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Summary 

During the last two centuries, the majority of academic studies relating to the Pentateuch 

have concentrated on questions about source analysis and the traditio-historical 

development of the text. Recently, however, there has been increasing interest in studies 

that deal holistically with the final form of the text. When Genesis is approached in this 

way, a number of unifying themes are highlighted. These themes show that Genesis is not 

an amalgamation of separate loosely connected narrative cycles but, rather, it is a carefully 

unified work. The same main concerns are followed throughout the book and they are 

developed in a consistent and progressive manner. 

In this study, the main unifying themes of Genesis are identified as, 'blessing', 'seed', and 

'land'. These themes are considered in detail and their development is followed 

throughout Genesis. This leads to a study of the interrelationship of the themes and to an 

assessment of their importance for the overall message of Genesis. This approach 

highlights the importance of Genesis 1-11. It is very easy to over-emphasize the 

distinctiveness of the primeval history in comparison to the patriarchal narratives. 

However, this study shows the significant way in which the main themes in Genesis are 

developed in these first eleven chapters. A failure to grasp the importance of the thematic 

development in the primeval history leads to a misunderstanding of the implications of the 

main themes in the remainder of the book. In particular, Genesis 1-11 highlights the 

creator's concern for the world embodied in the themes of 'blessing', 'seed', and 'land'. 

This creatorial concern, which was disrupted by man's rebellion, is redirected to the world 

through God's harmonious relationship with one specially chosen line of descent. 
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INT RODUCTION 

1.1 The Methodological Crisis 

For almost two centuries the majority of studies in Genesis have concentrated on an 

analysis of the sources underlying the book. This approach to Genesis has been typical of 

the methodology employed in Biblical studies generally. The disciplines of 'Source' and, 

more recently, 'Form' criticism have been applied relentlessly in an attempt to learn more 

about the origin of the text. Comparatively little attention, however, has been focused on 

the final work. While there have always been a few 'wilderness' voices raised in protest 

against this imbalance, they have been scarcely audible because of the impressive unison 

of the vast majority. Now, however, the protests have become more vociferous and more 

effective. M. Sternberg, for example, complains about, 

over two hundred years of frenzied digging into the Bible's genesis, so senseless 

as to elicit either laughter or tears. Rarely has there been such a futile expense of 

spirit in a noble cause; rarely have such grandiose theories of origination been 

built and revised and pitted against one another on the evidential equivalent of the 

head of a pin; rarely have so many worked so long and so hard with so little to 

show for their trouble (1985: 13). 

The change in attitude and method represented by scholars such as Sternberg, has been 

gathering momentum during the last two decades. By 1978 B. W. Anderson could speak 

about a 'methodological crisis' in pentateuchal criticism (1978:23). He found that there 

was no longer a consensus of opinion among scholars about the methodology to be used in 

approaching the biblical text. Since the sixties a number of scholars had been moving 

away from the analytic and diachronic approach that had dominated pentateuchal research 
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since the time of J. Wellhausen. Anderson described the movement as being from analysis 

to synthesis and from a diachronic to a synchronic approach.1 He comments, 

If I am not mistaken, a new generation of biblical scholars has arisen that wants 

to move beyond this kind of analysis (source analysis) to some sort of synthesis, 

beyond a method that is rigidly diachronic to one that gives appropriate weight to 

the synchronic dimension of the text (1978:24).2 

This is not to say that there is a strong movement in support of abandoning source analysis 

completely (cf. K. R. R. Gros Louis, 1982:13; J. Barton, 1984:134). As G. W. Coats 

points out, the goals of various critical approaches may be different without being self 

contradictory (1975 :138-139). Nevertheless, there is a recognition that scholars have paid 

too little attention to the text in its final form. D. J. A. Clines expresses this in his preface 

to The Theme of the Pentateuch: 

Two centuries of Biblical criticism have trained us to look for unity, if at all, in 

the Pentateuch's sources rather than in the final product. I have thought it 

worthwhile to suggest that it is time that we ignored the sources - hypothetical as 

they are - for a little, and asked what the Pentateuch as a whole is about; that is to 

say, what is its theme (1978:5). 

Along imilar lines J. P. Fokkelman writes in the introduction to his study on Narrative Art 

in Genesis. 

1 • Analylic in the sense thal one dissects the received lexl inlO its component pans, and diachronic in lhe 

sense thal one seeks lO understand the genesis of the texl from its earliesl origin lO its final formulalion' 

(Anderson, 1978:23). 

2 Examples of the new approach referred lO by Anderson are found in the work of J. Muilenburg, 

J. P . Fokkelman, M. A. Fishbane, J. M. Sasson and D. J. A. Clines (see Bibliography for detail s). 
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The diachronic study of texts, carried out under the banner of Fonngeschichte, 

Uberlieferungsgeschichte etc., and the tools that are at its service have been 

developed to such an extent that the synchronic analysis and description of texts 

have been neglected, at least in Old Testament studies (1975:1). 

So then, an increasing number of scholars are turning their attention to the Biblical text in 

its final form. Although the diachronic approach is still used, the value of synchronic 

studies is now being recognised by many. 

1.2 The New Literary Approach 

Some, though not all, of the recent synchronic studies may be grouped under the broad 

classification of 'the new literary approach'. Although still in its infancy, this approach has 

attracted a bTfeat deal of attention and there has been a prolific output of literature from its 

adherents. Even a cursory examination of this material reveals that the description, 'new 

approach' is a misnomer. It seems that there is, not one new approach, but many 

(cf. R. Alter and F. Kernlode:1989:2). As Sternberg argues, 'The Literary approach, with 

its monolithic ring is downright misleading' (1985:3).1 The description, 'new' is also 

misleading. It is often the case that 'what purports to be a newly discovered prescription 

1 The approach of scholars like Childs (Canonical Criticism) cannot be equated with the 'new literary 

approach'. Nevertheless, lhere are clear aflinities. As Childs himself observes, 'The canonical study of the 

Old Testament shares an interest in common with several of the newer lilerary critical methods in its 

concern to do justice to the integrity of the text itself apart from diachronistic reconstruction' (1979:74). 

However, the canonical approach differs from the literary approach in its concern lO interpretlhe biblical 

matenal in terms of its theological significance in relation to a community of faith and practice. As Childs 

explains, 'TIle canonical approach is concerned to understand the nature of the theological shape of the text 

rather than to recover an original literary or aesthetic unity (1979:74). 
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for correctness of method turns out, less excitingly but perhaps more usefully, to be a 

serviceable description of what was happening all the time' (1. Barton, 1984: 11). 

This diversity of methodology may be exemplified by comparing the work of two leading 

exponents of 'the literary approach': Gros Louis and Sternberg. Out of five most basic 

assumptions that Gros Louis claims are shared by literary critics, Sternberg rejects four, 

only tentatively accepting the fifth (Sternberg, 1985:6-7; Gros Louis, 1982: 14-17).1 

However, although no uniform methodology has yet emerged, the description 'new 

approach' does have some validity. It highlights the important shift of emphasis from 

source oriented study to textual or discourse oriented analysis (cf. Sternberg, 1985:15). 

This involves, of course, 'a concentration on the final form of the text' (G. 1. Wenham, 

1987: xxxiv). 

Most synchronic studies, regardless of how the methodology is fine-tuned, tend to create 

an awareness of the literary qualities of the entire work in a way that source analysis could 

1 Referring to Gros Louis' work (1982: 14-17), Sternberg writes, 'Here are the most basic assumptions 

supposedly shared by "literary critics of the Bible", myself, alas, included: (1) "Approaching the Bible as 

literature mean placing emphasis on the text itself - not on its historical and textual backgrounds, not on 

the circumstances that brought the text into its present form, not on its religious and cultural foundations". 

In short, "our approach is essentially ahistorical" (pp. 14-15). (2) "The literary critic assumes unity in the 

text" (p. 15). (3) "A literary critic begins by being primarily interested in how a work is structured or 

organi7-Cd" (p. 17). (4) "Teachers of literature are primarily interested in the literary reality of a text and not 

its historical reality," literariness being equated here with fictionality: "Is it true, we ask, not in the real 

world but in the fictional world that has been created by the narrative?" (5) "The literary reality of the 

Bible can be studied with the methods of literary criticism employed with every other text" (p. 14). I am 

sorry to say that, with the possible exception of the second, I do not share any of these tenets, certainly not 

as they stand and least of all as a package deal' (1985:6-7). 
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not do. In particular, holistic studies enable the researcher to highlight the recurrence of 

the key words, phrases, motifs, and themes that give the work its distinctiveness as a 

literary unity. 

1.3 Approaching the Text 

In the type of study advocated by the 'new literary approach', the text itself is the main 

focus of attention and it is the researcher's primary source of information. Consequently, 

great care is required in approaching the text so that optimum results are obtained and 

misunderstandings avoided. In particular, careful attention must be paid to the 'words' 

and 'actions' that occur in the text and to the use of dialogue. These aspects will now be 

discussed. 

1.3.1. Words 

R. Alter, in his highly acclaimed work, the Art of Biblical Narrative, (1981) emphasizes 

the importance of the choice of words employed in the Biblical narrative. This is 

particularity important in view of the brevity of the narratives in comparison with modem 

li terature. 

While the verbal medium of any literary narrative can never be entirely 

transparent or indifferent, the choice or the mere presence of particular single 

words and phrases in the biblical tale has special weight precisely because 

biblical narrative is so laconic, especially compared to the kinds of fiction that 

have shaped our modern reading habits (1981: 179). 

N. Leibowitz makes a similar point arguing that: 
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Changes in emphasis, approval and disapproval and shades of meaning are not 

imparted, in the Torah, through long-winded psychological explanations or 

verbose analysis, but by a subtle syntactical device or seemingly insignificant but 

definitely unusual turn of phrase, combination, order or choice of words 

(1981: 122). 

The crucial importance of the choice of words can be seen in the repetition of words and 

short phrases in biblical narratives (cf. Alter, 1981: 112). As Gros Louis argues, 

'Repetition in narrative is rarely needless' (1982:58). The importance of repetition is also 

emphasized by Fokkelman who argues as follows: 

An even more powerful structural instrument than poetry, and indeed the most 

powerful in biblical prose, is repetition. Repetition is used at practically every 

level of the hierarchy which the text constitutes, from sounds, words, and 

clauses to stories and groups of stories. It is rarely applied mechanically or 

inartistically, and usually it features ingenious variations (1989:46). 

Such repetition 'exhibits a frequency, a saliency, and a thematic significance quite unlike 

what we may be accustomed to from other narrative traditions' (Alter, 1981:179). In this 

connection Alter introduces the German term, Leitwort 'the thematic key-word, as a way 

of enunciating and developing the moral, historical, psychological, or theological meanings 

of the story'. 1 Muilenburg, in his explication of the principles of Rhetorical Criticism, 

also emphasizes the importance of the key word: 

It is the key word which may often guide us in our isolation of a literary unit, 

which gives to it its unity and focus, which helps us to articulate the structure of 

I It is of particular interest to this study that Alter uses 'blessing ' (one of the themes studied in detail in 

this thesis), in Genesis a<; an example of a Lcitworl which points ' toward a thematic idea' (1981: 180). 
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the composition, and to discern the pattern or texture into which the words are 

woven (1969: 17). 

The Hebrew language with its system of triliteral roots makes it ideal for the use of 

repetition to give emphasis. A particular root can be used nominatively as well as in 

several verbal forms in the same pericope and the triliteral root will clearly stand out in each 

word. An example of this is found in Genesis 12:2-3. In these two verses the root li~ 

occurs in the imperfect and imperative and as a noun and a participle. In spite of the 

different forms used, the repetition of the root is unavoidable to the reader (cf. Fox, 

1989:34). 

1.3.2. Actions 

As with words, the repetition of actions is significant. Thus one narrative may provide a 

commentary on or act as a foil to another. It is, therefore, important to note the recurrence 

of narratives which work 'in a way akin to the Leitwort, establishing a kind of rhythm of 

thematic significance' (Alter, 1981: 181; cf. Fox, 1989:34). Such repetition of an action 

may be exemplified by the references to altar building in Genesis. This action is attributed 

only to Noah (8:20), Abraham (12:7, 8; 13:4, 18; 22:9), Isaac (26:25), and Jacob (33:20; 

35: 1; 35:3; 35:7). It is significant that these allusions to altar building are confined to men 

who have a close personal encounter with God. Furthermore, with the exception of Noah, 

all of these altars are built in Canaan. This establishes a connection between the building 

of altars and the theme of land. The repeated action has, therefore, a thematic significance. 

This is also true of the repetition of stories with similar plots. For example, the threefold 

presentation of the wife/sister story has the same thematic significance in all three contexts 

(12:11 -20; 20:1-18; 26:7-11). Each of these stories presents a situation where the line of 

descent that God had promised to bless faces such danger that the personal intervention of 

God is required to avert di saster. The main theme involved in this case is that of 'seed'. 
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Equally important, according to Alter, is the presence of concatenation in the biblical text. 

There is in the Biblical view a causal chain that fmnly connects one event to the 

next, link by link, and that too accounts for a gocx1 deal of recurrence in the 

narrative shaping of the events; for analogy reinforces this sense of causal 

connection (1981: 181). 

Concatenation can be extremely helpful as an indicator of thematic significance. If we take 

the Abraham narrative as an example, the statement that Sarah is barren (11:30) is the 

beginning of a theme that is carefully developed and linked to the plot throughout the 

narrative. The linkage is made by allusions to Sarah herself (11:31; 12:5,11-20; 13:1; 

16:1-6; 17:15-16; 18:9-15; 20:2-7; 21:1-7) or to offspring in general (12:2, 7; 13:15-16; 

15:2-5,15:18; 17:2,5,20; 18:18-19). 

1.3.3. Dialogue 

Alter argues that dialogue is used in Biblical narratives to emphasize the important narrative 

events (1981 :63-87). This means that 'the transitions from narration to dialogue provide in 

themselves some implicit measure of what is deemed essential, what is conceived to be 

ancillary or secondary to the main action' (1981 : 182). To ascertain the significance of a 

particular dialogue Alter suggests a number of questions that the critic should ask: why 

does the dialogue start where it does in the narrative? what can be learned from the speech, 

' - its syntax, tone, imagery, brevity or lengthiness-', about the speaker and the one being 

addressed : Furthermore, careful attention should be paid to the implications of 'the 

seeming discontinuities of biblical dialogue' (1981 :183). In other words, why do some 

characters appear to be replying to their fellow interlocutor without responding in a relevant 

manner to what has just been said? Why do some dialogues 'break off sharply, 

withholding from us the rejoinder we might have expected from one of the two speakers?' 

(1981 : 183). Alter highlights the tendency in biblical narrative for one person to quote 
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another, at times almost verbatim, but with subtle differences, the significance of which 

must not be overlooked by the critic.! 

1.4 Unity and Diversity 

Although this study seeks to show the thematic unity of Genesis, this does not mean that 

the book is a homogeneous piece of literature like a modern novel (cf. Barton, 1984:22). 

As Fokkelman observes, Genesis is 'very complex, and it exhibits a baffling multiformity' 

(1989:36). A comparison of the four narrative cycles of Genesis highlights the diversity of 

the material. The cycles are quite different in length and in content. 

The Primeval History is almost always treated in isolation; the Abraham Cycle 

differs from the rest of the Patriarchal sagas in both its form (short scenes rather 

than a continuous chronological account) and the character of its protagonist ... ; 

the Jacob material is biographical with strong aetiological content; and the Joseph 

narrative, as has often been noted, is a long short story with an unusual wealth 

of psychological detail for Genesis and a changed locale (Fox, 1989:83). 

There is also diversity in the portrayal of the character of God. For example, the portrayal 

of God walking in the Garden of Eden to benefit from the cool evening breeze (3:8), 

stands in vivid contrast, to the description of God in J acob' s vision at Bethel (28: 13). 

Furthermore, major issues in one cycle may seem irrelevant in the following cycle. For 

example, in the Abraham cycle an entire chapter is devoted to the importance of 

endogamous marriage, whereas in the Joseph cycle this concern is never mentioned and 

exogamous marriage is widespread. Another source of heterogeneity is the use of different 

genres in the composition . As Fokkelman points out, there is 'a colourful variety of 

action-directed narratives in the strictest sense', combined with' genealogical registers, 

I This lilerary device is parLicularly nOliceable in lhe Jacob narralives. 

9 



catalogues, blessings and curses, protocols for the conclusion of covenants, doxological 

and mythological texts, aetiological tales, legal directives' (1989:38). In what sense can 

the combination of this diverse material be considered as a unity? 

A study of these differences shows that they are remarkably well unified in the 

composition. Often the heterogeneous elements are introduced gradually as part of the 

thematic development of the narratives. Fokkelman speaks about, 'powerful means of 

integration' that are used 'at the levels of genre, theme, plot, content, and key words' 

(1989:40). 

Moreover, many of the diverse elements such as the changes in the characterization of God 

are actually introduced, not in a haphazard or erratic way but by a careful development. 

Fox draws attention to development in the redactor's portrayal of the character of God and 

his relationship with man. 

As the book progresses, there is notably less and less human contact with the 

deity. The God who walks about in the Garden of Eden, freely conversing with 

his creatures, gives way to one who appears, occasionally in human guise, 

occasionally in dreams, and, finally, in the Joseph story, to one who never 

directly talks to the hero at all (1989:33).1 

Furthermore, although the cycles are not uniform in content or length, their diversity is 

something that is gradually and systematically developed. Fox shows this development 

clearly; 

The text moves from a combination of short fragments (specially chapters 4-6) 

and longer narratives (Garden, Deluge) in the Primeval History, to the fuller 

1 A similar point is made by R. L. Cohn who observes the ' lowering of the divine profile' in the later 

chapters of Genesis (1983:9). 
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vignettes of the Abraham cycle, through to a more coherent biography (Jacob) 

and finally to the self-integrated tale of Joseph. In addition, each section of the 

book is actually longer than the previous one in sheer bulk of text. The book 

thus moves from a rapid-fire mix of stories to a more sustained narrative and, in 

so doing, effects strong movement of thematic material with magnification of its 

concerns and ultimate resolution in the Joseph story. Simply put, the narrative 

process in the book of Genesis gradually slows down and concentrates, 

culminating in the high drama of chapters 37-50 (1989:34). 

However, in spite of this diversity in the book of Genesis, the four cycles exhibit a clear 

unity of concern. The same issues are dealt with thematically throughout all four. This 

means that if we wish to highlight the unity of Genesis, a study of the main themes is very 

important. I concur with Fox in his judgement that it is in the area of thematic development 

'that the book of Genesis attains its greatest demonstrable coherence' (1989:34). At this 

stage some clarification of what is meant by the term 'theme' is necessary. 

