opportunity
to send them off with song and celebration. Laban claimed to have missed out on kissing
his daughters and grandchildren goodbye, as if these were really the concerns of his
greedy heart. Laban’s malicious intentions became evident when he stated that he had
the power to inflict harm on Jacob. But God had intervened by warning Laban not to
touch Jacob. Jacob stood under the protective care of Almighty God. Finally, Laban
accused Jacob of stealing his precious household gods, objects of Laban’s pagan worship
and symbols of the inheritance rights. Laban was clearly more concerned about his own
interests than those of his daughters.
Jacob challenged Laban to produce any evidence of theft, unaware that Rachel had
stolen her father’s household gods (31:31-32).
Jacob readily admitted that he feared what Laban might have done to him had he
given Laban any indication of his intentions of leaving Mesopotamia. Jacob rightly
feared that Laban might try to take his wives, Laban’s daughters, away from him by
force. Knowing that he was under God’s protective watch, Jacob could now express his
fears openly before Laban. Jacob could also boldly challenge Laban’s accusations. He
invited Laban to inspect his camp, confident that the household gods weren’t among his
possessions. Jacob was unaware that Rachel had indeed stolen Laban’s household gods,
and therefore he pronounced a death sentence on anyone who might be found in
possession of these idols.
Rachel deceived her father and he was unable to produce evidence of his accusations
against Jacob (31:33-35).
Laban conducted a thorough search of Jacob’s tents and property, including those
of Leah and the maidservants. When Laban came to Rachel’s tent, his daughter proved
to be every bit the deceiver that her father was. Rachel hid the stolen household gods in
her camel’s saddle and sat on it. She then told Laban that she was experiencing her
monthly cycle and requested permission to remain seated. Laban never found the hidden
household gods and his search came up empty handed. In spite of Rachel’s deceptive
ways, God protected her from the death sentence pronounced by Jacob on anyone found
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with these stolen items. God also protected Jacob’s reputation in the sight of Laban.
Laban could prove nothing against Jacob.

God protects us by
honoring our integrity (31:36-42).
Jacob was a faithful worker who’d been cheated by his uncle. But God honored
Jacob’s integrity as a worker and a son-in-law. God protects us in various ways, keeping
us safe from physical harm, upholding our reputation, and honoring our integrity.
Jacob chided Laban for failing to produce evidence of his malicious accusations
(31:36-37).
Laban had unsuccessfully searched Jacob’s camp for his missing household gods.
His accusations against Jacob had proven untrue. Jacob then chided Laban, telling him to
present his evidence for his malicious accusations. Jacob had acted with integrity in all
he’d done, so Laban had no reason to accuse him of theft. Even Laban’s relatives would
have to admit that Laban didn’t have a case against Jacob.
Jacob passionately defended his work ethic and accused Laban of gross injustice
(31:38-41).
Since Laban had no proof of wrongdoing on Jacob’s part, Jacob took the
opportunity to defend his reputation. He reminded Laban that he’d worked faithfully and
sacrificially over a period of twenty years for his uncle. He’d always carefully tended to
the needs of Laban’s flocks, took nothing for his personal benefit, and even absorbed the
uncontrollable losses to Laban’s wealth. In fact, Laban had insisted that Jacob pay for
any animals stolen by others. Jacob had demonstrated a solid work ethic. He’d endured
the heat of the day and the cold of night. He’d experienced many sleepless nights taking
care of Laban’s flocks. Throughout Jacob’s twenty years of labor Laban had changed
Jacob’s wages “ten times.” Jacob had served with integrity, but Laban had proven over
and over again to be untrustworthy.
Jacob attributed his success and safety to God’s protective presence (31:42).
Jacob knew that the flocks he’d accumulated for himself, the wealth that he’d
earned through a fair agreement with Laban, would have been taken from him if God
hadn’t intervened. Jacob referred to God as the “God” of his grandfather Abraham and
the “Fear” of his father Isaac, probably indicating the reverence due to this true and living
God in contrast to the pagan gods honored by Laban. Laban would have taken all of
Jacob’s wealth, but the living God intervened. God had witnessed Jacob’s hard work and
hardships and honored Jacob’s integrity by rebuking Laban. God had protected Jacob
and upheld his integrity for all to see. God knows how to protect His people.
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God protects us by serving as
our ultimate witness and judge (31:43-55).
God’s protection is full and final. His role as our witness and judge secures our
place in His eternal kingdom because, through faith in Jesus Christ, we have been judged
as forgiven in His sight. Even though our enemy would accuse us, God is our witness
who defends our case.
Laban claimed ownership of all that Jacob possessed but agreed to make a covenant
with Jacob to settle the matter (31:43-44).
Laban wasn’t willing to admit that Jacob was in the right. He stated that Jacob’s
wives, children, and flocks really belonged to him. He told Jacob, “All you see is mine.”
What arrogance! But because God had intervened, Laban knew that he could no longer
press his claim. Therefore, Laban suggested that he and Jacob form a covenant, an
inviolable treaty that would stand as a witness between them.
Jacob erected a pillar and those present gathered a heap of stones as a lasting witness
to the covenant between Jacob and Laban (31:45-47).
Jacob set up a stone pillar as a monument to his treaty with Laban. He instructed
his family to gather a heap of stones to further commemorate this covenant of toleration.
Both Laban and Jacob named this monument “Witness Heap,” Laban using the Aramaic
phrase Jegar Sahadutha and Jacob the Hebrew word Galeed. This heap of stones would
mark off the boundary between the territory of Laban and that of Jacob. It would serve as
a witness to their treaty of toleration.
Laban pronounced a treaty of toleration between him and Jacob, calling on God as
witness and judge (31:48-53a).
Laban identified the place as the separation point in his relationship with Jacob,
adding the additional name “Mizpah” (watchtower). These stones would serve to remind
both Laban and Jacob that God would have to watch between these men and their
descendants. Laban’s statement, “May the Lord keep watch between you and me when
we are away from each other,” was far from a statement of endearment. It was a warning
of hostility should either party cross over the boundary. Laban invoked God’s judgment
on Jacob should Jacob mistreat Laban’s daughters or take on other wives besides his
daughters. Laban agreed not to pass by the heap of stones and enter Jacob’s territory he
and warned Jacob not to enter his territory. God was their witness, and the heap of stones
served as a visible reminder of this covenant. Laban then described God as the God of
Abraham and Nahor and their father Terah (who in reality was an idol worshipper
according to Joshua 24:2), thereby attempting to link himself to the true and living God.
Abraham and Nahor were brothers. Jacob was a grandson of Abraham, while Laban was
a grandson of Nahor. Still, family ties weren’t enough to keep Jacob and Laban from
irresolvable animosity. God alone must serve as witness between them and their actions.
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Jacob agreed to the terms of the covenant by both statement and sacrifice (31:53b-54).
Jacob then agreed to the terms of this covenant. He took an oath “in the name of
the Fear of Isaac” and followed his declared statement of agreement with an animal
sacrifice. Jacob shared in a meal that sealed the covenant. Nightfall ended these
unfortunate proceedings.
Laban and Jacob parted company and Laban returned to Mesopotamia without
harming Jacob (31:55).
The next morning Laban kissed his grandchildren and daughters. He pronounced
a blessing on them and then returned to Mesopotamia. Jacob was safe, protected by the
hand of God. We hear nothing more about Laban in the Scriptures or in history, hinting
that God’s role as witness vindicated Jacob. Jacob’s descendants would last down
through the ages. As the ultimate witness and judge, God affirmed Jacob’s life. As our
ultimate witness and judge, God has accepted us through His Son. He protects us now
and will protect us through all eternity because He has judged us worthy of being called
His sons and daughters through His unique Son, Jesus Christ. Because God is our
protector we can rest in securely in Him.
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Jacob Returns to Canaan
(Genesis 32:1-21)
Jacob left the land of promise under difficult circumstances. He’d bargained the
birthright away from his older brother Esau and later lied to his father in order to steal
Esau’s blessing. Esau was outraged and threatened Jacob’s life, at which time Jacob
found it prudent to leave Canaan and sojourn in Mesopotamia with his mother’s extended
family. Twenty years later Jacob began his journey home. Had the years and trials
softened Jacob’s heart? Had the years cooled Esau’s anger? Or would Jacob be
returning to old hostilities? Jacob’s faith journey was still a work in progress. He didn’t
know what to expect upon his return to his homeland. He did, however, know that God
had promised to bless him. At Bethel, when Jacob left Canaan, God revealed Himself to
Jacob and assured him of divine protection (Genesis 28:10-15). Now Jacob would have
to lean into the promise of God once again. The next step in Jacob’s faith journey would
require an effort at reconciliation with his brother. We all experience strained
relationships in life. Too few experience reconciliation. Jacob’s story gives us some
insights into the path of reconciliation. We can offer reconciliation because God has
reconciled us through Jesus Christ.

When it comes to reconciling strained
relationships, recognize the active presence of God (32:1-2).
God is a God of reconciliation. Through faith in Jesus Christ we are reconciled,
that is, restored to a right relationship with God. Therefore, with God at work in our lives
we too can be agents of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:17-21).
God’s angels met Jacob when he returned to the Promised Land (32:1).
When Jacob left Canaan God revealed Himself in a vision at Bethel. In that
vision angels were ascending and descending a stairway to heaven (Genesis 28:12).
Upon his return to Canaan Jacob once again saw angels from God. These angels met
Jacob along the way, no doubt as a reassurance of the presence and promises of God.
What form this meeting took isn’t recorded for us in the text, but it was apparent to Jacob
that God was with him.
Jacob recognized the place where he encountered the angels as the camp of God
(32:2).
When Jacob saw the angels of God he declared, “This is the camp of God!”
Previously Jacob had encountered God at Bethel, “the house of God.” Now Jacob
recognized God’s presence at “the camp of God.” God’s angels had bid Jacob farewell
when he left the Promised Land and now they welcomed him home. Jacob named this
place Mahanaim, meaning “two camps”—his own camp and the camp of God.
Mahanaim lay on the east side of the Jordan River (Joshua 13:26, 30; 21:38) and later
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became a place of refuge for David during Absalom’s rebellion (2 Samuel 17:24). God
was present with Jacob, and He’s present within His people today.

When it comes to reconciling strained
relationships, be the first to extend an offer of peace (32:3-6).
Reconciliation doesn’t come easily. It requires humility, confession, and
forgiveness. God’s people, having been reconciled to God, should be the first to extend
reconciliation to others.
Jacob sent messengers to his estranged brother Esau seeking reconciliation (32:3-5).
Jacob knew he couldn’t return home without addressing his relationship with
Esau. From Mahanaim he sent messengers to his brother who was then living in the land
of Seir. Seir, located south of the Dead Sea, became known as the land of Esau, or
Edom, Esau’s nickname (compare Genesis 25:30). Jacob instructed his messengers to
refer to him as Esau’s servant, a diplomatic gesture. He wanted Esau to know about his
sojourn with Laban in Mesopotamia and how God has prospered him during his sojourn.
Jacob wasn’t interested in taking anything from Esau. He wanted only to be reconciled
with his brother, to “find favor” or “grace” in Esau’s eyes. Jacob took the initiative to
restore the broken relationship with his brother.
Jacob’s messengers returned with news that Esau was coming with a large detachment
of men (32:6).
How would Esau respond to Jacob’s olive branch? When Jacob’s messengers
returned all they could tell him was that Esau was coming to meet with Jacob. In
addition, Esau was bringing a detachment of 400 men! To any sensible ear this would
sound ominous. Would a welcoming party be so big? Jacob sensed danger. We can’t
predict how others will respond to our overtures of reconciliation.

When it comes to reconciling strained
relationships, plan for the worst and pray for the best (32:7-12).
Jacob’s reaction to Esau’s movements raises questions in our minds. Did Jacob’s
protective planning reveal a lack of faith in God? Or was his planning appropriate for the
situation? Commentators are mixed in their evaluation of Jacob’s actions. While Jacob
was definitely motivated by fear, it’s not unreasonable to see his actions as a prudent
response to a potentially volatile situation. Rather than faulting Jacob for a lack of faith it
seems preferable to view his actions as an acceptable approach to reconciliation in a
hostile setting. We might cautiously say that it makes sense to plan for the worst and
pray for the best.
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Motivated by fear, Jacob divided his people and animals into two groups for protection
(32:7).
When Jacob learned that Esau was on his way to meet him, he was overcome with
“great fear and distress.” So he took steps to protect his family and his possessions in
case Esau’s intentions were evil. Jacob divided his servants, flocks, and herds into two
camps. It’s significant that Jacob had earlier named this place “two camps” or
Mahanaim, reflecting the fact that God’s camp of angels had joined his camp of people
and animals. Now Jacob divided his camp into two separate camps. He reasoned that if
Esau attacked one camp, the other could escape. Jacob took proper precautions with the
worst scenario in mind. He then prayed for God’s best.
Jacob prayed to God for protection and for God to fulfill His grand covenant (32:8-12).
Jacob wasn’t negligent of his relationship with God during this time of crisis. He
prayed. He prayed to God as the God of Abraham and Isaac, his ancestors. He
acknowledged that it was God who had instructed him to return to Canaan. He reminded
God that God had promised to bless him. Jacob confessed his unworthiness of receiving
God’s blessings over the years. Still, Jacob had left Canaan with nothing but a staff in his
hand and now he was returning with great possessions—two camps. God had truly
blessed Jacob, and Jacob knew the source of these blessings. However, Jacob also knew
that without God’s protection his life was at risk. Jacob prayed for God to protect him,
his wives, and his children. He also asked God to honor His grand covenant by which He
had promised to make Jacob into a great nation “like the sand of the sea” (compare
Genesis 22:17; 28:3-4, 14). Jacob prayed to God, asking for God’s best.

When it comes to reconciling strained relationships,
admit your own shortcomings and provide restitution (32:13-21).
That night Jacob devised a plan, possibly a plan that flowed from his time of
prayer. He decided to attempt to appease Esau with gifts that revealed Jacob’s own
admission of guilt and a desire to provide restitution. After all, Jacob had cheated Esau
out of his birthright and his blessing. Jacob’s actions now would demonstrate contrition
and hopefully lead to reconciliation.
Jacob set aside a sizeable number of animals as a gift for Esau (32:13-16).
Jacob set aside over 500 animals as a gift to Esau—goats, sheep, camels, cattle,
and donkeys. This was indeed a sizeable gift, no token gesture. He instructed his
servants to drive these animals in distinct herds to Esau, allowing some space between
each herd. In this way this gift would make the strongest impression on Esau. It would
speak of Jacob’s acknowledgement of wrongdoing and desire for reconciliation.
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Jacob instructed his servants to present these animals to Esau in several waves (32:1719).
Along with this generous gift Jacob’s messengers were to deliver a message to
Esau. They were to make sure that Esau knew that these animals came from Jacob. Each
wave of this gift was to be accompanied by the same message. Esau was to know the
source of the gift and that Jacob was eager to meet him. Jacob didn’t avoid the
confrontation, no matter the risk. He did trust God and moved forward to face Esau.
Jacob hoped that these gifts would appease Esau and smooth the path to reconciliation
(32:20-21).
Jacob reinforced the importance of his servants’ telling Esau that he was coming
to see his brother. Jacob’s expressed hope was to “appease” (literally, “cover the face,” a
term for atonement) his brother. These gifts, Jacob hoped, would make it possible for
Esau to accept him again. Jacob sent these herds away while he stayed one more night in
Mahanaim. He’d done all he could to bring about reconciliation with his brother. But
there was still a work that God needed to do in Jacob’s life before reconciliation would be
possible. Jacob’s story gives us some insights into the path of reconciliation. Today, we
as followers of Jesus Christ can offer reconciliation because God has reconciled us
through His Son.
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Jacob Wrestles with God
(Genesis 32:22-32)
Jacob found himself between a rock and a hard place. Behind him was Laban,
who had followed Jacob in his flight from Haran and threatened his life. Jacob couldn’t
turn back. Yet ahead of him waited Esau, Jacob’s brother whom he had cheated and who
had threatened Jacob’s life twenty years earlier. God had commanded Jacob to return to
Canaan, but this meant facing his brother and his own past record of deception. Having
sent his family and flocks ahead of him over the Jabbok River, Jacob was left all alone to
face his fears, his pride, and his past. There, alone on the banks of the Jabbok River,
Jacob would engage in an unforeseen wrestling match, a wrestling match with God. At
the end of that encounter, Jacob would be a changed man. When we grapple with God
face to face, we’ll never be the same. Jacob, at this moment in time, was transformed
into Israel. No longer would he be characterized by deception, but by faith.

Wrestling: God is determined to overcome
our deep seated spirit of self-sufficiency (32:22-25).
Jacob had taken every precaution humanly imaginable to preserve his family and
his life in the face of uncertain danger. In fact, Jacob had learned to take care of himself
all his life. He didn’t need to depend on God, or so he thought. But now Jacob would
find himself wrestling with God. This was a contest that Jacob could not win. He would
eventually learn that he must give up his self-sufficiency and trust in God.
Jacob took precautionary plans to protect his property and family in his own power
(32:22-23).
Having sent his huge flocks on ahead with his servants, Jacob finally sent his
precious family across the Jabbok River along with his most prized possessions. He did
so as night was falling, presumably to provide protection from any possible attack. Jacob
had done everything he could in his own power to protect his property and family. But
he could never be certain that all of these precautions would be sufficient. Maybe for the
first time in his life Jacob realized that his life wasn’t in his own hands. Still, he clung to
his self-sufficient ways.
When Jacob was all alone, a mysterious man appeared and wrestled with him all
through the night (32:24).
“So Jacob was left alone.” The text doesn’t explain why Jacob chose to remain
by himself on the far side of the Jabbok River. Was he expecting an encounter with God?
Did he need time to shore up his courage through personal resolve? Apparently, for some
reason unknown to us today, Jacob sensed a need to be alone on that crucial eve before
his encounter with Esau. But a greater encounter took place that night. “A man wrestled
with him till daybreak.” From out of nowhere a mysterious individual appeared with
Jacob and engaged him in a wrestling match. In the darkness of the night Jacob couldn’t

209

have possibly known who this man was. Was this someone sent by Laban to do Jacob
harm? Was it a soldier employed by Esau? Was it a bandit? It’s obvious from the verb
in this verse that the mysterious man initiated the wrestling match. It wasn’t a matter of
Jacob seeking God in prayer, but of God seeking Jacob. And while this wrestling match
was literal and physical, it certainly had spiritual connotations. Jacob was wrestling with
the rule of God over his life.
The man resorted to breaking Jacob’s will by wrenching his hip with a mere touch
(32:25).
In this night-long dual, Jacob’s mysterious opponent was unable to overpower
Jacob. At the spiritual level, this seems to indicate that Jacob clung to his stubborn, selfsufficient ways. He would not willingly submit to any power, earthly or heavenly. At
the physical level it seems best to understand that this mysterious man, who would soon
cripple Jacob with the mere touch of his hand, was wrestling with Jacob through the night
as a father might wrestle with his young son. Able at any moment to be victorious, he
played at wrestling until the time was right to end the contest. The man, unable to
overpower Jacob’s spirit, touched Jacob’s hip. This wrenching of Jacob’s hip was the
final act that sealed Jacob’s defeat. This mysterious man had to cripple Jacob in order to
break Jacob’s will. Wrestling with God can be painful as He seeks to extract our willful
resistance from our hearts.
Clinging: Only when we’re broken
are we ready to receive God’s richest blessings (32:26-29).
Having wrestled through the night, and having been broken, Jacob was no longer
able to carry on his conflict with his opponent. Even then, Jacob wasn’t willing to give
up. Instead of wrestling, Jacob now clung to the man and demanded a blessing from him.
Jacob refused to let the mysterious man go until the man had blessed him (32:26).
The man who had been wrestling with Jacob all night long said to Jacob, “Let me
go, for it is daybreak.” This implies that Jacob had taken hold of the man and would not
release him. In spite of the wrenching pain in Jacob’s hip he clung to the man and
wouldn’t let him go. By now Jacob must have begun to realize that this mysterious man
was of special, even supernatural, provenance. Jacob declared, “I will not let you go
unless you bless me.” At last Jacob understood that he couldn’t depend on himself. He
needed the blessing of another.
The man declared that Jacob would now be called Israel, reflecting an inner
transformation of Jacob’s heart (32:27-28).
The mysterious man asked Jacob his name and then informed Jacob that he would
now be called Israel. The name change would reflect a change in character. Jacob that
night was transformed into Israel. The man explained this name change, saying, “You
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have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.” The name Jacob means
schemer or deceiver, but the name Israel means one who has struggled with God, a
warrior (or possibly a prince). Jacob had struggled with men on many occasions, and
now he had wrestled with God. In this struggle he had not overcome God, but God had
overcome Jacob’s self-sufficiency. Jacob realized his need to be blessed by someone
greater, by God Himself. Jacob was a changed man.
The man refused to reveal his own name to Jacob, but blessed him nonetheless (32:29).
Probably in an attempt to add certainty to his suspicion about this man’s
supernatural character, Jacob said to him, “Please tell me your name.” After all, the man
had requested Jacob’s name. Was Jacob now going to offer a name change to this
mysterious individual? But the man simply replied, “Why do you ask my name?” In
other words, the man implied that his identity was obvious. He need not state his name.
Then the man granted Jacob’s request and pronounced a blessing on Jacob. Clinging to
this mysterious opponent, broken in body and spirit, Jacob could at last receive the
desired blessing.

Limping: The transformation of our hearts provides
a lifelong testimony to the powerful presence of God (32:30-32).
Jacob was transformed that night. God had touched his life. That divine
transformation would follow Jacob the rest of his life, as would a halt in his step. A
physical limp would be a constant reminder to Jacob and those who knew him of his
transforming encounter with God.
Jacob at last recognized that the mysterious man was God in human form (32:30).
“So Jacob called the place Peniel, saying, ‘It is because I saw God face to face,
and yet my life was spared.’” As dawn approached, and as Jacob reflected on the
mysterious stranger who had engaged him in conflict all night long, he finally came to the
conclusion that he had been wrestling with God in human form. He had seen God face to
face. God had not taken Jacob’s life, but had blessed and transformed it. By His grace
God had wrestled with Jacob all night without prevailing over him. But then God
touched Jacob’s hip, and immediately Jacob was subject to God. The name that Jacob
assigned to this place, Peniel, means the face of God. For the Christian, we would
understand this physical encounter with God to be a reference to the second person of the
triune Godhead, Jesus Christ. We each need to have an encounter with Jesus. We each
need to understand that He is supreme over our lives. We may wrestle with Him, trying
to maintain control. He may allow us to wrestle for a long time, but at some point He
may touch our hip, breaking our spirit, so that we can at last recognize Him for who He is
and cling to Him by faith for the blessing of eternal life.
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Jacob carried a lasting physical reminder of his transformation at the hand of God
(32:31).
The sun was up. The new day had begun. Jacob now crossed the Jabbok River to
rejoin his family and face his brother Esau. When his family saw him coming they must
have noticed that Jacob was limping. Jacob, too, would have felt the change in the way
he walked. Every step he took from that day onward would be a constant reminder of his
absolute dependence on God. Every time someone would ask why he walked with a limp
Jacob would have an opportunity to testify to the God who transforms lives.
The Israelites developed a dietary tradition that reminded them of Jacob’s spiritual
transformation (32:32).
As an addendum to this story we read that the Israelites developed a custom of not
eating the tendon from the hip joint of their livestock as a memorial to Jacob’s encounter
with God. Not only did Jacob’s limp provide a lifelong testimony of God’s transforming
power, but the tradition of the Israelites continued down through the generations to
highlight the powerful presence of God among His people. When God touches our lives,
we have a story to tell. When we grapple with God face to face, we’ll never be the same.
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Jacob is Reunited with Esau
(Genesis 33:1-20)
The time had come for Jacob to face his failures and fears head-on. His failures
included his scheming, lying, and cheating that resulted in obtaining his brother Esau’s
birthright and blessing. His fears focused on the unknown of Esau’s reaction to his
return. Would Esau still harbor hatred and thoughts of murder? Had time healed some of
the hurts? God had promised to bless Jacob upon his return to the Promised Land. It was
now time for Jacob to put his faith into practice. Jacob was ready to reach out to his
brother with contrition. He was ready to seek reconciliation. God had changed Jacob’s
heart and was in the process of changing Jacob’s life. These life changes didn’t take
place overnight, but Jacob clearly returned home a different man. When we’re receptive
to God He changes our attitude toward ourselves and others. In this passage we read
about Jacob’s reunion and reconciliation with his brother and their subsequent separation.

Reunion: resolve to face difficult
challenges head-on and humbly (33:1-4).
Jacob’s reunion with Esau carried deep uncertainty. Jacob couldn’t be sure that
Esau would welcome his return. But God had instructed Jacob to return to Canaan, so
Jacob pressed on. When we face challenging situations we can approach them directly
and in humility when we know that God is with us.
Jacob arranged his family to meet Esau who was approaching with four hundred men
(33:1-2).
Having learned that his brother Esau was approaching with 400 men, Jacob had
already divided his belongings into two camps as a prudent precaution (Genesis 32:7-8).
The morning after Jacob had wrestled with God he saw Esau and his men approaching.
The moment of truth had arrived. Jacob arranged his children in groups—his servants
Bilhah and Zilpah with their children, then Leah with her children, and finally Rachel
with her son Joseph. Although some find fault with Jacob’s arrangement of his family,
we can also consider this to be the most orderly way for Jacob to introduce his family to
Esau should Esau be receptive to his return.
Jacob went ahead of his family and bowed before Esau out of humble respect (33:3).
Jacob led the way, prepared to face Esau and hopeful to introduce his family to
his estranged brother. As he came near to Esau, Jacob bowed seven times before his
brother out of humble respect. He truly wanted put things right with Esau. There was no
shame in bowing before his brother. Humility should accompany all our attempts at
reconciliation.
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Esau ran to meet Esau and welcomed him with a warm embrace (33:4).
While Jacob bowed before his brother, Esau ran with open arms to welcome
Jacob back home in a glorious reunion. Esau wrapped his arms around Jacob and kissed
him. The text says that both men wept. The years—and the grace of God—had melted
away the hostility between these two brothers. Jacob’s courage in following God’s
direction and returning to Canaan had been more richly rewarded than he could have
possibly imagined. Like Jacob, we should resolve to face difficult challenges head-on
and with deep humility, trusting God to honor our intentions.