1.5 The Concept of Theme 

The main themes of a work, such as Genesis, are the subjects and ideas that the book is 

written about. However, as Clines points out, theme is not simply a summary of the main 

events in a narrative or a general descriptive statement. The theme of a narrative may be 

regarded as 'the conceptualization of its plot'. By this, he means, that the theme focuses 

attention on the significance of the plot and states its implications (1978: 18). This is 

similar to the approach taken by G. W. Coats who regards the presence of a structured plot 

as making the difference between 'motif' and 'theme'. Coats defines 'theme' as 'an artistic 

representation of a topic, a structured presentation with some particular internal integrity' 

(1976: 178). 
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In this study I am looking for the themes that embody the main ideas that are found in all 

four cycles of the book of Genesis. These ideas express the author's main purpose and 

interests in bringing together various narratives and plots into a unified coherent whole. 

The three themes that are dealt with are: 'blessing', 'seed' and 'land'. These particular 

themes are chosen because they exhibit characteristics that we would expect from the main 

unifying themes of a work. While a more detailed study of the main characteristics of 

these themes will be presented later, a brief introduction will be helpful at this stage. 

We have already observed the importance of thematic key words in a literary work. 

Firstly, the idea of blessing is introduced by the Hebrew root li~. Alter highlights the 

importance of this root and he suggests that 'blessing' in Genesis is an example of a 

'Leitwort' that points 'toward a thematic idea' (1981 :180). The root occurs in all four 

cycles of Genesis and the frequency of these occurrences may be seen in the table in 

Appendix l. 

The second theme under consideration in this study is that of 'seed' (lrii). This word 

occurs in relation to people and their progeny throughout Genesis. Later in our discussion, 

we shall see that its importance is highlighted by the genealogical tables and by the 

'toledoth' formulae. Furthermore, the occurrence of the theme of 'seed' in the story of the 

cursing of the serpent (3: 15) seems to be programmatic for the rest of the book and it alerts 

the reader to the fact that this is an idea that will be developed later. An overview of the 

occurrences of lTii can be observed in Appendix 2. 

The third theme, that of land, is represented by two Hebrew terms that are used partly 

synonymously in Genesis. The one that occurs most frequently is fi~ but i1(Ji~ IS 

also very important. Although a book like Genesis could scarcely be written without some 

reference to the ground or land, these words are used in a way that draws attention to their 

special thematic concerns. In particular i1(Ji~ is employed in word plays that draw 

attention to the relationship between man and the !,Tfound. While fi~ can be used in an 
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ordinary sense without any relation to thematic concerns, its frequent occurrences in the 

context of the divine promises to the patriarchs are very significant. The occurrences of 

fiN: are listed in Appendix 3. 

Another main characteristic of these three themes is that they occur frequently in the most 

important passages of Genesis. We shall see, for example, that all three themes occur in 

the divine speeches. Furthermore, these themes are an integral part of the main narrative 

sequences in all four cycles of Genesis. 

The importance of the themes of blessing, seed and land, is also seen in the way that they 

are interrelated and interdependent. This study will seek to show that it would be virtually 

impossible to excise anyone of these themes from the work without affecting the others 

and weakening the coherence of the whole. These points will be discussed in more detail 

in the relevant chapters. 

In conclusion then , we have observed that a recent trend in the approach to Genesis is to 

consider the book from a holistic perspective. Viewed in this way, Genesis displays a 

unity of concern and purpose. This study seeks to provide an understanding of the overall 

message and meaning of the book. This task will be approached through a consideration 

of the main themes that are prominent throughout the work. In particular, the themes of 

'blessing', ' land' and 'seed' will be discussed in detail. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

THE THEME OF BLESSING IN GENESIS 

2.1 The Importance of the Theme of Blessing in Genesis 

The Hebrew root li~ occurs in almost half of the chapters of Genesis. It is found in 

every major narrative and all the heroes of the book are recipients of its benefits. The 

importance of blessing has been emphasized by C. Westermann who laments that the 

concept has not received the attention it deserves from scholars (1978:15-23).1 In a 

similar way, Henton Davies regards blessing as one of the fundamental themes in Genesis. 

He writes, 

It may be fairly claimed that revelation and blessing are two fundamental themes 

of Genesis, and in particular that blessing, second only to divine oracles, is the 

principal mode and manifestation of revelation in the book (1970: 107-109). 

It is to the theme of blessing that we must look first in detail with a view to providing 

further evidence for thematic unity in Genesis. 

2.2 The Concept of Blessing in Genesis 1-11 

The Hebrew root li~ occurs infrequently in these 11 chapters, compared with the 

occurrences in the rest of Genesis (cf. Appendix 1). However, the few occurrences in 

these chapters are strategically placed for maximum impact. For example, the threefold 

repetition of li~ is very prominent in the creation narrative (1 :22, 28, 2:3). The close 

proximity of li~ ('to ble s') and ~i~ ('to create') in all three occurrences, provides a 

1 WCSlermann argucs lhal Blcssing is onc of the 'central concepls' in Genesis 12-50, and in lhe framework 

of Deulcronomy (1978: 16). 

14 



word play between the two words and reminds the reader that blessing is the continuance 

of the creator's work. Although the root li~ only occurs on two other occasions in 

chapters 1-11 (5:2; 9: 1), this does not detract from its importance. The absence of the root 

underscores the idea that because of mankind's disobedience, the created order is affected 

by the curses pronounced by God. This will become clear as we consider these chapters in 

more detail. 

2.2.1 The Theme of Blessing in the Creation Story (1: 1-2:3) 

This first section of Genesis presents the creation of the world in the carefully structured 

framework of a 'creation week'. During the fIrst four days God calls the inanimate 

creation into existence (1 :3-19). The fifth and sixth days witness the creation of living 

creatures and the completion of the created order (1 :20-31). On the seventh day the creator 

rests (2:2-3). The verb li~ occurs three times in the passage: 

a) 1 :22, in the context of the creation of water creatures and birds on the fIfth day. 

b) 1:28, in relation to the creation of man on the sixth day. 

c) 2:3, following the sanctifIcation of the seventh day. 

Blessing is not mentioned in connection with the fIrst four days of creation. The inanimate 

creation is pronounced 'very good' by God but this is not the same as pronouncing a 

blessing. The ftrst mention of blessing is clearly in the context of the reproduction of fIsh 

and birds1 (1 :20-22) and is related to the continuance of life. 

1 Cassuto regards the blessing of 1 :22 as related only to the fish. Commenting on the phrase' And God 

blessed them', he observes, 'The reference is to the fish; this is shown by the continuation of the sentence: 

andfill THE WATERS IN THE SEA. The fecundity of the fish, which is so great as to have become 

proverbial, is indicative of the special blessing that was bestowed on them at the time of their creation' 

(1961:51). Cassuto's argument that this blessing was specifically bestowed upon the fish is based on the 

judgement that the proverbial fecundity of the fish leads up to 1 :28. Thus: 'Also the blessing bestowed 
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H. E. Ryle comments, 

With the creation of the living animals of the water and the air is introduced the 

mention of a new Divine act, that of blessing, It is connected with the gift of 

life ... The animal world differs from the vegetable world in its distinctive 

principle of life. The animals possess powers, instincts, and energies which are 

to be exercised, and on the exercise of which God gives His blessing' 

(1914:16). 

The blessing of the birds and fish is described as follows: 

~i!)'Di t:r~r:!~~ !:)'~?;lt'1-r1~ '1~'f-l'1 '1:Ji'1 '1itl if-l~' O~i1'~ OD~ l)~~1 

(l :22) :f'J~~ :J 'J~ 

The first element of the blessing of man is similar: 

'~'f-l' '1:Ji'1 'i~ O~i1'~ 0i17 if-l~~1 O~i1'~ 0D~ li~~1 

(l :28) f i ~ t'1- r1~ 

Connected with blessing in both verses (1 :22 and 1 :28) are the words: 

'1~'f-l'1 '1:Ji'1 . i~. These are part of what Westermann called a 'semantic domain' 

surrounding blessing (1978:67), that is, explanatory terms defining the nature and extent 

of the power resident in the particular blessing. 

upon man on the sixth day (v. 28) is couched in similar terms, as though lO say: "Bc fruilful and mulliply 

like the fish".' However, a careful study of the verses concerned shows that the most obvious way to 

interpret the text would be lO include both the fish and the winged creatures under the blessing 

pronounccmenL Thus the birds are to 'increa<;e on the earth', and this is certainly the language of blessing. 

16 



The term 'blessing' does not usually appear in Genesis as an isolated self-explanatory 

term; it is often accompanied by a definition of what it means in a particular context. In 

other words 'blessing' is understood as 'power', the purpose of which is usually defined. 

In the context of the fifth day the three explanatory terms, ,N:'f-l' '~i' 'i~ make it 

clear that the purpose, in this case, is procreation in abundant measure. 

In Genesis i'1i~ occurs 15 times. 1 It is usually translated in terms of 'fruitfulness'. It 

can refer to birds and animals (8: 17) as well as to mankind (26:22). Often it is used 

together with i'1~i with an emphasis on increasing numbers (1:22, 28; 9:1,7; 35:11; 

47:27) but even without i'1~i it usually denotes 'fruitfulness' in terms of numerous 

descendants (17:6, 20; 26:22).2 

The meaning of i'1~ i is 'to increase', 'to multiply'. It occurs 29 times in Genesis and is 

used, for example, to describe the increase of the woman's pain and sorrow in childbirth 

(3: 16), the progress of the flood waters (7: 17 -18), the bounty of the first seven years of 

plentiful harvests in Egypt (41 :49), and, as in the present context, an increase of the 

number of descendants of animals or of mankind (1 :22,28; 9: 1, 7; 26:4,24; 48:4). 

N:'f-l means 'to fill'. It occurs along with i'1i~ and i'1~ i in the context of i'1~i~ to 

emphasize the extent of the numerical increase being promised (1:22, 28; 9:1). 

Furthermore, the root N:'f-l could also denote numerous descendants without the presence 

of i'1i~ or i'1:::1 i.3 

In the combination of N:'f-l, i'1i~ and i'1~i there is a typically Hebrew accumulation of 

roots all pointing in the same semantic direction. This gives greater emphasis to the point 

1 The total number of occurrences in lhe Q.T. is 29. 

2 jji~ is specially associated wilh Joseph (49:22) and his son O"l'J~N: (41:52). 

3 E. g., 48:19: O"l'ljJ-N:'f-l i'1"1jj"l 'lTi1' 
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being made, in this case an increase in numbers of living creatures perpetuated through the 

power of blessing. 

Life has been brought into being by creation. The process is continued by blessing. All 

life owes its existence to the blessing of the Creator expressed through the power of 

procreation. B. Vawter remarks: 

In the creation of life something more has been done than to call a thing into 

being. A dynamism has also been evoked which thrives on this word of 

benediction. It is the divinely ordained perpetuation of life (1977:49-50). 

The blessing imparts to animals and to man the power to fulfil the role of procreation, 1 

highlighting the idea that procreation is a sign of the blessing of God. This idea will be 

reiterated in the Noah story (9: 1) and worked out in practical terms in the Abraham 

narrative (17 :2, 20). 

Although the same imperative, to procreate, is addressed to both animals and man in their 

respective blessings, there is a slight difference in the description of the blessing of man. 

This is the addition of the clause Cli17 itl~':I1 (1 :28). Most commentators agree that 

this addition is both intentional and significant. Leibowitz comments: 

The fish do not qualify for a special address to them by God. They are merely 

granted the power to be fruitful and multiply. This is their blessing. Man, 

however, besides being given the power to be fruitful and multiply, is especially 

told by God to be fruitful and multiply and is conscious of his power to do so. 

1 Wenham commenting on 1 :28 remarks, 'the focus in Genesis is on the fulfilment of the blessing of 

fruitfulness . This command like others in Scripture, carries with it an implicit promise that God will 

enable man to fulfil it' (1987:33). 
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What is merely an impersonal fact with regard to the rest of the animal creation is 

a conscious fact with regard to man (1972:4). 

Accepting that the addition of CID? i~N:'1 is deliberate, G. J. Wen ham describes its 

purpose as to draw 'attention to the personal relationship between God and man' 

(1987:33). Since the creator chooses to address man directly, he immediately elevates man 

to a superior and responsible relationship with God within the structures of authority 

imposed on the created order by the creator himself. Vawter links the difference with the 

fact that man is made in the image of God (1977:60). God has a specially close 

relationship with the creatures made in his image. This close relationship between God 

and man is the ideal context for blessing. This is a particularly important emphasis in the 

book of Genesis and one that will be referred to several times in this study. 

As well as the emphasis on procreation, the blessing of man in 1 :28 includes a reference to 

man's authority. The second part of the verse reads: 

rliVf-liD ii~D-??~' CI'"'?;llPD 1'11~' CI~D rl~"':T:J 'ii' D~~~' 

:r'J~D-?~ 

This relates to the authority given to man to subjugate the animal kingdom.! 

iV:l:l and iiii are the two key terms. 

iV:l:l means 'to subdue' or 'to keep in subjection'. The word usually refers to hostile 

action and may connote rape (Esther 7:8), or the conquest of enemies (Numbers 32:22, 

29). Tt is used here with the animal kingdom as the object. 

1 In this conneclion Ryle comments, 'Supremacy over the fishes, the birds, and the beasts, wil\ require 

courage, forethoughl, skill, observalion, and judgemenl. The blessing, therefore, of "fruitfulness" is 

incomplele until reinforced by the commission so lO exercise the facullies as lO ensure inlelleclual groWlh' 

(I914:21). 
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i1ii usually means 'to rule'. The majority of its occurrences in the OT are in the context 

of 'ruling over reluctant subjects'. It is used in the sense of being ruled by one's enemies 

(Lev. 26:17); the participle is employed to describe the oversight exercised by the 

supervisors whom Solomon places in charge of his conscripted labourers (lKings 5:16 

[Heb. 5:30]); Ezekiel uses the same verb when he reprimands those who rule over Israel 

harshly and brutally (Ezek. 34:4). 

Vawter says that both words are 'part of the same uncompromising rhetoric' connoting 

'absolute subjugation' (1977:60). However, absolute authority is not considered to be 

essentially corrupt. Rather, the authoritative rule envisaged is modelled on that of God 

himself, since man is in his image. 1 Such rule can be absolute, without being arbitrary, 

and uncompromising, while not uncaring. Man's authority is to rule, but not to exploit. 

Significantly, the animals are not mentioned as a source of food at this stage (cf. Vawter, 

1977:58). 

So then, we may conclude that the writer depicts procreation as a major element in the 

blessing of animals (l :22) and man (1 :28). In addition, the blessing of man includes 

endowment with authority to rule as God's representative. Furthermore, the relationship 

between God and man is emphasized in the blessing of 1 :28. 

1 The exact connection between man's dominion and the image of God is debated. H. Gross postulated that 

'the image and likeness of God consists essentially in onc's sharing in the dominion of God' (quoted by 

Westcnnann 1984: 155). Westermann argues strongly that 'dominion over other creatures is not an 

explanation but a consequence of creation in the image of God' (1984: 155). However, the important point 

for this study is that the creature made in the image of God is in a much closer relationship to God than 

any other creature. The blessing gave man, made in the image of the creator, authority over all the other 

creatures. 
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We must now consider the meaning of the third pronouncement of blessing, which is 

bestowed, not on a living being but on a day (2:3). 

Oi~~ li~ V~i ilVlT iV~ ir-1~~'?:l "IlT"I:l Tail Oi~~ O"lil'~ '~"Ii 
- . - AT T •. - : . - . . . • - - ." - : -

:il~~ iW~ ir-1~~7?:l-'??:l "IlT"I:l TajJ 

li::;l "?" i:l .,~ i}i~ V'1p", "IlT"I:l TajJ Oi"l-li~ O"lil'~ li~"I' 

ir-1~~7?:l-'??:l 

Since the first pronouncements of blessing relate to living creatures (1 :22, 28), it is 

surprising to find that the third mention of blessing is in connection with the seventh day.1 

Furthermore, since the blessing on animals and man is closely connected with 

reproduction, it is 'paradoxical that the day on which God refrains from creative activity is 

pronounced blessed' (Wen ham, 1987 :36). In seeking to understand this verse it will be 

helpful if we look briefly at the meaning of the other terms associated with the blessing in 

this context. The blessing is pronounced because Yahweh has rested (li:l V) on the 

seventh day. We shall, first of all explore the meaning of this verb since this will provide 

valuable information about the context in which the blessing is pronounced. Furthermore, 

it will also be helpful to discuss briefly the meaning of ViP, since it is closely 

associated here with the idea of blessing. Therefore, the meaning of blessing in 2:3 will be 

investigated in three stages: 

a) What is meant, in this context, by the term li:l V? 

b) In what en se can ViP be applied to a day? 

c) What is the meaning of li:l in the immediate context of 2:3? 

I Wenham remarks, 'Biblical usage generally restricts blessing to animate beings - God, men, animals, and 

so on - and it is not immediately obvious in what sense a day can be blessed' (1987:36). 
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a) The tenn !i~ 'V is translated in the NIV as 'he rested'. It means 'to cease, desist'. 1 

Westennann argues that, 'the verb !i~ 'V means really not "to rest" but "to cease from" , 

(1984: l73); thus Gen 8:22, 'Day and night shall not cease' and Jer 31 :36, 'The seed of 

Israel shall cease from being a nation'. U. Cassuto prefers the translation, 'He abstained 

from work' (1964:63), and J. Skinner favours 'desisted from' (1930:37). 

b) The use of 'Vii' in connection with a day is unusual and it is not particularly clear 

whether the day is being made holy or is simply declared holy (cf. O. Procksch, 

1924:451). Wenham comments that 'the piel of 'fli'ii' is usually factitive though here it 

may be declarative' (1987:36). The meaning of 'Vii' is 'to set apart from common 

things to holy uses, or to put in a special relationship to God' (Skinner, 1930:38). 

Cassuto interprets 'Vii' as 'spiritual elevation and exaltation above the usual level' 

(1964:65).2 Westermann views the seventh day as a day which is holy and apart through 

its sanctification. He writes: 

The root 'Vii' has the meaning of separation. When God sanctifies the seventh 

day (i.e. declares it holy), he sets it aside from the works of the six days as 

something special. The sanctification of the seventh day detennines the time 

which begins with creation as structured time, and within which one day is not 

just the same as another. The days each have their goal in a particular day which 

1 cr. V. P. Hamilton, 1980:902. 