Reconciliation: remember that
broken relationships can be restored (33:5-15).
Not every story has a happy ending. While Jacob’s reunion with Esau resulted in
reconciliation, many broken relationships in life are never resolved. Still, we can’t give
up hope. Jacob’s story is a strong reminder that reconciliation is possible, that broken
relationships can indeed be restored.
Esau inquired about those who were with Jacob and Jacob introduced them as the
children whom God had graciously given him (33:5-7).
Now that Jacob and Esau were reunited they engaged in dialog. Esau began the
conversation, asking about Jacob’s family. Who were all these women and children?
Jacob continued to express himself in terms of humility before his brother, referring to
himself as Esau’s servant. He also eagerly gave credit to God and His grace. “They are,”
Jacob replied, “the children God has graciously given your servant.” In order, Jacob’s
maidservants, wives, and children bowed before Esau. God had truly blessed Jacob.
Esau inquired about the flocks and herds that had preceded Jacob and Jacob described
them as a gift with which he hoped to find favor in Esau’s eyes (33:8).
Esau then asked Jacob about the flocks and herds that he’d encountered as he
came to meet his brother. Jacob had sent several droves ahead of him to earn Esau’s
favor (Genesis 32:13-21). With each successive wave of gifts Esau would have received
a message of Jacob’s longing for reconciliation. Jacob respectfully referred to Esau as
his lord and said that these flocks and herds were intended as a gift so that he might find
favor (“grace”) in Esau’s sight. Jacob truly wanted to be reconciled to his brother.
Esau assured Jacob that no gift was necessary but Jacob insisted that Esau receive this
gift as an expression of their restored relationship (33:9-11).
Esau, while no doubt impressed by Jacob’s generous gift, insisted that no such
restitution was necessary. Esau had accumulated much wealth on his own. But Jacob
insisted, indicating that Esau’s acceptance of this gift would assure him of Esau’s
forgiveness and acceptance. Jacob stated that seeing Esau face to face and being so
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warmly welcomed was like seeing the face of God. Jacob had seen God the night before
(Genesis 32:30), and now this encounter with his brother was reminiscent of God’s
blessing in his life. These encounters were life changing. Jacob insisted that Esau accept
his “present” (literally “blessing). Jacob had stolen Esau’s blessing. Now he wanted to
return a blessing. He wanted reconciliation. Esau accepted Jacob’s gift. These two
brothers were now reconciled. Broken relationships can indeed be restored.
Esau offered to accompany Jacob back home but Jacob insisted on moving slowly and
separately (33:12-14).
As a gesture of peace, Esau offered to travel with Jacob back home but Jacob
declined. After all, Jacob had been driving his flocks and herds pretty heavily in his
quick departure from Mesopotamia. They and his family needed rest. Again addressing
Esau as his “lord,” Jacob encouraged his brother to go on ahead without him. Jacob
would catch up with Esau in Seir at a later time. Seir was the region south of the Dead
Sea and adjacent to the heart of the Promised Land. Esau had been living in Seir and
would eventually settle there, changing the name of the region to Edom (Genesis 36:8).
Whether Jacob ever intended to go to Seir is a matter of debate. Some commentators see
in Jacob’s promise a bold faced lie, a reflection of his old scheming ways. Others see this
as a promise that he may have kept but a visit which went unrecorded. Still others see his
words as a polite way of saying that he simply didn’t intend to settle close to his brother
and jeopardize their newly restored relationship.
Esau offered to leave some of his men to protect Jacob and his belongings but Jacob
insisted that Esau’s favor was all that he needed (33:15).
Esau again generously offered to leave some of his men to protect and escort
Jacob and his family back into Canaan. But Jacob again declined the offer, stating that
Esau’s favor was all that he desired. His reconciliation with his brother was a relief and a
joy. While not every strained relationship will end in reconciliation—there are always
two parties involved, and one cannot control the other—it’s encouraging to remember
that broken relationships can be restored.

Separation: recognize that even in
reconciliation healing takes time (33:16-20).
It’s far too easy to read into Jacob’s story our own life experiences. Did Jacob
part company with Esau because of his own latent scheming character? Did he still
harbor animosity or fear toward Jacob? It’s possible to view Jacob’s separation from
Esau as an acknowledgement that wounds heal slowly. While Jacob and Esau were truly
reconciled, Jacob may have been reluctant to press the issue any further. He may have
sensed that it was prudent for these two brothers to love each other at a distance rather
than risk resurrecting old animosities. Even when reconciliation occurs, healing takes
time.
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Esau returned to Seir while Jacob built a house and set up shelters for his animals at
Succoth (33:16-17).
Esau began his journey back to Seir, but Jacob went only a short distance so he
could rest his cattle and family. He built temporary shelters for his cattle. The Hebrew
word for shelter gave this place its name, Succoth. Jacob also built a dwelling there for
himself and his family. Nevertheless, this seems to have been but a temporary stop along
the Jabbok River east of the Jordan River. He eventually crossed over the Jordan into
Canaan.
Jacob moved to Shechem in the land of Canaan and purchased a plot of ground where
he pitched his tent and built an altar to God (33:18-20).
The text states that Jacob, having left Mesopotamia, arrived at the city of
Shechem in the land of Canaan “in peace.” This note implies that God had kept His
promise to protect Jacob and bring him back to the Promised Land. Jacob set up camp
near the city of Shechem. There he purchased part of a field from the sons of Hamor for
100 pieces of silver. One of Hamor’s sons was named Shechem (like the name of the city
in with he lived), who would play a major role in the next account in Jacob’s life.
Apparently Jacob wanted to stay on good terms with these native Canaanites and the
purchase of this field would have ensured a good start to their relationship. Some
commentators fault Jacob for not going immediately to Bethel where he’d first
encountered God, but even Abraham’s first stop in the Promised Land was at Shechem
(Genesis 12:6-7). Abraham had built an altar to God at Shechem, and now Jacob would
repeat that pious act. He called the altar “El Elohe Israel,” that is, “Mighty is the God of
Israel.” God had made major transformations in Jacob’s life. Jacob was now Israel, a
“Warrior of God.” God was now his God. Although Jacob was far from perfect, his life
was different because of his encounter with God. Although Jacob still needed time to
heal spiritually from his previous devious ways, he was on a new path with God. When
we’re receptive to God He changes our attitude toward ourselves and others.
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Jacob and the Men of Shechem
(Genesis 34:1-31)
Living in a fallen world isn’t easy. We bring plenty of problems on ourselves
through our own sinful indiscretions. In addition, we experience some of the
consequences of the sinful choices of others. It’s inexpressibly painful for a family to
lose a loved one to the foolish choices of a drunk driver. It’s unfair for a baby to be born
already infected with its mother’s drug addiction or life-threatening infection. Life isn’t
fair. Life isn’t always pleasant. Of course, we can address our own sinful practices
through faith in Jesus Christ and spiritual discipline of the heart. But we can’t control the
actions of others. By its very nature, life in this world will hand us unwelcome
experiences. This was the case in Jacob’s life after his return to Canaan. Living among
the Canaanites posed certain risks, spiritual and physical. The world isn’t a particularly
friendly place to the people of God. How we react to the painful experiences of life is a
gauge of our spiritual progress. While there are inherent risks in living in this world, God
is with us through the most difficult experiences of life.

Living in this world exposes us to
the risk of being deeply wounded (34:1-7).
Jacob’s story reinforces the fact that living in this world exposes us to painful
experiences. We will hurt, but God can heal.
While Jacob’s daughter Dinah was visiting the women of the land, Shechem defiled
her and then sought to make her his wife (34:1-4).
Jacob had returned to the land of Canaan and settled near the city of Shechem.
Apparently he’d lived there for several years, since Dinah would have been a child upon
his arrival but had become a mature young woman by the time of the account in Genesis
34. Dinah was the daughter of Jacob’s first wife, Leah, and the full sister to Reuben,
Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun. As she grew up Dinah began to interact
with the women who lived around her. There was nothing inherently evil in her
interaction with the local women—the text doesn’t describe her as foolish, simply as a
victim of another’s indiscretion.
One day a man named Shechem, one of the sons of Hamor—a Hivite chieftain—
saw Dinah and took advantage of her. He “took” her, “lay” with her, and “humbled” her.
This rapid sequence of actions reveals Shechem’s violent rape of this young woman.
Dinah experienced the painful reality of living in a fallen world.
Although Shechem had raped Dinah he wanted to make Dinah his wife. His soul
clung to her, seemingly moving beyond the mere lusts of his heart. Shechem developed a
love for Dinah and only then began to speak to her in a meaningful way. The world
sometimes acts in amazingly foolish ways. Shechem thought that he could win Dinah
after having treated her so despicably. Shechem spoke with his father and insisted that he
work out arrangements with Dinah’s family to secure her as his bride.
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When Jacob learned about the situation he remained silent until his sons returned
from the field (34:5).
Jacob soon learned that his daughter had been defiled by Shechem. Jacob’s sons
were in the fields tending the flocks and herds, so Jacob took no immediate action. Some
may see in Jacob’s inaction a lack of decisive defense of his daughter, but Jacob’s silence
more likely reveals a prudent patience. Had he taken action without the presence of his
sons, the people of Shechem might have retaliated and destroyed him and his family.
Jacob waited patiently for his sons to return from the fields.
Jacob’s sons were furious when they learned about Shechems’ wicked act (34:6-7).
While Jacob was waiting for his sons to return, Hamor went to talk with Jacob
about securing Dinah as a wife for Shechem. Soon Jacob’s sons, having heard the news
of Dinah’s defilement, arrived. They were understandably outraged. After all,
Shechem’s act was disgraceful, an act of “folly against Israel.” Rape was, of course, an
indescribably inappropriate violation of God’s moral law. Dinah was defiled. Jacob was
disgraced. Jacob’s sons were enraged. Living in this world exposes us to the risk of
being deeply wounded.

Living in this world exposes us to
the risk of compromising our standards (34:8-12).
It’s one thing to be hurt by the unbelieving world around us. It’s another to be
absorbed into its sinful way of thinking. The Shechemites wanted to intermarry with
Jacob’s family, but this would compromise the people of promise.
Shechem’s father, Hamor, proposed that his people and Jacob’s family form an
alliance through intermarriage, letting Dinah marry Shechem (34:8-10).
Hamor began to negotiate a treaty with Jacob and his sons. He stated that
Shechem had “bound his soul” to Dinah. He asked Jacob to give Dinah to Shechem as a
wife. In addition, Hamor proposed that his people intermarry freely with Jacob’s family.
Jacob’s family would be free to settle permanently in the region, to live and trade among
the people, and to accumulate property. In other words, Hamor suggested an alliance by
which his people and Jacob’s family would become one. Of course, this proposal would
interfere with God’s grand covenant by which Abraham’s descendants would be a
distinct people.
Shechem offered to pay any price to marry Dinah (34:11-12).
After Hamor had presented his proposal for an alliance, Shechem presented his
own case. Shechem wanted to find favor (“grace”) in the eyes of Jacob and his sons. He
offered to pay any price that Jacob determined was appropriate in order to secure Dinah
as his wife. Shechem was eager to marry Dinah, and Hamor was eager to absorb Jacob’s
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family and possessions in a broad political alliance. The terms were attractive, but the
risk of violating God’s grand covenant was immeasurable. Living in this world exposes
us to the risk of compromising our standards.

Living in this world exposes us to
the risk of succumbing to its godless ways (34:13-29).
How we react to the problems that the world dishes out reveals a great deal about
our progress in faith. How would Jacob and his sons respond to the situation?
Jacob’s sons intentionally deceived Hamor and Shechem by demanding circumcision
as the condition of their forming an alliance (34:13-17).
Jacob seems to have passed the negotiations on to his sons. Was he acting
irresponsibly or was he immobilized by the atrocity of Dinah’s defilement? The text
offers no explanation. It’s clear, however, that Jacob’s sons completed the transaction.
They deceived Hamor and Shechem—the art of deception seems to have been passed
down from father to sons—and claimed that they could only agree to intermingling with
the Shechemites if these pagan people would agree to the sign of the covenant,
circumcision. If the Shechemites would submit to circumcision, the Israelites would
agree to the alliance. If the Shechemites refused, the Israelites would take Dinah and go
their way.
Hamor and Shechem eagerly agreed to these terms and convinced the men of Shechem
to comply for economic benefits (34:18-24).
Hamor and Shechem were more than happy with this bargain. Shechem is
described as the most honorable member of Hamor’s family, indicating the level of
morality that was present among the Hivites! He was eager to comply with the terms
because of his infatuation with Dinah. Hamor and Shechem went to the city gate, the
public meeting place, of the city of Shechem and explained the opportunity to his people.
They explained their true motives, a total takeover of Jacob’s family and wealth. For this
reason the people of Shechem agreed to the terms of the alliance. Every man then
submitted to circumcision.
Simeon and Levi took advantage of the Shechemites’ weakness, slaughtered the male
population, and brought Dinah back home (34:25-26).
Of course, Jacob’s sons had deceived Hamor and Shechem. When the men of
Shechem were at their weakest Simeon and Levi (two of Dinah’s full brothers) attacked
the city with their swords and killed every man in the city. They killed Hamor and
Shechem and brought Dinah, who had apparently been confined, back home. While
Shechem’s defilement of Dinah was horribly wrong, the deceptive actions of Simeon and
Levi were also horribly wrong.
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The sons of Jacob plundered the city of Shechem and took captive the women and
children (34:27-29).
After Simeon and Levi completed their murderous work, the other sons of Jacob
plundered the city, seized all the animals and movable property, and took captive all the
women and children. Their retaliation was thorough and excessive. Their reaction to the
sin around them was to engage in more sin. Living in this world exposes us to the risk of
succumbing to its godless ways.

Living in this world exposes us to
the risk of eroding family relationships (34:30-31).
We will either rise above the moral level of the world or let its ways pull us down.
The world has a way of chipping away at our foundations and even eroding our family
relationships. Jesus warned that our commitment to Him might, in fact, strain our family
relationships (Matthew 10:21-23, 34-36).
Jacob rebuked Simeon and Levi for their treachery (34:30).
Jacob was unaware of the deceptive plot of his sons. When he learned what
they’d done he rebuked Simeon and Levi. They’d put the whole family at risk. Jacob
had become a stench to the Canaanites and Perizzites who lived in the land. Jacob feared
their retaliation and his demise. Of course, God had promised to bless Jacob. Jacob
hadn’t yet fully matured in his faith and so feared for his life and the fulfillment of God’s
grand covenant. Still, he knew that what his sons had done was wrong and worthy of
rebuke.
Simeon and Levi justified their actions by pointing out how their sister Dinah had been
dishonored (34:31).
The account of Dinah’s defilement ends with the defensive words of Simeon and
Levi: “Should he have treated our sister like a prostitute?” Of course Shechem was
wrong for defiling Dinah. But Simeon and Levi failed to see their own sin. Their actions
drove a wedge between them and their father. At the end of Jacob’s life he was still
deeply grieved over what his sons had done (compare Genesis 49:5-7). When the ways
of the world infiltrate the people of faith there will be strained and even broken
relationships. Living in this world isn’t easy. God’s people need to be on guard. We
need to realize that there will be incredibly trying circumstances, but how we respond to
the world will reveal our own level of faith. How we react to the painful experiences of
life is a gauge of our spiritual progress. While there are inherent risks in living in this
world, God is with us through the most difficult experiences of life.
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Jacob Returns to Bethel
(Genesis 35:1-15)
It had been a journey long and painful. But it had also been a life transforming
journey. Jacob had fled from home, from Esau, from his father Isaac. But he could not
flee from God. God had promised to be with Jacob all along the journey. At Bethel, as
Jacob was leaving the land of promise, God had appeared. He assured Jacob of His
presence and blessing (Genesis 28:10-22). Jacob in return promised, should he ever
return to Bethel, to make Yahweh his God. That moment came at last. Jacob returned to
Bethel. This place of such spiritual significance in Jacob’s life prompted reflection,
invited hope, and inspired worship. When God is at the center of our lives our lives
become the center of His blessing.

Looking back: when we take time to reflect
we’ll recognize that God has been active in our lives (35:1-8).
Even when we wander from God He refuses to give up on us. When at last we
look over our shoulder we discover that God has been there all along. Reflection helps us
recognize God’s active presence in our lives. It was time for Jacob to return to Bethel.
These were days of personal introspection and a season of reflection on his previous
encounter with God.
God instructed Jacob to return to Bethel and to build Him an altar (35:1).
After Jacob’s lengthy sojourn in Mesopotamia God had told him to return to
Canaan (Genesis 31:3). Now God gave Jacob specific instructions to return to the site of
Bethel. Jacob was to settle there and build an altar to God. God reminded Jacob that He
was the God who had previously appeared at Bethel, and referred to Jacob’s flight from
Esau. The old, painful experiences of life were still formational in Jacob’s journey. He
would, no doubt, reflect deeply on his past as he made his way to Bethel.
Jacob instructed his household to purify themselves in preparation for going to Bethel
(35:2-4).
Before going to Bethel it was clear in Jacob’s mind that he and his household
required spiritual purging. Jacob instructed everyone under his responsibility to remove
any foreign gods, to purify themselves, and to put on fresh clothing. Rachel had stolen
her father’s household idols and may have still been harboring them (Genesis 31:19).
Some of the captives from Shechem may also have kept idols in their possession. Jacob
was eager to obey God by returning to Bethel and building an altar to honor God’s
faithful protection and presence. His household complied with his wishes and gave Jacob
all their foreign gods along with their earrings, which may have held some idolatrous
connotations. Jacob buried these objects of false worship under an oak tree at Shechem,
disposing permanently of that which would pose a distraction from worshiping the true
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and living God. It was time to leave all these things behind. It was time to meet with
God.
God protected Jacob by inflicting the inhabitants of Canaan with a deep sense of fear
(35:5).
Jacob and his household started on their way to Bethel. God once again protected
them by placing fear in the hearts of the surrounding inhabitants of Canaan (compare
Joshua 2:10-11; 5:1). Any ideas of retaliation for the crime against Shechem were
thwarted by God’s intervention. No one pursued Jacob, who left the region and went
obediently to Bethel.
Jacob and his household arrived at Bethel where he built an altar to honor God (35:67).
Jacob arrived safely at Bethel where he built an altar to God. Having named this
site Bethel years ago, Jacob now gave it the additional title of El Bethel, the God of the
House of God. His focus had moved away from the place and onto the person of God
Himself. This was the exact place where God had revealed Himself to Jacob when Jacob
fled from Esau (another opportunity for Jacob to reflect on his past). God had kept His
promise to protect Jacob. Now Jacob kept his promise to honor God as his own.
Rebekah’s nurse, Deborah, died and was buried at Bethel (35:8).
Verse 8 presents a small indication of the changes that had taken place over the
years. Jacob’s mother Rebekah, who had prompted much of the scheming that resulted in
Jacob’s departure from home, had apparently died during the time of Jacob’s absence.
Rebekah’s nurse, Deborah, by now an extremely old woman, had joined Jacob’s
household at some point along the way. She would have been the last tie with Jacob’s
beloved mother. Deborah died at Bethel and Jacob buried her near an oak tree which he
called the Oak of Weeping. Looking back at his life Jacob had plenty over which to be
sorry. Nonetheless, God had been present, protecting and blessing him along the way.
When we take time to reflect we’ll recognize that God has been active in our lives.

Looking ahead: when we take time to listen
we’ll recognize that God has a plan for our lives (35:9-13).
God is active in our lives from beginning to end. Our past reveals His presence,
and our future anticipates His blessing. God has a plan for us, just as He had a plan for
Jacob.
God again appeared to Jacob and reinforced his change of name to Israel (35:9-10).
God appeared to Jacob. What a gracious God! Having returned to Bethel after
his lengthy sojourn in Paddan Aram (Mesopotamia), Jacob encountered God once again.
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There at Bethel God blessed Jacob. The nature of that blessing seems to have revolved
around Jacob’s new name, a name God had assigned to him when they wrestled on the
border of the Promised Land (Genesis 32:27-28). Once again God reinforced the
importance of this change of name—reflecting a change in character. No longer Jacob
the schemer, this patriarch now became Israel, a warrior of God. God “named him
Israel.” God delights to transform His people into men and women of character.
God reassured Jacob of His blessing in terms of His grand covenant with Abraham
(35:11-13).
God described Himself to Jacob as “El Shaddai,” God Almighty. He then
instructed Jacob to fulfill the creation mandate to “be fruitful and increase in number”
(compare Genesis 1:28). The grand covenant that God had made with Abraham would
pass through Jacob—God would make Jacob into a great nation and even a collection of
nations. Kings would rise up from Jacob’s descendants. God also promised to give
Jacob and his descendants the land that He had given to Abraham and Isaac. Jacob was
the recipient of God’s grand covenant, and through Jacob all nations would be blessed.
The Messiah, Jesus Christ, would come through Jacob’s line. Having declared these
great promises to Jacob, God “went up” from him, leaving Jacob with the anticipation of
a bright future. God had a plan for Jacob, and He has a plan for us today. When we take
time to listen we’ll recognize that God has a plan for our lives.

Looking up: when we take time to worship
we’ll recognize that God must be central to our lives (35:14-15).
God went up from Jacob, and Jacob looked up in worship. God had a new place
in Jacob’s life. Bethel was a new beginning.
Jacob set up a pillar and poured out a drink offering in recognition of God’s blessing
(35:14).
At Jacob’s first encounter with God at Bethel he had set up a stone pillar and
poured oil on it to commemorate his experience (Genesis 28:18-19). Now, at his second
Bethel experience, Jacob again set up a stone pillar and poured oil on it. In addition,
Jacob offered a drink offering to God. Jacob believed God’s promise. He worshiped
God at Bethel, thereby acknowledging the central place God had taken in his heart.
Jacob reaffirmed the name of the place as Bethel in recognition of God’s presence
(35:15).
“Jacob called the place where God had talked with him Bethel.” Bethel—the
House of God—was a special place, a place where Jacob met God. Jacob reaffirmed this
name, a name he’d given this place so many years before (Genesis 28:19). We all need
moments, places, special encounters with God. We need a Bethel. We need to make
God central to our lives. God needs to be at the very center of our thoughts, decisions,
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and affections. When we encounter God through faith in Jesus Christ He begins a
transforming work in our lives. He gives us hope for the future and purpose for today.
We look back and realize that God has been with us all along. We look ahead and know
that God will be with us and bless us for His glory. We look up and recognize that God
deserves our worship and our whole heart. When God is at the center of our lives our
lives become the center of His blessing.
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Jacob is Reunited with Isaac
(Genesis 35:16-29)
Jacob’s story, his spiritual journey, was filled with highs and lows, peaks and
valleys, joys and sorrows. Genesis 35:16-29 marks the end of Jacob’s spotlight role in
the broader story of God’s covenant blessing. It’s a passage that reflects the vicissitudes
of Jacob’s life. It’s also a passage that reveals the sustaining power of God. God had
promised to pour His grand covenant blessings through Jacob and He kept His promise.
But God’s blessings then, like now, often came in the midst of trials. Blessing and
suffering are often intermingled, but we can always count on God to sustain us.
God will sustain us when we’re forced
to face the realities of life mingled with death (35:16-20).
Both life and death are the realities of our existence. We celebrate new life
entering our world, the birth of a child or grandchild. But we also face the hard fact of
death when we lose a loved one, too often prematurely. Life and death are constant
reminders of God’s sustaining grace.
After Jacob and his family left Bethel, Rachel gave birth to a son (35:16-17).
Having encountered God at Bethel in a powerful way, the now transformed
Jacob—Israel—set out once again on his journey. He and his household moved on to a
place called Ephrath (“fruitful”), also known as Bethlehem (“house of bread”).
Bethlehem would eventually become the hometown of King David and, even more
significantly, the birthplace of Jesus Christ. Some distance outside Bethlehem Jacob’s
favored wife Rachel went into labor. This time her labor was especially difficult, but
Rachel’s midwife gave Rachel encouraging news. Although Rachel was dying from the
complications of her labor she had given birth to another healthy son. At the birth of her
first son, Joseph, Rachel had wished for another (Genesis 30:24). God had granted her
this desire. There was a moment of joy in what would become a mixed blessing, life
mingled with death.
With her dying breath Rachel named the boy Ben-Oni, but Jacob named him
Benjamin (35:18).
“As her soul was departing” Rachel named the boy Ben-Oni, meaning “Son of
Sorrow” or “Son of Pain.” Like Jacob, Rachel had experienced pain in her journey and
now the pain of childbirth and death was forefront in her mind. Rachel died along the
road to Bethlehem. The joy of life was overshadowed by the sadness of death. However,
Jacob renamed his new son Benjamin, “Son of My Right Hand.” Instead of associating
this new addition to his family with pain and death Jacob chose to give the baby a name
that revealed strength and hope. God had sustained Jacob, and Jacob saw in this last of
his twelve sons the strength of the living God.
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Jacob buried Rachel near Bethlehem and set up a pillar over her tomb (35:19-20).
Jacob buried Rachel outside Bethlehem. He set up a pillar over her tomb to mark
this place of death mingled with life. That pillar remained until the time Moses recorded
these events in Genesis, and Rachel’s tomb was recognizable at least until the time of
Samuel (1 Samuel 10:2). In fact, tradition still marks the place of Rachel’s burial outside
Bethlehem today. The final chapters of Jacob’s life were beginning to come to a close.
Rachel was no more. But Jacob did have a new son. God still kept His promise.
God will sustain us when we’re forced
to face the realities of grief mingled with joy (35:21-26).
Sorrow and suffering sometimes penetrate our lives from the sinful acts of others.
It may, in fact, be true that we experience the deepest hurts from those who are closest to
us in lives. Jacob experienced deep grief over the actions of one of his sons, Reuben.
Jacob’s oldest son Reuben disgraced himself by sleeping with his father’s concubine
Bilhah (35:21-22).
Having buried Rachel, Jacob again pulled up stakes and traveled to a place called
Migdal Eder, or the Tower of Eder. Here the text refers to Jacob as Israel, a name that it
would take this patriarch some time to wear comfortably. It was at Migdal Eder that
Reuben disgraced himself. Reuben was Jacob’s firstborn son, the son of Rachel’s sister
Leah. For reasons unrecorded in the text, Reuben decided to sleep with Rachel’s
maidservant and his father’s concubine Bilhah. Did he do so to spite Rachel’s side of the
family? Was he trying to forcibly seize the rights of the firstborn? Whatever the reasons,
Reuben performed a disgraceful act that would eventually eliminate him from the rights
of the firstborn son. Israel heard about Reuben’s act and it must have hurt him deeply.
Grief comes too easily from the actions of others, and too often from the actions of those
closest to us. Jacob would never forget this incident. In fact, many years later as Jacob
was approaching death he made mention of this event and used Reuben’s disgraceful act
as his justification for not passing the family birthright on to his oldest son (Genesis 49:34).
Jacob now had twelve sons who would become the twelve tribes of Israel (35:23-26).
Even though Jacob’s life was again afflicted with sorrow and grief there was joy
in knowing that God had kept His promise to bless Jacob. Jacob had twelve sons, twelve
tribes. The text lists the names of these sons according to the names of their mothers.
Leah bore Reuben (the firstborn), Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, and Zebulun. Rachel
was the mother of Joseph and Benjamin. Rachel’s maidservant Bilhah gave birth to Dan
and Naphtali. Leah’s maidservant Zilpah bore Gad and Asher. The text indicates that
these sons were born in Paddan Aram (Mesopotamia), which was true of the first eleven
sons. Of course the text had just indicated that Benjamin was born near Bethlehem, the
only son of Jacob to be born in the Promised Land. Jacob took great joy in his family,
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the fulfillment of God’s promised blessing in his life. God had sustained him through
grief and sadness by granting him twelve tribes.
God will sustain us when we’re forced
to face the realities of restoration mingled with loss (35:27-29).
Jacob was yet to experience one more blessing, reunion with his father. But that
reunion, too, would eventually result in sorrow and loss. Still, God sustained Jacob all
along his journey.
Jacob finally returned to Hebron where he was reunited with his father Isaac (35:27).
It had been well over 20 years since Jacob had last seen his father Isaac. At the
time of his departure Jacob had just deceived Isaac into granting him the family blessing.
Graciously, Isaac had sent Jacob away with an additional word of blessing, assuring
Jacob that the grand covenant of God would belong to him (Genesis 28:1-5). After all
those years of separation, Jacob finally returned to his father’s home. Isaac lived in
Mamre (near Kiriath Arba or Hebron). This area had long been the place of settlement
for Abraham and Isaac. It was there that “Jacob came home to his father.” That reunion
isn’t described with any detail, but we can rightly imagine that there must have been
tears, expressed regrets, and embraces of joy. Jacob had at last returned home.
Having lived a long life, Isaac died and was buried by his sons Esau and Jacob (35:2829).
Isaac, who was advanced in age when Jacob set out for Mesopotamia, had lived to
see Jacob’s return. In fact, he enjoyed several years of life with Jacob after that reunion.
Isaac would have lived past the point when Joseph, Jacob’s son, was sold by his brothers
into slavery in Egypt. But the account in Genesis brings Isaac’s life to an end before
continuing the story of Jacob’s sons. Isaac lived to the age of 180. He then died “and
was gathered to his people,” a hope-filled phrase indicating the reality of reunion with
loved ones who precede us in death. Isaac was “old and full of years.” He’d lived a
relatively tranquil life compared to his father Abraham and his son Jacob. God had
blessed Isaac, and now that blessing would pass on to Jacob. Jacob and his brother Esau
came together once again at the death of their father and showed that their relationship
was amicable by participating together in Isaac’s burial. Isaac’s life was now over.
Jacob’s journey now leaves center stage. God had blessed and sustained Jacob through
many unique challenges and trials. There would still be trials ahead for this humbled
patriarch. But God would continue to sustain him until his dying day. God takes care of
His people. While we’re not exempt from trials we do know that God is with us through
our trials. Blessing and suffering are often intermingled, but we can always count on
God to sustain us.
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Esau and his Descendants
(Genesis 36:1-43)
The account of Jacob’s faith journey naturally includes his brother Esau.
Furthermore, the conflicts between Jacob’s descendants, the Israelites, and Esau’s
descendants, the Edomites, surface throughout the Old Testament. It’s not surprising,
therefore, that Genesis includes a chapter entirely devoted to Esau and his descendants.
Granted, Genesis 36 doesn’t make for captivating reading. Nonetheless, such historical
and genealogical records link the stories of the Old Testament to real time and place
people. The New Testament description of Esau is that of a “godless” or “irreligious”
man (Hebrews 12:16-17). Esau had little use for the faith of his fathers. Yet God blessed
Esau. Esau’s story demonstrates that God is active in the lives of all people, even those
who pay no attention to Him. God’s inherent nature can be seen even in the lives of
irreligious people. God’s character transcends our limited recognition of His works.

God can bless ungodly
people—He’s a gracious God (36:1-19).
Esau took his spiritual heritage lightly. He was willing to trade his birthright for a
bowl of stew (Genesis 25:27-34). He intentionally disappointed his parents by marrying
Canaanite women (Genesis 26:34; 28:8-9). But Esau was a descendant of Abraham, and
God had promised to make Esau into a great nation, albeit a nation that would be
subservient to that of Jacob (Genesis 25:23). In spite of the fact that Esau was irreligious,
God chose to bless him. God is a God of grace. He sometimes blesses those who
disregard Him, wooing them to Himself through His grace.
Esau married Canaanite wives who bore several children while living in Canaan (36:15).
Genesis 36 begins with the typical historical notice introducing a new section of
the book: “These are the generations of . . . .” This chapter describes the descendants of
Esau, who also came to be known as Edom (an identification that’s repeated throughout
this chapter). Esau’s account begins here with his marriages to at least three wives, all
Canaanites. Adah was a daughter of a Hittite named Elon. Oholibamah was a daughter
of Anah and granddaughter of a Hivite named Zibeon. Basemath was a daughter of
Isaac’s half-brother Ishmael. Genesis 26:34 refers also to a wife named Judith, daughter
of a Hittite named Beeri, as well as a wife named Basemath, who may have been a sister
to Adah (or Basemath may have been a second name for Adah). These wives bore Esau
several children who are mentioned by name in the text. It’s significant that these “were
born to him in Canaan.” While Esau was willing to marry Canaanite women, which
displeased his parents, he also remained in Canaan, the land of promise. In spite of his
irreligious nature, Esau received God’s blessing in the form of a large family.
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Esau moved his family and possessions away from Jacob and settled permanently in
the land of Seir (36:6-8).
At some point in Esau’s life, probably when Jacob returned from Mesopotamia,
Esau made a permanent move. Leaving Canaan and heading south, Esau took his family
and possessions and settled in the land of Seir. The reason for this move was the
abundance of God’s blessing. Both Esau and Jacob had great wealth—too much
livestock for the land to bear. God had blessed both brothers, not because they deserved
His blessing but because He’s a gracious God.
Esau’s family grew in size as his children produced numerous grandchildren (36:914).
Again the text refers to the “generations” of Esau, this time introducing the fuller
extent of Esau’s family. Esau became the father of the Edomites. The land of Seir would
eventually bear the name Edom in recognition of Esau’s dominance. Once again the text
lists the names of three of Esau’s wives and their children (compare 1 Chronicles 1:3537). But this time the text goes on to name Esau’s grandchildren as well. God continued
to bless Esau even after Esau migrated from Canaan to Seir.
Esau’s descendants became influential tribal leaders in the land of Seir (36:15-19).
Not only did Esau have an increasing number of grandchildren, his sons and
grandsons became renowned tribal leaders (“chiefs”). The repetition of the names of
these descendants of Esau along with their leadership roles indicates their influential
power in the newly acquired territory of Seir. God had blessed Esau. God sometimes
chooses to bless ungodly people to fulfill His purposes in this world.

God can replace ungodly
people—He’s a just God (36:20-43).
God blessed Esau while at the same time using Esau’s family to displace the
pagan people who already lived in the land of Seir. While God may bless ungodly
people, He may also replace ungodly people as a part of His perfect purpose in this
world.
The descendants of Seir who lived in the land prior to Esau’s arrival were influential
tribal leaders (36:20-30).
When Esau migrated south out of Canaan into Seir that country was already
occupied by “the sons of Seir.” This people group is referred to as “Horites,” probably
the ancient Hurrians. The text gives the names of these sons of Seir who were tribal
leaders or “chiefs” (compare 1 Chronicles 1:38-42). One of these tribal leaders, Anah, is
noteworthy for having discovered hot springs in the otherwise desert terrain of the land
(verse 24). He was the son of Zibeon and the father of Oholibamah. Oholibamah

229

became one of the wives of Esau (verse 2, where Zibeon is referred to as a Hivite,
indicating broad intermarriage within the tribal groups in the region). This genealogical
note links the ancient people of Seir with Esau and marks the beginning of Esau’s
supremacy over the original inhabitants of that region.
The descendants of Esau eventually became kings in the land of Seir (36:31-39).
The text next lists eight kings, presumably descendants of Esau, who came to
power in Edom, the region formerly known as Seir but having taken the name of Esau’s
descendants due to their prominence and power (compare 1 Chronicles 1:43-51a). The
text indicates that these kings predated any kings in Israel (verse 31). This note doesn’t
demand that this passage was recorded after Israel began its monarchy period. God had
previously promised Abraham that kings would come from his line (Genesis 17:6) and
Moses’ law anticipated the future monarchy (Deuteronomy 17:14-20). Of special note
was Hadad, who subdued the Midianites in the land of Moab, indicating a growing power
base among the descendants of Esau (verse 35). This list of Edomite kings, following the
list of Horite tribal leaders, indicates that Esau’s descendants had replaced the original
inhabitants of the land. In fact, Deuteronomy 2:12 states that Esau’s descendants drove
out and destroyed the Horites. God used an ungodly people, the Edomites, to replace
another ungodly people, the Horites. God sometimes blesses ungodly people because of
His grace, but He also replaces ungodly people because of His justice. Current blessings
don’t make ungodly people immune to God’s eventual judgment.
The descendants of Esau were influential tribal leaders and became the Edomites
(36:40-43).
Genesis 36 ends with a recap of the names of the tribal leaders who descended
from Esau (compare 1 Chronicles 1:51b-53) and indicates that each claimed his own
territory. It was Esau who was the father of the Edomites, and the Edomites would play a
recurring role in the history of God’s chosen people, the Israelites.

God can use ungodly
people—He’s a sovereign God (Edom’s History).
The recurring role of the Edomites in Israel’s history is one of conflict rather than
cooperation. The family ties between Esau and Jacob quickly deteriorated between their
descendants. Edom’s history shows us that God can use ungodly people to fulfill his
perfect plan in this world, highlighting God’s attribute of sovereignty.
Moses bypassed Edom when the Edomites refused to assist the Israelites (Numbers
20:14-21).
Generations after Esau moved his family to Edom, Moses led the Israelites out of
bondage in Egypt. Along the way the Israelites came to the border of Edom. Moses
requested permission to peacefully pass through Edom, but the Edomites refused entry to
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the Israelites. At this time in Israel’s history God forbid His people to take any punitive
action against the Edomites.
David conquered the Edomites and subjected them to the rule of the Israelites (2
Samuel 8:13-14).
More generations passed. In the time of David, Israel’s greatest king, the
Israelites conquered the Edomites. Edom became subservient to Israel, and “the older”
served “the younger” (compare Genesis 25:23).
Jehoram attacked the rebellious Edomites and narrowly escaped with his life (2 Kings
8:20-22).
As history progressed the Israelites divided into two nations, Israel in the north
and Judah in the south. During the reign of one of the kings of Judah, Jehoram, the
Edomites rebelled against their overlords. Jehoram tried to put down the rebellion, but
the Edomites successfully broke away from Judah’s dominance.
Obadiah prophesied the fall of the Edomites for rejoicing over Judah’s demise
(Obadiah 10-15).
Judah eventually fell to the Babylonians who destroyed Jerusalem’s temple and
took many of the Jews into captivity. At that time the Edomites took great delight in
Judah’s demise. A Jewish prophet named Obadiah devoted his short book to the
Edomites, accusing them of rejoicing over Judah’s destruction when they should have
mourned and warning them about their own impending judgment from God.
Jesus survived the attack of an Edomite named Herod and attracted Edomites as
followers (Matthew 2:16; Mark 3:8).
In the New Testament the Edomites, by then known as Idumeans, were again
present. The father of Herod the Great, Antipater, was an Idumean. Edomite blood ran
through the veins of Herod who, among his other crimes, attempted to kill Jesus by
slaughtering the male babies in Bethlehem. But Jesus, of course, survived this attempt on
His life. In His adult ministry Jesus attracted people of many nationalities, including
Idumeans according to Mark 3:8. Shortly after this time the ancient Edomites pass off
the scene of human history. In God’s sovereignty they had fulfilled their purpose. God
can bless ungodly people because of His grace, replace ungodly people because of His
justice, and use ungodly people to fulfill His purposes because of His sovereignty. God’s
inherent nature can be seen even in the lives of irreligious people. From Esau’s
descendants we learn that God’s character transcends our limited recognition of His
works.
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Joseph’s Emerging Leadership
(Genesis 37:1-11)
The story of Joseph occupies the majority of the final chapters in Genesis.
Joseph’s life reveals the sovereign hand of God as Joseph goes from favored son to slave
to trusted steward to prisoner to honored vizier of Egypt. Throughout the story, Joseph’s
faith and character shine. It’s popular to import into Joseph’s story some modern
concepts of family life, making Joseph out to be a haughty teen who needs the refinement
brought about by hardship. However, the Bible never portrays Joseph as less than a man
of conviction and character, traits that can be seen even in the earliest descriptions of his
life. Even as a teenager, Joseph was an emerging leader. Yes, God refines His people.
But it’s also true that some of God’s people begin life well, and God’s refining work
simply makes the good great. Joseph became a great leader, a great example of a man of
God. He stood out among his brothers as one who was sensitive to the work of God in
his life. He stood out and he stood up for God. We, too, become spiritual leaders when
we make our commitment to God known to others around us. God calls each of us to
stand out and stand up for Him.

Emerging leaders demonstrate
industry and integrity (37:1-2).
Easily overlooked is the fact that Joseph was a hard worker.
industry as well as integrity in the tasks to which he was called.

He displayed

Jacob settled his family in Canaan, the land of promise (37:1).
Abraham’s grandson Jacob had returned from his sojourn in Mesopotamia and
settled his sizeable family and flocks in the land of his ancestors. This was the land of
promise, Canaan. The fact that Jacob had at last returned to his ancestral land indicates
that he had also returned to his ancestral God, the God of Abraham and Isaac.
Joseph shared in the work of caring for the flocks with his brothers (37:2a).
Genesis 37:2 provides the familiar structural marker, “these are the generations of
. . . ,” in this case the account of Jacob. Isaac had died, so Jacob becomes the patriarchal
leader. However, most of this account of Jacob from this point forward focuses on his
son Joseph. Joseph was Jacob’s eleventh son and his first son by his favored wife
Rachel. Rachel died giving birth to Jacob’s last son, Benjamin (Genesis 35:16-20). This
meant that Joseph lost his mother when he was a very young boy. His mother’s sister
Leah, his step-mother, likely raised him into his teenage years. These circumstances
could have produced bitterness, but instead seem to have engendered tenderness in young
Joseph’s heart.
Joseph’s story begins when he was a young man of seventeen. He had been
assigned the task of tending his father’s flocks with his half-brothers from Jacob’s two
secondary wives, Bilhah and Zilpah. Bihah’s sons were Dan and Naphtali, and Zilpah’s
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sons were Gad and Asher. These half-brothers would have been just a few years older
than Joseph, but they seem to have had none of their father’s faith in God. Joseph
worked among them, tending the flocks as was expected. This little glimpse into
Joseph’s life indicates that he was a young man accustomed to hard work. He was not
idle, but industrious.
Joseph reported on his brothers’ evil behavior to his father (37:2b).
Joseph was a hard working young man and he was a man of integrity. Although
the specific incident isn’t recorded, Joseph’s half-brothers were involved in some form of
sinful behavior. Their lives didn’t reflect the faith of their father. Joseph reported on
their actions, telling Jacob about the situation. While some might see Joseph’s actions as
selfish and petty, in fact Joseph was honoring his father by revealing these facts to him.
Later, the Law of Moses would require such reporting (Leviticus 5:1). Withholding
information that might damage someone else’s reputation or bring them harm is never the
right thing to do. Joseph was acting with integrity, knowing full well that his report could
jeopardize his own wellbeing. Such is the character of those who are spiritual leaders.

Emerging leaders win
respectability and resistance (37:3-4).
Joseph’s character and actions earned him the favor of his father, but his brothers
harbored a deepening hatred for Joseph. Those who succeed at life are often despised by
those who don’t.
Jacob showed special love for Joseph and honored him with an ornamental robe
(37:3).
At this point a change seems to have taken place. Possibly Jacob recognized that
the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah would be a bad influence on Joseph, or that they might
even pose a threat. In addition, Jacob held a special love of Joseph as the son of his
favored wife, Rachel, and the son of his older years. Such favoritism is understandable
given Joseph’s character, but it was also not a wise way for Jacob to lead his family.
Instead of sending Joseph back to tend the flocks, Jacob presented Joseph with a special
robe. This “coat of many colors” or “richly ornamented robe” indicated that Joseph
would no longer participate in the day to day labor of the fields and that he was now the
appointed heir of the family’s fortunes. Joseph had earned the respect of his father and
became the heir apparent to his father’s wealth.
Jacob’s brothers hated Joseph because of their father’s special love for him (37:4).
Jacob’s favoritism toward Joseph quickly formed a rift in the family. Instead of
learning from Joseph’s example of character and changing their ways, Joseph’s brothers
turned to hatred. They hated Joseph so much that they couldn’t say a kind word to him—
they couldn’t “speak peace” to him. Hearts that resist God also reject God’s people.
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Joseph’s brothers were far from God and therefore rejected and despised Joseph. While
we may win the respect of some for our commitment to God, we’re certain to experience
rejection as well. Such is the nature of spiritual leadership.

Emerging leaders operate out of a
sense of conviction and courage (37:5-11).
God now spoke to Joseph through two dreams, dreams that predicted Joseph’s
future elevation to power. Joseph could have kept this revelation to himself, but his
conviction regarding truth and his courage in the face of hatred demonstrated the qualities
of an emerging leader.
Joseph had a dream about ruling over his family and described it to his brothers (37:57).
God revealed the future to Joseph in a dream. Joseph told his brothers about the
dream, and his brothers hated even more because of what he told them. In this dream
Joseph and his brothers were binding sheaves in the field when Joseph’s sheaf stood up
and his brothers’ sheaves bowed to his sheaf.
Joseph’s brothers contested his dream and hated him more because of the dream
(37:8).
Joseph’s brothers knew that the dream implied that Joseph would rule over them.
They hated Joseph because of his dream and because of his words—the content of the
dream. These brothers didn’t simply reject Joseph. They also rejected God’s revealed
truth.
Joseph had a second dream about ruling over his family and described it to his father
and brothers (37:9).
God revealed the future to Joseph in a second, similar dream. This repetition of
the message served to affirm its certainty. In this second dream the sun, the moon, and
eleven stars bowed before Joseph. Joseph related this dream once again to his brothers,
and then to his father.
Joseph’s father rebuked him and his brothers became jealous because of the dream,
but his father also reflected on the dream (37:10-11).
On hearing about this dream, Jacob rebuked Joseph. Jacob couldn’t imagine
bowing to his son. He couldn’t imagine Joseph’s mother (probably a reference to Leah)
and brothers bowing to him. Joseph’s brothers also reacted against him, becoming
deeply jealous. Although Jacob contested Joseph’s dream, he didn’t dismiss the message.
Jacob retained these thoughts, and he doubtless recalled this dream when one day he did
indeed bow before his son who rose to power in Egypt. It took great courage and
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conviction of heart for Joseph to tell his father and brothers about these revelations from
God. He could have simply kept this to himself. But God had spoken, and God’s truth
needs to be shared. Like Joseph, we need the conviction and courage to speak up for
God. God calls each of us to stand out and stand up for Him.
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Joseph’s Enslavement
(Genesis 37:12-36)
There could be no greater contrast between obedience and sin, between
faithfulness and selfishness than that found in the account of Joseph and his brothers in
Genesis 37. Joseph was a young man of faith and character. His brothers were driven by
hatred and jealousy. However, God was guiding the life of Joseph to its appointed
destination, the “saving of many lives” (Genesis 50:20). From a pit in the wilderness
God would take Joseph to a palace in Egypt. Joseph couldn’t have known the outcome of
his horrendous circumstances at the time, but he could trust the promise of God revealed
in two dreams—God would certainly elevate Joseph. The lesson for us today is simple.
When life looks hopeless, we must look up. God is still in control.

Faith responds with
diligent obedience (37:12-17).
Joseph was a man of faith. Having been honored by his father Jacob with
significant family responsibilities, he now eagerly obeyed his father’s wishes. Obedience
is always a mark of faith. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will obey what I command”
(John 14:15).
Joseph eagerly agreed to honor his father’s wishes by going to investigate the
wellbeing of his brothers and the flocks (37:12-14).
Joseph was no longer assigned the task of working with his father’s flocks in the
open field. Jacob had given him others responsibilities at home. Joseph’s brothers,
however, had taken their sizeable flocks to graze near the city of Shechem. This area
may have been the same as that where a man named Shechem once lived, a man who
brought on the vengeful anger of Joseph’s brothers earlier in their career (Genesis 34). In
this case, the sons of Jacob would still be a “stench” to the people of that region (Genesis
34:30). It may have been out of concern for their wellbeing in this hostile region that
Jacob sent Joseph to find out about the condition of his other sons and his flocks. Jacob,
called Israel in this passage to emphasize his change in God’s sight, sent Joseph on this
mission. Without hesitation Joseph responded, “I am here.” Joseph was ready to obey
his father and seek the wellbeing of his brothers. In spite of potential dangers from
inhabitants of the region or from his own brothers, Joseph’s faith prompted him to
eagerly obey. He left Hebron and made the fifty mile journey to Shechem.
Joseph diligently sought and followed information about the expanding movements of
his brothers and the flocks (37:15-17).
Having arrived at Shechem, Joseph discovered that his brothers and their flocks
were no longer in that region. Joseph was searching the surrounding fields when a man
noticed him and asked what he was looking for. Joseph hadn’t simply given up and gone
home. He was diligent in his quest. He told the man about his brothers, and the man
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indicated that they had moved even farther north to Dothan. Again, Joseph refused to
return home without accomplishing his mission. He pressed on and found his brothers in
Dothan. Joseph’s faith was evident in his diligent obedience.

Sin reacts with
deceptive treachery (37:18-32).
At this point the story takes a dark turn. In contrast to Joseph’s faith and
obedience stands his brothers’ sin and deception. Consequently, Joseph was about to
have a very bad day.
Joseph’s brothers plotted to kill Joseph because of his dreams (37:18-20).
While Joseph was still at a distance his brothers saw him coming. Immediately
they began to plot his death. They despised him, his dreams, and his favor with their
father. Disparagingly they called Joseph “that dreamer.” Their plot developed quickly.
They determined to kill Joseph, throw his body in a pit (a dry cistern), and report that a
wild animal had killed him. “Then we’ll see what comes of his dreams,” they grinned.
These wicked brothers assumed that they could thwart the revealed plan of God.
Reuben convinced his brothers to simply throw Joseph into an empty cistern, hoping to
later rescue Joseph (37:21-22).
There was, however, a measure of decency among Joseph’s brothers. Reuben,
Jacob’s firstborn, while apparently not strong enough to override the others’ plot
attempted to save Joseph’s life. He convinced his brothers not to dirty their hands with
Joseph’s blood, but to simply cast him into a pit where he would die of exposure.
Reuben intended to rescue Joseph at an opportune moment and return him safely to their
father. It’s interesting to note that Joseph would have never known about Reuben’s kind
intentions until much later in Egypt, when he overheard his brothers describing these
events (Genesis 42:21-24).
Joseph’s brothers stripped him of his ornamental robe and threw him into an empty
cistern (37:23-24).
It’s hard to imagine the shock and fear that Joseph must have experienced when
his brothers violently took hold of him, stripped him of his ornamented robe, and threw
him into an empty pit. These actions must have been accompanied by all kinds of taunts,
jeers, and insults. Joseph’s ignominious treatment is reflective of the treatment our
Savior received during His trials and crucifixion. The Son of the Father, who came
seeking us, received the worst kind of treatment and rejection on our behalf.
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Judah convinced his brothers to sell Joseph as a slave to a passing caravan of
merchants (37:25-28).
In their callous, sinful condition Joseph’s brothers sat down to eat, well within
earshot of Joseph’s pleas for mercy (see Genesis 42:21). Then a new form of treachery
entered their minds. A caravan of Ishmaelite merchants was making its way from the
hills of Gilead to Egypt, their camels laden with spices. Joseph’s brother Judah brought
the idea to the forefront. He suggested selling Joseph to these merchants. In this way
they’d avoid shedding blood, gain a few shekels, and still be rid of their hated brother.
“After all,” Judah said, “he is our brother, our own flesh and blood.” Such feigned family
loyalty only added to the insult. Joseph’s brothers agreed to the plan. When the
merchants (called Midianites, indicating that the term Ishmaelites referred to a broad
group of nomadic tribes at this point) arrived, Joseph’s brothers pulled him from the pit
and sold him as a slave. They received what was probably the going rate for slaves in
those days, twenty shekels of silver. The merchants purchased Joseph and took him with
them to Egypt. Again, it’s hard to imagine what was running through Joseph’s mind as
he heard the bartering and realized what his brothers were doing. We can surmise that
his brothers watched while Joseph was bound and led away, gazing until Joseph was out
of sight and, presumably, out of their lives forever. Only a heart hardened by sin could
look on such a scene unmoved.
Reuben expressed great distress over finding that Joseph had been sold as a slave
during his absence (37:29-30).
Reuben had not been present when the other brothers sold Joseph into slavery. It
had been Reuben’s intention to rescue his brother, but now all hope was gone. Upon
discovering what had happened, out of grief Reuben tore his clothes. He expressed his
grief to his brothers, asking, “Where can I turn now?” In other words, Reuben wondered
what his own future would hold now that he was forced to join with his brothers in their
treacherous and deceptive actions.
Joseph’s brothers dipped his ornamental robe in blood and presented it to their father
(37:31-32).
Joseph’s brothers took his ornamented robe, dipped it in the blood of a
slaughtered goat, and took the robe back to their father Jacob. They lied to Jacob, saying,
“We found this. Examine it to see whether it is your son’s robe.” Of course, they knew
full well that it was Joseph’s robe. They must have also suggested to Jacob that the
evidence pointed to an attack by a wild animal. Their sinful hearts led them into
treachery and deception, selling their brother into slavery and lying to their aging father.
Such is the nature of sin.
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Treachery produces
inconsolable grief (37:33-35).
Whether or not Joseph’s brothers anticipated the reaction of their father when they
performed their treacherous act is uncertain, but their hatred for Joseph may have kept
them from seeing the further consequences of their crime. Their actions brought deep,
inconsolable grief on their father.
Jacob concluded that Joseph had been killed by an evil beast (37:33).
Jacob immediately recognized the ornamented robe as being that of Joseph. He
concluded that a wild (literally “evil”) animal had violently taken Joseph’s life.
Jacob refused to be comforted over the presumed death of Joseph (37:34-35).
As an expression of his deep grief, Jacob tore his clothes, put on sackcloth, and
engaged in an extended period of mourning. Joseph was dead, at least as far as Jacob
knew. This favored son of his favored wife, this son of character and conviction was
irretrievably lost to Jacob and his family. In spite of the efforts of all of Jacob’s sons,
daughters (probably including his daughters-in-law) to comfort their father, Jacob refused
to be comforted. He declared, “I will go down mourning to my son to the grave.” Such
is the pain that sin inflicts, both on those who engage in sin and on those who are its
victims.