2 Ca<;suto argued that the blessing on the seventh day (2:3) was on a higher plane than the blessings on the 

animals and man (I :22, 28) and, indeed the blessing on man was on a higher level than that pronounced on 

the animals. 'The repeated blessings, it may be noted, are in a kind of ascending order: the fish are blessed 

with physical fertility: on man a twofold blessing is bestowed comprising both physical fecundity and 

spiritual elevation; the benison of the Sabbath is wholly one of spiritual elevation' (1964:65). A similar 

view is held by W. J . Dumbrell who argues that 'man is not the consummation of the account (ie. creation 

account) ... By the divine rest on the seventh day the goal of creation is indicated' (1984:34). 
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is different from the rest - a day which is holy and apart. Days of work are not 

the only days that God has created. The time which God created is structured; 

days of work have their goal in a day of rest (1984:171). 

Furthermore, the sanctification of the seventh day, not only raises that particular day to a 

level above all other days, it also elevates the concept of rest above the necessity of work. 

It is not a work -day that is sanctified by God but the day of rest. 

c) The meaning of li:J when applied to a day is difficult to assess since it is usually 

pronounced on living creatures. It probably means that the day is given the power to be a 

source of blessing to man. Westermann sees the blessing in 2:3 as being directed towards 

man as the previous blessings had been and he argues that this blessing is the same kind as 

those previously pronounced (1 :22,28). 

There can be no doubt that this third blessing in the course of the creation event is 

of the same kind as the blessing given to living creatures and to humans, 1 :22, 

28, where it meant the power of fertility. The meaning is essentially the same 

here though much more abstract. God's blessing bestows on this special, holy, 

solemn day a power which makes it fruitful for human existence. The blessing 

gives the day, which is a day ofrest, the power to stimulate, animate, enrich and 

give fullness to life. It is not the day in itself that is blessed but the day in its 

significance for the community (1984: 172). 

Westermann 's view that the blessing of the day was for the benefit of the community is 

also emphasized by G. von Rad who points out that 'Gen 2: 1 ff. speaks about the 

preparation of an exalted saving good for the world and man' (1972:63). It seems that the 
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writer's intention is to emphasize that the day has been set aside for man to enjoy the 

benefits of cessation from labour.! 

It is clear that the emphasis is not just on a day of rest but on the satisfaction of work 

which had been finished (2:2-3). As B. Jacob argues, 

The Sabbath is a symbol of freedom which more than in working and creating 

consists in resting and the power to command oneself to stop (1974: 13). 

However, the blessing of the seventh day is not limited to cessation from labour. The 

blessing is a general term for all the benefits that flow to man from a day specially set aside 

for his good. Thus Skinner commenting on 2:3 writes, 

A blessing is the effective utterance of a good wish; applied to things, it means 

their endowment with permanently beneficial qualities (Gen. 27:27, Ex. 23:25, 

Deut. 28: 12). This is the case here: the Sabbath is a constant source of well

being to the man who recognizes its true nature and purpose (1930:38). 

So then, the blessing on the seventh day gives it the power to be beneficial for man in 

permitting him to desist from his labours. It also enables him to follow the pattern set by 

the creator and through the hallowing of the day enter into a closer relationship with him. 

As C. A. Simpson points out, 

Through blessing it (the seventh day) was endowed permanently with beneficial 

qualities, and through its hallowing placed in a special relationship to God 

(1952:490). 

1 B. Jacob makes the following comment: 'If God has blessed the seventh day he has equipped it with 

the power to do good, as his blessing over beast and men equipped them with fertility' (1974: 13). 
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So in conclusion, the blessing pronounced in 1 :22, 28 and 2:3 is bestowed in the realms of 

procreation, authority and in the benefits of being able to desist from work. Although it is 

only mentioned three times, the concept is very important. It highlights God's dealings 

with the world before the rebellion of mankind. The three pronouncements are made in the 

context of a harmonious relationship between God and the created order. Indeed, blessing 

is an expression of the creator's favour and is bestowed with the well-being of the 

recipients in mind. The implication of blessing for creation is in terms of continuance and 

order. The world brought into existence by God's creative power is continued through the 

power of blessing, particularly in relation to procreation. Furthermore, blessing is a key 

element in the clearly defined structures that God establishes for the future well-being of 

his creation. These structures provide for the dominance of man over the rest of creation 

and they also establish a balance between work and cessation of labour. 

2.2.2 Excursus on the Threefold Blessing in 1:1-2:4 

Some commentators have expressed surprise that blessing should be restricted to only 

three pronouncements (1 :22, 28; 2:3). In particular, why should blessing be pronounced 

on the birds and fish and not on the animals?l Some seek the answer to the problem in 

terms of source analysis. For example, Simpson suggests that 'it seems likely that only 

man was blessed in the original narrative of P, and that the blessing of the fishes and birds 

... is a reflex of vs. 28' (1952:482). However, this does not solve the problem when we 

view the book from a holistic perspective. The question that remains, as far as this study is 

concerned, is, 'what is the significance of the absence of blessing on the animals for the 

message of the book in its final form?' 

1 Skinner remarks, 'The absence of a benediclion corresponding lO VV. 22,28 is surprising, bUl il is idle la 

speculale on the reason' (1930:29-30). Cr. G. H. Davies (1970: 129). 
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B. Vawter suggests that it is possible that 'the author practised deliberate frugality by 

dispensing the divine blessing three times only', 1 but he dismisses the idea in favour of the 

view that 'the story of the creation of animals has been truncated in favour of that of man' 

(1977:50). 

Wen ham concludes that there are two plausible explanations of the omission: 

Either the land animals are not told to multiply lest they compete with man and 

endanger his survival (cf. Exod 23:29; Lev 26:22) or more probably, because the 

blessing on man (v 28) covered all the works of the sixth day, including the land 

animals ... (1987 :26).2 

A close study of the text raises further possibilities. It is interesting to note that the text 

introduces the creation of birds and fish in a different way from that by which the land 

animals are introduced.3 The relevant texts are as follows: 

1 Cassuto argues that, 'threefold repetition indicates emphasis and the emphasis 

has ... an optimistic significance: not only is the world very good, but it has received from God a 

threefold blessing' (1964:65). Westermann, likewise, remarks: 'It is possible ... that P has deliberately 

used the blessing formula "God blessed" only three times, 1:22,28,2:3' (1984:142). 

2 Westermann reaches the same conclusion. He argues that the blessing 'is not excluded as P has been 

forced for stylistic reasons to combine the creation of the land animals and of humans into one day' (1984). 

Rylc suggesL<; that, 'Either the blessing was allowed to drop out, in order that the description of the sixth 

day might not become too long in comparison with that of the previous five days; or the blessing so fully 

pronounced upon man in vv. 28-30 may be considered to embrace also the living creatures created on the 

same sixth day' (1914:17). 

3 This distinction is not made in the LXX. 
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Birds and Sea-creatures 

Animals 

~f-li1 i1~i1~ i1~"f-I' i1~lJ ~~:J ri~t1 ~~iri O"i1'~ i~~~1 

i1~"f-I' r'J~-i:n"lJi 

The earth has already 'brought forth' grass in verse 12 (hiphil of ~~"). The use of the 

same verb again in the context of the creation of the land animals helps to establish a 

cosmologicallink between grass and the animals, while at the same time setting man apart 

as distinct from every other aspect of creation.] The fish and birds, on the other hand, are 

not said to have been brought forth by the water but are simply commanded to fly above it 

or swarm in it. Von Rad suggests that this distinction between O"~ and r'J~ provides a 

clue to the understanding of the passage. He writes, 

The absence here of divine blessing is intentional. Only indirectly do the animals 

receive the power of procreation from God; they receive it directly from the earth, 

the creative potency of which is acknowledged throughout. Water by creation, 

stands lower in rank than the earth; it could not be summoned by God to creative 

participation (1972:57). 

Another point worthy of consideration is that since the animals are included in the blessing 

of 8: 17, perhaps the writer delays any direct pronouncement of blessing on the animals 

] Thus Skinner, referring to the animals, writes: 'Like the plants (v. 12) they are boldly said to be produced 

by the earth, their bodies being part of the earth's substance (2:7,19); this could not be said of the fishes in 

relation to the water, and hence a different form of expression had to be employed in v. 20' (1930:29). 
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until after the serpent has perpetrated his deception. Perhaps it did not seem appropriate to 

announce the blessing of God on the animals immediately before one of their number 

would become implicated in an act of rebellion that would result in the pronouncement of 

cursing. 

2.2.3 The Pronouncement of Curses in the Garden of Eden (3:1-24) 

It has already been observed that blessing is pronounced in the context of good relations 

between the donor and the recipient. This passage, in chapter 3, is the counterpart of the 

pronouncement of the blessings. It describes the breakdown of the harmonious 

relationship between man and God. Adam and Eve, seduced by the serpent, disobey the 

creator's command and, consequently, incur his displeasure (3:1-13). This is expressed in 

the pronouncement of curses (3: 14-21).1 

Like blessing, cursing is regarded as the bestowal of power2, but whereas the power of 

blessing is for the advantage of the recipient, cursing places him at a disadvantage. To be 

blessed gives man tremendous privileges and advantages, but to be cursed acts as a 

counter force to the blessing and limits some of its benefits. 

The first curse is directed towards the snake as the one responsible for initiating the 

sequence of events leading to man's disobedience. As a result of this, he is denounced in 

3: 14: 

1 1. G. McConvil\e, in an interesting article, suggests that an understanding of the implications of this 

pronouncement of curses, provides a 'key' to Old Testament theology (1985:2-5). 

2 Von Rad comments, 'For the ancicnL<;, the curse was much more than an evil wish. By virtue of the 

effective power it wa<; believed to possess, it brought about disastrous irreparable situations (for example, 

exclusion from communal relationships)' (1972:93). 
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Earlier in the narrative (3: 1) the snake is described as, 

i1'J~iJ !i~t1 ,j~ O'i~ 

There is possibly a word play, here, emphasizing the change of the snake's status from 

O'i~ to i'i~. The same formula by which Yahweh addressed the snake 

C1~ i'i~) is used in relation to Cain who was cursed i1~':1~D-l~ (4:11). Although 

the preposition 1~ could possibly mean 'more than' in the context of 4:11, since the 

ground also had been cursed, this meaning would not be appropriate in 3: 14 since the 

other animals are not under a curse. Here the meaning seems to be that the snake, once 

distinguished from the other creatures by 0' i~, is now set apart from all others by 

i'i~ (3:14). The curse is manifest in the snake's method of movement and its food 

(cf. Westermann 1984:259). The snake is humiliated by the cursing and its status in the 

created order is adversely affected. 

The second part of the pronouncement on the snake concerns its relations to the woman 

and her offspring (3: 15). The serpent and the woman have been implicated together in the 

crime and now as part of the punishment they will be enemies. As Skinner comments, 

The serpent's attempt to establish unholy fellowship with the woman is punished 

by implacable and undying enmity between them (1930:79).1 

This mention of enmity between the offspring of the woman and the offspring of the 

serpent has occasioned a great deal of discussion. This will be considered in the chapter 

on 'seed'. Following the cursing of the snake, the text introduces the punishment of the 

woman (3: 16). Although the woman is not personally cursed, her punishment is 

pronounced following the cursing of the snake by God (cf. J. M. Sasson, 1980:215). It is 

1 W. Zimmerli commenL<;, 'Tn Feindschart verkehrt Gott diese gottlose Freundschart. Die lautere 

Bcziehung zwischen dcm Menschcn und der tierischen Krcatur, die Gottes crster SchOprungswillc gcwescn 

war, wird gebrochen, nachdem der Ungehorsam sic vergirtet hat' (1967:170). 
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related primarily to her role in procreation. Procreation is the foundation of all other 

blessings; it is the gift of life itself. The punishment does not cancel the blessing of 

procreation but it introduces pain into the process (3: 16). Disobedience brings sorrow and 

distress to the woman in the very function that makes her distinctive from the man (cf. 

Clines, 1990:36).1 Now every time the blessing of procreation manifests itself in 

childbirth the pain will also be present as a reminder of the tension that exists between 

blessing and cursing as a result of disobedience. Just as the blessing is associated with the 

idea of 'multiplication of seed' God now says 'r will multiply your pains'. The noun 

1i::J:::11 (pain) is used in 3:16, 3:17 and 5:29, in each case in connection with cursing. 

The final aspect of the woman's punishment is in relation to her husband (3:16). While the 

woman's longing (i1'f?i 'V:r:'1) will be for her husband, he will rule (? 'Vf.J) over her. As 

Wenham points out, it is 'difficult to grasp the author's precise intention' here (1987:81). 

It probably means that the harmonious relations that existed between man and woman 

could now be disrupted leaving the woman vulnerable to exploitation (cf. D. Kidner, 

1967:71). 

The punishment of the man follows that of the snake and the woman (3: 17 -19). Although 

the man is not directly cursed by God, he is affected by the curse on the ground, which 

takes the pleasure out of his work and hinders his ability to obtain food (3: 17-19). As 

Mc Conville points out, there is 'no longer responsibility as a dimension of blessedness, 

but hard labour' (1985:2). The narrator recognizes here that there are two aspects to 

work . On the one hand, work can bring a great deal of fulfilment and blessing to a person, 

but, on the other, work is not always fully satisfying and sometimes it does not yield 

adequate returns for the amount of effort expended. It is this unhealthy aspect of work that 

the narrator explains in term of God's curse. 

1 W en ham commenL<; that she wa<; 'scntenced to pain and frustration at the centre of her existence, in her 

distinctive role a<; wife and mother ' (1987:89). 
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It is surely significant that the areas of human life that are affected by the cursing of the 

serpent and of the ground are similar to those targeted earlier for blessing. Procreation is 

an important element in the blessings of 1 :22 and 1 :28 and the woman's punishment also 

relates to procreation. The blessing is not destroyed since procreation is still possible, but 

it now involves pain (3: 16). The blessing on the man and woman in terms of procreation 

and of their dominion over the animals creates a picture of well-structured, clearly defined 

relationships between the human couple themselves and between them and the animal 

kingdom (1 :22-1:30; cf. 2: 18-25). Also, not only is the blessing associated with 

relationships on the horizontal plane, but there is also the special relationship between man 

and God, identified as the 'image of God' (1 :26-28).1 These relationships, which had all 

been cemented by blessing, are affected by cursing. Thus: 

i) Relations between the human couple and the serpent are affected; 'I will put 

enmity between you and the woman' (3:15). 

ii) Relations between man and woman also suffer; 'Your desire will be for your 

husband and he shall rule over you' (3: 16). 

iii) The damaged relationship between man and God is symbolized by the 

pronouncement of curses and the expUlsion of the man from the garden. 

At the same time while a tension is introduced between the effects of cursing and of the 

blessing, the latter is not abrogated and the 'image of God' is not totally destroyed.2 

1 A. Murtonen comments that 1 :28 together with the other pronouncements of blessing on man in 5:2 and 

9: 1 'sccm to contain the definition of man as the "image of God" , (1959: 166). 

2 The fact that man is made in the image of God is used as an argument against murder in 9:6. The 

concept, therefore, has a bearing on inter-human relations as we\1 as human/divine (cL James 3:9). 
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Although the seventh day is not directly affected by a curse, its blessing relates to cessation 

from work and satisfaction with the results of work. As a result of the divine curse in 

3: 17 -19 man's work is increased and his satisfaction from it greatly impaired. Although he 

can still rest on the seventh day, he will not have the satisfaction that the creator had in his 

finished task (cf. 2:3), because, following the curse on the ground, the work of man will 

involve an endless struggle with the recalcitrant earth. 

Chapters 1-3 portray blessing as a creative act of Yahweh. He initiates blessing and 

defines its parameters. Clearly it is intended that blessing should be viewed as the special 

prerogative of the creator. At the same time, cursing, the antithesis of blessing, is also 

under Yahweh's control (cf. 3:14-17). The main aspects of blessing in chapters 1-2 show 

it as a beneficial power in the realms of procreation, subjugation of nature and labour/rest. 

These aspects of blessing provide points of contact with chapter three because the cursing 

and the pronouncements of judgement accompanying it are targeted in the same general 

direction as the blessing. Both blessing and cursing affect procreation, relationships and 

restllabour. 

2.2.4 Blessing and Cursing in the Cain/ Abel Narrative (4: 1-26) 

In the development of the primeval story in chapter 4 the blessing/curse theme is still 

prominent. The story begins with a reference to the manifestation of blessing in the birth 

of two sons. The narrative moves towards the tragic denouement in which one son is 

murdered and the other cursed. Thus the blessing/curse tension is further developed in this 

story. 

The chapter begins with a statement that the man and woman have sexual relations and that 

as a result Eve becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son (4: 1). The birth itself shows that 

God has not withdrawn the blessing of fertility while at the same time the fact that it was a 

natural birth in which pain and labour were involved indicates that man is now living 
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outside paradise where the impact of curse as well as of blessing is felt. It stands in sharp 

contrast to the description of how Adam and Eve were brought into existence by the direct 

workmanship of God (2:7,22). However, it is clear that God is still actively involved in 

his creation. Even though the benefits of blessing are now clouded over by cursing, 

fertility is still God's special domain and Eve acknowledges this, at the birth of Cain: 

'With the help of the Lord I have brought forth a man' (4:1).1 

The exact reason for the acceptance of Abel's offering and the rejection of Cain's is 

debated.2 It is tempting to see a link between the cursing of the ground in chapter 3 and 

the rejection of Cain's offering, which is produce from the ground. However, we can be 

virtually certain that no such connection is intended. The curse on the ground did not mean 

that from that time everything produced by the ground would be cursed. Rather the curse 

on the ground was manifest in the growth of thorns and weeds (3: 17 -19). Since Cain 

brought i1?;1":1~D ~i!:lr.l as an offering and did not bring thorns or weeds, there could be 

no possible link between his offering and the curse (cf. Deut 26: 1-3). Good fruit, even 

though it came from the ground which had been cursed, is still evidence of blessing. 

1 The translation of the last clause in this verse is difficult (cf. Von Rad, 1972:103): 

:i1'i1~-:n~ 'tV~~ ~:n~~1? The meaning of i1'i1~ :n~ is disputed. Wen ham highlights the 

problem by asking, 'Is:n~ the definite object marker? In that case we ought to translate "I have acquired 

a man the Lord". Or is it a preposition that normally means "with," as our translation assumes?' 

(1987:101). However, tran slating:n~ as 'with' does not solve the problem since there is no Hebrew word 

in the verse for 'help' and, in any case, the word for 'with' in this context is usually OlY 

(so, H. Holzinger, ]898:46). On the other hand, if we interpret:n~ as the sign of the definite object, this 

presents even more problems because the literal translation, 'I have acquired a man the Lord', does not 

make sense in this context. It seems best to accept that 'help' is implied here (so, A. Dillmann, 1897:] 83; 

Skinner, 1930: 102; Kidner, 1967:74; Von Rad, ] 972: 103; A. P. Ross, 1988: 156). 