Obedience results in
providential protection (37:36).
The picture couldn’t have appeared darker to Joseph, once a favored son but now
a slave being transported away from the land of promise. But God’s providential
protection and direction were with this young man. God would fulfill His promise.
Joseph’s future was much brighter than he could have imagined.
The merchants sold Joseph as a slave to Potiphar in Egypt (37:36a).
The Midianites (literally “Medanites,” another tribal group subsumed under the
broader category of Ishmaelites) took Joseph to the land of Egypt. There they sold him
as a slave to a man named Potiphar.
Potiphar was an influential official in Pharaoh’s courts (37:36b).
Of all the potential slave owners in Egypt, Potiphar—by God’s
providential design—purchased Joseph. Potiphar was a high ranking official, the
“captain of the guard,” probably the captain of Pharaoh’s bodyguard. Under Potiphar,
Joseph would rise in influence. God was still in control. Joseph’s life is a reminder to us
that when life looks hopeless, we must look up.
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Judah and Tamar
(Genesis 38:1-30)
The story of Joseph’s godly character shines with a brighter hue in contrast to the
compromising morality of his brothers. For this reason Genesis 38 includes an account
of one of Joseph’s brothers, Judah. It had been Judah’s idea to sell Joseph as a slave.
Now Judah’s disregard for God’s grand covenant becomes even more pronounced
through his alignment with the Canaanites. When Christians align themselves with the
world instead of Jesus Christ they fail miserably at life. We must constantly and
consistently align ourselves with the Lord instead of the world.

When we align ourselves with the world
we’ll experience the inevitable consequences of sin (38:1-11).
The world, in the negative connotation of this term, is that system of sinfulness
that grips the hearts of people and influences them to live in opposition to God’s holiness.
We’re to resist this enemy of our souls, but those who befriend it bring on themselves the
inevitable consequences of their sinful alliance. Such was the case of Judah.
Judah enmeshed himself with Canaanite culture and squandered the blessings of
God’s covenant (38:1-5).
Judah was Jacob’s fourth son and the fourth son of Leah. “At this time,” around
the time that he convinced his brothers to sell Joseph into slavery, Judah separated from
his brothers and struck up a friendship with a Canaanite named Hirah who lived in the
region of Adullam, northwest of Hebron. This friendship with Hirah revealed Judah’s
love for the world in contrast to any love for the covenant of God. Having aligned
himself with the world in this way, Judah then married a Canaanite woman, the daughter
of a man named Shua. Together they had three sons—Er, Onan, and later Shelah.
Judah’s first two sons engaged in evil practices and God took their lives (38:6-10).
Judah secured a wife for his first son, Er, a woman named Tamar. But Er was so
evil in God’s sight that God took his life before he and Tamar had any children.
According to the customs of the day, Er’s brother was to marry his widow and raise up
children in his name (compare Deuteronomy 25:5-10). Judah instructed Onan to do just
that. However, Onan didn’t want to produce children in his deceased brother’s name, and
so intentionally and repeatedly (based on the Hebrew verb) interrupted his intercourse
with Tamar. This, too, was evil in God’s sight and God took Onan’s life as well. Judah’s
alignment with the world had dire consequences. His sons had imbibed the pagan culture
and developed sinful lifestyles worthy of God’s judgment.
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Judah feared that God might take the life of his only surviving son (38:11).
In addition to grief, Judah’s alignment with the world produced fear in his heart.
He feared that his only remaining son might also fall under divine judgment. He
instructed Tamar to wait until Shelah reached maturity and promised to unite them in
marriage. He then sent Tamar back to live with her father. It seems, however, that his
fear had already convinced Judah not to give Shelah to Tamar. Sin has its consequences,
and Judah was living in fear rather than by faith.

When we align ourselves with the world
we’ll become insensitive to our increasing propensity for sin (38:12-23).
Judah had taken steps to follow the world’s ways and those first steps led to
increasing worldliness. His sins compounded as he lived according to the world’s
standards.
After his wife died, Judah became intimate with his daughter-in-law, Tamar, whom he
mistook for a prostitute (38:12-18).
Time passed. Judah’s Canaanite wife died. Following a period of mourning,
Judah went with his pagan friend Hirah to the village of Timnah to oversee the sheep
shearing operation. Tamar learned about her father-in-law’s activities and, having been
unjustly ignored regarding the family’s responsibilities to her, decided to take matters
into her own hands. She must have known Judah’s corrupt nature and assumed that her
plot would entice him. Tamar disguised herself as a prostitute and positioned herself
where Judah would see her. Just as she’d calculated, Judah bargained to engage her
services. Since the price—a young goat—wasn’t readily available to Judah, he gave
Tamar his seal, cord, and staff as a pledge. Judah then became intimate with Tamar and
left. Judah’s corrupt character developed an increasing propensity for sin. He apparently
didn’t hesitate to engage the services of a prostitute for his own pleasure, with no regard
for God.
After her encounter with Judah, Tamar returned home in possession of Judah’s tokens
of his pledge to her (38:19).
Tamar was now pregnant with Judah’s child. She removed her disguise and
resumed her appearance as a grieving widow. Life went back to normal for the time
being, but Judah’s sin (and that of Tamar as well) would soon become evident.
Unable to render payment to Tamar, whom he still mistook for a prostitute, Judah left
the matter unresolved (38:20-23).
Judah sent his friend Hirah to render payment to the prostitute, but no one knew
of any such shrine prostitute in their area. (The Hebrew term for “prostitute” in verses
21-22 implies a pagan religious shrine prostitute, in contrast to the more common term
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for prostitute in verse 15). Hirah returned to Judah and explained that he couldn’t find
the woman and settle the debt. Judah concluded that it would be best to let the matter go,
leaving his seal, cord, and staff in the possession of the prostitute. Otherwise, Judah
concluded, he’d become the object of derision on the part of the people in that area.
After all, it was apparent that Judah had been duped. His alignment with the world had
led him to ever increasing sin, so much so that his sin would be mocked even by the
pagans around him.
When we align ourselves with the world we’ll earn
the rebuke of those who are even comparatively more righteous (38:24-26).
Tamar’s pregnancy brought to the forefront the issues of Judah’s injustice toward
her as well as his own sinful actions. His alignment with the world was bearing
convicting fruit.
When Judah discovered that Tamar was pregnant he intended to have her killed
(38:24).
After three months, Tamar’s pregnancy became evident. Judah learned that his
widowed daughter-in-law was expecting a child. The report he received and believed
was that Tamar was guilty of prostitution (here the same term used in verse 15). In an
incredibly hypocritical and insensitive judgment, Judah determined that Tamar should die
for her sin. Death by burning was her sentence!
Tamar produced the tokens of Judah’s pledge and proved that he was responsible for
her pregnancy (38:25).
While Tamar was being led out to her death she sent a message to Judah. She had
in her possession the pledges of the man by whom she was pregnant. Producing these
items, she said to Judah, “See if you recognize whose seal and cord and staff these are.”
Judah’s involvement in the matter was incontrovertible.
Judah acknowledged that Tamar’s desperate actions proved to be righteous in
comparison to his own actions (38:26).
Judah admitted to Tamar that she had acted more righteously than he. He
acknowledged that it was wrong on his part to withhold his son Shelah from her and
deprive her of having children. Although Tamar’s actions weren’t right in deceiving
Judah and becoming intimate with him, her actions were comparatively righteous. When
we align ourselves with the world, sometimes the world’s version of righteousness
eclipses our own. The world stands in rebuke of our sin.
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In spite of our alignment with the world,
God providentially directs the fulfillment of His covenant promises (38:27-30).
The final verses of this vignette underscore God’s provision for fulfilling His
grand covenant with Abraham’s descendants. One of Tamar’s sons by Judah carried the
line of promise through King David and eventually to Jesus Christ.
Tamar gave birth to twin boys (38:27).
Twins are generally viewed as a blessing to their parents, an additional blessing
from God. Isaac and Rebekah had twin sons, Jacob and Esau. Now Tamar gave birth to
twin sons.
Through a struggle within Tamar’s womb, Perez broke out as the firstborn before his
brother Zerah (38:28-30).
Something unusual happened when it came time for Tamar to give birth to her
twin sons. One son put his hand out of the womb, and the midwife immediately tied a
scarlet cord around his wrist to identify him as the firstborn. But then that son withdrew
his hand and the other son was born first. The midwife declared that this child had
“broken out” ahead of his brother. They named him Perez, which means to break out.
The second son, still identified with the scarlet cord around his wrist, was named Zerah,
meaning scarlet. These names would forever remind them of the unusual nature of their
birth. The way in which Tamar’s sons were born illustrated the struggle for the rights of
the firstborn within the covenant family. While not evident at the time of their birth,
these sons of Judah by Tamar would figure into redemptive history. Perez would become
the ancestor of King David (Ruth 4:18-22). Therefore, he would also be the ancestor of
Jesus Christ. In fact, Matthew 1:3 specifically mentions Tamar, Perez, and Zerah. God
can direct the circumstances created by sinful actions and use them for His purposes. He
providentially directed the fulfillment of His covenant promises through Judah and
Tamar. He did so in spite of Judah’s alignment with the Canaanite world. Since God’s
ways are best, we should resist the world and embrace His path. We must constantly and
consistently align ourselves with the Lord instead of the world.
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Joseph’s Proven Character
(Genesis 39:1-23)
Joseph was a young man of character. Having been rejected by his brothers, sold
into slavery, transported to Egypt, and purchased by the chief of Pharaoh’s bodyguard,
Joseph could have easily blended into his new environment and lived like everyone else.
He could have yielded to temptation. But Joseph recognized the presence of God in his
life. He had to live above the low standards of the world. He had to honor God! Four
times this chapter we read, “The Lord was with Joseph” (verses 2, 3, 21, and 23). Three
times the text says that God made Joseph prosperous or successful (verses 2, 3, and 23).
When we recognize the active presence of God in our lives we’ll want to become men
and women of character. We’ll want to stand out for God. Because God is with us, we’ll
strive to be spiritually successful.

Only when God is with us
can we truly succeed at life (39:1-6a).
While everyone wants to be successful, few people seek success through a living
relationship with the living God. True success, however, is possible only when God is
actively present in our lives.
Because God was with Joseph, Joseph prospered under his Egyptian master Potiphar
(39:1-2).
After interjecting the contrasting story of Judah and Tamar, Moses returned to the
story of Joseph. Verse 1 repeats the details of Genesis 37:36, reminding us that Joseph
had been taken to Egypt as a slave. There an official in Pharaoh’s courts named Potiphar,
the chief bodyguard, bought Joseph from the slave trading Ishmaelites. But even in
Egypt, even in these dire circumstances, “The Lord was with Joseph.” God had a plan
for fulfilling His grand covenant, His promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He would
preserve His chosen people through this young man, Joseph. Because God was with
Joseph, He also “prospered” Joseph. God made Joseph successful. God had
providentially arranged for Joseph to serve in the household of an important official. He
blessed Joseph’s work, making it evident that He hadn’t abandoned Joseph. Joseph
would have recognized, no doubt, that God was still active in his life. He must have
taken great comfort in this fact during these trying days. God would still honor His
revealed message about elevating Joseph to prominence. God was with Joseph.
Potiphar recognized God’s blessing on Joseph and put Joseph in charge of his entire
estate (39:3-4).
God prospered Joseph to such a degree that even Potiphar recognized something
unusual, something supernatural about Joseph’s success. Consequently, Joseph found
favor in Potiphar’s sight. Potiphar elevated Joseph to such a degree that soon Joseph was
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in charge of everything in Potiphar’s household. Joseph became the household manager
of Potiphar’s sizeable estate.
God blessed Potiphar’s entire estate because of Joseph (39:5-6a).
God not only blessed Joseph, He also blessed Potiphar for Joseph’s sake. God’s
blessing was notable. From the time Potiphar put Joseph in charge of his estate, his estate
prospered. Potiphar’s household was blessed, as were his fields. Potiphar became more
successful because God was blessing Joseph. This newfound prosperity prompted
Potiphar to trust Joseph implicitly. He paid no attention to the management of his
household because Joseph was in charge. Potiphar merely enjoyed his meals, not
worrying about his estate. God’s presence in Joseph’s life spilled into the life of this
unbeliever. Even today, the blessings of God on the lives of His people can bring
benefits and blessings to those around them.

Only when God is with us can we
resist the relentless temptation to sin (39:6b-12).
With success comes temptation. We’re tempted to take credit for things that God
has done in our lives. We’re also tempted to think that we’ve moved beyond the normal
expectations God might have for others. Joseph, however, never let his success cloud his
focus on God’s holy standard.
Potiphar’s wife repeatedly attempted to seduce Joseph, but Joseph consistently resisted
these temptations (39:6b-10).
Joseph was not only successful. He was also “well-built and handsome.” Soon,
Potiphar’s wife took note of this young Hebrew slave. Her pagan passions drove her to
entice Joseph. But Joseph refused her advances. He cited the fact that Potiphar had
entrusted his entire estate to Joseph, so it would be an insult for Joseph to take Potiphar’s
wife. Furthermore, and even more important, Joseph refused to dishonor God. God was
with Joseph, and Joseph refused to violate God’s holy will. Potiphar’s wife continued to
attempt to seduce Joseph day after day. Such relentless temptation can wear a person
down, but Joseph remained firm in his commitment to God. He wisely tried as much as
possible to avoid even being in the presence of this woman.
Potiphar’s wife attempted to force Joseph into sin, but Joseph left his cloak behind and
fled from her presence (39:11-12).
Eventually, Potiphar’s wife took a bold step. She dismissed all the servants so
that she could be alone when Joseph arrived to perform his daily work. She then took
hold of Joseph by his cloak and attempted to force him to sleep with her. Joseph
responded appropriately—he fled from her, leaving his cloak in her hands. Second
Timothy 2:22 instructs us to flee from youthful lusts. There are times when the only way
to resist temptation is to put distance between us and the source of temptation. Joseph
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fled, losing his cloak but preserving his integrity and upholding his godly character.
Because God was with him, Joseph was able to resist this powerful temptation to sin.

Only when God is with us can we
endure unjust suffering (39:13-20).
Joseph’s resolve didn’t go without repercussions. He soon found himself falsely
accused and falsely condemned. Often, doing the right thing puts us in a place of
difficulty and even suffering. But even in our suffering, God is with us.
Potiphar’s wife leveled false accusations against Joseph (39:13-18).
Potiphar’s wife, incensed over Joseph’s rejection, quickly responded with
vengeance. She called her servants into the room, showed them Joseph’s cloak, and
accused him of attempting to force her to sleep with him. She referred to Joseph
derogatorily as that “Hebrew” and even implicated her husband, since it was he who had
brought Joseph into their household “to mock” her. Potiphar’s wife then claimed that
she’d screamed for help, prompting Joseph to flee without his cloak. Potiphar’s wife had
effectively set up a ruse that she could then leverage when her husband arrived home.
Potiphar arrested Joseph and put him in prison (39:19-20).
When Potiphar came home, his wife was ready and waiting with her lie on her
lips. Still holding Joseph’s cloak, she said that the Hebrew slave Potiphar had brought
into their home had attempted to mock and rape her. It was only due to her cry for help
that Joseph had fled. Potiphar was livid. He “burned with anger.” He immediately
consigned Joseph to prison, the prison where Pharaoh’s prisoners were confined. From a
favored son, to a slave, to a trusted household manager, and now to a prison—Joseph’s
path to power certainly took many turns. He again suffered unjustly. He may have
questioned God’s plan, but he never gave up. Joseph could endure unjust suffering
because God was still with him, even in a dark prison cell.

Only when God is with us
can we truly succeed at life (39:21-23).
As he had in Potiphar’s house, now Joseph would experience the blessing of God
while in prison. God once again made Joseph successful.
Because God was with Joseph, Joseph found favor with the prison warden (39:21-22).
Verse 21 repeats the key phrase of this chapter, “The Lord was with him.” God
hadn’t abandoned Joseph. In fact, God guided Joseph to just the right place for Joseph to
reach his ultimate destination of power and responsibility. God was with Joseph, granted
Joseph kindness (“grace”), and put him in favor with the prison warden. In fact, the
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warden recognized Joseph’s abilities and soon put him in charge of the entire prison!
The prisoners were now under Joseph’s care.
Because God was with Joseph, Joseph prospered even in prison (39:23).
Like Potiphar, the prison warden saw no reason to worry about anything under
Joseph’s care. Whether or not the warden realized it, the Lord was with Joseph. The
Lord granted Joseph success in everything he did. True success comes from God. True
success in life is possible only through the living presence of the living God. From
Joseph’s story we learn this simple lesson—because God is with us, we should constantly
strive to be spiritually successful.

247

Joseph’s Extended Imprisonment
(Genesis 40:1-23)
Nothing tends to drain our souls like waiting. When life’s circumstances place us
on hold, we want to take matters into our own hands. But often circumstances—an
illness, a job loss—are beyond our control. All we can do is wait, wait for some kind of
change, wait for God. Joseph found himself in God’s waiting room. In his case, this was
a prison cell. Due to no fault of his own, Joseph had been unjustly imprisoned. For at
least two years Joseph had to wait for God to remove his shackles and open his prison
door. God would, indeed, free Joseph and elevate him to a position of prominence. It
seems, however, that this period of waiting was a necessary step in Joseph’s rise to
power. God was shaping him for service. When we find ourselves in God’s waiting
room, we must patiently receive His shaping work in our lives and confidently anticipate
His blessing. We must remember that while we’re waiting, God is working.
When you find yourself in God’s
waiting room, keep serving (40:1-4).
Even in times of waiting we can actively help others. In fact, meeting others’
needs is a beneficial way to maintain strength and courage while we’re waiting for God
to direct our lives.
Pharaoh became angry with his cupbearer and baker and put them in the same prison
where Joseph was confined (40:1-3).
After Joseph had been unjustly incarcerated, by God’s providential design two of
Pharaoh’s servants were also imprisoned. The first was Pharaoh’s chief cupbearer, the
ruler’s primary administrative assistant and protector. The second was Pharaoh’s chief
baker, the one responsible for the safety and quality of his food. These were highly
responsible positions held by men who were extremely close to the king’s daily life. In
some way both of these men had offended (literally “sinned against”) Pharaoh. In anger
Pharaoh sent them to prison. He put them under the watchful custody of the “captain of
the guard,” likely Potiphar, who had been Joseph’s master (compare Genesis 39:1).
Consequently, the cupbearer and the baker were now imprisoned together with Joseph,
who was “bound” in the same prison. God was orchestrating circumstances in such a
way that Joseph would come to the attention of Pharaoh at just the right time to save
thousands of lives.
The captain of the guard assigned the cupbearer and the baker to Joseph’s care, and
Joseph served them (40:4).
Because the prison warden had already assigned Joseph significant
responsibilities in the prison, the captain of the guard put the cupbearer and the baker in
Joseph’s care. Joseph was now in the position of tending to their needs in prison. Had
Joseph given up on God’s promises, he would have never demonstrated such remarkable
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abilities or been given such important responsibilities in prison. But Joseph remained
faithful. He excelled even in prison. Furthermore, Joseph “served” the cupbearer and the
baker, doing so over the course of time. Even when we find ourselves in times of
waiting, we can serve others. Giving of ourselves often strengthens us to receive patience
and peace from God.
When you find yourself in God’s
waiting room, keep trusting (40:5-8).
It’s easy to give up on God when it appears that God has given up on us. But God
never forsakes His children. His apparent silence should remind us that He is quietly
preparing us for our next assignment. While we’re waiting, we must keep trusting.
The cupbearer and the baker each had a dream on the same night (40:5).
Once again God stepped into the situation. He gave a dream to both the cupbearer
and the baker on the same night. Each dream had its own distinct meaning, but these two
men were unable to understand the meanings of their dreams. God was paving the way
for Joseph to be elevated to prominence.
Joseph assured the cupbearer and the baker that God would reveal the interpretations
of their dreams (40:6-8).
When Joseph went to serve the cupbearer and the baker the next morning, he
noticed that they looked sad. Joseph was observant of others’ condition. He asked them
why they appeared so sad. They explained to Joseph that they had each had a dream in
the night, but that there was no one available who could interpret their dreams. Joseph
assured these men that interpretations belong to God. This was a statement of faith on
Joseph’s part. He remembered the dreams God had given him at an earlier time, and he
hadn’t given up on God or His promises. Joseph then invited the cupbearer and the baker
to tell him their dreams, indicating that God would reveal their interpretation through
him. Joseph trusted God even in the dark, waiting days of his imprisonment.
When you find yourself in God’s
waiting room, keep hoping (40:9-19).
Waiting, especially extended periods of waiting, can evaporate our sense of hope.
But God always has a future for His children. It’s worth waiting for the promises and
plans of God. Therefore, we must never give up hope even in times of uncertainty.
Joseph expressed his hope of being released by asking the cupbearer to speak about him
to Pharaoh.
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The cupbearer described his dream and Joseph gave him a favorable interpretation—
the cupbearer would be restored to service in Pharaoh’s court (40:9-13).
The cupbearer had had a dream about a vine with three branches. The branches
budded and produced fruit. The cupbearer told Joseph that in his dream he squeezed the
grapes into Pharaoh’s cup and placed the cup in Pharaoh’s hand. Joseph interpreted the
dream to mean that in three days Pharaoh would “lift” the cupbearer’s head and restore
him to service. The cupbearer couldn’t have received a more encouraging message!
Joseph pleaded with the cupbearer to remember him and help him get released from
his unjust imprisonment (40:14-15).
At this point Joseph asked the cupbearer to remember him in prison. He asked the
cupbearer to show him kindness (“grace” or “mercy”) by bringing his case to Pharaoh’s
attention. He anticipated that if Pharaoh became aware of his situation there would be
hope for release. Joseph pointed out that he had been unjustly “stolen” from the land of
the Hebrews, his homeland, and had been unjustly sent to prison. Here Joseph uses the
word “pit” to describe the prison, the same word used of the pit into which his brothers
had cast him prior to selling him into slavery (compare Genesis 37:20, 22, 24, 28, 29).
Although he had earned certain privileges in prison, Joseph rightly viewed his
confinement as a horrendous place of anguish. By requesting the help of the cupbearer,
Joseph expressed hope that someday God would release him. He hadn’t given up hope.
The baker described his dream and Joseph gave him a tragic interpretation—the baker
would face execution at the hands of Pharaoh (40:16-19).
Encouraged by the interpretation of the cupbearer’s dream, the baker then
described his own dream to Joseph. In that dream the baker saw three baskets of bread
on his head, the top basket holding all kinds of delicious baked goods. However, birds
were eating the bread from the basket. Joseph interpreted the dream honestly, saying that
the three baskets represented three days. In three days Pharaoh would “lift up” the
baker’s head and execute him, impaling him on a tree. There, the birds would eat his
flesh. This was the worst news the baker could have imagined.
When you find yourself in God’s
waiting room, keep waiting (40:20-23).
At times we may simply have to accept the fact that we need to wait for God to
guide us and open doors for us. We have to patiently slow our pace, remain open to
God’s transforming work in our lives, and embrace the basic routines that will eventually
lead us into God’s better future. Remaining teachable is essential to waiting. Joseph’s
time in prison didn’t end quickly. God was still setting the stage for his promotion to
prominence.
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The cupbearer was restored to service while the baker was executed, exactly as Joseph
had interpreted their dreams. (40:20-22).
Events transpired for the cupbearer and the baker exactly as Joseph predicted
based on their dreams. Pharaoh’s birthday fell three days after these men had their
dreams. On that day Pharaoh restored the cupbearer to his place of service but executed
the baker, “just as Joseph had said to them in his interpretation.” God was still present
with Joseph, even enabling him to accurately interpret the dreams of others. Joseph may
have taken great comfort in this fact, but his days of waiting weren’t yet over.
The cupbearer forgot about Joseph and Joseph lingered in prison for an extended
period of time (40:23).
In spite of his promise and good intentions, the cupbearer neglected to tell
Pharaoh about Joseph’s plight. In fact, the cupbearer simply forgot about Joseph. Joseph
would linger in prison for two more years. His time of waiting wasn’t over.
Nevertheless, God was still working. God was shaping Joseph and He was shaping
circumstances in Egypt to fulfill His perfect plan. We must remember that while we’re
waiting, God is working.

251

Joseph’s Promotion to Prominence
(Genesis 41:1-57)
From a pit to a prison to a palace—this was Joseph’s progression to prominence.
God never lost sight of Joseph. He had promised to give Joseph a position of authority
and responsibility. The path to that position was anything but smooth. Nevertheless,
God fulfilled His promise. Joseph found himself second in command to Pharaoh, king of
Egypt. Only God could have accomplished this feat. Only God can open such doors for
His people. He delights to honor His children, whether through lofty positions of
political influence or the subtle positions of quiet spiritual influence within a family or
community. Joseph’s story verifies what God later declared in 1 Samuel 2:30: “Those
who honor me I will honor.” God will honor those who honor Him.

God sets the stage to
honor His faithful servants (41:1-13).
Psalm 105:16-22 relates in summary fashion the journey that took Joseph from
the prison to the palace, pointing out that God put Joseph in a position of influence in
Egypt. While Joseph was still waiting in prison, God was setting the stage to elevate him
to prominence.
Pharaoh had two troubling dreams in a single night that no one could interpret (41:18).
Two full years passed after Joseph had interpreted the dreams of the cupbearer
and the baker. For two years Joseph waited for God to work. But God was already at
work, molding Joseph and setting the stage in Egypt for Joseph’s promotion to
prominence. Then one night Pharaoh had a set of dreams. In the first dream seven
healthy cows emerged from the Nile River, followed by seven sickly cows. The seven
sickly cows consumed the seven healthy cows. This disturbing image woke Pharaoh, but
he then fell asleep and dreamed again. In this second dream seven healthy heads of grain
were growing from a single stalk. Then seven lean heads of grain sprouted and
swallowed the seven healthy heads of grain. Again, Pharaoh woke up with these dreams
in his head. The next morning, troubled by these images, Pharaoh sought an
interpretation from his best magicians and wise men, but no one could interpret his
dreams. God had set the stage for Joseph to enter the scene.
Pharaoh’s cupbearer remembered Joseph and recommended him to Pharaoh (41:913).
Pharaoh’s cupbearer at last remembered Joseph. Joseph had accurately
interpreted the cupbearer’s dream in prison. So the cupbearer related his story to Pharaoh
and suggested that this Hebrew prisoner might be able to interpret his dreams. God’s
plan for Joseph’s advancement was coming together perfectly. The time was right for
Joseph to save the lives of untold thousands, including his own family. God knows the
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end from the beginning. He paves the path before us, and leads us in just the right way at
just the right time to fulfill His perfect plan.