2 Wenham liSLe; five different kinds of explanation that have been offered (1987:]04). 
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The narrator is silent about the reason for the rejection of Cain's offering, probably 

because he does not wish to distract attention from the sin that brings God's curse on Cain; 

it is the murder of Abel that is highlighted as the sin of Cain. There is a way of acceptance 

open to Cain (vs. 7), but instead he chooses to eliminate his rival. The curse pronounced 

on him affects his relationship with the ground (4:12). Before his act of murder, certain 

benefits had been mediated to him through the i'1f-1i~, from which he had reaped his 

crops. Now blood has been spilled on the i'1f-1i~ and Cain can no longer benefit from its 

fertility. 

(vs 11) i'1~':l~D-lf-1 i'1l;l~ i'i~ i'1l;l~' 

(vs 12) l1 i1D~-lir-l 'lOli-~' i'1~':l~D-li~ i~V.t1 "'I~ 

It should be noted that there is a clear distinction between the role played by the i'1f-1i~ 

motif in the Adam/Eve story and its role in the Cain/A bel narrative. In the former it is 

closely associated with the idea that tli~ came from i'1f-1i~. On the other hand, the 

emphasis in the Cain/ Abel story is on the role of the i'1f-1i~ in accepting the blood of Abel 

and in crying out for vengeance. As a result of his crime Cain is cursed i'1~':l~D-lf-1 

(4: 11). This means either that he was cursed more than the ground or that the curse would 

separate him from the ground which in the past had been his source of food. The latter 

explanation seems the more likely and is supported by most modem commentators'! If 

this is correct, then the severity of the punishment lies in the fact that Cain is now separated 

from the agent through which the blessing of Yahweh, expressed in the fertility of the soil, 

is channelled to him. 

The areas affected by cursing are those that have previously been singled out for blessing: 

fertility (l :28), relationships (l :28-29) and rest from labour (2:3). The i'1f-1i~ will not be 

fertile when he tries to cultivate it (4: 12). The rest and satisfaction found under the initial 

blessing will also be withheld leaving him as a 'restless wanderer' (4:12). Relationships 

1 E.g. Skinner (1930:108), Van Rad (1972:106) Westerrnann (1984:307) and Wenham (1987:107). 
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will suffer; he is driven, not just from the garden like Adam, but from the land, and 

although we cannot be sure how the curse will manifest itself, Cain feels threatened by all 

other human beings (4: 14 ).1 God, always portrayed as merciful, provides protection, 

even in judgement (4: 15). 

The story of Cain is concluded by a short passage giving genealogical information 

concerning Cain's family line (4:17-24). It is clear from this pericope that Cain and his 

descendants have now served their purpose in the narrative by showing how the sin of 

Adam is perpetuated through his offspring. The descendants of Adam through Cain are 

followed for five generations and then dropped. Following Cain's genealogy there is a 

brief but significant passage that provides a smooth transition from the family line of Cain 

to that of Seth (4:25-26). We shall look at this in more detail in the chapter on 'seed'. 

1 The statement in 4: 17 that Cain built a city, seems incompatible with the terms of the curse. 

li~D i~~ O'V:.J j"'l1D O'V ~':'l"~1 j"'l1 j1~~ "'j1"'1 li~D-ri~ i'r-ll 

To obviate this difficully some suggest that the builder was Enoch. This involves either emending the text 

or regarding the name Enoch a<; a gloss. Westermann mentions Budde's supposition that the text originally 

read tl'V~ instead of ~~ O'V~ and he describes the suggestion as 'very probable' (1984:327). 

J. Sasson, on the other hand, regards the final occurrence of 'Enoch' in 4: 17 as a misplaced gloss 

(cr. Wenham, 1987:111). Another idea which Westermann puts forward is that i~~ O'V could bea 

misplaced fragment of text which originally recorded the naming of Enoch (1984:327). However, Von Rad 

argues that we cannot be certain that 'the note about the founding of a city is in irreconcilable contradiction 

with the cur e, which is to a life of wandering' . He suggests the possibility that 'Kenite smiths had also 

settled in cities and had even given such seulemenL<; a special character'. He points out that I Sam 30:29 

mentions Kenite cities (1972: 11 0). In other words, building a city is not necessarily incompatible with a 

semi-nomadiC life-style and the statement that Cain was a city builder is not out of harmony with the idea 

that he was cursed to be a wanderer. 
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So then, a brief summary will be helpful at this stage. We have seen that blessing is 

introduced as the expression of the creator's favour on the world that he has made (1:22, 

28). This blessing is directed towards the preservation and continuance of the created 

order. The disobedience of Adam and Eve, however, leads to a breakdown of 

relationships between God and his creation (3:8-12). God responds to this situation by 

cursing the serpent and the ground (3: 13-19). The implication for Adam and Eve is that 

the benefits that they had received from God's blessing are now adversely affected by the 

curses that God pronounced. This creates a tension in the narrative between blessing and 

cursing. This tension is developed in the story of Cain and Abel. Cain murders his 

brother and attracts God's curse on his own person. The curse affects Cain's relationship 

with the ground, other people, and, of course, with God himself (4: 14). There is, then, a 

close link between the idea of blessing and harmonious relationships. On the other hand 

the concept of cursing is closely related to alienation. 

2.2.5 The Genealogy of Adam's Descendants (5:1-32) 

This genealogy is introduced by the second occurrence of the toledoth formula (5: 1) and by 

a reminder of the original blessing (5:2). The importance of genealogies will be considered 

in the chapter on 'seed'. At this stage there are two main points to note. Firstly, the 

genealogy is a symbol of both blessing and cursing. It represents the former in that it 

shows that the blessing of fertility (1 :28) is still in operation, and the latter in that it 

repeatedly refers to death. Death is not regarded as a blessing in Genesis but it is closely 

associated with cursing (cf. 3: 19,22). The recurrence of the blunt statement :n?:l~1 in the 

genealogical list (5: 5, 8, 11, 14, 17, 20, 27, 31) emphasizes that, even if a person should 

live as long as Methuselah, he must eventually die. The only exception is in the case of 

Enoch (5:24). 

:O"'i1'~ i:n~ np7-"'~ '~:J"'~i O"'i1'~D-:n~ li:m l'Dl1~1 

The reason given why Enoch is the only one in this genealogy whose death is not 

recorded, is that he 'walked with God'. Although Enoch 's close relationship with God is 
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not described in tenns of blessing, it is reminiscent of the good relations that existed 

between God and man when the blessing was first pronounced (1 :28). As a result of his 

relationship with God, Enoch is taken away from the ground where the cursing is so much 

in evidence (cf. 5:29). 

Secondly, this genealogy in 5:3-32 is used to introduce new hope through the words of 

Lamech in 5:29. 

'~"I"'~ li~~l1f-l' ,~'ftl'V~f-l '~f-ln~"I i1, i,t-l~' t'1~ if-l'ftl'-li~ ~'i'~1 

i11i1"1 i1'i~ i 'ftl'~ i1~:t~D-lf-l 

The importance of 5:29 as a key verse is seen in its role of providing a link between 

cursing in chapter 3 and the story of Noah in chapter 6. The reference to the i1f-l"'~ which 

Yahweh has cursed makes an obvious allusion to 3:171. This is further emphasized by the 

noun li~~l1 which, significantly occurs only 3 times in the Old Testament: viz., 3:16, 

3: 17,5:29. It is a word which both defines and describes the power of cursing, just as the 

verbs 'to fill' and 'to multiply' described the nature of the blessing being pronounced. 

The link between 5:29 and chapter 6 is underlined by the use of the same three roots in the 

same order in both verses (cf. Cassuto, 1964:303). 

i) tlt'1~ is used in 5:29 to express the hope that Noah would bring 'comfort' from the toil 

occasioned by cursing. The same root occurs in 6:6 with God as the subject making the 

point that the deity is 'grieved' that he made man. 

1 Wenham remarks that, 'Most obviously Lamck's rcmarks look back to thc cursc on the land (3:17) .. .' 

(1987: 128); cf. Skinncr (1930: 133). Wcstcrrnann argues that 5:29 'secms to be thc work of somcone in 

the tradition who wanted to establish a link with 3: IT (1984:360). 
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ii) The root iltD'l" is used in 5:29 in a noun meaning 'labour', while in 6:6 it refers to 

God's regret that he had 'made' the man. 

iii) Although the noun li~~l" does not occur after 5:29, the same root (~~l") is used in 

6:6 to explain that God's heart was filled with 'pain' because of the spread of sin. 

God is identified as entering into man's problem by the subtle way in which the writer uses 

these three main Hebrew roots associated with cursing and makes God the subject of them. 

Thus 6:6, in a daring anthropomorphism, sees God as suffering the same pain as that 

endured by man. As far as man is concerned this pain comes from cursing as a direct 

response to his disobedience. The pain or grief attributed to God comes from the fact that 

the wickedness on the earth has reached such a level that the only appropriate response is 

to reverse the creation and blessing and to remove man from the earth. 

So it can be argued that 5:29 is an important verse providing a link between the creation 

narratives and the flood narratives. This being the case it is interesting that the link is made 

in a way which emphasizes the longing of man to be free from the effects of cursing. 

Furthermore, since the verse suggests the possibility that there is still hope for the future, it 

helps to prepare the scene for the patriarchal narratives and future blessing. 

2.2.6 The Connection Between Blessing/Cursing and the Flood (6:1-9:19) 

This section deals with the continuing alienation between mankind and God (6:5). God 

decides to destroy the world by a flood because of the increasing level of disobedience and 

rebellion on the earth (6:6-7). Noah, who has a close relationship with God, is warned 

about the flood (6:8-13). In obedience to the divine command he builds an ark in which 

he, his family and a selected number of animals and birds survive the catastrophe (6: 14-

22). Neither cursing (ii~) nor blessing (li~) is mentioned in the flood narrative but 

after the flood has passed there is a promise that God will never again curse the ground by 
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sending a flood (8:21). After the flood, there is also a pronouncement of blessing in terms 

reminiscent of the earlier blessings (1 :22, 28). Although these are the only specific 

references to blessing and cursing in the flood narrative, there are, nevertheless, many 

allusions to the blessing/cursing tension. 

T. Frymer-Kensky draws attention to the close link between the concept of cursing and the 

flood. She argues that the connection lies in the perpetration of violent murder by pre

flood man beginning with the murder of Abel by Cain, who was then cursed i1~i~i1 1~ 

(1978:37-41). The innocent blood shed on the ground polluted it and caused it to be 

barren for Cain (4: 1 0-12). According to Frymer-Kensky the 'process of the cursing and 

concomitant barrenness of the ground had become widespread by Noah's time' (1978:39). 

Thus, in 6: 11 the cause of the flood is said to be the violence of mankind, which had 

corrupted the earth: 1 

She comments, 

The idea of the pollution of the earth is not a vague metaphor to indicate moral 

wrongdoing. On the contrary, in the Biblical worldview, the murders before the 

flood contaminated the land and created a state of physical pollution which had to 

be eradicated by physical means (the flood), (1978:40). 

This is an interesting theory and one that will be discussed further in the chapter on 'Land'. 

We have seen that the goal of the original creation blessing (1 :28) was the multiplication of 

mankind. The contrast between the purposes of God expressed in the initial creation 

1 As far a~ the flood is concerned the verb Tin iV is used three times to describe the corruption of the earth 

and of all flesh (6: 11-12). Significantly the same verb is employed to announce God's verdict that he 

would destroy the earth (6: 17; cr. 9: 11). Because man had brought Tin iV on the earth, God would bring 

Tin iV upon his creation. 
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blessing and the situation on earth prior to the flood is highlighted in a simple word play 

using the term ~'?:l 'to fill'. The creation blessing was 'to multiply and to fill (~'?:l) the 

earth' but now in chapter 6 we read that the Lord's heart is filled (~'?:l) with pain because 

the earth is filled (~'?:l) with violence (O~D) 1 (6:6, 6: 11, 6: 13). 

The clear statement that the reason for the flood is that the world is full of violence 

highlights one of the main differences between the Genesis flood narrative and the 

Atrahasis Epic. In the latter the reason for the flood is the over-population of the earth.2 

In Genesis, on the other hand, the purpose of the creator's blessing is that the earth might 

be filled (1 :22, 28) and there is never any suggestion that this process has gone too far. 

Indeed it is possible that one of the secondary purposes of the primeval narrative is to 

oppose the over-population theory. If this is so, it helps to explain why the idea of 

blessing with its emphasis on fertility suits the writer's purpose so well. 

God's will for the world that he has created is in temlS of fertility but because of the 

corruption brought about by man, creation gives way to un-creation3 and blessing is 

1 H. Haag points out that O~D occurs in parallelism with, li~ 'iniquity' (ps. 55:11 [10]; Is. 59:6f; 

Hab.:l:3); 0.., 'blood' (Jdgs. 9:24; Ps. 72:14; ler. 51:35) 71~1 'pride' (ps. 73:6) and 71171 'ruin' (Ps. 

55: 12 [11]) (1980:480). Frymer-Kensky comments, 'The wide range of meanings of the word hamas in 

the Bible encompasses almost the entire spectrum of evil' (1978:40). 

21n the Atrahasis epic the multiplication of man appears to have been the cause of the flood (Frymer-

Kenslry, 1978:36, cr. W. M. Clarke, 1971: 185-6) but in Genesis the fertility of man is part of God's 

crealion blessing (1 :28-9). 

3 Clines suggests that 'some ease can be made out for suggesting that the theme of the primeval history is 

"crealion - un-crealion - re-creation'" (1976:500). 

1 Westermann, commenting on 8:21, remarks in the context of the post-flood era, 'Not every expression of 

evil is a reason for a fixed succession of events: sin - discovery - punishment - and (or) forgiveness. God 

does not react in a uniform way, intervening with punishment on each occasion. He can simply lctthings 
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replaced by the destructive power of cursing (cf. Gros Louis, 1982:45). So the flood is in 

effect the reversal of the creation blessing. The living creatures who benefit from the 

blessing and who perpetuate their respective species through its power are all destroyed 

and with them the possibility of blessing ceases (7: 17-24). The only exception to the 

cessation of blessing relates to those who find refuge in the ark (8: 15-19). 

Before the pronouncement of renewed blessing, God assures man that he will not destroy 

the world again by a flood. In 8:21 God declares: 

:;, i~~ ~~ cr:H~D i':;V~ i'1~":1~D-r1~ ii!) "V' 'l0~-~? 
i~J!)~f-l !)"J 0":1~D 

This is a difficult passage. Some think that it merely implies that God will not send 

another flood. Rendtorff believes the verse means a great deal more. He sees in 8:21 the 

key for a new understanding of the primeval story. As a result of a study of the Hebrew 

root "i' in the piel he translates 8:21, 'I will never again declare the earth to be cursed (as 

I have done hitherto) on account of humanity'. He interprets this as meaning, 'From now 

on it is no longer the curse but the blessing which rules the world' (1961 :74). 

There are serious objections to this view. The imprecation pronounced on the ground in 

chapter 3 is not identical with the judgement manifest in the devastation of the flood. All of 

the human experiences resulting from the initial cursing, pain in childbirth, thorns and 

thistles and disharmony in creation (3: 16-19), continue after the flood. The reference in 

8:21 is to the decision of God not to send another flood, and, as Wenham says, 'God is 

not lifting the curse on the ground pronounced in 3: 17' (1987: 190).1 The flood did not 

change mankind or take away the rebelliousness inherent in the human race since Adam. 

bc, putting up patiently with people just as they are with their inclination to evil. This inclination, 

growing stronger and stronger 6:5-7, is always capable of putting human existence in danger. But God 

promises that he will never again allow humanity to be destroyed' (1984:456). 
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As De Pury comments, 

Si Yahweh renonce a de nouveaux deluges, ce n'est pas parce que l'humanite 

issue de N06 serait meilleure que celle qui l'a precedee mais c'est parce que "les 

deseins du creur de l'homme sont mauvais des son enfance" (Gen 8:21) - la 

meme raison avait servi en 6:5 a justifier le deluge! -, c'est donc parce que 

l'homme est a tel point "ineducable" que meme un nouveau deluge ne servirait a 

rien (1978:82). 

Even after the flood men are still wicked and if this type of approach to sin (countering it 

with a flood) is repeated, then a never ending cycle of sin followed by punishment would 

be required (cf. Frymer-Kensky, 1978:37).1 What is meant by 8:21 is simply that the 

judgement of the flood will not be repeated.2 There is no suggestion that those who are 

disobedient after the flood are not in danger of divine punishment (cf. 12:3).3 

1 Thus Skinner comments, 'The innate sinfulness of man constitutes an appeal to the divine clemency, 

since it cannot be cursed by an undiscriminating judgement like the Flood, which arrests all progress 

towards better things' (1930: 158). 

2 There is no evidence for Sasson's suggestion that God dceides not to send another flood because he 

realises that 'his measure was a shade too drastic' (1980:218-219). There is no hint in Genesis that the 

flood was any more dra<;tic than what man deserved because of his sinfulness. The promise not to send 

another flood is due to the grace and mercy of God. 

3 Thus Ross remarks that after the nood 'God began his programme of blessing again, promising blessing 

to those obedient in faith and cursing to those who rebel' (1980:223). 
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Following the avowal never to repeat the flood, God proceeds to pronounce his blessing 

on the post-flood era (9: 1 ff). This ties in with the idea of re-creation. As in 1 :22 and 1 :28, 

the main emphasis is on procreation. 1 

i. Fertility in the post-flood blessing (9: 1). 

The blessing of procreation of 1 :28 is repeated verbatim (except for the addressees) 

including the injunction 'to be fruitful', 'to multiply' and 'to fill'. 

'~i' 'i~ t:li1? ir.:J~~1 i"'~~-l'"l~i t1~-l'"l~ t:l"'i1'~ 1'J~"'1 

f'J~D-l'"l~ ,~,~, 

As Von Rad observes, 

After the great judgement the creature had not propagated itself over the earth 

again simply from its own initiative, which would not have been a good 

beginning; but it pleased God to speak as his first word a word of blessing on the 

new aeon. God still wills procreation and the increase of humanity (1972:131). 