God deserves the credit for all of
our abilities and achievements (41:14-32).
Joseph was ever eager to point the spotlight on God. He’d informed the
cupbearer and the baker that interpretations belong to God (Genesis 40:8). Now Joseph
would repeatedly testify about God before Pharaoh. God deserves all the credit for the
successes of our lives.
Pharaoh summoned Joseph, and Joseph stated that only God can interpret dreams
(41:14-16).
Pharaoh sent for Joseph, who was quickly removed from the “pit” of his
confinement (the same word used for the pit into which his brothers had thrown him at
the beginning of this long journey). In order to be presentable to Pharaoh, Joseph shaved
(the Egyptian standard of style) and changed his clothes. He then stood before the king
of Egypt. How long Joseph had waited, and how quickly his situation changed! God had
been at work all along. Pharaoh said that he’d had two dreams and understood that
Joseph could interpret dreams. Joseph readily declared that he was unable to interpret
dreams and said that God would give Pharaoh an answer of “peace.” God would be the
one to interpret Pharaoh’s dreams.
Pharaoh described his dreams to Joseph, and Joseph credited God with revealing that
seven years of plenty would be followed by seven years of famine (41:17-32).
Having been informed that God alone can interpret dreams, Pharaoh described his
two dreams to Joseph. Joseph said that God had revealed the future to Pharaoh. The two
dreams revealed the same events. There would be seven years of plenty, represented by
the healthy cows and healthy heads of grain. Following these years of plenty would
come seven years of famine, represented by the sickly cows and the lean heads of grain.
Once again Joseph repeated the fact that it was God who had revealed the future to
Pharaoh through these dreams. The seven years of plenty would be consumed by the
seven years of famine, a famine so severe that the years of plenty would be completely
forgotten. God had given Pharaoh two dreams to underscore the fact that these events
were certain to take place. God had decided, and therefore God would bring these things
into place very soon. Joseph wanted Pharaoh to know that God was at the center of
Pharaoh’s dreams and God was in control of Egypt’s destiny. God alone deserves the
credit for our lives because in His sovereignty He controls this world.
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God abundantly honors
those who honor Him (41:33-45).
God had promised all along to honor Joseph and elevate him to a position of
influence and prominence. After a winding path and a lengthy period of waiting, Joseph
received the promised honor from God.
Joseph recommended that Pharaoh identify a wise individual to put in charge of
storing up grain in anticipation of the famine (41:33-36).
Having given Pharaoh God’s interpretation of his dreams, Joseph then ventured a
strategic recommendation. He suggested that Pharaoh identify an individual who was
both intelligent and wise. This individual should be given authority over the entire land
of Egypt in order to monitor the nation’s grain harvest and set aside one-fifth of the
harvest every year during the seven years of plenty. This stored grain could then be used
during the seven years of famine. This plan would prevent the ruin of the country.
Pharaoh recognized the role of God in Joseph’s life and put Joseph in charge of the
whole land of Egypt (41:37-44).
Pharaoh and his advisors were impressed with Joseph’s recommendation.
Pharaoh even acknowledged that the Spirit of God resided in Joseph! Joseph had
credited God with the interpretation of dreams, and Pharaoh recognized in some sense
that God was indeed active in Joseph’s life. Since God had revealed Himself through
Joseph, who could better lead the country through its impending trial than Joseph?
Joseph was the intelligent, wise leader that Egypt needed. On the spot, Pharaoh put
Joseph in charge of all of Egypt’s resources. Everyone was to submit to Joseph’s
decrees. “Only with respect to the throne will I be greater than you,” he told Joseph.
Pharaoh publicly demonstrated his promotion of Joseph by putting his official ring on
Joseph’s finger, dressing Joseph in linen robes, and placing a gold chain around Joseph’s
neck. He then gave Joseph a special chariot with forerunners to clear the way for him.
It’s impossible to miss the fact that Joseph’s ornamented robe was now replaced with
Pharaoh’s linen robes. His chains of bondage were replaced with a gold chain of prestige
and power. For most people, such prestige would quickly go to their heads. But Joseph
had proven himself to be a man of character. His elevation to authority would not turn
his head away from the God who had made it all possible.
Pharaoh gave Joseph a new name and a priest’s daughter as a wife (41:45).
In addition to giving Joseph the symbols of power, Pharaoh renamed Joseph
“Zaphenath-Paneah” (possibly meaning “God speaks and lives”). He also gave Joseph a
wife named Asenath, the daughter of a priest named Potiphera (not to be confused with
Potiphar, the captain of the guard) from the city of On (later called Heliopolis). Joseph,
for so long a slave and a prisoner, was now highly respected and freely traveled
throughout Egypt in his new position as vizier. God honors those who honor Him!
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God equips and empowers us
to fulfill His calling in our lives (41:46-57).
Joseph’s need for God didn’t end when Pharaoh promoted him to prominence. In
fact, Joseph would need God’s ongoing enabling power to effectively fulfill his new role
as vizier of Egypt. But God had gifted Joseph in such a way that Joseph performed his
duties flawlessly.
During the seven years of plenty, Joseph stored up grain in anticipation of the famine
(41:46-49).
At age 17, Joseph had been sold into slavery by his brothers (Genesis 37:2). Now
a man of 30, Joseph was promoted to second in all of Egypt. His journey had taken 13
years, but God had been with him all along the way. For seven years Joseph monitored
Egypt’s grain production. He established storage facilities throughout the country and
put aside so much grain that it was “like the sand of the sea”—so much that it became
impossible and unnecessary to keep records of the supply of grain. Joseph took
advantage of the seven years of plenty and stored away enough grain to preserve all
Egypt and several other nations through and extended period of famine.
During the seven years of plenty, Joseph had two sons (41:50-52).
Prior to the years of famine, God blessed Joseph with two sons. Joseph named his
first son Manasseh, a name that sounds like the word for forgetting. God had so blessed
Joseph that Joseph had forgotten all of the hardships, and even his family’s tensions, that
had led him to that point in life. Joseph named his second son Ephraim, a name that
sounds like the word for fruitful. Joseph recognized that God had made him fruitful in
the land of Egypt. Forgetting the past pain, Joseph now saw only the fruit of God’s
blessing.
During the years of famine, Joseph sold the surplus grain to the Egyptians and to other
surrounding countries (41:53-57).
Just as God had warned through Pharaoh’s dreams, the seven years of plenty were
followed by a period of famine. The surrounding nations suffered during this time of
famine, but Egypt had an ample supply of grain due to Joseph’s God-given administrative
skills. Pharaoh instructed the Egyptians to simply go to Joseph for help during the
famine. Joseph opened the storehouses and sold grain to the Egyptians, thereby saving
them from starvation. In fact, people from the surrounding nations also came to Joseph
for grain. God had promoted Joseph to a position of prominence and used him to save
the lives of countless people in Egypt and the surrounding countries. Joseph had
remained faithful to God, and God had remained faithful to His promise. God honors
those who honor Him.
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Joseph Tests his Brothers’ Honesty
(Genesis 42:1-38)
Time had passed. It had been twenty years since his brothers sold Joseph into
slavery. During that twenty years Joseph had served as a household steward, endured
prison over a false accusation, and eventually been elevated to the role of vizier. Seven
years of plenty had gone by, during which time Joseph oversaw the preservation of grain
in anticipation of famine. Then the famine came. It was this famine that forced Joseph’s
brothers to go to Egypt to secure grain and thereby sustain their lives. Joseph was but a
teenager when he was sold into slavery. Now he was the second most powerful man in
the world. With the arrival of his brothers, Joseph had the opportunity to exact revenge.
But vengeance was never a motive in Joseph’s heart. His faith in God and his godly
character protected him from such petty things. Instead, Joseph took the opportunity to
test his brothers, to see if their hearts had softened over that period of twenty years. By
testing his brothers, Joseph could ascertain whether or not they were ready to enter into
the blessings of God. By testing them, Joseph would also help his brothers see that God
is still worthy of our faith—God had meant all of these events for good (Genesis 50:20).
Joseph would administer three tests. He tested his brothers’ honesty (Genesis 42),
jealousy (Genesis 43), and loyalty (Genesis 44). In the end, Joseph’s brothers received
forgiveness and Joseph achieved reconciliation. Genesis 42 presents the first test, the test
of honesty. When we’re honest with ourselves and others, we’ll experience God’s
blessing. Three words capture an overview of this chapter—circumstances, conviction,
and challenges.

Circumstances—God uses life situations
to confront our broken condition (42:1-5).
Joseph may or may not have been on the minds of his brothers over the twenty
years since they sold him into slavery. But their crime needed resolution. God
orchestrated circumstances in such a way as to force these men to confront their broken
condition.
Jacob ordered his sons to go to Egypt to secure grain so that they might live through
the famine (42:1-2).
The famine in Egypt actually spread much wider, encompassing the surrounding
countries (Genesis 41:57). This included the land of Canaan, the home of Joseph’s father
and brothers. News had reached Jacob that grain was available in Egypt. Within just one
season of famine Jacob’s family and livestock were at risk. In a belittling tone Jacob
chided his sons, asking, “Why do you keep looking at each other?” Why hadn’t they
taken the initiative to solve their food shortage? Jacob then ordered his sons to go to
Egypt and buy grain. Jacob’s expressed reason was that he and his family “may live and
not die.” Jacob saw the situation as a matter of life and death, forgetting the promises of
God’s blessing. But God would bless Jacob in ways that he couldn’t have imagined.
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Only ten of Jacob’s sons went to Egypt because Jacob refused to risk sending his
youngest son Benjamin (42:3-5).
Ten of Jacob’s sons—Joseph’s half-brothers—set out for Egypt to buy grain.
Jacob refused to send Benjamin, Joseph’s only full brother. Jacob feared that he might
lose Benjamin, having already lost Joseph. Both Joseph and Benjamin were sons of
Jacob’s favorite wife, Rachel. Jacob couldn’t bear to lose both of these sons. He also
couldn’t trust God to protect Benjamin in Egypt. So Jacob’s other ten sons joined the
throngs who were on the move in search of food in Egypt. Circumstances dictated these
actions. God was working through a famine to reunite Joseph and his brothers. He was
working through life’s circumstances to help these brothers recognize their brokenness
and their need for reconciliation.

Conviction—acknowledging our sins is
an essential step toward forgiveness (42:6-28).
Joseph’s brothers went to Egypt for grain to sustain their lives, but they would
soon receive something more—conviction over their past sinful treatment of Joseph.
This sense of conviction would eventually lead to forgiveness and restoration.
When Joseph’s brothers arrived in Egypt they bowed before him, but Joseph tested
them by accusing them of being spies instead of honest men (42:6-17).
Joseph’s brothers claimed to be honest men (verses 11, 31). Joseph would test
their honesty (verses 19, 33, 34). In fact, in verses 14-16 Joseph states that he is testing
his brothers. He needed to know if they had changed, and they needed to know that they
could become trusted family members again.
Joseph was the governor of Egypt, the one responsible for distributing grain. So
when his brothers arrived in Egypt in search of grain, it’s not surprising that they
encountered Joseph. However, because they didn’t expect to see Joseph and because
Joseph would have adopted the appearance, language, and customs of the Egyptians
Joseph’s brothers didn’t recognize him. They came before Joseph as the governor of
Egypt and they bowed before him! This act of homage brought to Joseph’s mind his
dreams in which his family would bow in his presence (Genesis 37:5-11). Joseph
recognized his brothers but didn’t reveal his identity. Instead, Joseph treated his brothers
as he would have treated other foreigners seeking assistance. He spoke harshly to them,
inquiring about their background. Joseph’s brothers honestly reported that they came
from Canaan to buy grain.
Joseph began to test his brothers’ honesty. He accused them of being spies who
were looking for ways to undermine Egypt. But these brothers denied Joseph’s
accusations, claiming to be the sons of the same father and honest men at that. When
pressed, they gave more details. They were originally twelve brothers living in Canaan.
Their youngest brother remained behind with their father, and one brother “is no more.”
It’s interesting that Joseph’s brothers retained Joseph in their memories and brought him
up at this moment. Joseph stood by his accusation and said that he would test these
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brothers by their own words. He demanded to see their youngest brother. They were to
choose one from among them to go back to Canaan and retrieve their youngest brother
while the rest waited in prison. In this way he would “test” them for the “truth.” Joseph
then put his brothers in custody for three days, presumably to think over the situation.
When Joseph released his brothers they acknowledged to one another that they had
sinned against Joseph, bringing Joseph to tears (42:18-24).
After three days Joseph released his brothers from confinement. He changed his
requirement, allowing all of his brothers but one to return to Canaan. He indicated that
this change was based on his fear of God. If they complied and brought Benjamin to
Egypt, they would “live,” that is, they would survive the famine. By this test, Joseph
would determine whether or not these brothers were “honest men.” The ten brothers
agreed to these terms.
Thinking that Joseph couldn’t understand them, they
acknowledged among themselves that they were being punished for their treatment of
Joseph so many years ago. Apparently their three days in confinement reminded them of
Joseph’s confinement in the pit form which he had pleaded for his life. They’d refused to
listen at that time, but now they were the ones pleading for their lives. In that day only
Reuben had planned to rescue Joseph, unbeknownst to Joseph (Genesis 37:29-30). Now
Reuben reminded his brothers how he had warned them not to sin against “the boy” and
that they refused to listen. Reuben concluded that they now had to give an account for
his blood, probably assuming that Joseph hadn’t survived slavery.
Joseph had used an interpreter in order to keep his identity secret. Upon hearing
the remorse of his brothers, and probably for the first time learning that Reuben had been
his advocate, Joseph stepped out and wept. He harbored no ill will toward his brothers—
he was instead touched by the fact that they had come to a place of conviction over their
sin. Returning to his brothers, Joseph had Simeon bound and sent away to await the
arrival of Benjamin.
When Joseph intensified his test by putting their silver back into his brothers’ sacks of
grain, his brothers fearfully concluded that God was judging them (42:25-28).
As an additional element of Joseph’s test of his brothers’ honesty he instructed his
servants to fill his brothers’ grain sacks and then put their silver into their sacks as well.
Joseph would receive no payment for this grain. Instead, his brothers would fret over the
presence of the silver in their sacks. Possibly the discovery of this silver would remind
these brothers of the silver they received for selling Joseph into slavery. After leaving
Egypt, one of these brothers opened his sack of grain and discovered the silver. This
brought fear into the hearts of the rest. They concluded that God had done this as an act
of judgment on them. They had claimed to be honest men, but now they were in
possession of the payment money for their grain. God was indeed working in their
hearts, bringing them to a place of conviction for their sins. This conviction would
eventually produce reconciliation.
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Challenges—when we determine to do
the right thing we should expect resistance (42:29-38).
Joseph’s brothers had determined to do the right thing. They planned to take
Benjamin to Egypt, rescue their brother Simeon from prison, and prove themselves to be
honest men. However, they had to overcome their own fears as well as those of their
father Jacob.
Jacob’s sons returned home and described to their father what had taken place in
Egypt (42:29-34).
Joseph’s brothers returned to their father Jacob in Canaan. They described all that
had taken place on their journey. The “lord over the land” had spoken harshly and
accused them of being spies. They denied these charges, claiming to be honest men,
twelve brothers from the same father, one of whom was “no more” and the youngest of
whom had remained at home. The lord over the land forced them to leave Simeon in
custody and bring the youngest brother back to Egypt in order for these brothers to prove
that they were truly honest men. Then they would be able to trade freely in Egypt.
Jacob and his sons were frightened when they discovered that each son’s silver had
been placed in their sacks of grain (42:35).
Finally the brothers began to unload their grain. To their dismay, each discovered
his silver in the sacks of grain. Jacob and his sons were frightened over this. Matters had
not gone smoothly in Egypt, and this new development might jeopardize any further
transactions.
Jacob accused his sons of ruining his family and concluded that everything was
working against him (42:36).
At this point Jacob lit into his sons. They had deprived him of his children.
Joseph was “no more,” Simeon was “no more,” and now they wanted to take Benjamin
away to Egypt. Jacob concluded, “Everything is against me!” He had forgotten to trust
the God who had prospered him in Mesopotamia and returned him safely to Canaan so
many years ago. Jacob could see nothing but tragedy. He would not lose another son.
In spite of Reuben’s assurances of protection, Jacob refused to let his sons take
Benjamin to Egypt (42:37-38).
Jacob’s oldest son, Reuben, stepped in to try and appease his father. He
guaranteed the safety of Benjamin, even offering to let Jacob take the lives of his two
sons (Jacob’s grandsons) if he so desired. Reuben’s offer, while extreme, was motivated
by a sincere desire to protect and restore the family. However, Jacob refused to let
Benjamin go to Egypt. Benjamin was the only surviving son of Rachel, or so Jacob
thought. If Jacob lost Benjamin, this would bring him to the grave in sorrow. Although
these brothers were determined to rescue Simeon, their father prevented their plan. When
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we commit ourselves to honesty, to doing the right thing, there will be challenges. We’ll
be tempted to return to our old ways. We’ll face fear. We’ll encounter roadblocks. But
God will honor our hearts. Eventually, when we’re honest with ourselves and others,
we’ll experience God’s blessing.
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Joseph Tests his Brothers’ Jealousy
(Genesis 43:1-34)
In order to bring his brothers to a place of reconciliation and blessing, Joseph
administered three tests. He tested his brothers’ honesty, their jealousy, and their loyalty.
He warned them that they could not return to Egypt unless they brought their youngest
brother Benjamin, thereby proving their honesty. When the brothers returned with
Benjamin, Joseph tested their jealousy. According to Acts 7:9-10, which records
Stephen’s sermon prior to his martyrdom, jealousy drove Joseph’s brothers to sell him
into slavery. By honoring his full brother Benjamin at a banquet, Joseph had the
opportunity to observe how his other brothers would react. Were they still motivated by
jealousy, or had they changed their ways? When we celebrate God’s blessings in the
lives of others, we too experience His blessings. Genesis 43 begins with Jacob’s
resignation to trust God, moves to a description of the dire fear in the hearts of Joseph’s
brothers upon their return to Egypt, and ends with Joseph’s test of jealousy over his
preferential treatment of Benjamin.

Resignation—when we submit our lives to God
we open ourselves to receiving His blessings (43:1-14).
Because of his wavering faith, Jacob failed to trust God to take care of his son
Benjamin. He had refused to let Benjamin go to Egypt. But the continuing famine
forced the issue, and Jacob had to resign himself to depend entirely on God.
Jacob ordered his sons to go back to Egypt to buy more grain, but they refused to go
without taking Benjamin (43:1-5).
Famine continued to plague Egypt and Canaan. Food supplies again ran out for
Jacob and his family, so Jacob ordered his sons to return to Egypt and buy more grain.
Again, his sons insisted that Benjamin go with them. Judah took the lead, reminding his
father about the Egyptian governor’s demand. Speaking on behalf of his brothers, Judah
refused to return to Egypt without Benjamin.
Jacob chided his sons for telling the governor of Egypt about Benjamin, but they
explained that the governor had questioned them closely (43:6-7).
Jacob, here called Israel (possibly hinting at his gradual return to an attitude of
faith), accused his sons of brining trouble on him. Why had they told the Egyptian
governor about Benjamin? But Jacob’s sons explained that the governor had pressed
them with specific questions about their father and family. They had answered honestly,
with no ability to foresee the governor’s unusual demand.
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Judah guaranteed the safety of Benjamin and Jacob reluctantly permitted his sons to
return to Egypt, committing them to the mercy of God (43:8-14).
Judah then asked his father to entrust Benjamin to his care. They needed to go to
Egypt at once in order to stave off death. Judah guaranteed Benjamin’s safety and took
full responsibility. He would bear the blame if anything happened to Benjamin. Judah
had been the one to suggest selling Joseph as a slave, but now he was ready to protect
Joseph’s full brother from harm (Genesis 37:26-27). At this, Jacob surrendered. He
instructed his sons to take some local produce as gifts for the governor. He also told
them to take twice as much silver, enough to pay for the first and second installments of
grain. After all, he mused, maybe the silver they’d discovered in their sacks of grain after
their first trip to Egypt had been placed there by mistake. Jacob gave permission for his
sons to take Benjamin and leave at once. At this point Jacob resigned himself to God,
saying, “And may God Almighty grant you mercy before the man.” But Jacob also
understood that he might lose Benjamin, and concluded, “As for me, if I am bereaved, I
am bereaved.” To resign ourselves to God is to trust Him in spite of the outcome. God
may choose to protect us or He may allow us to experience hardships, but we must put
our lives in His hands. We must trust Him. Only then will we find ourselves in the place
of His blessing.

Fear—when we face uncertainties in life
we can trust God to see us through (43:15-25).
Having secured their father’s permission, Joseph’s brothers made their second trip
to Egypt. They must have wondered all along the way how things would turn out. Fear
and uncertainty would have dogged their every step.
When Joseph’s brothers arrived in Egypt, Joseph instructed his steward to take them to
his house for a noontime meal (43:15-17).
Gathering up some gifts and double the amount of silver, Joseph’s brothers—
including Benjamin—hurried down to Egypt. They wanted to get this trip over with as
quickly as possible. In Egypt they presented themselves again to Joseph. When Joseph
saw Benjamin, he knew that his brothers were now acting like honest men. But would
they still succumb to jealousy? Joseph instructed his steward to take these men to his
house and prepare a meal for them.
Joseph’s brothers feared that Joseph intended to make them slaves and explained to
the steward that they were returning the misplaced silver (43:18-22).
Joseph’s steward obeyed his orders and took his brothers to Joseph’s house. Of
course, Joseph’s brothers were perplexed. They assumed that Joseph was going to
retaliate over the silver that they’d discovered in their sacks of grain. Gripped with fear,
these brothers thought that Joseph would overpower them and make them his slaves.
They who had sold Joseph into slavery now feared themselves becoming slaves. In a
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desperate attempt to extract themselves from this situation before entering Joseph’s
house, Joseph’s brothers explained to the steward that they were innocent. They’d only
discovered the silver in their sacks of grain during their journey home. In fact, they’d
brought the silver back to make restitution. They were basically pleading for their lives.
The steward assured Joseph’s brothers that God had given them their treasure and
then treated them hospitably (43:23-25).
Joseph’s steward assured these brothers that everything would be alright. “Peace
to you,” he said, “Do not be afraid.” The steward then said that God, the God of their
fathers, had given them their treasure. The steward had received their original payment,
so they need not worry. It’s interesting that Joseph’s steward spoke so easily about God,
indicating that Joseph had been faithful in crediting God with his successes. The steward
then sent for Simeon, and these brothers must have taken great comfort in being reunited.
The steward treated Joseph’s brothers with great hospitality. He took them into Joseph’s
house, gave them water to wash their feet, and fed their donkeys. Joseph’s brothers took
the opportunity to prepare their gifts for Egypt’s vizier. The stage was set. The situation
was uncertain. Would God protect these brothers from harm? Even in the midst of life’s
uncertainties, we can be certain that God will provide.

Favor—when God generously blesses
others we can respond with joy instead of jealousy.
The time had come for Joseph to test his brothers’ jealousy. Would they display a
sense of indignation over his favorable treatment of his full brother Benjamin? We know
that we should rejoice with those who experience God’s blessing, but too often we
compare and complain about the way that God seems to be working in our own lives.
When Joseph arrived, his brothers bowed to him and he asked them about their father
(43:26-28).
Joseph arrived at his house for the noontime meal. He must have arrived in all the
regal splendor of his high office. His brothers presented him with the local produce they
had prepared as gifts. In addition, they again bowed before Joseph, a fulfillment of God’s
prediction through Joseph’s dreams. Joseph inquired about the health of their father. His
brothers assured Joseph that Jacob was still alive and well. They then bowed before
Joseph again.
When Joseph saw his brother Benjamin he pronounced a blessing from God on him
and then went out and wept (43:29-30).
Joseph then fixed his attention on his full brother, Benjamin. He pronounced a
blessing on Benjamin, inviting God to show favor to Benjamin, and referred to Benjamin
with the intimate phrase “my son.” This blessing and address must have sounded strange
to Joseph’s brothers. Why would the governor of Egypt single out Benjamin for divine
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blessing? The whole scene was too much for Joseph. He hurried out of the room and
wept privately over having seen his brother Benjamin after all these years. His mind may
have flooded with memories of happier days followed by betrayal, slavery, and now
God’s blessing.
When Joseph returned, he seated his brothers according to their birth order and then
gave Benjamin five times more food than his brothers (43:31-33).
Joseph returned from the privacy of his emotional reaction and took his place for
the meal. He was seated alone, due to his high position and due to the fact that Egyptians
didn’t regularly associate with foreigners. In fact, Egyptians viewed Hebrews with
disdain. So Joseph was seated alone, the Egyptians sat at their own table, and Joseph’s
brothers were seated at a table of their own. Apparently Joseph instructed his household
staff to seat his brothers according to their birth order—Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah,
Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher, Issachar, Zebulun, and Benjamin—which astonished them.
When the meal was served it was apparent that Benjamin received five times as much as
his brothers. Would this obvious show of favoritism incite jealousy among these
brothers? The text simply states, “So they feasted and drank freely with him.” They each
enjoyed their own share of the meal without any indication of jealousy. Benjamin, it
turned out, could receive special favors without incurring the anger of his brothers.
Joseph’s brothers, who in jealousy had sold him into slavery, seem to have outgrown this
vice. They were now ready to protect their youngest, favored brother instead of
competing for his blessings. They learned that they could respond with joy instead of
jealousy over God’s generous blessings. We, too, can rejoice over the blessings of God
in the lives of others. In fact, when we celebrate God’s blessings in the lives of others,
we too experience His blessings.
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Joseph Tests his Brothers’ Loyalty
(Genesis 44:1-34)
Joseph had administered three tests for his brothers to help them reconcile with
him and, more importantly, with God. The first test focused on honesty, the second on
jealousy. Now Joseph would test his brothers’ loyalty. Under pressure, would they
abandon their brother Benjamin to a life of slavery in Egypt as they had Joseph twenty
years earlier? Or would they, like seasoned soldiers, follow through with a no-man-leftbehind commitment? This band of brothers did, indeed, prove to be loyal under pressure.
Our loyalty to others goes hand in hand with our loyalty to God. Genesis 44 presents this
test of loyalty in three movements—desperation, confession, and intercession.
Desperation—life’s tests
undermine self-confidence (44:1-13).
When we depend on our own strength and wisdom to get us through life, we fall
short of God’s perfect plan. Sometimes God brings us to a place of desperation so that
He can open our eyes to our need for Him. As Joseph’s brothers discovered, life’s tests
undermine our self-confidence and force us to depend on God.
Joseph instructed his steward to put his brothers’ silver back in their sacks of grain
and to put his silver cup in Benjamin’s sack (44:1-2).
Having treated his brothers with rich hospitality, Joseph instructed his steward to
fill their sacks with an abundance of grain. He also ordered that each brother’s silver be
placed back in the sacks. In addition, Joseph arranged to have his own silver cup placed
in Benjamin’s sack of grain. Joseph was setting a trap in order to test his brothers’
loyalty.
After the brothers left, Joseph sent his steward to arrest them for repaying good with
evil (44:3-5).
Joseph’s brothers began their journey back to Canaan, no doubt deeply relieved
that everything had gone so well. They were anxious to put Egypt behind them. But they
didn’t get far before Joseph sent his steward to stop them and accuse them of thievery.
Joseph instructed his steward to ask them, “Why have you repaid good with evil?” Later
Joseph would testify that, though these brothers had meant evil by selling him into
slavery, God meant it for good (Genesis 50:20). The steward was to reveal the hidden
silver cup and, by implication, an act of evil. He was to state that the governor drank
from this cup and used it for divination. The Egyptians, like other ancient peoples,
participated in various magical practices in order to attempt to tell the future. Joseph, as a
follower of the true God, did not need to practice divination. This statement simply set
the tone for the accusation.
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When the steward stopped the brothers they claimed innocence and offered to become
slaves if the silver cup was in their possession (44:6-10).
Joseph’s steward dutifully obeyed his master’s orders. After hearing these
accusations, Joseph’s brothers denied the charges. They pointed out how foolish it would
have been for them to return the silver from their first trip to Egypt only to steal from the
Egyptian governor on their second trip. So confident were they of their innocence that
they offered themselves as slaves should the stolen items be found in their possession. In
fact, whoever among them was responsible would be put to death. The steward simply
demanded that the sole perpetrator be forced into slavery while the other brothers could
return home.
When the steward discovered the silver cup in Benjamin’s sack the brothers expressed
deep grief and returned to the city together (44:11-13).
Each of the brothers eagerly lowered his sack of grain for inspection. The
steward inspected the sacks, beginning with the oldest brother and ending with Benjamin.
Suspense was mounting. Although no mention is made of the silver in each brother’s
sack, the presence of their silver must have caused them great concern. But when the
steward found the governor’s silver cup in Benjamin’s sack these brothers found
themselves in a desperate situation. They tore their clothes in grief, in the same way their
father had torn his clothes upon learning about Joseph’s presumed death so many years
earlier (Genesis 37:34). But to their credit, Joseph’s brothers didn’t abandon Benjamin.
They returned together to face Egypt’s governor. Their desperate situation would lead
them to confession and a greater dependence on God.

Confession—reconciliation
demands self-examination (44:14-17).
Joseph’s brothers, unbeknownst to them, were moving in the direction of
reconciliation. But first they would have to acknowledge their sinful crime. Selfexamination and confession always precede reconciliation.
When his brothers bowed before him, Joseph claimed to have special power to discern
hidden truth (44:14-15).
Joseph was waiting at his house for his brothers to return. These brothers “fell
before him to the ground,” once again fulfilling Joseph’s predictive dreams. Joseph then
asked them what they’d done, implying the foolishness of stealing from him. After all,
he stated, “Don’t you know that a man like me can find things out by divination?”
Joseph never actually claimed to have engaged in pagan divination, but hinted that a man
in his position would possess such skills. In fact, Joseph had received revelation from the
true and living God on more than one occasion. He was a prophet who actually
possessed a greater ability to discern hidden truth, an ability granted by God.
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Speaking for the rest of his brothers, Judah confessed that God had uncovered their
sin and he offered themselves to Joseph as slaves (44:16).
Judah now served as the spokesman for his brothers, having taken responsibility
for Benjamin’s safety. He couldn’t deny the presence of the silver cup in Benjamin’s
sack. So he asked, “How can we justify ourselves?” How could they set the matter
straight? At this point Judah, speaking for himself and his brothers, declared, “God has
found your servants’ iniquity.” Although these brothers had been innocent of the recent
accusations regarding the silver cup, they knew that they were guilty of a greater crime
(Genesis 42:21). They had sold their brother Joseph into slavery. Their confession at
this moment may have reached back to that sinister event. Judah declared that he and his
brothers would share with Benjamin in his sentence. They would all serve as Joseph’s
slaves.
Joseph expressed his intention to enslave only Benjamin and to let the other brothers
return home (44:17).
Having set the trap, Joseph now tightened the rope. He refused to enslave all of
these brothers. Instead, he would enslave only the guilty brother, Benjamin. The rest
were free to return home to their father. In their moment of desperation these brothers
had come to a place of confession. But would their confession lead to reconciliation, a
reconciliation that would hinge on their loyalty?

Intercession—loyalty
requires self-sacrifice (44:18-34).
Joseph’s brothers would indeed prove to be loyal to Benjamin, and their loyalty
would presumably involve great self-sacrifice. Judah offered himself as a slave in
Benjamin’s place.
Judah approached Joseph and rehearsed the events that had led them to their current
plight (44:18-24).
Judah continued to represent his brothers, now approaching Joseph more
intimately and intently. He begged Joseph to listen patiently to his plea. Judah then
rehearsed the events of the past year—their first trip to Egypt, Joseph’s questions about
their father and family, Joseph’s demand that they bring Benjamin to Egypt and their
report of these events to their father Jacob.
Judah explained to Joseph that he had guaranteed to protect Benjamin and return him
safely to his father (44:25-32).
Having again run out of food, Jacob had ordered his sons to return to Egypt. But
Joseph’s brothers refused to leave Canaan without Benjamin. Jacob protested, pointing
out that Joseph had been killed by wild animals and that Benjamin was the only
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remaining son of Rachel. Jacob could not bear to lose Benjamin—his gray head would
go to the grave in misery! Judah pleaded with Joseph, saying that his father’s life was
bound up with Benjamin. If Benjamin didn’t return home, Jacob would die of grief.
Judah had guaranteed Benjamin’s protection.
Judah offered to remain in Egypt as a slave if Joseph would free Benjamin (44:33-34).
At this point Judah made the most selfless, sacrificial decision of his life. He
would take Benjamin’s place as a slave. Judah could not bear to see his father grieve
again over the loss of a son. He was ready to spend the rest of his life as a slave if
Benjamin could be set free. What a change from the day in which Judah had originated
the idea of selling Joseph into slavery (Genesis 37:26-27). Desperation and confession
had led Judah, along with his brothers, to intercession. Soon, these twelve brothers
would together experience reconciliation. Joseph’s brothers had passed the tests of
honesty, jealousy, and loyalty. They would discover that loyalty to others goes hand in
hand with loyalty to God.
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Joseph and his Brothers are Reconciled
(Genesis 45:1-15)
Broken families can in fact be reconciled. Having been sold into slavery by his
own brothers, Joseph had been falsely accused and imprisoned in Egypt only to have God
elevate him to the position of vizier. But the issue of his brothers’ crime lingered for
twenty years. When famine forced Joseph’s brothers to go to Egypt for food they
unknowingly encountered Joseph. Joseph administered three tests to help his brothers
come to terms with their actions and their disregard for God’s plan. Having passed these
tests of honesty, jealousy, and loyalty, these brothers were now ready to be reconciled—
both to Joseph and to God. This reconciliation would require forgiveness on Joseph’s
part and humble acceptance of that forgiveness on the part of Joseph’s brothers. God
invites us to be reconciled with others and especially with Him.

Forgiveness—when we release others
from the culpability of their actions we open
the door for personal restoration (45:1-4).
Forgiveness is essential to reconciliation. We can’t hold grudges and expect
relationships to be restored. Through forgiveness we release others from the culpability
of their hurtful actions.
Joseph dismissed his attendants and wept loudly in preparation for revealing himself to
his brothers (45:1-2).
Having heard Judah’s plea for Benjamin’s return to their father, Joseph knew that
his brothers had a different heart. They were no longer willing to send one brother into
slavery for their own benefit. Joseph’s brothers had come to grips with their sin and
realized that God was working in their lives (Genesis 42:28; 44:16). At that point Joseph
could hold back his emotions no longer. He cried out for his attendants to leave the
room. Then Joseph wept loudly in front of his brothers (compare Genesis 43:30). His
weeping was so loud and intense that the Egyptians outside could hear it. News quickly
spread to Pharaoh’s household about Joseph’s emotional outburst. Joseph was obviously
deeply moved by God’s work in his life and the changes he’d seen in his brothers.
Joseph revealed his identity to his brothers and expressed deep concern for their father
(45:3a).
In that private moment Joseph revealed himself to his brothers, saying, “I am
Joseph.” We can only imagine the look on the faces of Joseph’s brothers, the slow
recognition that the powerful governor standing before them was in fact the brother
they’d sold into slavery. “I am Joseph.” Joseph immediately followed up this declaration
with a question about their father, “Is my father still living?” Joseph cared deeply about
his family—his father and his brothers. He was ready to be reunited.
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Joseph’s brothers were unable to respond to Joseph out of shock and fear (45:3b).
Upon hearing Joseph reveal his identity his brothers stood speechless. Their
shock must have been palpable—they trembled. Here they were, in the presence of the
brother they’d sold into slavery, the brother who now ruled over all Egypt. Their fear is
understandable.
Joseph drew his brothers close to him and assured them of his relationship to them
(45:4).
Joseph had to reassure his brothers that he intended them no harm. He invited
them to come close to him. As they gathered around Joseph, he stated again, “I am
Joseph,” adding, “. . . your brother, the one you sold into Egypt.” By drawing them close
and calling himself their brother, Joseph was extending forgiveness. Yes, they had sold
him into slavery, but that was behind them now. Joseph was releasing his brothers from
the culpability for their crime. He saw a bigger picture, the hand of God on his life. By
extending forgiveness, Joseph was opening the door to reconciliation.

Sovereignty—when we recognize
the hand of God in the circumstances of life we open
the door for divine provision (45:5-11).
God is in control of His universe, its inhabitants, and even the details of our lives.
He guides our circumstances to accomplish His perfect purposes. When we recognize
God’s sovereign work, we can better see His hand of provision in our lives.
Joseph reassured his brothers that God had sent him to Egypt to save their lives and
the lives of many others (45:5-8).
Still stunned, Joseph’s brothers needed to know that God had guided their
brother’s life. Joseph encouraged his brothers not to grieve or be angry with themselves
for what they’d done to him. Joseph revealed to them the bigger picture. God was in
control. In fact, Joseph believed that God had sent him to Egypt. He’d sent Joseph to
Egypt ahead of his brothers in order to save their lives and the lives of many people who
would otherwise have died during the famine. Joseph informed his brothers that the
famine would continue for another five years. Again Joseph stated that God had sent him
to Egypt. God had placed Joseph in a position to preserve a remnant of His people on
earth and to preserve their lives in a great act of deliverance. God was fulfilling His
grand covenant with His people. For the third time, Joseph declared that it was God, not
his brothers, who had sent him to Egypt. God had elevated Joseph to be a “father” to
Pharaoh, a trusted advisor and protector. God had promoted Joseph to a position of
“lord” over all of Pharaoh’s household and of ruler over all Egypt. Only God could have
accomplished such a great feat. God’s sovereign control had accomplished God’s
sovereign purpose.
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Joseph instructed his brothers to go to their father with the good news and bring him
and the whole family to Egypt (45:9-10).
Because of the duration and potential devastation of the famine, Joseph knew that
his father and family could not survive in Canaan. He therefore instructed his brothers to
go back to Jacob and deliver a message. They were to tell their father that Joseph was
alive and that God had elevated him to the position of lord over Egypt. Joseph invited his
father and family to migrate to Egypt without delay. They would be given a place to live
in the land of Goshen, a fertile place in the eastern Nile delta that could sustain cattle. In
this place Jacob could also be near his son, Joseph. Joseph invited his whole family—
Jacob and Jacob’s descendants—to relocate in Egypt and to bring their flocks, herds, and
possessions. God was opening a new chapter in the spiritual journey of His chosen
people.
Joseph promised to provide for his family during the future years of famine and
thereby preserve them from poverty (45:11).
Joseph instructed his brothers to tell their father that he would provide for the
needs of the entire family. In this way God would protect Jacob from becoming
impoverished due to the famine. God had promised to bless His chosen people, and He
would do so through His sovereign guidance of Joseph to a place of authority in Egypt.
Because of God’s sovereign control, His people received His sustaining provisions. God
is in control of our lives, and when we recognize His sovereign guidance, even in the
difficulties of life, we begin to see His provision, love, and blessing.

Reconciliation—when we reach out
to others with unpretentious love we open
the door to spiritual renewal (45:12-15)
Joseph’s forgiveness and God’s provision led to the reconciliation of Joseph’s
brothers—their reconciliation with Joseph and with God. These brothers now stood
ready to again participate in God’s grand covenant, to enjoy spiritual renewal.
Joseph encouraged his brothers to accept him and to reunite their family in Egypt
(45:12-13).
It seems that Joseph needed to again reassure his brothers that they were really
looking at their long lost brother. Joseph pointed out that his full brother, Benjamin, was
especially able to recognize him. Joseph wanted his brothers to recognize and accept
him, and he wanted them to reunite the family. He told them to describe to their father all
that they’d seen in Egypt, including Joseph’s “glory,” so that Jacob would make the
journey to Egypt. Joseph was eager to bring about reconciliation within his family.
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Joseph embraced his brother Benjamin and both wept at their reunion (45:14).
As an act of reconciliation, Joseph first embraced his brother Benjamin and wept.
Benjamin, too, wept as these two full brothers were reunited.
Joseph kissed his brothers and wept over them, restoring their relationship (45:15).
Next, Joseph kissed his brothers as an outward display of reconciliation. The text
is careful to say that he kissed “all” his brothers. Joseph held no animosity toward any of
his brothers. Reconciliation in the family had to be all-encompassing. As he had done
with Benjamin, Joseph wept over his brothers. A more sincere act of reconciliation we
cannot imagine. At last Joseph’s brothers broke their stunned silence and began to talk
with Joseph. This conversation must have been filled with apologies and laced with
questions. Certainly Joseph must have told his story about his rise from slavery and
imprisonment to power and influence. Certainly God was at the center of their
conversation, since God alone could have orchestrated such a set of circumstances.
Reconciliation with loved ones is in many ways its own reward. However, reconciliation
with others can lead to reconciliation with God, and vice versa. God invites us to be
reconciled with others and especially with Him.
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Joseph Sends for his Father Jacob
(Genesis 45:16-28)
Reconciliation leads to restoration and reunion. Joseph and his brothers were
reconciled following Joseph’s three tests of his brothers’ honesty, jealousy, and loyalty.
Having extended forgiveness for the crime of selling him into slavery, Joseph pointed out
to his brothers that God was active in all of these dramatic circumstances. Now God
would reunite the family. Joseph was eager to see his father, Jacob, once again. He was
eager to protect his family from the ravages of famine. In sending for his father to move
to Egypt, Joseph helped restore his father’s faith in God. God wants our faith to be
vibrant and life changing. Through Joseph, God brought Jacob to a place of spiritual
revival.
Reputation—as God’s people, our lives should
favorably impress even unbelievers around us (45:16-20).
When Joseph revealed his identity to his brothers, Pharaoh quickly learned about
the situation and stepped in to affirm Joseph’s desire to help his family. He did so
because Joseph had built a favorable reputation.
When Pharaoh learned about Joseph’s brothers he instructed Joseph to settle his
family in the best region of Egypt (45:16-18).
Because Joseph cried out so loudly upon revealing his identity to his brothers, his
servants immediately took the news to Pharaoh (Genesis 45:2). Pharaoh and his servants
were delighted—the news was “good” in their eyes. Joseph had already invited his
brothers to relocate to the land of Goshen. Now Pharaoh affirmed Joseph’s plan. He
instructed Joseph to tell his brothers that they, their father, their families, and their cattle
were welcome in Egypt. Pharaoh promised to give them the best land (literally “the good
of the land”), and they would then eat of the fat of the land. In Egypt they would prosper.
Some commentators see in the word “good” in this context a reminder of the “good”
nature of God’s original creation as recorded in Genesis 1. God was blessing His people.
Pharaoh insisted on sending carts to transport Joseph’s family to Egypt, again
promising them the best region of Egypt (45:19-20).
In order to expedite his orders, Pharaoh authorized Joseph to secure a number of
Egyptian carts to help transport Jacob and his family. The people of Israel would not
need to bring all their possessions because the best of Egypt (literally, “the good of all the
land”) would be theirs. Joseph had built such a reputation with Pharaoh that, when
Joseph’s brothers arrived, Pharaoh was eager to bless them and extend that blessing to
Joseph’s whole family. Pharaoh may have recognized that God was at work within this
family (compare Genesis 41:16). Joseph had a reputation for being a man of God. Like
Joseph, our lives should win a favorable reputation among our neighbors and friends.
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Provision—as God’s people, we can trust God
to provide for our journey through life (45:21-24).
Both Joseph and Pharaoh provided the resources necessary for Joseph’s family to
relocate in Egypt and survive the famine. Ultimately, however, it was God who took care
of their needs.
Joseph provided his brothers with carts and provisions for their journey (45:21).
Here Joseph’s brothers are called “the sons of Israel,” identifying them as God’s
chosen people. They did as Pharaoh ordered. Joseph provided them with carts and
provisions for their journey. These supplies were no small matter—without them it
would have been impossible for Jacob and his family to relocate from Canaan to Egypt.
Joseph gave his brothers new clothes and Benjamin additional gifts (45:22).
Joseph also provided his brothers with new clothing. No doubt their clothes were
well worn after their journey from Canaan, and these new clothes would both protect
them from the harsh desert environment but would also mark them as people who had
received the favor of Egypt’s ruler. Joseph gave his full brother, Benjamin, the added
provision of three hundred shekels of silver and five sets of clothes, indicating Joseph’s
special love for Benjamin. Such gifts would not cause jealousy among his brothers—
they’d already proven that they were no longer driven by such petty motives.
Joseph sent gifts and travel provisions for his father Jacob (45:23).
Joseph also sent ample supplies for his father Jacob, knowing that a journey to
Egypt would require such provisions. Joseph sent his father ten donkeys loaded with “the
good things of Egypt,” as well as ten female donkeys loaded with grain, bread, and other
food to sustain Jacob’s family. These supplies would convince Jacob of Joseph’s role in
Egypt and would make it possible for Jacob to transport his whole family to Egypt.
Joseph encouraged his brothers to maintain unity along their journey (45:24).
Having amply provided for his brothers Joseph sent them on their way. As they
were going, Joseph reminded them about the importance of family harmony. He warned
them not to “tremble” or “be agitated,” presumably at each other—a warning not to
quarrel. It would be too easy for these brothers to reflect on all that had transpired and
begin to point fingers at one another. Joseph wanted them to know that there was no
need for such concerns. All was forgiven. All was now in the past. It may be that these
brothers were agitated at the prospect of explaining to their father how Joseph had ended
up in Egypt. There was enough to unsettle their minds along the journey, so Joseph’s
advice was well spoken. Joseph’s brothers were to dwell on the fact that God had
provided for their needs, just as God continues to provide for the needs of His people
today.
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Revival—as God’s people, we must relearn
the lessons of faith throughout our lifetime (45:25-28).
News traveled slowly in ancient times. Jacob must have been waiting anxiously
for word about his sons. Would Benjamin return home safely? Would Simeon be
released from custody? Would the family survive the famine? Jacob was experiencing
his own crisis of faith, but had entrusted his sons to God’s care (Genesis 43:14).
Sometimes we have to relearn the lessons of faith.
Joseph’s brothers returned to Canaan and informed Jacob that Joseph was alive and
had become the ruler of Egypt (45:25-26a).
Joseph’s brothers left Egypt and arrived safely in Canaan where their father was
waiting. It’s hard to imagine the excitement their arrival must have produced in Jacob’s
heart, only to be surpassed by the news that his son Joseph was still alive. “Joseph is still
alive,” they told their father, “and he is ruler of all Egypt!” What good news. What
unbelievable news. Joseph was alive.
Jacob was stunned by the news about Joseph and did not believe it (45:26b).
Understandably, Jacob was stunned. Literally, his “heart froze.” This news
would have been difficult to comprehend even by a man filled with faith. But at this
point in his life, Jacob was struggling with faith. He “did not believe” them. His faith
had been stretched beyond measure so many years ago when he saw the blood-spattered
coat and concluded that Joseph was dead. Now, over twenty years later, Jacob hears that
Joseph is still alive. More than that, Joseph is the ruler of Egypt. Preposterous!
When Jacob saw the carts and provisions his spirit was revived and he determined to be
reunited with Joseph in Egypt (45:27-28).
Jacob’s sons then related everything Joseph had said to them—probably including
his words of confidence in God’s sovereign control over the events of his life. We may
safely assume that at this point these brothers confessed their crime against Joseph to
their father Jacob. Hearing this bizarre story of Joseph elevation to power, a story that
could have only come about by God’s hand, and seeing the carts Joseph had sent to
transport Jacob, this aging father began again to believe. “Jacob’s spirit revived.” Where
there had been a comatose faith there was now renewed life. Jacob, again called Israel,
had all the proof he needed. He determined to go to Egypt and see his son Joseph.
Before death could close his eyes, Jacob would once again look on his lost son. Jacob
experienced a revival in his heart that day. He believed. He believed the report, and he
believed in the God who had guided him all his life. God brought Jacob to a place of
spiritual revival, and He wants to revive our hearts as well, to make our faith vibrant and
life changing. Like Jacob, we must from time to time relearn the lessons of faith.
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Joseph is Reunited with his Father Jacob
(Genesis 46:1-30)
Family reunions often involve a summertime picnic at which aunts, uncles, and
long lost cousins come together to catch up on events and review the branches of the
family tree. When the potato salad is gone, so are the cousins—at least until the
following year! But Genesis 46 records a family reunion that was nothing short of
miraculous, rife with emotion and joy. Joseph, after more than twenty years of
separation, was reunited with his father Jacob. Jacob, after more than twenty years of
grief over the presumed death of his son, was reunited with Joseph. Even greater than
this reunion of father and son was the assurance it provided that God was actively
upholding His grand covenant with His chosen people. God wants to reunite with us
today. He sent His Son, Jesus Christ, to die for our sins so that we can return to a right
relationship with Him. We can be reunited with our heavenly Father through faith in
Jesus Christ.

Renewal—God delights in restoring
our strained relationships with Him (46:1-7).
Jacob’s journey to be reunited with his son Joseph involved one major stop along
the way. Jacob paused to sacrifice to God and God spoke words of assurance to this
seasoned patriarch.
Jacob began his journey to Egypt and stopped to offer sacrifices to God at Beersheba
(46:1).
After decades of despair but now convinced that Joseph was still alive, Jacob—
Israel—began his journey to Egypt. He was fully committed to this change of course in
his life, taking with him all that belonged to him. He doubtless took many of his limited
physical possessions, all of his cattle, and most importantly all of his family. Following
his sojourn in Mesopotamia, Jacob had returned to Canaan, specifically to the region of
Hebron (Genesis 35:27; 37:14). It was probably from Hebron that Jacob departed for his
final journey, the journey to Egypt. Along the way he stopped at Beersheba, an ancient
site of worship. It was at Beersheba that Abraham had called on God’s name (Genesis
21:33). It was at Beersheba that Isaac offered sacrifices to the true and living God and
heard God’s reaffirmation of His grand covenant (Genesis 26:23-25). Following in the
footsteps of his grandfather and father, Jacob now paused at Beersheba and offered
sacrifices “to the God of his father Isaac.” Jacob had experienced genuine spiritual
renewal.
God spoke to Jacob and assured him that He would bless him and his family in Egypt
(46:2-4).
At Beersheba God spoke to Israel by means of a night vision. He addressed this
patriarch twice—“Jacob, Jacob”—to emphasize His desire to commune with Jacob.
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Jacob replied in surrender and expectation saying, “Here I am.” God identified Himself
as “God, the God of your father.” There was a spiritual and familial link to God’s grand
covenant through Abraham and Isaac to Jacob. However, God had previously warned
Jacob’s father Isaac not to go to Egypt (Genesis 26:2). Was Jacob jeopardizing his
participation in God’s blessing by moving his family to Egypt? While God had forbidden
Isaac to seek refuge in Egypt, He permitted Jacob to make this journey. He said to Jacob,
“Do not be afraid to go down to Egypt.” It was in Egypt that God would make Israel into
a great nation. God assured Jacob that He Himself would go with Jacob to Egypt and that
He would bring the Israelites back to Canaan. Jacob must have known about God’s
warning to Abraham that their descendants would be enslaved in a foreign land for four
hundred years before God would release and enrich them (Genesis 15:13-14). God
would indeed prosper His people, and Egypt would be the seedbed for Israel to become a
great nation (compare Genesis 12:2). In addition, God promised Jacob that his son
Joseph would be with him until his death, present to close Jacob’s eyes. Jacob would be
with his son Joseph once again, never to be parted. God delighted in restoring Joseph to
Jacob. God also delighted in restoring Jacob to a relationship with Him.
Jacob and all his descendants left Canaan and traveled to Egypt (46:5-7).
Having experienced this encounter with God, Jacob left Beersheba. His sons took
charge of the journey, transporting their aging father, their children, and their wives in the
carts that Pharaoh had sent for this purpose. They also drove their cattle and carried their
possessions, making a full break with Canaan. So, “Jacob and all his offspring went to
Egypt”—Jacob and his sons, grandsons, daughters, and granddaughters—all of his
descendants made the journey. Jacob had renewed his faith in God, and God was about
to restore Jacob’s family and his faith.

Reward—God richly fulfills
His promises to His people (46:8-27).
God was beginning to reward His chosen people by building them into a great
nation, a process that would expand dramatically in Egypt. But God had already
rewarded Jacob in so many ways. The very size of his family that migrated to Egypt
indicated that God was fulfilling His promise through Jacob.
The sons of Israel who migrated to Egypt were listed by name and family ties (46:8-25).
Genesis 46:8-25 provides a careful record of the names of Jacob’s descendants
who migrated to Egypt. These were the “sons of Israel.” Jacob’s descendants are listed
in order beginning with thirty-three sons, grandsons, and great-grandsons through Jacob’s
first wife, Leah (Genesis 46:8-15). Receiving special mention in this list are Er and
Onan, who had died in Canaan (Genesis 46:12). In addition, the list mentions Jacob’s
daughter Dinah but does not seem to include her in the total of thirty-three (unless Er and
Onan are excluded, with both Dinah and Jacob included). The second list of names
records the sixteen sons, grandsons, a granddaughter, and great-grandsons born of Leah’s
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handmaid, Zilpah (Genesis 46:16-18). Next are the fourteen names of the sons and
grandsons who came through Jacob’s favored wife Rachel, including Joseph and his two
sons who were born in Egypt (Genesis 46:19-22). Finally, the seven sons and grandsons
born of Rachel’s handmaid, Bilhah, are listed (Genesis 46:23-25). God had truly blessed
Jacob with a full and growing family.
The sons of Israel who migrated to Egypt numbered seventy people (46:26-27).
By adding the thirty-three descendants through Leah, the sixteen through Zilpah,
the fourteen through Rachel, and the seven through Bilhah the text states that seventy
descendants of Jacob migrated to Egypt. First, however, the text refers to sixty-six
descendants. This number may exclude Joseph and his two sons who were already in
Egypt along with Er and Onan who had died in Canaan. By adding Jacob’s daughter
Dinah to the list of those who migrated from Canaan to Egypt we arrive at the number
sixty-six. So, in addition to Jacob and his surviving wives there were sixty-six
descendants who migrated to Egypt and, with Joseph, Joseph’s two sons, and Jacob
himself, there were seventy Israelites in all who now lived in Egypt. God had kept His
promise to bless His chosen people. Israel’s descendants were well along the way to
becoming a great nation.