The point that the whole earth is to be populated by the descendants of Noah is further 

emphasized by the comment in 9:19: 

:fi~D-'? i1~~~ i1'~~' t1~-..,~~ i17~ i1~'~ 

Wenham argues that f~~ is linked with the similar root fi~ which is frequent in Gen 10 

-11 and which also means 'to scatter'. He comments: 

So this remark anticipates the dispersal of mankind throughout the world as 

related in Gen 10 -11. The obvious contrast with the small number who emerged 

1 Skinner makes the interesting observation that the post-flood blessing of fertility mentions only man and 

not the other living creatures (1930: 169). 
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from the ark shows that the command to 'be fruitful and multiply and fill the 

earth' (9:1,7) was indeed carried out by Noah's descendants (1987:198). 

This unstinted blessing of fertility also emphasizes that the creator's plans to deal with sin 

in the future do not include limiting the numbers of people through continual floods and 

other punishments. 

ii. Relationships and authority in the post-flood blessing (9:2-3). 

tr~~~D ~'!!,-'? ,~, fi~D !'"l~tl-'? ,~ i1~i1~ O~r.'ln' O?~':i'r-l' 

:'~D~ O~i~~ O~D ~l..,-'?:n i1~J~D TVr-lir.'l iW~ ,~~ 

~ TV!!' l?i~:;:l i17~~' i1~i1~ O~7 ~tl-~'ni1 iW~ TV~':'"l-'? 

:':;:l-!'"l~ O~7 ~r.'lD~ 

We have already seen that the second aspect of blessing pronounced in 1 :28 related to 

relationships/authority. This aspect is also renewed in 9:2-3 but there are differences. 

Included in the blessing of 1 :28 is the right of man to exercise dominion over the other 

creatures. However, although the exercise of dominion is still man's prerogative, there are 

sinister overtones in 9:2. While the idea of creation being subdued by man is already in 

1:28, the effect of man's dominion in terms of O~~':i'r-l' O~r.'ln' is new,! and is what 

Wenham terms, 'distinctly military terminology' (1987: 192).2 Furthermore the animals 

are now available to mankind as food, whereas, it seems that before the flood it was 

God's intention that they were vegetarian.3 Indeed it is with this context clearly in mind 

1 Westermann poinLc; out that this same phrase 'fear and dread' is used in Deut 11 :25 in the promise of the 

occupation of the land of Canaan (1984:462). 

2 WesLCnnann,comments that the phrase at the end of verse 2 "into your hand they are delivered" is used in 

the language of the Holy War (1984:462). 

3 So, Skinner (1930:34), Van Rad (1972:61), Westermann (1984 :462), Wenham (1987:192). 
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that new limits are placed on man's exercise of dominion. 1 Respect for the life-blood of all 

animals is imperative and the murder of a human being is prohibited.2 It is most 

interesting that the prohibition of murder is linked with the concept of the image of God 

and that this is set within the context of the dominion of man (9:6). 

In the initial pronouncement of blessing on man the 'image' is linked with the idea of man 

exercising authority over creation as God's representative (1:28). Now, once again the 

idea of the image appears in the same context. The purpose is probably to establish man's 

authority in the post-flood world and to make it clear that although divine/human relations 

could not return to what they had been at creation, nevertheless man still bears the 

distinction of being made in the image of God and of being blessed in a way that no other 

creature enjoyed. 

With this blessing in chapter 9 the theme of blessing has come almost full circle. 

Therefore, a brief summary will be helpful at this stage. We began with the 

pronouncement of blessing in the context of good relations between God and his creation 

(1:22,28). These blessings are expressions of God's favour towards the created order 

and his concern for its continuance. The blessing provides power to succeed in certain 

clearly defined areas. Primarily it relates to the procreation of the animals and of mankind 

(1 :22,28). It also relates to man's authority over the created order as God's representative 

(1 :28). Moreover, the blessing on the seventh day is for the benefit of mankind and sets a 

clear pattern of work followed by rest (2:3). As we have seen, these blessings, 

1 According to WesLCrrnann the restrictions were necessary to resolve the tension caused by 'the dilemma 

that the gift of the blessing also implies the possibility of laking life' (1984:463). 

2 The prohibilion of murder in 9:4ff is quoted by Frymer-Kensky in support of her theory that unpunished 

murder was the main reason for the flood (1978:38f). 
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pronounced in the context of hannonious relations, are not repealed, even though the 

relationship between God and mankind breaks down. The alienation, brought about by the 

disobedience of man, leads to the pronouncement of curses by God (3:14-16). These 

curses are powerful expressions of God's displeasure. They affect mankind adversely in 

the same general aspects of life as the blessings affected them positively; procreation is 

now accompanied by pain, relations in the created order deteriorate and the pattern of work 

followed by rest is disrupted because work is made much more difficult. The relationship 

between mankind and God deteriorates until God destroys the earth with a flood (6:17; 

7:22-23). In the flood the cursing pronounced by God is seen in its most destructive form. 

The blessing is almost obliterated and survives only within the ark. After the flood, 

however, blessing is pronounced once again on those who survive the flood (9: 1-17). The 

blessing re-echoes the original creation blessings and affects mainly the areas of 

procreation and relationships. However, the blessing of chapter 9 is not a return to the 

unclouded hannony that existed between God and man at creation and the continuing 

sinfulness of man is recognized (8:21; cf. 9:20-23). 

We may conclude, then, that although the Hebrew roots for blessing and cursing occur 

infrequently in chapters 1-9, the theme of blessing, and its antithesis cursing, is very 

prominent. 

2.2.7 The Theme of Blessing in Relation to Noah's Vineyard (9:20-29) 

Lamech's hope in 5:29 that Noah would bring comfort from the labour and painful toil 

brought about by the curse on the ground is probably in the writer's mind as he portrays 

him as 'a man of the earth'.l The passage passes no judgement on Noah for his 

1 Thus Von Rad comments on 9:20, "From Noah's time is dated an amelioration of the severe curse; 

through Noah God gave man the vine, which according to the Old Testament view, is the noblest of all 

natural growth (psalm 104:15), (!972:136). 
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drunkenness and it is unlikely that a moral pronouncement on the subject is part of the 

narrator's purpose. The success of Noah' s vineyard was a symbol of hope and fertility for 

the post-flood world and earned him the title i1~'~D 'V''''~l Noah's relationship with 

the ground is reminiscent of Adam before his disobedience when blessing was dominant 

(2:7, 15). Adam's sin brought cursing on the ground limiting the benefits that he had 

earlier received and increasing his work (3: 17). Although there is no suggestion that 

Noah does not have thorns and thistles to contend with, his success suggests that blessing 

rather than cursing is dominant in his relationship with the ground. Therefore, as 

mentioned above, Noah fulfils his father's hopes and brings comfort from the ground by 

releasing its renewed fertility after the flood (5:29). 

The enigmatic story of the cursing of Canaan introduces a new phase in the blessing/curse 

motif in Genesis. It is the first time in the book that either a blessing or a curse is 

pronounced by a man.2 The writer uses the Noah story to introduce this further 

explanation of how cursing had spread in the primeval period and to show why, in his 

own day, the blessing of Yahweh rested on some, while his displeasure was the lot of 

others.3 

1 Wcnham remarks, 'Maybe describing Noah as "the man of the land" is an ironic reference to 5:29. 

Noah's grape growing ccrtainly brings comfort, but the fruit of thc vine prove,> to be something of a mixed 

blessing!' (1987: 198). 

2 At the samc lime, howevcr, the realization of the curse depends on the power of Yahweh for its 

exccution. As Wen ham puts it, 'Though it is not stated, Noah's words evidently have divine authority and 

affcct the future' (1987:201). 

3 Since origins are of vital importance in Genesis, it is right to look in this area for the key to the 

interprctation of the account of the cursing of Ham. As A. P .Ross explains, 'Because these sons were 

primogenitors of the families of the earth, the narrator is more interested in the greater meaning of the 

oracle with respect to tribes and nations in his day than with the children of Shem Ham and Japheth' 

(1980:224). If this is the case, it is of significance that the Canaanites, descended from Ham, are 
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The narrative is important because this whole incident is related within the framework of 

blessing - curse. The actual curse itself is interesting because, as Miscall points out, it 

brings together the concepts of blessing, curse and slavery or hard work (1983:44). 

:1~D~' i1~.i1~ O~i:;;V i~lT 1~~~ i'i~ 

It is in this context that we may discern the connection with 5:29 and also with the Garden 

of Eden narrative (3: 17 -19). Fulfilling work, such as that performed by Noah in his 

vineyard, is compatible with blessing, but hard labour/ slavery, such as that pronounced 

on Canaan is the result of cursing. Following the cursing of Canaan, the blessing of Shem 

is introduced (9:26): 

O'V ~i1'~ i11i1~ l'i:;J 
Some scholars are convinced that the MT is incorrect here. Skinner comments on 9:26: 

The idea thus expressed is not satisfactory. To 'bless' Yahweh means no more 

than to praise him; and an ascription of praise to Yahweh is only in an oblique 

sense a blessing on Shem, inasmuch as it assumes a religious primacy of the 

Shemi tes in having Yahweh for their God (1930: 184). 

Skinner's solution to the problem is to emend the text to read: 

O'V ~'11~ i11j1-' li:;;~ [May] Yahweh bless the tents of Shem. 

However, no emendation of the text is necessary since the ascription of praise to Yahweh 

is very appropriate in the context. As Von Rad points out: 

associated with immoral sexual behaviour that attracts cursing rather than blessing. Wenham comments, 

'Now the Canaanites are notorious throughout the Old Testament for their aberrant sexual practices ... 

Ham's indiscretion towards his father may easily be seen as a type of the later behaviour of the Egyptians 

and Canaanites. Noah 's curse on Canaan thus represents God's sentence on the sins of the Canaanites 

which their forefather Ham had exemplified' (1987:201). 
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Shem's God is praised. What Shem is and the advantage he has over others does 

not consist in special human merits, but Shem's portion is Yahweh (1972: 137).1 

The fact that the blessing on Shem does not include specific physical benefits, such as 

fertility, actually elevates this particular blessing to a spiritual plane.2 The real blessing is 

that Shem stands in a special relationship with Yahweh as the one whom Yahweh has 

chosen.3 

So, we can conclude that the restllabour motif, connected with blessing in 1 :28 is raised 

again in the story about Noah's vineyard (9:20-27). Noah brings comfort by releasing the 

fertility of the soil. There is no comfort for Canaan who is cursed because of an 

inappropriate sexual attitude. Hard labour/slavery are connected with the curse on Canaan 

(9:25). 

2.2.8 The Table of Nations and the Theme of Blessing (10:1-32) 

Blessing is not mention specifically in chapter 10 but the theme of blessing is implicit in the 

record of the increasing numbers of people on the earth. The fact that the table of nations 

is presented before the story of Babel, is probably a deliberate attempt to focus the reader's 

attention on the positive aspects of nationhood. The table of nations shows that blessing in 

terms of fertility and increase in numbers is still in evidence in the world (cf. 1 :28). 

) Wenham takes a similar approach: 'Here the omission of any specific explanation must mean that Noah 

is blessing the Lord for being the God of Shem' (1987:202). 

2 Dumbrell poinL~ out that 'the intention of this blessing (9:26) and its only result seems to be clearly 

attached to the possession of the divine name Yahweh itself (1984:56). 

3 As Ross commcnL<;, 'Throughout Genesis the motifs of blessing -cursing occur again and again in 

connection with those who arc chosen and those who are not' (1980:223). 
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2.2.9 The Babel Narrative and the Theme of Blessing (11:1-9) 

Like the table of nations, the Babel narrative does not specifically mention the theme of 

blessing. However, it is significant in terms of blessing because it presents the negative 

aspect of the formation of nations, just as chapter 10 presents the more positive aspects. 

The Babel story shows that the formation of nations is precipitated by man's continuing 

rebellion against God (11: 1-9). The existence of nations is evidence that the harmony that 

existed between God and man at creation, no longer exists. However, we have seen that 

the theme of blessing is closely related to a context of close relations between the donor of 

blessing and the recipient. Therefore the scattering at Babel demonstrates that the world is 

out of harmony with God and is not in a position to enjoy communion or receive blessing 

from him. This does not mean that mankind is cut off from all aspects of blessing. The 

creation blessings were never withdrawn. However, man cannot experience all the 

benefits available through God's blessing while they are in rebellion against him. 

The alienation that exist between mankind and God culminates in the confusion of 

languages at Babel and the resultant scattering of mankind. This scattering is the goal of 

the narrative and it concludes the primeval narrative on a very pessimistic note (cf. 

Muilenburg, 1965:389). 

2.2.10 The Toledoth of hem (11:10-26) 

This short ten-name genealogy links Shem and Abraham. In tracing Abraham's ancestry 

back to Shem (0 iU), Genesis links the patriarch with the blessing of 9:26, which declares 

that Yahweh is the God of Shem. As a descendant of Shem Abraham is assured that this 

same Yahweh, the God of Shem, will make Abraham's name (OiU) great (12:2). Clines 

writes, 

50 



Since Shem is the son upon whom Noah has pronounced the blessing: 'Blessed 

by Yahweh my God be Shem' (9:26) ... the Shem genealogy is firmly linked 

into the primeval history. But on the other hand, it is plain that the goal of the 

genealogy is Abram (11 :26-30). Its function is equally to trace the ancestry of 

Abram - so it is attached to what follows - and to follow the line of descent from 

Shem - so it is attached to what precedes (1978:78). 

The position of this genealogy between the Babel story and the introduction to Abraham 

prepares for a new phase in God's dealings with mankind. At the same time, it shows that 

the Abraham story is not divorced from the primeval narrative but is the continuance of the 

story of God's blessing on his chosen subjects; the same blessing that begins at creation 

(1 :28) and is experienced by Abel (4:4), Noah (6:8) and Shem (9:26). As Wenham 

comments, 

However we look at it,ll: 10-26 stands very much as a bridge passage between 

the primeval history and the patriarchal stories. The contents too point in the same 

direction . It traces the chosen line from Shem, the son of Noah, down to Abram, 

son of Terah . Like chapter 5, which links Adam and Noah, this chapter runs 

from Noah's son to Abram. Each stands at the head of a new epoch of world 

history: Adam, the first man; Noah, head of the new post-flood humanity; 

Abraham, father of Israel the chosen people (1987:249). 

In conclusion, we can see that Genesis 1-11 begins with God creating man in his own 

image and in hannony with himself. In the context of this original harmonious 

relationship, God bestows blessing on mankind (1 :28). The disobedience and rebellion of 

mankind is not stopped in spite of the destruction of the world by a flood (cf. 8:21). After 

the flood, God renews his blessing on the world in the context of the harmonious 

relationship that existed between Noah and himself (9: 1). The table of nations in 
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chapter 10 is evidence that the blessing is operating in the world in terms of fertility. 

However, the continuing alienation between God and mankind culminates with the 

confusion of languages at Babel (11: 1-9). This portrays a picture totally devoid of hope 

for the future blessing of the world; that is blessing in the context of harmony between 

God and mankind. However, the genealogy of Shem introduces hope for the future since 

he is the son whom Noah pronounced 'blessed' (9:26). With this genealogy, the scene is 

now set for the introduction of Abraham who will receive blessing through a close 

relationship with God. 
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2.3 The Theme of Blessing In the Abraham Cycle (11:27-25:11)1 

We come now to the second main section of the book of Genesis; the Abraham cycle. In 

seeking to assess the importance and meaning of the theme of blessing, it will be helpful to 

survey the occurrences of the Hebrew root li::l in this cycle. Then, since the first five 

occurrences of this root are in 12:1-3, special attention will be paid to this pericope. 

Included in this will be a brief discussion of the strategic importance of 12:1-3 and its 

implications for the theme of blessing. This will be followed by an exegesis of the 

passage, which will shed light on the meaning of blessing. We shall then be able to 

compare this with its meaning in chapters 1-11. Having discussed 12:1-3, we shall see 

how the theme of blessing is developed in the rest of the Abraham cycle. This will involve 

a di cussion on the obstacles that stand between Abraham and the realisation of the 

blessing. The main aspects of blessing will then be discussed. These are, posterity, a 

great name, protection, and the mediation of blessing to others. This section, on blessing 

in the Abraham narrative, will conclude with a discussion of two passages that merit 

special consideration. These are, the brief passage in 22: 16-18 and chapter 24. 

We begin, then, with a survey of the occurrences of li::l in the Abraham cycle. In the 

Abraham cycle the root li::l occurs frequently (22 times). The main subject of these 

occurrences is Abraham; he is chosen by God to receive special blessing (12:2-3; 22:17; 

24:1,35) and, al 0, to mediate this blessing to others (12:3; 18:18; 22:18). Whoever 

ble es Abraham will be blessed, but anyone who despises him will be cursed (12:3). 

Although mo&t occurrences of li:::J refer to Abraham, there are also references to others 

receiving blessing; God assures Abraham that he will bless Sarah (17:16); Ishmael will 

also receive blessing but not in the context of the covenant since this privilege is reserved 

for Isaac (17:20-21). Finally, although the majority of blessings are pronounced by God, 

1 For a useful discussion on the extent of the Abraham Cycle, sce Alexander, 1982: 15-17. 
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there are a few instances in this cycle where it is pronounced by others; 1 Melchizedek 

pronounces blessing on Abraham and he refers to 'God Most High ' as 'blessed' (14: 19-

20); the relatives of Rebekah pronounce a benediction on her as she departs for Canaan 

(24:60). 

2.3.1 The Importance of Blessing in Genesis 12:1-3 

We have already observed that blessing is introduced in the Abraham narrative in 12:1-3. 

The importance of blessing in this pericope is emphasized by the five-fold repetition of the 

Hebrew root li:J. The impact of this repetition is greatly intensified in two main ways. 

Firstly, these three verses comprise the first divine speech in the Abraham narrative. This 

gives the passage special significance and it underscores the importance of blessing, since 

it is reiterated and emphasized by God himself. Furthermore, the earlier accounts of 

blessing, in the context of both creation and the post flood covenant are also in the format 

of a divine speech. This provides a link between the blessing in the primeval history and 

the blessing in the Abraham cycle. The reader is given the unequivocal message that the 

creator' intention for his world is still in terms of blessing. 

Secondly, the strategic position of the pericope means that it makes the maximum possible 

impact on the reader. The five-fold repetition of verbs and nouns relating to blessing, is 

strategically placed at the beginning of the story of Abraham.2 Von Rad calls 12: 1 'a new 

point of departure in the divine revelation of salvation' (1972:159) while, W. H. Schmidt 

points out that, 

1 Ullimatcly, however, the source of blessing is always God. 

2 Wenham aptly comments on 12: 1-3, 'These verses arc of fundamental importance for the theology of 

Genesis, for they serve lO bind together the primeval hislory and the laler patriarchal history and look 

beyond it lO the subsequent history of the nation' (1987:274). 
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The programmatic words in 12: 1-3 give a new and universal meaning to the 

tradition of the patriarchs. This begins the history of the patriarchs in the final 

redaction of the Pentateuch as we now have it and thus provides a kind of 

'overall meaning' for the patriarchal tradition (1984:82). 

Schmidt suggests that the 'overall meaning' of the patriarchal tradition is found in the 

comprehensive promise of blessing in 12:3. This promised blessing is clearly intended as 

a contrast to the cursing, which is mentioned five times in the primeval history (Gen 

3: 14, 17,4: 11, 5:29, and 9:25).1 Cursing begins in chapters 1-11 because of the the 

disobedience of man (Adam), but now the future blessing of the world is focused in God's 

dealings with one man, Abraham,2 and his descendants. Zimmerli commenting on 12:1-3 

notes that, 

The shift from the curse upon the world to blessing upon it is taking place. If the 

curse had to do with death ... then blessing should now have to do with life, 

future, and hope (1971:50).3 

1 Schmtdl commenL<;, 'The blessing in Gen 12: 1-3. Lhen. marks the end of the primeval hislory; il is lhe 

objcclive soughl in Ule curses of lhal lime (3: 14, 17; 4: 11; 5:29; 9:25) and the beginning of a time of 

salvation' (1984:81). 

2 Commenting on 12: 1-3 Wenham poinL<; OUl how closely the lexl links the name of Abram wilh the idea 

of blessing: 'Every menlion of the roOl "LO bless" in lhis passage is a paronomaslic allusion lo Abram's 

name' (1987:276). 

3 W. Yarchin writes. 'The firsl eleven chapLCrs of Genesis portray a progression of evil upon the earth: 

pnmal hisLOry is practically a history of curse (3: 14, 17; 4: 11; 5:29; 9:25). The word l i :::J direcLcd 

earthward or manward does nOl even appear in lhese chaplers. Only with Yahweh's callLO Abram does 

blesstng burSl upon the scene. Moreover, even the nature of lhis blessing differs from the mode of salvific 

Opcral1on 111 the primal hislory. The 'unworking' of the curse-hisLOry is lO Lake place by means of 

individual hisLOries of bleSSIng under the Individual command and promise of Yahweh' (1980: 172). 
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The strategic importance of 12: 1-3 is also seen in the role that it plays as a bridge passage 

between the Babel narrative and the Abraham story. There is an obvious link between the 

Babel narrative and the blessings pronounced in Genesis 12: 1-3. The aim of the builders is 

to make a name for themselves (1 1 :4): 

:Yi~D-?? "I~~-?~ Y'~~-l~ t:rv '~7-i1~V~i 

On the other hand, Abraham is promised a great name through blessing: 

:Jtl'V i1?"~~1 :J~':i?~1 

As von Rad puts it, 'Yahweh now intend s to give what men sought arbitrarily' 

(1972: 160). Zimmerli likewise emphasizes this link: 

If a generation of city- and tower-bu ilders believed in securing the future by 

determined accumulation of power and the clustering together of the masses, here 

is a single man called out of the shel tering environment of land, family, and kin 

and set defenceless upon a way that stands under the guidance of God alone. 

And while the people of Babel thought to make a name for themselves with the 

tower that reached heaven and so wi n eterni ty, thi s defenceless individual, led on 

his way by God alone, is here promised the name th at will continue and that will 

receive the promise of a future (1971 :50). 

Yarchin is correct here in stressing the imporlance of cursing in 1-1 1 and the prominence of blessing 

therearter, hut he prohahly overstates his case, since blessing is not absent from chapters 1-11 (e r. 1 :22, 

2R; 5: 1·32; 9: 1·17, 20) and cursing is not absent from chapLers 12·50 (er. 12:3). 
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By seeking a great name for themselves, the tower builders attracted God's displeasure but 

Abraham through obedience is blessed by God and receives a great name.! Furthermore, 

Babel brings the primeval period to a close on a very pessimistic note with its emphasis on 

the scattering of the nations. In sharp contrast to the hopelessness of the post-Babel 

situation, a long-term hope for all these scattered nations is introduced through God's 

promise of blessing to Abraham and through him to all nations (12:3). Babel represents 

mankind at enmity with God while the Abraham narrative represents peaceful relations 

between God and one human family. These peaceful relations are the context in which 

blessing is pronounced. This, of course, reminds the reader of the blessings pronounced 

in the creation account (1 :22,28; 2:3). The initial blessings were bestowed before 

mankind rebelled against Gexi. God's reaction to the breakdown in relations between 

himself and mankind was to pronounce curses (3: 14-16). Blessing is, therefore, closely 

as ociated with the favour and good will of God towards the subjects receiving his 

benediction. 

So we have ob erved that blessing is introduced at a strategic point at the beginning of the 

Abraham narrative in a pericope that provides a link between the Babel narrative and the 

call of Abraham. The fact that the emphasis on blessing is made in such a strategically 

positioned pericope is surely significant and shows that this theme is an important aspect of 

the Abraham story. 

1 There is possibly also an intentional contrast between Abraham and the O'Z!tl .., "V~l:\ of Gen 6:4. 

Whatever significance is given to these men it is clear that the name they acquire for themselves is 

Illegitimate in God's sight. Thus lenkins writes, 'In contrast to the attempt of men to make a name for 

them elves by building a LOwer (migdal, Gen 11 :4) and to the "men of renown" (literally, men of name) 

who sought to overcome the curse of death by union with divine beings (6:4), Abraham is promised that 

his name will be made great by Yahweh' (1978:46). 
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Having emphasized the importance of 12: 1-3, it will be helpful at this stage to look more 

closely at the pericope to ascertain what blessing means in this important passage. 

2.3.2 Exegesis of 12: 1-3 

li"l:JrJi ':1r'li~i~rJi ':1~i~rJ ':1'-17 t:r:'l:l~-'~ i1ii1"1 i~~~1 (12:1) 

:71~~~ i~~ f)~D-'N.: :r:l~ 

:i1?":'l:J i1"1i1i ':1rJ~ i17"~~1 1~-'~~1 'ii~ ~il' 1W~~' (12:2) 

:i1~':l~D lin~~rJ ,~ ':1:J i:Ji:J~i i~~ ':1'7i?rJi ':1"1:J~~~ i1?::'l?~1 (12:3) 

Promises and blessing are closely interrelated in these verses. We cannot easily separate 

them. The benefits summarised in these promises are in total what is meant by blessing in 

12: 1-3. Blessing is not another benefit over and above those mentioned as some would 

suggest (cr. M. Tsevat, 1980:53) but blessing is in evidence as the fulfilment of the 

promises slowly unfolds. This is similar to what we discovered in the creation blessings. 

The creator blessed the created order and the blessing was linked with fertility. However, 

it would be wrong to equate blessing and fertility. Blessing is the bestowal of power to 

bring about the creator's desire for his creatures. In 12:1-3; blessing is associated with 

various promises. The fulfilment of these promises will be evidence of blessing. Blessing 

is not just an addi tional promise; it is the bestowal of power that works for the benefit of 

the recipient in the areas of life specified. In this context these areas are defined in the 

promises. So then, since the promises show us what the content of the blessing is in this 

context, we shall explore their meaning by studying Genesis 12:1-3 in more detail at this 

stage. 

God gives Abraham a clear directive: 'Go from your country' (l~i~rJ ':1'-l' ). The 

only element of promise in this verse is implicit in the last clause: 'to the land I will show 

you' (71~i~ itr~ fi~D-'~)' This promise is not emphasized at this stage in the 

narrative; the reasons for this will be discussed in the chapter on 'Land'. 
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The promise of nationhood is much more prominent (12:2). The promise that Abraham 

will become a great nation is presented as a future hope. It is closely related to the 

promise that he will have many descendants, which occurs later in the cycle (13:16-17; 

15:5; 17:2). This promise of nationhood and, therefore, of many descendants is set in the 

context of Sarah's barrenness (11:30).1 This promise, therefore, seems to offer 

something that is impossible in Abraham and Sarah 's circumstances. If the promise is 

fulfilled, then it will be evidence that the power of blessing has been operating on their 

behalf to bring fertility to the barren Sarah. We have already observed that fertility is one 

of the main ways that blessing was manifest in God's benediction on creation. 

Another important element in the promise is the 'great name' (12:2). In Hebrew terms, to 

have a name means 'to be famous', usually in relation to mighty acts performed (I Chron 

5:24; 12:30 r"l r.:JV-'" V:l~). The description 'great name' is used frequently in the Q.T. 

as a description of God' name (losh 7:9; I Sam 12:22; Ezek 36:23; Mal 1:11). There 

are only two references to men having a great name; Abraham (12:2) and David (ll Sam 

7:9). The emphasis in both cases i that the 'great name' is given by God. Westermann 

emphasizes that this is not just a personal promise to Abraham; it points forward to his 

de cendants and the fact that they will enjoy the same 'great name' as their ancestor: 

It doe not mean that Abraham will be renowned some time later, but that the 

great people which has grown out of the blessing given to him will be a people of 

1 Tscvatldenllfles the malO thrust of 12: 1-3 as being the promise of many descendants, • A threefold 

promlSC auends the Abraham tories. It is stated at the beginning: offspring, land, and blessing (Gen 12:1 

- 3, 7). The blessing is an elUSIve thing, and the time of its realization is mainly the future. Possession 

of the land IS real, but it, too, will not come to pa'>s in Abraham's lifetime. Offspring, however, is a thing 

of the present; it is to happen in the span of the Abraham narrative. Of the three promises it is the most 

immedIate and ba'>lc. The other two depend on it for their realization' (1980:53). 
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renown. Greatness and name (renown) go together; both will belong to Israel 

(1986a: 150).1 

Since the promise that God will make Abraham a great nation is followed by the assurance 

that 'l will bless you', it would be appropriate for a similar assurance to follow the 

promise of the great name. The Hebrew, however, is in the imperative mood: 

i1?71:J i1"'i1i There is a variety of interpretations: 

a) Some retain the MT consonantal text and repoint i1?71:J i1~Di - 'So that it (the great 

name) will be a blessing'.2 

b) RSV and NlV interpret this clause as a promise, 'You will be a blessing'. This is also 

the view taken by F. Delitzsch: 

Abram wird Segensquell, von dem der Segen, dessen er selbst voll ist, weithin 

ausstrOmt. Der personliche Segen der ihm zu teil wird, hat ein universelles Ziel 

(1887:250). 

c) Tt may be taken virtually as a passive, 'you will be blessed'.3 

1 Westermann goes on to argue that the promise of a great name reaches its fulfilment in the era of David 

and Solomon. He writes, 'The formulation of a promise made to Abraham, but reaching fulfilment only in 

the period of the monarchy, is best thought of in the era of David- Solomon, that is in the time of the 

Yahwist' (1986: 150). Likewise, Wenham commenting on the phrase 'make your name great' argues that it 

'hac; iLC; closest parallel in the promise to David in 2 Sam 7:9: "I will make for you a great name". 

Otherwise, only the name of God is described as "great" (losh 7:9; I Sam 12:22; Ps 76:2 [1]; Mall: 1]), 

(1987:275). 

2 Skinner (1930:244); Spciser (1964:85); NEB. 

3 er. Proeksch (1924:96). 
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d) It could be interpreted in the sense of Zech 8: 13. Wenham suggests that: 

The most likely interpretation is that suggested by Zech 8: 13, 'As you have been 

a byword for cursing among the nations ... so will I save you and you shall be a 

blessing'. In other words people will say, May God make me as blessed as 

Abram (1987:276).1 

e) Translated literally, however, it would read, 'Be a blessing'. 

While most scholars adopt one of the interpretations (a) - (d), or some variation of these, 

the imperative (e) should not be ignored.2 It expresses the patriarch's responsibility to 

actively fulfil the role of one who promulgated blessing. As Westermann puts it, the MT 

'expresses so much more closely the effects of the blessing: on Abraham himself and 

through him on others' (1986a: 150). Blessing in Genesis is never static and never dies 

when the one who possesses it dies. It passes normally from father to son but in the case 

of Abraham who will be the father of nations it will be his duty to bequeath blessing to all 

his offspring. Therefore, if the imperative is retained, the passage emphasizes that 

1 Murtonen considers that 'it is impossible to decide whether the word is used in the sense ofZech 8:13 to 

mean that A braham' s name shall be used as a blessing ... or in the sense of Is 19:24 where Israel appears 

a<; a source of benediction between Egypt and Assyria. In the last instance the translation follows LXX, 

and there are rca<;ons to suppose that this wa<; the original sense of the word, to judge from the structure of 

the pa<;sage, which seems to be an example of the so-called "Steigerungsformel'" (1959: 159). 

Willis postulates that Yahweh may be promising Abraham that his good fortune may become proverbial 

( 1979:209). 

2 Yarchin argues for the retention of the imperative. He suggests that, 'the imperative of v 2b functions 

both as a consequence and as a furtherance of its preceding imperative (v 1), adding force to the drive 

towards the true statement of purpose in v 3b' (1980: 174; cf. C. A. Turner, 1990:55). 
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Abraham's call includes not only a command to leave his country but also the imperative to 

be a source of blessing. 

Verse 3a shows that included in the blessing is a close relationship between Yahweh and 

Abraham. As a result, others will receive either blessing or cursing, depending on their 

treatment of Abraham. 

Blessing and cursing statements similar to this one are found in Gen 27:29 and Num 24:9. 

Wenham suggests that a study of the differences between the Gen 12 version and the other 

two occurrences helps to highlight the special interests ofGen 12:3 (1987:276). The three 

verses concerned are: 

(a) Gen 12:3 

(b) Gen 27:29 

(c) Num 24:9 

There are three main differences: 

i~~ ":1"j)~Y' ":1~:;':J~f-l i1?i~~1 

l'i~ ":1~~:J~f-l' i'i~ ":1~i:J}\ 

i'i~ ":1~~:J~! l'i~ ":1~:;':J~f-l 

1. Obviously (a) places more emphasis on the personal relationship. The use of the first 

person singular with Yahweh as the subject underlines his personal interest in Abraham 

and his de cendants. 1 

) Westermann commcnting on the diffcrences between the formula in Gen 12: 1-3 and those in 27:29 and 

Num 24:9. writes. 'The form is different in that it is impersonal. without God as subject; it has its roots in 

magical thinking; once the curse or blessing is pronounced it is effective of itself. This old protection 

formula is altered in 12:3a so as to make it personal and accord with the introductory word in v.2 "I will 

bless you'" (I 986a: 151). 
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2. In (a) the verb "i' is used whereas in (b) and (c) ii~ occurs. "i' means 'to be 

slight, swift, trifling', and thus 'to appear trifling, to treat with contempt, to curse' (BDB, 

1974:886). Wenham makes the following comparison of the two words: 

12:3 uses a milder term "i' 'disdain' instead of ii~ 'curse' to describe those 

opposed to Abram. Traditional English translations fail to bring out the 

difference between these words, usually translating both 'curse'. However, 

"i' ... generally covers illegitimate verbal assaults on God or one's superiors, 

e.g., Exod 21 :17; Lev 24:11; 2 Sam 16:5-13, whereas the latter term ii~ refers 

to a judicial case pronounced on evil doers (3:14,17; 9:25; Deut 27:15-26). 

Balak wanted Balaam to 'curse' Israel (Num 22:6), but in the event he merely 

'di dained' Israel (Deut 23:5 [4]; Josh 24:9). i~':l 'make heavy, honour' is the 

opposite of "i' 'disdain', whereas li~ is the antonym of ii~ 'curse' 

(1987 :277). 

The meaning, then, is that anyone who disdains or despises Abraham will be dealt with 

most severely and cursed in the stronger sense of ii~. As Wenham comments, the 

punishment is heightened: 'Those who merely "disdain" Abraham will be "cursed" by 

God him elf' (1987:277). 

3. It is clear that the intention of a) is to suggest that the number of those who would 

de pi. e or cur e Abraham is comparatively few compared to the majority who will bless 

him. While in chapters 1-11 the effect of cursing is very prominent in the text, here the 

blessing of God i the main emphasis. As Von Rad observes: 

God now brings salvation and judgement into history, and man's judgement and 

salvation will be determined by the attitude he adopts toward this work which 

God intends to do in history. The thought of judgment, however, is here almost 

overarched by the words of blessing (notice the singular 'him who curses you' in 
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contrast to the plural 'those who bless you '). Our narrator does not yet consider 

what God begins here primarily as 'a sign that is spoken against' (Luke 2:34) but 

as a source of universal blessing (1972: 160). 

A further problem arising in 12: 1-3 is related to the translation of 1 ~i~ ~ in verse 3.1 

This is the niphal third person plural perfect and may be translated either as a passive2 -

'they may be blessed', or as a reflexive - 'they may bless themselves'. In the parallel 

passages in 22:18 and 26:4 the corresponding word is in the hithpael- 1~~~lii1- and 

would normally be translated as a reflexive and not as a passive. For this reason some 

prefer to u e the reflexive translation also in 12:1-3.3 The difference between the reflexive 

and the passive in this context is significant. The passive translation would imply that 

Abraham would be a source of blessing on an international scale.4 The reflexive, on the 

1 The RS V text is: 'By you all families of the earth will bless themselves', but in a footnote there is the 

alternative reading : 'in you all the families of the earth will be blessed'. The NEB, on the other hand, 

hac;, 'All the famili~ on earth will pray to be blessed as you are blessed.' Muilenburg comments, 'While 

an absolute decision is difricull, it is wise to follow the majority of scholars and interpret the verb 

renexively . The nations will bless themselves through Abram and, of course, mutatis mutandis through 

the people of whom Abram IS the father and progenitor' (1965:392-393). 

2 It is translated as a pa<;slve in the LXX (cf. Acts 3:25). 

3 Thus DchllSCh , referring to the change from Niphal in 12:3 to Hithpael in 22: 18 writes, 'Der Wechsel 

Icigl, daB 1. 10 renexivem Sinne gefaBt sein will' (1887:251). Westermann takes a similar view, 'The 

renexlve translation i<; to be preferred because it is philologically more probable (cr. Psalm 72: 17) and 

more concrete (Gen 4R:20); but the OIph . 10 verse 3b is to be understood in the broader sense which 

includes the concrete fact of being blessed' (19R6a: 152). The renexive meaning is also favoured by, 

Dillmann, (1RH2:209), SklOner, (1930:244), Gunkel (1966:165); cr. RSV and NEB. 