Reunion—God wants us to be reunited
with Him as our heavenly Father (46:28-29).
At last it was time for the great family reunion. Jacob was about to see his son
Joseph after an absence of over twenty years. Their reunion reminds us that our heavenly
Father desires a reunion with us, a reunion through faith in Jesus Christ.
Jacob sent Judah ahead to guide them to the land of Goshen (46:28).
Judah had taken the forefront of leadership in the family by guaranteeing
Benjamin’s safety and offering to take Benjamin’s place as a slave if necessary. Jacob
sent Judah ahead of the slower moving family caravan to make preparations for their
arrival. Judah would receive directions from Joseph and guide the family to promised
region of Goshen. Apparently there were no incidents along the way, and Jacob’s family
arrived safely in Goshen. Goshen was probably located on the eastern edge of the Nile
Delta, a land suitable for raising cattle and livestock.
Joseph went to meet his father Jacob in the land of Goshen, embraced him, and wept
profusely (46:29).
Knowing that his family had arrived in Goshen, Joseph prepared his chariot and
went to see his father. The splendor of Joseph’s chariot and entourage must have been
impressive to Jacob. More impressive was Joseph’s love for his father. As soon as
Joseph came into his father’s presence he “fell on his neck” and “wept on his neck” for a
long time. It’s hard to imagine the emotion of that moment. Father and son were
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reunited. Sorrow was transformed into celebration, grief to gladness. This was nothing
short of a miracle of God.
Jacob expressed the fulfillment of his life, having seen that his son Joseph was alive
(46:30).
For the first time in over twenty years Israel now spoke to his son Joseph. His
words expressed deep satisfaction, the fulfillment of a long-dismissed desire to be
together. Jacob said to his son, “Now I am ready to die, since I have seen for myself that
you are still alive.” Nothing more in life could satisfy Jacob’s heart. He had been
reunited with Joseph. In fact, his whole family was together and safe in the land of
Egypt. God had blessed Jacob according to His promise. Jacob would live for another
seventeen years, never far from Joseph’s loving and benevolent reach (Genesis 47:28).
This reunion of father and son serves as a powerful reminder that we can be reunited with
our heavenly Father through faith in Jesus Christ.

279

Joseph Settles the Israelites in Egypt
(Genesis 46:31—47:12)
God had promised the land of Canaan to His chosen people, and He would
ultimately keep His promise about the Promised Land. However, by His design the
Israelites would live as foreigners in Egypt for four hundred years (Genesis 15:13-14).
One reason for this extended absence from Canaan had to do with God’s grace in
allowing the inhabitants of Canaan, the Amorites, to turn from their sin rather than attain
a level of sin that demanded God’s judgment (Genesis 15:16). Another reason was that
God chose to prosper His people, both in number and wealth, within the land of Egypt
(Genesis 46:3). Egypt would be able to sustain the growing number of Israelites. For
these reasons, and probably others, God led His people to Egypt. Joseph was the
instrument in God’s hand to settle the Israelites in the best region of Egypt, the Land of
Goshen. By settling the Israelites in Egypt, Joseph was both preserving the lives of his
family and advancing the grand covenant of God. God directs the times and places in
which we live to fulfill His purpose in our lives.
Prudence—as God’s people, we should
welcome the advice of wise counselors (46:31-34).
Even though Joseph held great authority in Egypt, Pharaoh was still supreme.
Joseph counseled his brothers so that they could speak wisely to Pharaoh and secure
Goshen as their home.
Joseph described his plan to speak to Pharaoh on behalf of his family (46:31-32).
Joseph anticipated that his family could settle peacefully in Goshen (Genesis
45:10), and Pharaoh had already expressed his endorsement of this plan (Genesis 45:1718). However, it was still necessary for Joseph’s brothers to formally receive this gift
from Pharaoh. Joseph explained that he would inform Pharaoh that his brothers and
families had arrived from Canaan. He would tell Pharaoh that they were shepherds and
herdsmen who had brought their flocks and herds with them, implying that they desired
to stay in Egypt and would need land to sustain their animals. In this way Joseph would
pave the way for his brothers to have an audience with Pharaoh.
Joseph explained how his family was to respond to Pharaoh in order to be permitted to
settle in Goshen (46:33-34).
Furthermore, Joseph explained to his brothers that Pharaoh would enquire about
their occupation. They were to answer that they, like their ancestors, tended livestock.
Even though shepherds were detestable to the Egyptians, who thrived on a crop-based
economy, Pharaoh would allow them to live in Goshen on the outer edges of the Nile
Delta. Joseph gave wise counsel, and his brothers prudently followed his advice.
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Propriety— as God’s people, we should
treat those in authority with the utmost respect (47:1-6).
Joseph’s brothers were about to stand before Pharaoh, the most powerful man in
the world in that day. They would need to follow proper protocol and conduct
themselves with propriety. Through Joseph’s counsel these brothers showed proper
respect and won Pharaoh’s favor.
Joseph told Pharaoh that his family had arrived from Canaan and had settled in
Goshen (47:1).
Joseph went to Pharaoh and explained that his family had recently arrived from
Canaan with all their flocks, herds, and possessions. They had stopped in the region of
Goshen and were, presumably, awaiting permission to settle there permanently. Joseph
had prepared the way for his brothers to present themselves before Pharaoh.
Pharaoh questioned Joseph’s brothers about their occupation and they responded as
Joseph had recommended (47:2-4).
Joseph chose five of his brothers to present their family’s situation to Pharaoh—it
was probably unnecessary and might have even been distracting to parade all eleven
brothers before the king. Seemingly on cue, Pharaoh asked Joseph’s brothers about their
occupation. They responded as Joseph had counseled, referring to themselves as
Pharaoh’s servants and telling Pharaoh that they were shepherds just like their ancestors.
They explained that the famine had forced them to leave Canaan and they requested
permission to live in Goshen.
Pharaoh permitted Joseph to settle his family in Goshen and invited some of Joseph’s
family to tend his own cattle (47:5-6).
Pharaoh addressed Joseph, acknowledging that Joseph’s family had indeed come
to Egypt for relief from the famine. He assured Joseph that the whole land of Egypt was
theirs to enjoy. Pharaoh encouraged Joseph to settle his family in the best part of Egypt,
specifically the region of Goshen. In addition, Pharaoh invited Joseph’s family to supply
him with skillful herdsmen for his own cattle. Clearly Pharaoh’s blessing rested on
Joseph’s family. Clearly God’s blessing rested on the Israelites.
Blessing— as God’s people, we can share the
grace of God with people in all walks of life (47:7-10).
Even as Pharaoh had blessed the Israelites by giving them the Land of Goshen, so
Joseph’s father would bless Pharaoh by expressing God’s grace.
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Joseph presented his father Jacob to Pharaoh and Jacob blessed Pharaoh (47:7).
Next, Joseph brought his father Jacob into Pharaoh’s presence. Upon their
meeting, Jacob “blessed” Pharaoh, probably pronouncing a blessing on him based on the
goodness of God that Jacob had experienced in his recent reunion with his son.
Pharaoh asked Jacob about his age, and Jacob responded that his pilgrimage had been
short and difficult in comparison to his ancestors (47:8-9).
Jacob had achieved a ripe old age, and it would have been natural for Pharaoh to
ask this patriarch how old he was. Jacob responded by describing his life as a
“pilgrimage,” one that had lasted 130 years. Even at this age Jacob had not yet come
near the ages of his grandfather Abraham or his father Isaac. Abraham lived to the age of
175 (Genesis 25:7), and Isaac lived to 180 (Genesis 35:28). In addition, Jacob described
his life as “difficult.” After all, he was born in Canaan, sojourned for twenty years in
Mesopotamia, returned at the risk of his life to Canaan, watched his family engage in a
number of sinful practices, lost his favored son for over twenty years, and now had been
uprooted once again to finish out his life in Egypt. Jacob had brought much of this
misery on himself by failing to trust God and His promises. Life had been difficult. But
God hadn’t abandoned Jacob. In fact, God continued to bless him.
Jacob again blessed Pharaoh and then returned to his family (47:10).
Jacob concluded his encounter with Pharaoh by once again pronouncing a
blessing on this powerful monarch. We can’t help but think that this blessing included a
word about the true and living God who had blessed Jacob and his family.
Deliverance— as God’s people, we must
gratefully recognize God’s saving work in our lives (47:11-12).
Through a series of circumstances, guided by the miracle working power of God,
Joseph went from being a slave to a prisoner to the vizier of Egypt. In his privileged
position he was able to save his family from devastation and death. God was at work in
Joseph’s life to rescue his family and preserve God’s grand covenant.
Joseph settled his family in the best part of the land of Egypt (47:11).
According to Genesis 47:11, Joseph was responsible for settling the Israelites—
his father, his brothers, and their families—in the land of Egypt. By God’s miraculous
orchestration of events, Joseph received the authority and opportunity to relocate his
family from Canaan to the best region of Egypt, the Land of Goshen. In this verse the
text uses the term “Ramses” to describe the location in which the Israelites settled. This
term was apparently a later name for Goshen, probably current when Moses wrote the
Pentateuch (or possibly added by an even later scribe). Joseph had identified Goshen as
the dwelling place for his family and Pharaoh had endorsed this place. However, it was
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God who ultimately provided Goshen for His people. God orchestrates the circumstances
of our lives to put us in the right place at the right time. Acts 17:26 reinforces the idea
that God determines the times and places in which we live.
Joseph provided his father and family with food, sustaining them through the years of
famine (47:12).
In addition to a place to live, Joseph provided his father, his brothers, and his
family with food—enough to sustain the whole family including the littlest child. The
Israelites would survive, and even thrive, in the midst of famine (and eventually slavery).
God had provided for His people through His servant Joseph. He had delivered them
from otherwise certain disaster. God delivers us from the disaster that our sins deserve
by providing for our salvation through Jesus Christ. He deserves our faith, our worship,
and our great gratitude because He’s a God of salvation. He’s the God who directs the
times and places in which we live in order to fulfill His purpose in our lives.
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Joseph Saves the People of Egypt
(Genesis 47:13-27)
God used Joseph to save the lives of his father, his brothers, and their families—to
preserve the chosen people and advance His grand covenant. In the process, God also
used Joseph to save the countless inhabitants of Egypt. By interpreting Pharaoh’s dream,
Joseph had prepared Egypt during its seven years of plenty to endure seven years of
famine. As the famine progressed, the people surrendered their wealth, their property,
and their lives in order to survive. They were grateful to Joseph for sustaining them
through the famine. God had blessed His chosen people and the people of Egypt as well.
When God blesses His people, those blessings often spill over into the lives of others.

Surrender—God sustains us, so He
deserves our unconditional commitment (47:13-19).
The Egyptians progressively surrendered their wealth, possessions, and lives to
Pharaoh in exchange for life-sustaining grain. Likewise, because God sustains us He
deserves our unconditional commitment.
Because of the severity of the famine the people spent all their money on the grain that
Joseph had stored away (47:13-14).
Joseph’s story now returns to his intervention on behalf of the people of Egypt.
The seven-year famine was severe. Food was scarce. Apart from Joseph’s preemptive
actions during the seven years of plenty, the people of Egypt would have starved to death.
But Joseph had stored away an ample supply of grain. There was enough to feed the
entire population of Egypt as well as that of Canaan. The people willingly paid for this
life-sustaining food, and soon their money was gone. But they had survived.
Because their money ran out the people exchanged their livestock for the grain that
Joseph had stored away (47:15-17).
As the famine progressed, the people of Egypt and Canaan again went to Joseph
for relief. With no money to purchase grain, the Egyptians surrendered their livestock in
order to purchase food. Joseph took possession of all the horses, sheep, goats, cattle, and
donkeys in Egypt. In exchange, the people of Egypt were able to eat for another year.
Because their resources were depleted the people exchanged their land and their lives
for the grain that Joseph had stored away (47:18-19).
The next year the famine continued. The people acknowledged that they had no
money or livestock—all had been turned over to Joseph. Therefore the people suggested
an exchange of their land and their bodies for food. Rather than succumbing to death, the
people asked Joseph to purchase their land and their lives. They would willingly submit
to servitude in order to receive food to sustain them and their families. They offered
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themselves to Pharaoh in exchange for food to eat and grain to plant. Life is dear, and no
sacrifice is too great when it comes to feeding our families. The people of Egypt
willingly surrendered themselves to Pharaoh, granting him authority over their land and
their lives. Spiritually speaking, we all live under the destitution of a famine of the heart.
We need God’s life-giving, life-sustaining grace. Through Jesus Christ, the “Bread of
Life” (John 6:35), we have eternal life. Our submission to His grace and His will makes
good sense in light of our deep spiritual need.

Gratitude—God saves us, so He
deserves our unrestrained thanksgiving (47:20-26).
Reading Genesis 47:20-26 through modern eyes may taint our impression of the
Egyptian’s plight—we may focus on their servitude rather than their gratitude. But these
people narrowly escaped death by starvation due to a severe and protracted famine. They
were more than willing to subject themselves to the life-sustaining provision of Pharaoh
through Joseph. They were grateful to be alive, saved by Joseph’s wisdom and foresight.
Likewise, we depend on God for our eternal salvation and are grateful for His grace.
Joseph acquired all the land in Egypt and the subjection of the people for Pharaoh due
to the strain of the famine (47:20-22).
Joseph purchased all the land in Egypt on behalf of Pharaoh, giving the people
grain in exchange to save them from starvation. The people were more than eager to
make this exchange. After all, their very lives were at stake. In addition, Joseph secured
the servitude of the people, again at their request and in exchange for food. Verse 21
poses a textual problem due to the change of just a couple of Hebrew letters. Either
Joseph moved the people into the cities from all over the land to better accommodate the
distribution of grain or he subjected the people to servitude all over the land. The latter
concept seems to best fit the context. The people likely continued to live and work on the
property they had formerly possessed, but now their labor and produce belonged to
Pharaoh. All the land in Egypt now belonged to Egypt’s monarch, a centralization of
power that often characterized the history of this ancient land. However, the priests were
exempt from selling their land because Pharaoh himself provided food for them. The
priestly class in ancient Egypt often enjoyed special privileges, privileges that were
maintained in the days of Joseph.
Joseph supplied the people with grain and required them to give one-fifth of their crops
to Pharaoh (47:23-24).
Having acquired the land and the lives of the people of Egypt, Joseph distributed
grain to sustain the lives of the people. He also provided grain for planting the fields,
probably basing this distribution on the timing and severity of the famine. Although the
land and lives of the Egyptians now belonged to Pharaoh, Joseph generously allowed the
people to retain eighty percent of their crops. This they could use for food and for
replanting in the following season. The other twenty percent of the produce belonged to
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Pharaoh. These allotments appear to have been extremely equitable, given the
productivity of the land in Egypt when there was no famine.
The people of Egypt expressed their gratitude to Joseph for saving their lives (47:25).
The people of Egypt declared to Joseph, “You have saved our lives!” Without
Joseph, and ultimately without God working through Joseph, the population of Egypt
would have been decimated. Joseph had indeed saved the lives of countless thousands of
Egyptians. These Egyptians were extremely grateful. They asked Joseph to grant them
his favor and they renewed their willing commitment to be Pharaoh’s slaves. They
would willingly work the land for Pharaoh, retain their allotment, sustain their families,
and provide Pharaoh with his share of the crops. Having stared death in the face, the
people of Egypt were happy to be alive and grateful to Joseph who had saved their lives.
Joseph’s policy of taxing one-fifth of all produce became a lasting law in Egypt
(47:26).
Joseph’s influence in Egypt lasted long beyond the seven years of famine. Even
at the time of the writing of Genesis—the days of Moses, some four hundred years
later—the taxation rate in Egypt followed the plan established by Joseph. Pharaoh
received one-fifth of the produce while the people retained four-fifths for themselves.
The priests, however, retained the full rights to their land and its produce. The people of
Egypt were grateful for Joseph’s saving work. On a spiritual level, the saving work of
God in our lives makes it possible for us to be delivered from eternal judgment to eternal
life through Jesus Christ. This eternal salvation makes us, God’s people, eternally
grateful. God deserves every ounce of thanksgiving that we can render to Him.

Multiplication—God prospers us, so He
deserves our undivided recognition (47:27).
God had promised to make Abraham’s descendants into a great nation. So far
Abraham’s descendants numbered seventy. But God would multiply them in the land of
Egypt, fulfilling His grand covenant. Likewise, God deserves the credit for any and
every blessing in our lives.
The Israelites settled in the region of Goshen in Egypt (47:27a).
Genesis 47:27 serves as a bookend to the narrative that describes the arrival of
Joseph’s brothers in the region of Goshen (Genesis 47:11-12). The descendants of Jacob
have now become known as the Israelites. They made their home in Goshen, the best
part of the land of Egypt, especially for raising cattle and living as shepherds.
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The Israelites were fruitful and multiplied greatly in Egypt (47:27b).
Joseph’s father and brothers took possession of the land of Goshen. There,
simply stated, they “were fruitful and multiplied.” This phrase is reminiscent of the
command of God to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, using the same words to
convey the concept of divine blessing (Genesis 1:28). The Israelites grew from a family
into a nation during their sojourn in Egypt because God blessed them. The Egyptians
were saved from starvation and the Israelites were preserved to fulfill God’s divine plan.
When God blesses His people, those blessings often spill over into the lives of others.
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Jacob Blesses Joseph’s Sons
(Genesis 47:28—48:22)
The final days of the patriarchs was now approaching. Jacob had lived in Egypt
for seventeen years, including five years of famine followed by a dozen years of peace
and prosperity. He had lived an adventurous life, struggling and finally succeeding in the
battle of faith. Jacob had stolen his brother’s birthright and deceived his father into
granting him his brother’s blessing. Jacob was forced to flee to Mesopotamia, but along
the way God promised to bless him. In distant Mesopotamia Jacob married two wives,
fathered twelve sons, and accumulated great wealth. When he returned to Canaan, the
land of promise, he was bereaved of his favorite son Joseph. As it turned out, God had
preserved Joseph, elevating him to great power in Egypt. Joseph saved his father and his
whole family by providing food for them during a period of extreme famine. Jacob
relocated to Egypt where, at the age of 147 he now faced death. But Jacob, over all those
years of doubt and despair, had become a man rich in faith. When he pronounced a
blessing on Joseph’s two sons, Jacob revealed a heart that had learned to submit to God.
Interestingly, the author of Hebrews chooses from Jacob’s entire colorful career this
blessing on Joseph’s sons to summarize Jacob’s life (Hebrews 11:21). Jacob’s reflective
faith teaches us that God wants us to learn to trust Him every day to the very end of our
days. Specifically, we can draw four lessons from Jacob’s final blessing on Joseph and
his sons.

Reflective faith links death
with the worship of God (47:28-31).
Jacob knew that his days were short. However, he didn’t run from death. He
accepted the reality of death and chose to end his days in worship of God.
Jacob lived a long life under God’s providential care (47:28).
Genesis 47:28 states that Jacob lived in Egypt seventeen years, to the age of 147.
He’d spent twenty years in Mesopotamia and seventeen years in Egypt. He lived the
balance of his life, 110 years, in Canaan. God had provided for Jacob all along the way.
Jacob had come to recognize the providential care of God in his life.
Jacob demanded that Joseph bury him in the land of promise (47:29-30).
Jacob, once again called Israel as a name that reflected his transformation into a
man of faith, knew that he was approaching death. He, therefore, summoned Joseph in
order to express his burial wishes. He asked Joseph to make a solemn promise,
symbolized by placing one’s hand under the other’s thigh (compare Genesis 24:2-4).
Jacob demanded that Joseph show him mercy and declare truthfully that he would not
bury his father in Egypt. Instead, Jacob wanted to go home. He would finally rest with
his fathers—an expression of faith in an afterlife.—and therefore desired to be buried
with his fathers in the Promised Land. God had promised Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob the
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land of Canaan and Jacob would be buried nowhere but there. Joseph agreed to his aging
father’s demand.
Joseph swore that he would bury his father as requested and Jacob bowed in worship
(47:31).
Again, Jacob insisted that Joseph swear to bury him in Canaan, and Joseph
declared his commitment to his father’s wishes. At this point “Israel bowed” either on
the head of his “bed” or the end of his “staff”—the two words have the same Hebrew
consonants. Hebrews 11:21 decides the interpretation in favor of “staff.” Apparently
Jacob kept his staff at hand, a hint at his nomadic lifestyle and possibly his readiness to
take one more journey, the journey of death. Jacob’s act of bowing, while possibly a
display of respect directed toward his politically prominent son, seems instead to be an
act of worship toward God. The word translated “bow” often carries the significance of
worship, and again Hebrews 11:21 states that Jacob worshiped by bowing on his staff.
We can picture this scene, an old man in faith anticipating his death and honoring God
into whose presence he would soon make his last journey. This touching scene reveals
the depth of Jacob’s faith. He was ready to accept the reality of death, and he would
worship God until his dying day.

Reflective faith celebrates
the sovereign ways of God (48:1-11).
Reflective faith, in addition to linking death and worship, celebrates the sovereign
ways in which God works in our lives. Jacob’s actions teach us this truth.
Joseph took his two sons to see his ailing father, Jacob (48:1-2).
Shortly after Jacob made his burial request known to Joseph it became apparent
that this aged patriarch was approaching death. Word of Jacob’s deteriorating condition
reached Joseph who quickly went to see his father. This time Joseph took with him his
two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, both of whom had been born prior to Jacob’s arrival in
Egypt and prior to the seven years of famine (Genesis 41:50-52). By this time these two
boys had grown into young men in their twenties. Together with their father Joseph they
went to see Jacob and receive his blessing. Jacob, upon learning that Joseph had arrived,
sat up in bed to receive him.
Jacob described God’s revelation of His covenant (48:3-4).
Jacob rehearsed for Joseph his vision of God that had taken place so many years
before. As Jacob fled to Mesopotamia, God appeared to him at Luz, the ancient name for
Bethel (Genesis 28:19). There the mighty God, El-Shaddai, blessed Jacob. Jacob
described this blessing, revealing a sharp memory of this momentous event. God
promised to make Jacob fruitful with many offspring. He would also give the land of
Canaan to Jacob and his descendants as an eternal possession (compare Genesis 28:13-
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15). God has passed down His grand covenant with Abraham through Isaac and then
Jacob. God had kept His promise. Now Israel’s offspring were a growing nation.
Jacob declared that Joseph’s two oldest sons would be considered equal to his own
sons (48:5-6).
Jacob now extended his blessing to Joseph and his two sons. He expressed his
wish to make Ephraim and Manasseh equal to his own sons, including Reuben and
Simeon, his own first two sons. Joseph’s descendants would constitute two tribes in
Israel, not just one. Joseph would, therefore, receive a double portion of Jacob’s
blessing. Any children born to Joseph after this blessing would be considered a part of
these two tribes. Historically, Ephraim and Manasseh did indeed inherent separate
portions of the Promised Land as distinct tribes in Israel.
Jacob reminisced about the death of Joseph’s mother Rachel (48:7)
Jacob’s words of blessing on Joseph seem to have prompted him to think about
Joseph’s mother, Rachel. Rachel, to Jacob’s great sorrow, had died and was buried in
Canaan, in the region of Ephrath, near the town of Bethlehem. Clearly, Jacob’s heart was
still in the land of promise. His impending death would be a reunion with those whom he
loved and who had passed on before him.
Jacob embraced Joseph’s two sons and expressed his satisfaction at having lived to see
them (48:8-11).
At this point, through his failing eyes, Jacob realized that Joseph was not alone
with him in the room. He asked about the other two men who were with Joseph, and
Joseph explained that these were Jacob’s grandsons—gifts from God. Jacob, again called
Israel, invited these grandsons to come near him so he could pronounce a blessing over
them. Joseph guided his sons into the arms of his father, and Jacob kissed and embraced
them. Jacob reflected on the fact that at one point he never expected to see Joseph again.
He thought Joseph was dead. But now here stood Joseph as well as Joseph’s two sons.
Jacob was deeply satisfied with God’s goodness in allowing him this reunion over these
last years of his life. He had come to appreciate the sovereign ways of God.

Reflective faith proclaims
the blessings of God (48:12-20).
Reflective faith looks back at the past with heightened insight, and it looks to the
future with hope and anticipation. Jacob pronounced a prophetic blessing on Joseph’s
two sons. God would continue to fulfill his covenant blessings within this family.
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Joseph presented his two sons to Jacob to receive his blessing and Jacob favored the
younger instead of the older (48:12-14).
Joseph’s sons had apparently knelt at Jacob’s beside, at his knees. Joseph now
positioned them to receive the blessing from Jacob, himself bowing before his father in
deep respect. Joseph presented his older son, Manasseh, at Jacob’s right hand to receive
the greater blessing. He placed the younger son, Ephraim, at Jacob’s left hand. But
Jacob crossed his arms, placing his right hand on Ephraim’s head and his left hand on
Manasseh’s head. He would grant the greater blessing to the younger son.
Jacob blessed Joseph and his two sons, asking God to prosper the two boys (48:15-16).
First, Jacob blessed Joseph. He described God as the God of his fathers, Abraham
and Isaac. God had been his shepherd throughout his lifetime. God had been an “angel”
who protected him from harm. Jacob then invited this loving God to bless Joseph’s sons.
These two boys were to be considered Jacob’s own sons, and they would increase greatly.
Joseph tried to correct Jacob’s placement of his hands on the two boys but Jacob
insisted that the younger would be greater (48:17-19).
Joseph naturally assumed that his father had become confused about which son
was oldest, the usual recipient of the greater blessing. So Joseph tried to reposition his
father’s hands so that Jacob’s right hand would rest on Manasseh. But Jacob resisted,
stating the he knew exactly what he was doing. He promised that Manasseh would
become great, but the younger Ephraim would become even greater—a group of nations.
God had often honored the younger over the older, even as He had done for Jacob over
his older brother Esau. What Jacob gained by deception he now would grant
intentionally, showing that he had grown to depend on God to fulfill His promises.
Historically, Ephraim became the most significant tribe in the northern nation of Israel,
even lending his name to that nation (Isaiah 7:2; Hosea 4:17). God’s ways are not our
ways, and we must learn to honor His will above our own plans.
Jacob pronounced God’s blessing on Joseph’s two sons (48:20).
Jacob then expressed his blessing over Ephraim and Manasseh, saying, “In you
(God) Israel will bless. May God make you like Ephraim and Manasseh.” Ephraim and
Manasseh would, according to Jacob’s blessing, become prosperous tribes in Israel.