4 This is the view taken by Cassuto who argues that, 'it appears preferable to take the meaning to be that 

the father of the Israelite nation will be privileged to become a source of benison to all peoples of the 

world, and hI S merit and prayer will protcct them before the Heavenly Court of Justice, (1964:315). 
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other hand would mean that Abraham would become proverbial as an example of blessing 

and that the nations would invoke his name in the hope that they might enjoy similar 

blessing.! Lloyd R. Bailey restates the problem in another way when he asks: 

Does God single Israel out for an isolated blessing which will leave others 'green 

with envy' (RSY NEB)? Or are they singled out to be an instrument for the 

blessing of others (RSY footnote)? (1981: 133). 

An interesting suggestion is made by Dumbrell. He argues that the use of the niphal in 

Gen 12 and of the hithpael in Gen 22 is deliberate because neither theme of the verb quite 

conveys the precise sense intended. Thus according to Dumbrell the best translation is 

found in 'a middle sense' such as 'win for themselves a blessing' (1982:48-49). This 

middle sense is also advocated by Procksch who supported the translation 'find blessing' 

arguing as follows: 

Mit voller Absicht hat J das sonst ungebrauchliche Niphal gewahlt, urn den 

rezeptiven Sinn hervorzuarbeiten ... Nicht urn einen Segenwunsch handelt es 

si ch ... sondern urn eine objectiv in Abraham vorhandene Segenskraft ... die 

an anderen wirksam wird (1924:97). 

Furthermore, the normal way in which the passive of li:J is indicated in the OT is by the 

use of the qal pa sive participle (employed 69 times) or the pual (13 times). It seems, 

therefore that the meaning intended is one that could not be conveyed by qal or pual. A 

middle meaning would seem a strong possibility, especially since, as Wenham points out, 

'a middle ense here complements and completes the earlier remarks' (1987:277). There 

I Thus Vawter suggesL~ lhat the meaning here is 'simply that Abraham will be for all mankind the 

exemplar of divine blessing: "May God bless us as he blessed Abraham'" (1977: 177). See also Speiser 

(1964 :86). 
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is an obvious progression of thought beginning with God blessing Abraham and making 

his descendants a great nation, followed by the assurance that blessing will flow to others 

through his great name. The blessing of others is also emphasized in the idea that those 

who bless A braham will receive blessing. It is the final clause of verse 3 which brings the 

pericope to its climactic conclusion, 'through you all the families of the earth will find 

blessing' . 

This is further emphasized by the syntactical change in the second half of verse 3. In 

verses 1-3a there is a build up of consecutive clauses employing the imperfect tense of the 

verb, and then, suddenly, in 3b we are faced with a perfect, which makes the reader stop 

in his tracks and alerts him to the fact that the short passage has reached its goal. Indeed 

this goal is the subject of the final clause of verse 3: 'all the families of the earth'. As 

Wolff puts it: 'The syntactical gradient of the long period hastens quite clearly to the 

concluding clause' (1966: 138). Likewise Murtonen observes, 

The weight of the contents increases toward the end. First, general blessing is 

promised to Abraham, then it leads Abraham to be an example and even an object 

of others' blessings, which again causes Yahweh to bless even those that bless 

Abraham, from whom it is only logical to conclude that in the end all the nations 

of the earth will receive benediction through Abraham (1959: 160). 

In other words, in reaching such a dramatic climax, 12: 1-3 emphasizes that although 

Yahweh's purposes begin with Abraham, they do not end there but reach out to the nations 

scattered throughout the world as a result of the Babel incident. 

So we can now summarise this study of 12: 1-3. The promises made in this pericope 

include an implicit promise of land, nationhood, a great name and a protective relationship 

and the mediation of blessing to others. Blessing is the bestowal of God's favour and 

power in the realisation of all these promises. When all the promises have been fulfilled, it 
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will be evidence that Abraham has been blessed. As Clines puts it, 'the whole promise, is 

'categorized as blessing' (1978:78). 

It is important, at this stage, to investigate whether the blessing in 12: 1-3 has any 

connection with the earlier blessings in the primeval narrative. 1 There are a number of 

interesting similarities. The power of fertility is a very prominent common element. The 

multiplicity of descendants promised to Abraham through nationhood, is reminiscent of the 

blessing of posterity pronounced in chapters 1-11. The fish, birds and man are blessed so 

that they will be 'fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth' (1 :22,28; 9: 1). Thus, 

the blessing that had been pronounced on all creation is being pronounced again but with 

an intensity equal to the new situation. 

Another aspect of blessing, evident in the primeval narrative, and emphasized again in 

12: 1-3 is in the area of relationshi ps. The promises to Abraham with the accompanying 

ble ing, are given in the context of a good relationship between God and the recipient. 

The promises are only valid if Abraham obeys God's command and leaves his country, 

thu enabling the harmonious relationship between him and God to continue. This is 

reminiscent of the harmonious relations that existed when the creation blessings were 

pronounced (1 :22, 28). After man's rebellion there are no further pronouncements of 

blessing until the relationship between God and mankind is restored after the flood 

(8:20-9: 1). Therefore, good relations are required for blessing in both the primeval and the 

Abraham cycles. There is, however, no suggestion of the total removal of alienation in the 

world or of a return to the ideal circumstances that prevailed in Eden. There would still be 

tho~e who would disdain (~'P) Abraham and his descendants, but all such would incur 

Yahweh's displeasure and would themselves become the subjects of his cursing (ii~). 

1 Wen ham makes this samc point 'Blessing not only links the patriarchal narratives with each other ... it 

also links them with the primcval history (cr. J :28; 5:2; 9: J). The promises of blessing to the patriarchs 

arc thus a reassertion of God's original intentions for man' (1987:275). 
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Although there are aspects of the blessing in the primeval narrative, such as rest from 

labour, that are not repeated in the patriarchal narratives, this is to be expected, since 

blessing cannot be defined in terms of a limited list of benefits. Blessing is the bestowal of 

power in the framework of harmonious relationships. Just as the blessing in the creation 

narratives is not merely a vague power, but is specifically directed towards the fulfilment 

of definite goals, so the blessing of Abraham, is not a mere good wish formula but is 

applied to particular goals. However, the concept of fertility seems to be particularly 

closely associated with the theme of blessing 0:22, 28; 9:1; 12:2). 

2.3.3 Ob tades to Blessing in the Abraham Cycle 

We have een, then, that the Abraham cycle is introduced in such a way as to lead the 

reader to expect that the narrative will describe the fulfilment of the divine promises to 

Abraham. However, as 1. Goldingay points out, there are many obstacles to be overcome 

before Abraham realises even partial fulfilment of the benefits that he has been promised. 

He comments, 

The key theme which emerges from these two opening chapters of the Abraham 

story (Gen 11-12) is that Yahweh made certain commitments to Abram, 

commitments which met some measure of fulfilment but were ever threatened by 

circum tantial and human factors. And every major element in the rest of the 

Ahraham narrative relates to this theme stated in these opening chapters. Yahweh 

has undertaken to bless Abram with descendants and land and to make him a 

blessing for other peoples. But the path to fulfilment of this undertaking is 

littered with obstacles (1980: 13; cf. Helyer, 1983: 1980). 

This type of story, where the narrative is dominated by obstacles is a recognised literary 

technique, the purpose of which, according to Peter Ellis is, 
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To arouse suspense and sustain interest by recounting episodes which threaten or 

retard the fulfilment of what the reader either suspects or hopes or knows to be 

the ending of the story (1969: 136). 

In the context of the Abraham saga this drama of increasing tension is developed in relation 

to the fulfilment of God's promises. The relevance of this for blessing is quite obvious; 

there could not be any blessing until the initial fulfilment of the promises. Throughout the 

Abraham narrative there is a tension between the furtherance of blessing, on the one hand, 

and hindrances to blessing on the other. The obstacles that hinder the fulfilment of the 

promises and, therefore, the blessing, can be shown by a survey of the relevant material. 

Following the initial promise of blessing and Abraham's arrival in Canaan (12:1-6) the 

land is promised to Abraham's descendants (12:7). This clear promise of land leads into 

the first series of obstacles or hindrances to the fulfilment of the blessing. There is a 

famine in the land (12: 10), As a result Abraham leaves the land (12: 10), The crisis 

deepens as the promise of descendants is endangered as well as the promise of land: Sarah 

is taken into Pharaoh's harem (12: 15). 

The problems are resolved when Sarah is restored to Abraham (12:19-20), and when 

Abraham re-enters Canaan (13:1) with additional wealth (13:2), and calls upon the name of 

Yahweh at Bethel (13:3-4). This means that the narrative is now on course for the 

furtherance of blessing in fulfilment of the promises. However, before this can happen, 

new obstacles are introduced, particularly in relation to 'land'. The land cannot support 

both Lot and Abraham (13:5-6) and quarreling breaks out among the herdsmen (13:7). 

The problem is compounded because the Canaanites and Perizzites are also in the Land 

(13:7). Consequently, Lot and Abraham separate (13:8-12), 
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The promised blessings of many descendants (13: 14-16) and of land (13:17) are renewed. 

In response, Abraham builds an altar at Hebron (13: 18). This is followed by an incident 

in which Abraham risks his life, and consequently the fulfilment of the promises, in his 

attempt to rescue Lot (14: 1-24). However, this attempt is successful and blessing is 

pronounced on Abraham by Melchizedek. Blessing remains on the agenda throughout the 

next chapter where Abraham is promised a multitude of descendants and land (15:1-21). A 

reminder of Sarah' s barrenness (16: 1) highlights the main obstacle to the fulfilment of the 

promise of descendants. In seeking to provide their own solution to the problem of 

barrenness, Abraham and Sarah create more hindrances for the promises of blessing: 

Abraham sleeps with Hagar (16:2-4) and she conceives (16:4). This leads Hagar to 

despise Sarah (16:4), who, then, reproaches Abraham (16:5). Eventually, because of 

mistreatment, Hagar flees from Sarah (16:6). This crisis passes when the angel of 

Yahweh finds Hagar (16:7). He promises her the blessing of numerous descendants 

(16: 10) and Hagar returns to her mistress and gives birth to Ishmael (16:9-15). 

Bles ing i also dominant in chapter 17. God gives Abraham the covenant of circumcision 

(17: 1-14) and promises to bless Sarah with descendants (17: 16). Specifically, the birth of 

Isaac is promised, with the a<;surance that God will make a covenant with him (17:19). 

God aL 0 promises to bless Ishmael (17 :20). In chapter 18, these promises are confirmed 

by three visitors (1 R: I-IS). 

The attention of the narrative now focuses on the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah and the 

rescue of Lot (18: 16-19:38). The blessing - obstacle - blessing pattern is not evident in 

this material. However, when the narrative returns to the story of Abraham and Sarah, a 

new obstacle to the blessing of descendants is introduced. Abraham lies about Sarah 

(20: 1-2) and Ahimelech takes her into his harem (20:2). 

The threat to the blessing of descendants posed by Abimelech is soon overcome when God 

warns him in a dream (20:3) and he returns Sarah to Abraham (20:14-16). Abraham prays 
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for the restoration of fertility in Abimelech 's household and Yahweh answers his prayer 

accordingly (20: 17-18). The promised blessing of descendants enters a new phase with 

the birth of Isaac (21: 1-4). 

The renewed blessing is interrupted by a further series of hindrances. They begin with 

Ishmael mocking Isaac (21 :9). Eventually Hagar and Ishmael are expelled (21:14). There 

is one further obstacle to the promise of descendants; Abraham is commanded to sacrifice 

Isaac (22: 1-2). They travel three days to Moriah (22:3-8). Abraham prepares to kill Isaac 

(22:9-10). God rescues Isaac and a ram is sacrificed instead (22: 11-13). Abraham is 

promised the blessings of numerous descendants (22: 15-17). Furthermore, blessing will 

be channelled to all the nations of the earth through Abraham's descendants (22: 18; cf. 

12:3). 

Following a brief genealogy of Abraham's brother, Nahor, another series of obstacles to 

blessing is introduced . The blessing in question is that of land. Abraham has been 

promised that he and hi descendants shall possess this land (13: 15), but when his wife 

Sarah dies (23 : 1-2), he still does not own enough land in which to bury her (23:3-4). 

Funhermore, the inhabitants of the land seem reluctant to sell to him (23:5-6). However, 

thi . problem is overcome with the successful purchase of Machpelah (23: 10-20). 

The purchase of Machpelah means that Abraham now possesses a token piece of the 

promised land (23 : 17-20) . Isaac represents the guarantee of numerous descendants and 

the election of a wi fe for him completes the story at this stage (24: 1-67). These two are 

the major aspects of blessing and with no further obstacles to come the narrator can now 

declare that ' Yahweh has blessed Abraham in every way' (24: 1). 

Having surveyed briefly the obstacles that hindered the fulfilment of the promises and 

delayed the accompanying blessing, we shall now turn our attention to the major aspects of 

blessing and consider them in more detail. 
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2.3.4 Blessing in Terms of Posterity in the Abraham Cycle 

We have already observed that fertility is emphasized as an important aspect of blessing in 

the primeval narrative (1:22, 28; 9:1). The same idea is present in 12:1-3 in the promise 

that Abraham will become a great nation (12:2) . Later this promise is elaborated and 

Abraham is told that he will have descendants as numerous as the dust (13:16) or as the 

stars (15:5). However, because of the barrenness of Sarah, the fulfilment of the promise 

is focused , to begin with, on the subject of an heir for Abraham. He must, after all, have 

at least one heir before he can have a multitude of descendants! As S. Wagner writes, 

No reader of the Abraham story could really miss the absolutely basic theme of 

an heir. In fact, the whole Abraham story hinges on this point which constantly 

eem to be in danger of frustration (1972: 138). 

Although the reason. are not fully explained, it is obvious that the narrator expects his 

reader to under. tand that it i not only Abraham who will be blessed with an heir, but 

Sarah also. 1 Otherwise Sarah's barrenness would not be an obstacle to descendants since 

polygamy is acceptable (cf. 25: 1; 35:22-26). However, to the narrator of Genesis, any 

1 Turner, however, takes a different view. Commenting on 12:2 he writes, 'All that Abraham and the 

reader are 10Id IS that Ahraham will become a great nation. To hear the promise as Abraham heard it, we 

must bra ket out any later developmenL<; we now know will lake place. "I will make of you a great nation" 

must not be garhled into "your harren wife will have a child". Sarah's barrenness rules out her giving 

buth; but there are many avenues open to Abraham 1O get descendants' (1990:61-62). I think Turner 

ml. ses the point here, that even at a much later stage, in chapter \5, Abraham is still anxiously waiting for 

a natural son as the fulfilment of God's promises (15:2-3). It is , therefore, very unlikely that at an early 

stage he would conSider that a family by proxy through his nephew could be the fulfilment of the promise 

that God would make him a great nation! 
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threat to either Sarah or Abraham is a threat to the promised blessing. The first threat to 

this aspect of the blessing is the visit of Abraham to Egypt and the entrance of Sarah into 

Pharaoh's harem (12: 14-16). Thus in a tension packed narrative the reader is faced with 

the possibility that the whole foundation of the blessing is crumbling.! However, God 

intervenes to protect the promise and he plagues Pharaoh until Sarah is released (12: 17-

20). The subject of descendants is raised again in chapter 15. The word of Yahweh 

comes to Abraham with the following reassurance: 

Following these events Yahweh promises protection and a reward because of Abraham's 

faithfulness. This message does not reassure the patriarch because he cannot reconcile it 

with the fact that his wife is barren (15:2-3). Abraham's protest is that he cannot be 

regarded as rewarded or blessed if he has no family and has only a servant to inherit his 

wealth (15:2-3). Abraham recognizes that all the promises of blessing will fail if there is 

no heir through whom the blessings can be channelled when he dies. Indeed it is not just 

the promi. e of de. cendants that is called in question; Abraham has been promised 'a great 

name' but this is impossible without descendants2 (cf. 1 :22). 

I Goldlngay writes. '12: I 0-13:4 relate a further threatLO the promise. Yahweh intends to make Abram a 

grcm nallon. to make hIm a bleSSing to the nations. and to give the land of Canaan to his descendants. But 

as a rcsull of an entirely human respon<;c to a real crisis. each clement in this promise receives a kind of 

anti-fulfilment, Ahram leaves the land of Canaan. watehes the potential mother of his descendants join the 

Pharaoh's harem, and causes Yahweh LO hrlng affliction on the Pharaoh and his house. All ends well (very 

well, IOdccd: sce 12: It); 13 .2), y{'tthe story IS a sombre onc' (1980:13). 

2 Skinner commcnL<;, 'To dIe chIldless and leave no name on earth (Num 27:4) is a fate so melancholy that 

even the assurance of present fellowship WIth God bnngs no hope or joy' (1930:278). Cr. the lament of 

AbsaJom : "':-.:::n, j"':;' ..., j ::l~;l ::l ""- "'~ (11 Sam 18:18). However. Abraham has much 

more to lo<;c than Ahsalom . He represenL<; the embodiment of hope for the world. His departure from his 
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Yahweh's response is not to give Abraham tangible proof that he will have a son. 

Abraham is expected to believe against the odds that he will be blessed and any such proof 

would be out of the question. Indeed, instead of giving proof, as Von Rad puts it, 

Yahweh 'only increases the paradox' (1972:184). Abraham is expected to believe that he, 

who has not been able to have one son, will eventually have children as numerous as the 

stars (15:5). In other words he is required to believe that he could receive the promise 

given in 12: 1-3 when as yet he has not received the first instalment of the blessing. 

The childlessness of Sarah continues to dominate the narrative in chapter 16. This chapter 

explores an alternative way of providing the heir. Sarah's maid Hagar is called to act as 

surrogate. This incident is part of the increasing drama of suspense built into the work and 

it is closely linked with the theme of blessing. The reader has up until this point been 

expecting evidence of the blessing to come in the fonn of an heir through Sarah. Now, as 

E. A. Speiser ummanze , 

Abraham i~ indeed to have an heir; not by Sarah, however, but by her slave girl 

Hagar. Is this not contrary to earlier hints and expectations, a disappointing anti

climax? The reader can only wait and see (1964:119). 

It is not until the renewal of the covenant in Chapter 17 that it is made clear that Hagar is 

not Yahweh '. channel for the fulfilment of the promise and the subsequent blessing on 

Abraham. However, because Abraham is blessed by Yahweh, he becomes the source of 

homeland is WIth a VIew to channelling blessing to all nations. Without an heir, this is all an unfulfilled 

dream (cf. 12:2). 
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blessing for Hagar by making her fruitful. 1 Thus the angel said to her, 'I will so increase 

your descendants that they will be too numerous to count' (16: IQ). 

In chapter 17 there is a renewal of all the promises previously given.2 However, the 

highpoint of the chapter is reached with the re-assertion that Sarah will have a son (17: 15). 