Reflective faith finds rest
in the promises of God (48:21-22).
Jacob’s reflective blessing reminds us that a deepening faith rests on the promises
of God. Jacob had learned to trust in God’s promises and anticipated the return of his
descendants to the Promised Land.
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Jacob assured Joseph that God would restore His people to the land of promise
(48:21).
Jacob perceived that his death was imminent. The time had come for him
to pass off the scene of human history. However, Jacob was ready. His faith had
matured. He trusted God. He, like all who have a living faith in the living God, could
peacefully welcome death. Although Jacob’s life was nearing its end, he looked ahead to
the future. He promised Joseph that God would be present with the Israelites and take
them back to the land of their fathers. (“You” in this verse is plural, probably referring to
all of Jacob’s descendants.) God would fulfill His grand covenant by restoring His
people to the Promised Land and making them into a great nation, a nation through which
all nations on the earth would be blessed.
Jacob granted Joseph a particular place in the land of promise (48:22).
Jacob now turned his attention specifically toward Joseph. This aging father
acknowledged Joseph’s rule over his brothers. He then granted Joseph a particular plot
of land in Canaan. He describes this plot as a “ridge” that he had taken from the
Amorites by physical force—by sword and bow. The word “ridge” can be translated by
the proper name “Shechem.” What event of conquest Jacob had in mind is not recorded
in Genesis, but Shechem may have held some special significance to Joseph since it was
near Shechem that Joseph’s brothers had sold him into slavery (Genesis 37:12-18).
However, the significant point of Jacob’s statement to Joseph is the fact that God would
restore the land of promise to the Israelites. Jacob’s faith had grown deep over the years.
His reflective faith as seen in his final days teaches us that God wants us to learn to trust
Him every day to the very end of our days.
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Jacob Prophetically Blesses his Twelve Sons
(Genesis 49:1-28)
Jacob had, over a lifetime, become a man of faith. At the end of his life Jacob
pronounced a blessing on his twelve sons. Although in some cases these blessings were
negative in nature, they all revealed the future for Jacob’s descendants based largely on
the character traits of these twelve sons and their fitness for leadership. The prophetic
nature of these blessings stands out. God knows the end from the beginning. Jacob
presents these blessings not strictly according to the birth order of his sons but by family
ties—Leah’s sons, the sons of his wives’ handmaids, and then the sons of Rachel. While
some of the details of the fulfillment of these prophetic blessings are lost to history,
enough have been recorded to give us confidence in the accuracy of Jacob’s statements.
A comparison with Moses’ predictive blessing in Deuteronomy 33 can be instructive.
From this passage we’re reminded that because God knows the end from the beginning,
we can trust Him with our lives today.
Jacob’s sons by Leah—
leadership flows from character,
with an emphasis on the messianic ruler (49:1-15).
Jacob begins his prophetic blessings by addressing the six sons by his first wife,
Leah. In general terms, Jacob denies positive blessings and leadership privileges based
on character flaws in some of his sons, but heightens the position of Judah as the son
through whom the royal and messianic line would flow.
Prologue: Jacob invited his twelve sons to hear what God had in store for the future
(49:1-2).
Jacob knew that he was about to die, so he gathered his twelve sons to share with
them his final words. He announced that he would tell them what would take place “in
the days to come.” This phrase implies that Jacob was predicting the future. These
predictions might have their fulfillment in the near or distant future, some having already
been fulfilled historically but some still awaiting their fulfillment in the end times. Those
who believe in the supernatural work of God in this world will have no trouble accepting
this passage as prophetic, statements actually made by Jacob at the end of his life.
Reuben would lose his position as firstborn because of the instability of his character
and actions (49:3-4).
Reuben was Jacob’s firstborn son. Normally the firstborn would receive the
greatest blessing. Jacob referred to Rueben as his “might” and “strength,” and “honor” to
his father as his firstborn. However, Jacob then stated that Reuben would no longer hold
first place within his family in spite of his position as firstborn. Reuben’s character was
unstable, like turbulent, boiling water. This character flaw had prompted Reuben to sin
against his father by sleeping with Jacob’s concubine Bilhah, the mother of two of
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Jacob’s sons (Genesis 35:22). Although Jacob apparently did nothing about this crime at
the time, he now announced that Reuben had thereby forfeited his right as firstborn.
Simeon and Levi would be scattered among the other tribes because of the anger that
prompted them to act violently (49:5-7).
Jacob spoke to Simeon and Levi together since they were brothers, both
physically and in spirit. These two sons were characterized by violence and anger. They
had conspired together to slaughter the neighboring Shechemites and plunder their
property (Genesis 34:25-29). For this reason Jacob rejected their counsel and resisted
participation in their activities. Jacob pronounced a curse on their anger and cruelty—
these were not the ways of God. As a consequence, Simeon and Levi would be scattered
among the tribes of Israel. Simeon’s tribe was indeed absorbed into that of Judah over
time (Joshua 19:1, 9). More nobly, the descendants of Levi were scattered throughout the
tribes of Israel as the priestly tribe (Joshua 21:1-3).
Judah would produce the perpetual royal line because of his lion-like courage,
culminating in the arrival of the Messiah (49:8-12).
Jacob’s blessing on Judah was comparatively extensive. Judah would receive the
praise of his brothers and the submission of his enemies. Jacob described Judah as a
“lion’s cub,” a “crouching lion,” and an obstinate “lioness.” Because of Judah’s courage
and ferocity his line would produce royalty. “The scepter will not depart from Judah.” In
fact, the royal line of David came from the tribe of Judah. Jacob then foresaw a more
prominent descendant of Judah, the one called “Shiloh,” or the one “to whom it belongs,”
referring to the rightful heir to the royal scepter. Shiloh may be a proper name, a title for
the Messiah. The word may come from a root that means “rest” or “tranquility,” and the
use of personal pronouns points to the identity of this individual as an actual person.
Applying this word to the coming Messiah fits the historical interpretation. Jacob
prophesied that the Messiah would come from the line of Judah, as indeed Jesus the
Messiah did (Matthew 1:1-17; Revelation 5:5-7). The Messiah would secure the
obedience of the nations and establish peace and prosperity—symbolized in the imagery
of a donkey and a vine. In the day of the Messiah’s reign, wine will be as plentiful as
water used for washing. The abundance of wine and milk speaks of the prosperity and
joy of that future kingdom.
Zebulun would provide safe harbor for ships because of his geographical proximity to
the city of Sidon (49:13).
Jacob’s prophecy about Zebulun poses the most difficulty in understanding its
fulfillment. Jacob stated briefly that the tribe of Zebulun would live by the sea and
provide safe harbor for ships, with its border reaching toward the city of Sidon. In
reality, Zebulun’s allotted territory was completely landlocked, though located in the
northern region of Canaan and thereby near Sidon. Either the fulfillment of this prophecy
took place historically without any biblical record, took place historically in the sense that
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commerce and trade moved regularly through the territory of Zebulun, or will take place
in the future.
Issachar would be subdued by others because of his complacent character (49:14-15).
Jacob described his son Issachar as a “strong donkey” who would lie down in a
resting place (possibly between two saddlebags or two campfires, or in a cattle stall).
Instead of using his strength to profit himself, Issachar would become complacent in his
good land and consequently become subservient to others.
Jacob’s sons by Bilhah and Zilpah—
leadership releases blessings, with an
emphasis on divine deliverance (49:16-21).
Having addressed his sons by Leah, Jacob now turns to his sons by his two
concubines, Bilhah (the handmaid of Rachel) and Zilpah (the handmaid of Leah).
Jacob’s blessings on these four sons are generally positive, though brief, and open the
door for leadership potential.
Dan would provide justice because of his tenacious determination (49:16-18).
The name “Dan” means “judge.” Jacob predicted that the tribe of Dan would
serve as a judge to the other tribes. He also described Dan as a serpent who would strike
the heels of horses thereby unseating their riders. This description can be viewed as a
negative character trait, a treacherous nature that belies intended justice. However, the
phrase may refer to Dan as possessing tenacious determination to see justice done.
Moses, in Deuteronomy 33:22, casts Dan in a positive light while Judges 18 presents the
actions of the tribe of Dan as devious and treacherous.
At this point in his prophetic blessings, Jacob interjects a significant concept. He
declares, “I look for your deliverance, O Lord.” Jacob was awaiting the salvation of
Yahweh. What prompted this outburst isn’t clear, but midway into his message to his
sons Jacob was reminded of his impending death and anticipated deliverance into life
eternal. In the very midst of blessings and challenges, the salvation of the Lord is
preeminent. Our God is a God of salvation.
Gad would retaliate against attackers because of his prompt responsiveness (49:19).
Jacob warned that the descendants of Gad would be attacked by raiders, but that
Gad would retaliate by attacking their heels, that is, giving chase and securing revenge.
This brief prediction seems to point to Gad’s ability to respond promptly to crises.
Asher would produce abundant food because of his prosperous position (49:20).
Asher would, by Jacob’s word, be a prosperous tribe. Asher would produce rich
(literally “fat”) food, delicacies fit for kings. The land that Asher inherited was, indeed,
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productive and prosperous, situated on the fertile northern coast of the Mediterranean Sea
(Joshua 19:24-31).
Naphtali would announce good news because of his unusual freedom (49:21)
Jacob described his son Naphtali as “a doe set free.” As such, Naphtali would
freely declare “beautiful words” or bear “good news.” Significantly, the land of Naphtali
bordered the Sea of Galilee and was the focal point of much of Jesus’ ministry (Isaiah
9:1-2). Good news indeed came from Naphtali.
Jacob’s sons by Rachel—
leadership overcomes hardships,
with an emphasis on spiritual fruitfulness (49:22-28).
Finally, Jacob turned his attention to the two sons of Rachel, Joseph and
Benjamin. Of course, Jacob had only good things to say about Joseph and, in a brief
way, Benjamin as well. Both had or would overcome hardships. Both would exert
leadership in some way. Furthermore, Joseph and his descendants would be fruitful,
filled with God’s abundant blessings.
Joseph would experience great fruitfulness because of his dependence on God in times
of hardship (49:22-26).
Joseph received a lengthy blessing from his father. Jacob said that Joseph would
be a “fruitful vine by a spring.” His vines would extend over a wall, implying a far
reaching fruitfulness. Joseph had experienced extreme hardship. He had been bitterly
attacked by “archers,” probably referring poetically to his being sold into slavery by his
brothers. However, in the midst of hardship Joseph had remained steadfast and his arms
had been strengthened by the hands of “the Mighty One of Jacob.” Jacob’s God, “the
Shepherd, the Rock of Israel,” had been Joseph’s strength. This God was his “father’s
God,” “the Almighty” who had blessed Joseph “with blessings of the heavens above” and
“blessings of the deep.” In other words, God had blessed Joseph from every angle at
every turn in his life, elevating him from slavery to prominence. Jacob declared that his
own blessings surpassed those of the everlasting hills. He granted these surpassing
blessings down to his son Joseph, saying, “Let all these rest on the head of Joseph” who
was a “prince among his brothers.” Jacob acknowledged that he had been the recipient of
the richest of God’s blessings and he passed these richest of blessings on to his son
Joseph. Joseph had been fruitful in the face of hardship, and his descendants would
continue to enjoy God’s blessings.
Benjamin would be known as a fierce warrior because of his destructive tendencies
(49:27).
Jacob concluded his prophetic blessing by briefly addressing his youngest son,
Benjamin. He described Benjamin as a ferocious “wolf” that devours its prey in the
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morning and divides its spoil in the evening. This description may be a negative
assessment of Benjamin’s traits. Benjamin’s descendants did, indeed, act fiercely in
defending a wicked crime that took place within their territory (Judges 20:12-16).
However, Jacob may have viewed Benjamin’s ferocity as a positive trait, the fierceness
of a warrior in battle (2 Chronicles 14:8). The tribe of Benjamin did produce the second
of the Judges, Ehud (Judges 3:15) as well as the first king of Israel, Saul (1 Samuel 9:12). Much later the Apostle Paul described himself as a descendant of Benjamin
(Philippians 3:5).
Epilogue: Jacob’s blessing on his twelve sons fit their personal character qualities
(49:28).
In a concluding bookend to Jacob’s prophetic blessing, Genesis 49:28 states that
these twelve sons constituted the twelve tribes of Israel (Jacob). Already these families
were forming into tribes in the prosperous land of Egypt. Their father, Jacob, had
“blessed” them “blessing” them with a “blessing”—three times the idea of blessing is
repeated in this verse. God had blessed Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Now God would
bless Jacob’s descendants, the twelve tribes of Israel. The blessing that each son received
was prophetic, a reflection on their character and on the perfect plan of God. God knows
the end from the beginning. He would fulfill His grand covenant through the descendants
of His chosen family. Because God knows the end from the beginning we can trust Him
with our lives today.
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Jacob is Gathered to his People
(Genesis 49:29—50:14)
The time had come for Jacob to make his final journey. After a full and circuitous
life, “Israel” passed from this life into the next. In his words Jacob was “gathered to his
people.” Death is a reality for everyone. We all have observed the death of others. We
all will experience death ourselves. Death is the inevitable and just consequence of sin
(Genesis 2:16-17). Physical death is merely an indication of spiritual death, separation
from the God who created us. That separation is eternal apart from the grace of God and
our reception of that grace through faith, faith in the God who raises the dead, faith in
Jesus Christ. Through faith in the God of grace we have confident hope of life after
death. We, too, can be “gathered to our people” in the presence of God forever. Jacob’s
death reminds us about sorrow, hope, and life.

Death reminds us that
there is an afterlife (49:29-33).
Like Jacob, we can look with peaceful anticipation toward life after this life, a life
in which there is reunion with God and others.
Jacob acknowledged that he was about to die and instructed his sons to bury him in the
land of promise (49:29-32).
Having blessed his twelve sons, Jacob now instructed them to bury him in the
land of promise. He first stated that he was about to die, to be “gathered to my people” in
his words (compare Genesis 25:8, 17; 35:29). This phrase is pregnant with meaning. In
it Jacob states his belief in an afterlife. His people, his ancestors—Abraham and Isaac,
had gone ahead of him into the afterlife. Now it was his turn to pass from this life into
the next, to be gathered with them. Since his soul would soon pass into eternity, Jacob
gave instructions to his sons about the final resting place of his body. He insisted, as he
had told Joseph earlier (Genesis 47:28-31), that his body not be buried in Egypt but in
Canaan, at the grave of his forefathers. Abraham had purchased this burial site, including
a cave called Machpelah, from a Hittite named Ephron (Genesis 23:3-18). There
Abraham buried Sarah. There Isaac buried Abraham. There Jacob and Esau buried
Isaac. There Jacob buried Leah. There and only there would Jacob allow his body to be
buried. This demand reflected much more than mere sentimentality. Jacob knew that
God’s grand covenant included possession of the Promised Land. Jacob’s desire to be
buried in that land was an indication of his faith in the covenant keeping God.
Jacob finished instructing his sons and passed from this world into the next (49:33).
Having told his sons to bury him in Canaan, Jacob “gathered” his feet into his bed
and was “gathered” to his people. Plainly stated, Jacob died. His long life of struggle
with God was over. He completed his life as a man of faith. He passed from this life into
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the next as one who had learned over a lifetime to trust in the God who keeps His
promises. His death reminds us that there is life after death.

Death reminds us that
separation produces deep sorrow (50:1-11).
While people of faith in God’s saving grace face death with confident hope, there
is still sorrow in death. The separation of death is a painful experience for those who are
left behind to await their own gathering to their people.
Joseph wept over his father and ordered to have him embalmed according to the
customs of the Egyptians (50:1-3).
While Jacob’s other sons certainly mourned the death of their father, Joseph in
particular expressed great sorrow. He threw himself on his father’s deathbed, kissed him,
and wept. Being in a position of authority, Joseph was able to order the physicians to
embalm his father’s body, his father “Israel,” the man who had wrestled with God and
become victorious in faith. The physicians obeyed Joseph’s orders and embalmed
Jacob’s body according to the procedures of mummification that were current in that day.
Ancient Egyptian records indicate that forty days was the normal timeframe required for
this process, and that seventy days of mourning was the appropriate length of time for
someone of great significance.
Joseph requested permission to return to Canaan to bury his father (50:4-6).
At the end of the seventy days of mourning for Jacob, Joseph sought permission
to leave his responsibilities temporarily so that he could bury his father in Canaan. He
passed this request to Pharaoh through trusted servants, stating that this was his father’s
deathbed request. Pharaoh willingly released Joseph from his duties as vizier to fulfill his
sworn vow to his father.
Joseph led an entourage of Egyptians along with his brothers to bury Jacob (50:7-9).
Someone of Joseph’s stature in Egypt would, of course, warrant a large entourage
to share in the burial of his father. Pharaoh’s “servants” and “elders” as well as the
broader representation of the “elders of Egypt” accompanied Joseph on his journey. In
addition, Joseph’s own family, as well as his brothers and their families, took part in this
burial procession from Egypt to Canaan. Only the children, the flocks, and the cattle
stayed behind—an indication that Jacob’s family had prospered greatly during their time
in Goshen. This large entourage was accompanied by chariots and horsemen, a truly
impressive procession giving honor to Jacob, a man of faith.
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The mourning over Jacob’s death profoundly impressed the local Canaanites (50:1011).
The burial attendants arrived in Canaan at the threshing floor of Atad, possibly the
proper name of the owner of the threshing floor or a descriptive name for that area, a
word meaning “thorny.” Its location isn’t certain, but seems to have been on the east side
of the Jordan River. Joseph’s entourage had apparently taken a route that bypassed the
Philistine region and Edom, possibly for security reasons, and traveled around the Dead
Sea to Transjordan. At that site Joseph and the procession lingered for seven days to
express their grief over Jacob’s death. So impressive was this entourage and the
expressions of sorrow that the local Canaanites named the place “mourning of the
Egyptians”—Abel Mizraim. Death brings sorrow, deep sorrow over personal loss. Even
people of faith must grieve, but our grief is not the grief of those who have no hope (1
Thessalonians 4:13). Death reminds us that separation produces deep sorrow, but faith
reminds us that our sorrow is temporary and hope-filled.

Death reminds us that
life continues even after a loss (50:12-14).
Finally, Joseph and his brothers completed the task of burying their father. They
then returned to Egypt where life continued under the gracious hand of God.
Jacob’s sons fulfilled their promise by burying their father in Canaan (50:12-13).
At this point Jacob’s family reentered the land of promise and went to the
family’s burial site. It must have been reflective for them to see again these familiar
scenes. There they buried Jacob according to his expressed wishes. The story of Jacob
came to an end, but his legacy continues today through his countless descendants, the
children of Israel, God’s chosen people.
Joseph and his brothers returned to Egypt (50:14).
Having buried Jacob at the family gravesite, Joseph, his brothers, and the burial
procession returned to Egypt. Life would carry on. There were jobs to perform, families
to rear, joys to celebrate, and further sorrows to grieve. Life continues even after a loss.
God would continue to bless His people, the children of Israel, during their long sojourn
in Egypt. This brief return to the Promised Land to bury their father would be reenacted
generations later when the Israelites, a large nation by that time, would escape from
Egypt and make the Promised Land their lasting home. In the mean time life continued
in Egypt. Life continues even after a loss. Even in death we know there’s hope and life.
Through faith in the God of grace we have confident hope of life after death.
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Joseph’s Forgiveness and his Final Days
(Genesis 50:15-26)
God is a God who keeps His promises. With the death of Jacob another
generation of God’s chosen people had passed away. God had made a grand covenant
with Abraham, a promise to make Abraham into a great nation in the land of promise and
to eventually bless all people on earth through him. This grand covenant passed from
Abraham to Isaac and from Isaac to Jacob. Now that grand covenant rested with Jacob’s
sons, the twelve tribes of Israel. Living in the land of Egypt, these descendants of
Abraham would experience hardship and slavery, but God would fulfill His promise.
Jacob’s son Joseph gave voice to the Israelites’ faith in God’s covenant. But first he had
to assure his brothers of his forgiveness. In Joseph’s declaration of forgiveness and faith
we see the forgiveness of Jesus Christ for all who believe. Because God is faithful, we
receive forgiveness through faith in His Son. The final verses of Genesis point to the
themes of forgiveness, divine providence, and hope.

Forgiveness—life is
too short to hold grudges (50:15-17).
Because Joseph was a man of faith he had readily forgiven his brothers for selling
him into slavery. But his brothers feared that Joseph’s forgiveness might be fleeting.
Joseph had to reassure them that forgiveness is final. Life is too short to hold grudges.
Joseph’s brothers expressed their fears that Joseph would retaliate against them once
their father was dead (50:15).
Joseph’s brothers, prompted by jealousy and hatred, had sold Joseph into slavery.
But over the years Joseph had risen from slavery to great influence in Egypt. He was
able thereby to save his father and brothers from the ravages of famine. In the process,
Joseph had extended forgiveness to his brothers (Genesis 45:4-5). But now Jacob, their
father, was dead. Would Joseph revisit his brothers’ crime? His brothers feared that
Joseph might release some latent vengeance now that the restraining influence of his
father was gone. To their credit, Joseph’s brothers didn’t shirk their responsibility for
their crime or try to shift the blame. They admitted that their treatment of Joseph had
been evil. Often the restoration of a broken relationship begins with honest confession.
Joseph’s brothers relayed their father’s wish that Joseph would forgive them, and
Joseph wept (50:16-17).
In order to secure Joseph’s forgiveness his brothers told him about their father’s
final wishes. They claimed that Jacob had instructed them to tell Joseph to forgive them.
Whether or not Jacob actually gave his sons these instructions is debatable, but Jacob
most certainly would have wanted Joseph to extend forgiveness and restore harmony
within the family. Joseph’s brothers had committed a grievous sin again Joseph, but now
they begged for Joseph’s forgiveness. They referred to themselves as servants of the God
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of their father, an expression of humility. But these brothers hadn’t begun to comprehend
Joseph’s faith and generosity. Joseph held no grudges. When he heard his brothers’ plea
he wept. His tears clearly revealed his heart of love, forgiveness, and grace. Joseph had
suffered greatly, but he also forgave freely. Jesus, too, suffered for us so that we can
freely receive the forgiveness of God.

Providence—God is
too good to waste suffering (50:18-21).
Joseph was able to forgive his brothers because he saw the bigger picture. He
knew that God had been at work, providentially guiding him to a position of prominence.
God does not waste suffering on His people.
Joseph’s brothers offered themselves as slaves to Joseph (50:18).
Unconvinced by Joseph’s tears, his brothers fell down before Joseph and offered
themselves as his slaves. Many years prior to these events God had predicted through
dreams that Joseph’s brothers would bow before him (Genesis 37:5-11). But Joseph
harbored no pride and held no resentment. He never demanded his brothers’
subservience and he refused to enslave them. After all, these men were his family.
Joseph reassured his brothers of God’s providential care (50:19-21).
Joseph told his brothers that they had nothing to fear. Joseph could humbly
acknowledge that he didn’t stand in the place of God. To exact judgment would be to
take on divine prerogatives. It was true that Joseph’s brothers intended evil by selling
Joseph into slavery. But God was still in control. What these brothers did out of evil
intentions God used for good. God orchestrated the events of Joseph’s life in such a way
that Joseph could rise to power and save countless lives through a time of dire famine.
Joseph then repeated to his brothers, “Do not be afraid.” Joseph would continue to
provide for his brothers and their families. Joseph “spoke to their hearts,” comforting
them in their uncertainty and fear. God hadn’t wasted suffering on Joseph, but had
worked through his hardships to providentially accomplish the divine purpose. Like
Joseph, Jesus suffered ill treatment in order to accomplish the divine purpose, the
salvation of countless souls.
Hope—it’s never
too late to trust God (50:22-26).
The years passed. Joseph lived a long life in the land of Egypt. However, as a
man of faith Joseph’s eye was on the promise of God. He trusted God to fulfill His
promises.
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Joseph lived a long and prosperous life in Egypt (50:22-23).
Joseph lived out the remainder of his life in Egypt, as did his brothers and their
families. Joseph was 17 years old when he was sold into slavery and sent to Egypt
(Genesis 37:2). He was 30 when Pharaoh elevated him to a position of power (Genesis
41:46). He would have been 39 when his father and brothers migrated to Egypt (Genesis
45:6) and 56 when Jacob died (Genesis 47:28). Joseph would live an additional 54 years,
reaching the age of 110. Some ancient records hint that this was the ideal extent of life
according to Egyptian thinking. Because of his long life Joseph was able to enjoy
grandchildren and even great grandchildren. The text specifies that Joseph had
grandchildren through his son Ephraim. Joseph also had a grandson through Manasseh,
Makir, who then gave Joseph great grandchildren. Makir’s children were “born on
Joseph’s knees.” In other words, Joseph enjoyed an extended, intimate, loving family
relationship. God greatly prospered Joseph’s life in Egypt.
Joseph realized that he was about to die and promised that God would restore the
Israelites to the land of promise (50:24-25).
Even though God prospered Joseph in Egypt, Joseph knew that Egypt wasn’t his
home. He belonged in God’s Promised Land. Joseph told his brothers (probably
including his extended family) that he was about to die. But he assured them that God
would one day visit them and restore them to the land promised to their ancestors—
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Joseph was a man of faith. He believed in God’s grand
covenant. Therefore, Joseph made his family, the “sons of Israel,” swear that when God
came to their rescue they would carry his bones from Egypt to the Promised Land.
Hebrews 11:22 identifies this declaration about a future “exodus” as a mark of Joseph’s
faith. Joseph believed that God would keep His promises.
Joseph died and was buried in a coffin in Egypt (50:26).
The book of Genesis ends with the record of Joseph’s death at the age of 110.
“And after they embalmed him, he was placed in a coffin in Egypt.” Because of Joseph’s
exalted position he no doubt received the best burial treatment Egypt could provide. It
has been observed that Genesis begins with the majestic words, “In the beginning God . .
.” and ends with the phrase, “. . . in a coffin in Egypt.” God’s creation design had been
tarnished by sin and death. However, God, because of His grand covenant, would bless
all nations of the earth through His chosen people and ultimately through their greatest
descendant Jesus Christ. Jesus came to die for our sins, to conquer death by way of His
resurrection, and to restore us to life with our creator God. Because God is faithful, we
can receive forgiveness through faith in His Son. Through Jesus Christ we become
God’s new creation.
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