Abraham finds this difficult to believe and he laughs (17: 17). But it is now made 

absolutely clear that in spite of all the obstacles that Sarah will bear Abraham a son: 'I 

will bless her and will surely give you a son by her. 1 will bless her so that she will be the 

mother of nations, kings of peoples will come from her' (17: 16 ). 

Also, in this chapter, the essential difference between Ishmael and the son promised to 

Sarah is made clear. It is not that one will be blessed and the other not. Both sons, 

Hagar'. as well as Sarah's are to receive God's blessing through Abraham. The essential 

difference is that Sarah's son is to be blessed within the covenant relationship. This is 

made clear when the promise is reaffirmed: 

And as for Ishmael, I have heard you: I will surely bless him; I will make him 

fruitful and will greatly increase his numbers. He will be the father of twelve 

rulers, and I will make him into a great nation but my covenant I will establish 

with Isaac whom Sarah will bear to you (17:20). 

Funhermore a~ Westermann comments, 

I Tsevat commenl" 'the paramount clement which ties the Hagar chapter to the Abraham narrative as a 

whole is God's promlS(' to Abraham, tn particular the promise of offspring on whom the blessing, first 

mentioned tn 12:2f., may rest' (19RO:6R). 

2 WhIte commenting on chapter 17, Writes, 'The form and content of the promises vary from the succinct 

promise of land tn Gen 12:7 and the simple promIse of blessing and numcrous postcrity in 26:24, to the 

baroque accumulation of promises in 17: l -R' (1971: 174). 
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Even though the covenant is carried on only in Isaac, that does not mean that God 

no longer acts in regard to nations outside Israel; He blesses, increases, and 

grants greatness to them too (1985:270). 

Thus there is a link here with the universal blessing on mankind in 1 :28 and with the 

promise that all nations will receive blessing through Abraham (12:2). However, the close 

relationship that is necessary for blessing is not found through Ishmael's relationship with 

God, but through Abraham's faith and obedience. 

In chapter 18 the promise of descendants is reiterated by three visitors who are entertained 

by Abraham (18: 10). The fact that one of these visitors is identified as God himself 

suggests a very close relationship between Abraham and God. This underscores the 

importance of the connection between blessing and harmonious relationships. It is 

ignificant that in this passage, as in chapters 15 and 17 the relationship with Yahweh is 

interlinked with the promise of descendants (18: 10). This passage will be discussed in 

more detail in the chapter on 'seed'. 

The story of Abraham and Abimelech (chapter 20) is also related to blessing in terms of 

procreation. God proteCL'i Sarah from Abimelech by rendering the ladies in the harem 

barren. Abraham prays for Abimelech, his wife and slave girls so that they can bear 

children again (20: 17). What Abraham asks God on behalf of Abimelech 's wife is what he 

greatly de~ires for his own wife (15:2). God not only answers his prayer regarding the 

Philistines hut a1<;0 in relation to Sarah as we shall see below (cf. Fokkelman, 1989:48). 

Eventually in chapter 21: 1-7 we have the account of the birth of the promised son. This is 

a climactic pa<;sage; the goal towards which the narrative has been slowly moving since 

12:1-3. As T. D. Alexander observes: 
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The account of the birth of Isaac is a very important and essential element in the 

Abraham cycle. The earlier divine promises of a son find their fulfilment in 21: 1-

7. At length the promised son is born. Clearly these verses perform a vital 

function within the Abraham cycle for without an account of the birth of Isaac the 

entire story would remain incomplete (1982:56). 

In the birth of Isaac one of the most important aspects of the blessing begins to unfold. 

Earlier the promise of a son to Sarah in 17: 16 is specifically described as a blessing and, 

furthermore, the birth of a son is evidence that the blessing of numerous descendants is 

now moving towards future fulfilment (12:2; 13: 15; 15:5; 17 :5-6; 18: 18). The reference 

to Abraharn circumcising his son on the eighth day points back to chapter 17 and 

demonstrates Abraham' obedience to the stipulations of the covenant that Yahweh makes 

with him (17: 12). The importance of a close relationship between the one bestowing 

blessing and the recipient has already been mentioned several times in this study and it is 

prominent here once again. Abraham obeys God's stipulation about circumcision and 

thereby guarantees the continuance of the harmonious relationship between himself and 

God. 

With the birth of Isaac in 21:1-7 it seems that at last the tension is over and faith (even 

though it is rather faltering), i finally rewarded. However, there is still one great test of 

faith to come for Abraham. In Gen 22 it is clearly shown that although Abraham regards 

lsaac as the key to the promises, and the guarantee of blessing, he must pass a test that 

will demon<;trate that he is a worthy recipient of the blessings. This involves showing his 

willingness to sacrifice Isaac (22: 1 ).1 

1 OD':'l:J ~-li~ IY';) 0";-' '~D Speiscr commcnts that the Hcbrew is 'inverted for emphasis 

and the effect is hClghtened by the defimte articlc with Elohim. Thc idea is thus conveyed that this was no 

ordinary procedure, bulthal God had a particularly Important objective in mind' (1964: 162). 

God'scommandlo ;-'~Ii':l;-' fl~-'}\ 1'-l' isrcminisccntofhiscaJlinchaplcr12, 
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As Fokkelman remarks, 

When Isaac has finally been born and Abraham thinks that the terrible strain ir 

now over, God strikes with a horrible, inconceivable demand: sacrifice your 

son! At the last moment, this drastic turn of the story yields a paroxysm of 

fearful tension (1989:49). 

The severity of the test is emphasized with the threefold repetition of the phrase, 'your 

son, your only son' l""ln"'-n~ lj:J-n~ (Gen 22:2,12,16).1 The effect is 

intensified by the word play between l,,"'n'" and '":1n-:' , which also occurs three times 

(22:6, 8, 19). The word play emphasizes the unity between father and son underscoring 

the cost of Abraham' s obedience (cf. Fokkelman, 1989:50). 

Indeed, Abraham's obedience is unqualified; he sets out 'early in the morning' having 

prepared the wood for the sacrifice himself (22:3). A three day journey is involved so that 

Abraham ha. time to consider all the consequences of what he has been asked to do. In 

spite of all this, as the narrative unfolds, the clear impression is given that his resolve does 

not weaken (22:4-5). As they draw near to the appointed place, the servants are left 

behind and Abraham and Isaac proceed alone, 'together' (22:6). The tension increases 

when Isaac asks 'where is the lamb?' and his father replies, 'God himself will provide the 

lamb' (22:7-8) . The drama reaches its climax as Isaac is bound and Abraham raises his 

knife to kill his son (22:9- 10). The importance of this is that Abraham is portrayed as 

willing to forgo every aspect of the promised blessing for the sake of his relationship with 

God; all other blessings are subordinate to this relationship! The tension is quickly 

':1:::i~,::) l'-l' (12:1) . Lclbowiv comments, 'Let us ... note the rccurrcnceofparallel phrasing 

holdmg together the threads of the narrative. Abraham's first and la'it trial are prefaced by the words "Get 

thee out ... " In hiS first trial he ie; bidden to forgo his past, in the last one, his future' (1981:113-114). 

1 This is particularly poignant since the reader knows that lsaac is not Abraham's only son. 
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released with the intervention of the angel and the substitution of the ram for Isaac (22: 13). 

The episode concl udes wi th a blessing pronounced by God on Abraham (22: 16-18). 

Abraham is assured that his descendants will be as 'numerous as the stars in the sky and as 

the sand on the sea shore' (22: 17). The importance of this pericope (22: 16-18) for the 

theme blessing will be discussed below (section 2.3.8). 

The final episode in the life of Abraham l is also related to the question of descendants. In 

Genesis 24 he sends his servant to find a wife among his relatives for Isaac. The servant 

is charged not to allow Isaac to marry a Canaanite. Abraham's reason for sending the 

servant is given in terms clearly reminiscent of the promised blessing and particularly of 

the promise of many descendants. Abraham addresses his servant as follows: 

The Lord, the God of heaven, who brought me out of my father's household and 

out of my native land and who spoke to me and promised me on oath, saying, 

'To your offspring I will give this land' - he will send his angel before you so that 

you can get a wife for my son from there (24:7). 

This ve~e does not contain only the promise of land as Westermann suggests.2 Clearly 

the two aspect~ of the promise, descendants and land are inseparable here; the land would 

1 Lcloowill argues that chapler 24 IS the final stage in the transition from Abraham to Isaac. He writes: 

'Ills Abraham who opens the chapler. who calls to his servanl, the elder of his house. It is he who 

demands. admonishes. prohibiL~ and restrlcLS . adjures. With this he has done his part. When the faithful 

emissary relurns fmm his journey. we no longer hear Abraham receiving the report of the emissary· but 

the servanl addresses himself to Isaac. To lsaac he relates "all the things which he did". The first 

patriarchal generallon gives way lO iLS successor' (1981:214). 

2 Westermann wriles. 'In GeneSIS 24 :7 ... in Abraham 's words lO his servant, recalling the promise 

receIVed earlier from God, we find only the promlsc of the land' (1980:22). However, since the context of 
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be incomplete without inhabitants and the multitude of descendants would need land before 

they could become the great nation promised in 12:1-3. 

Genesis 24: lOff describe how he arrives at Aram-naharaim. Having been guided by God 

he meets Rebekah the daughter of Bethuel, nephew of Abraham. Rebekah returns with the 

servant and becomes the wife of Isaac. 

In conclusion, then, we have observed that one of the promises that Yahweh makes to 

Abraham is that he will become a great nation. This promise is very appropriate in tenns 

of previous references to blessing; it is closely related to fertility and this is one of the 

main aspect of ble sing highlighted in the earlier references to the subject. However, the 

promise of nationhood with its connotations of fertility seem incompatible with Sarah's 

barrenness. Abraham does have a son through Hagar. This son, Ishmael, will receive 

blessing because of Abraham's close relationship with God. However, no close 

relationship 'Will be established with Ishmael. Blessing is promised to Abraham and his 

off pring in the context of a covenant relationship. This will be realised through the son 

born to Sarah. The fact that b;aac is born when, humanly speaking it is impossible for 

Abraham and Sarah to have children, emphasizes that this child is a gift from God in a 

special sense. 

2.3.5 The Blc. ing of a Great Name 

In 12: 1-3, one of the promi,es associated with blessing is that God will make Abraham's 

name great. We have already observed that this probably means that Abraham will become 

famous as a result of the blessing. There are several allusions in the text where it is 

implied that Abraham's name is taking on something of the promised greatness. 

the passage IS findmg a hrlde for lsaac and thus the possibility of the fulfilment of the promise of many 

desccndanL,\. the promlsc of land and that of POSLCrity are inseparable here. 
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The way in which Abraham is treated in Egypt suggests that he is a personage of 

considerable influence and importance. Abraham is well treated by Pharaoh who honours 

him and his fellow travellers with gifts. Furthermore, even though Pharaoh realises that 

Abraham has deceived him, he permits the patriarch, his wife and his entourage to leave 

Egypt unharmed. As Wiseman comments, 

Abraham's rank and dignity were ... acknowledged by the Egyptian King (Gen 

12:10-20) who would otherwise have dismissed an insignificant foreigner, 

e pecially if he were a suppliant for relief or a mere herdsman-nomad whose 

action had affronted the court (1980: 145). 

Wiseman' argument is upported by the story of the visit of Jacob's sons to Egypt (42:1-

44:34). The treatment they receive from Joseph and his servants shows that they do not 

have a great name; they are treated with suspicion and risk imprisonment (42: 17). 

Abraham, in contra t, i treated with courtesy and generosity (12: 16). 

Abraham's victory in chapter 14 give the impression that he is already an influential 

figure. He is acknowledged as leader by a number of Hittites (14:24). The aftermath of 

the battle in chapter 14 from which he emerges victorious does much to enhance his fame. 

He i afforded the honour of an audience with Melchizedek and even appears superior to 

the King of Sodom.l 

A brah am ' negotiation with Abimelech and Phicol his commander, suggest that the 

patriarch is influential (21 :22-34). There is no hint that Abraham is the inferior partner in 

the treaty. Indeed, the fact that Abimelech encourages Abraham to make a peace treaty 

1 Abraham does not nc.c.d to accept anything from the King of Sodom. This leaves the latter in Abraham's 

debt showing hIS superiority over the King. 
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shows that the patriarch is powerful enough to be a threat. 1 Wiseman commenting on this 

incident remarks: 

The agreement made by Abimelech and his army commander bears all the 

hallmarks of an ancient parity treaty including provision for the parties to keep 

each other informed of any transgression of border or well rights (21 :26-27). 

Another indication of the power and status of Abraham is the clause requiring 

Abraham never to deal falsely with Abimelech his children or descendants, and to 

show reciprocal good will (iOn). Abraham was thought powerful enough to 

be able to interfere with internal policy within Gerar or to maintain relations on a 

'state-equivalent' basis. That Abraham countered with claims of his own (13:25) 

i an indication that he was not acting as a mere vassal (1980: 146). 

In Abraham's negotiation about a burial site, the Hittites treat him with considerable 

deference. They refer to him a 'a mighty prince among us' (23:6). Even if this is not an 

official title, it nevenheles. uggests that Abraham was well-known and respected among 

the Hittite . 

The uccess and fame of Abraham i also related by Abraham's servant to his relatives 

(24:35-39). 

~':11 ~1 i~(.j "I:Ji~-rl~ l'J~ j11j1"11 

Thi i only the beginning of Abraham's fame; it will increase and multiply in his 

descendants. As 1. Muilenburg observes, 

1 Ablmelcch's words suggest that he IS afraid of Abraham; 'Now swear to me here before God that you will 

not deal falsely with me or my descendants. Show to me and the country where you are living the same 

kindne. ('1; - ) 1 have shown to you' (21:23). 
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Abram's name will have great distinction and renown; it will not pass away with 

his death, but it will be treasured in the memories of Israel, perpetuated in the 

celebrations of the cult, to become the name by which the people is to understand 

itself. Men will say 'We are the children of Abram', and in their confession they 

will know themselves blessed with the blessing of their progenitor (1965:392). 

As Muilenburg suggests, the greatness of Abraham's name only begins to be fulfilled in 

Genesis. Ultimately, Abraham's name becomes great because he is recognised as the 

father of the nation of Israel. It is in this direction that the Genesis narrative leads the 

reader. 

2.3.6 Ble ing in terms of Yahweh's Protection of Abraham 

Another a pect of Abraharn's pecial relationship with Yahweh is that of protection and 

victory. God' blessing on Abraham includes the promise, 'whoever curses you I will 

eu e' (12: 3). r n other word Yahweh promises to bless Abraham by taking his side 

again t anyone who would de pi e him or wish him ill ("1'). 

The visit to Egypt repre ent a low point in Abraham's evaluation of Yahweh's protection. 

He i afraid that the Egyptian will kill him (12: 12). Taking matters into his own hands, 

Abraham decei es the Egyptian in an attempt to save his own life. This represents a 

vinual rejection of his relationship with God since he fails to accept that Yahweh can 

protect him. A a result he 10 e Sarah and jeopardizes the future of God's promises to 

him (12: 14-16). However, Abraham' re-entry of Canaan heralded a restoration of his 

relation wi th both hi wife (13: 1) and Yahweh. He returns to the site of the altar he had 

built earlier and, he calls on the name of Yahweh (13:3-4).1 

1 Skmner regard! 13:3-4 as merely 'a rcdaClional addllion bringing the narrative back to Bethel, the 

tradilional scene of the separation' (i.e. from Lot; 1930:251). Weslermann, disagrees seeing the verses as 
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Abraham's victory in chapter 14 is presented as a blessing. This is made clear in the 

description of Abraham's encounter with Melchizedek (14:19-20). In this brief passage 

the root 1i:J occurs three times. This emphasizes that Abraham' s victory is to be seen as 

a direct result of the blessing given by 'God Most High'. Furthermore, in Abraham's 

confrontation with the King of Sodom, it is implied that Abraham consulted with God and 

accepted certain conditions before the battle (14:22-23). The entire venture, then, was 

carried out under God's protective blessing in the context of a close relationship between 

God and Abraham. 

The ubject of Yahweh's protective presence is taken up again in chapter 15. God's 

relationship with the patriarch is confirmed at a time when he seems to be in considerable 

danger if the background provided in chapter 14 is taken as the immediate context. 

:.,~tl i1::liD 1i?itl' 17 1lr;J ~:J:J~ O":i:J~ ~":i~r.l-'~ 

1(,) and i::J~ are both frequently u ed in a military context; the lltl as part of the 

oldier' . armour l CIl Sam 1 :21; Prov 6: 11) and the i':litl' as his wages Cll Kings 7:6; I 

Chron 19:6). Yahweh pre. ent him elf to Abraham in terms of personal protection and 

reward. Yahweh has given him victory and he will continue to protect him. 

an integral part of the narrative. He commenL<;, 'It Will a special experience for the small-callle nomads to 

find and sce again a "pIa e" where they had once rested and set up a memorial to the God who was guiding 

them' (1986a: 175). However, it seem that 13: 1-4 is an essential and integral part of the story. It fulfils 

the important role of indicating that the relation. hip between Abraham and God has been restored (cr. J. C. 

Gibson, 1981 :39). 

1 Wenham commenting on 'I am your shield' wntes, 'Here the military metaphor is unmistakable' 

(1987:327). 
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In chapter 20 we have a further example of the patriarch resorting to deceit to protect 

himself. He claims that his wife is his sister and she is taken into the harem of Abimelech 

(20:2). This deceit places Sarah in danger and, concomitant with this, it jeopardises the 

future of the promised blessings. God protects Abraham and Sarah by appearing to 

Abimelech in a dream and by inflicting the ladies of his harem with barrenness (20:3-18). 

The link between blessing and protection is developed in Genesis 22: 16-18. In this brief, 

but very important, blessing passage, Abraham is assured that his descendants will 'take 

possession of the cities of their enemies'. So, just as God has blessed Abraham by 

protecting him and giving him victory, the same blessing will be afforded to his 

descendants. 

Throughout the Abraham cycle the reader is given the clear impression that God is 

protecting the patriarch and also, indirectly protecting the future of the promises of 

ble ing. We have seen evidence of this protection in Abraham's encounter with two 

foreign kings; Pharaoh and Abimelech. Furthennore, the victory over those who captured 

Lot i a very good example of how the patriarch is protected against overwhelming odds. 

Reassurance of continuing protection i given in chapter 15. Finally similar protective 

ble ing i promi ed to Abraham' descendants. 

2.3.7 Abraham Mediate Bles iog to Others 

The promises in 12:1-3 that 'all peoples on earth will be blessed through you' and that '1 

will bIes those who bIe s you' leads us to expect that Abraham's relationships with others 

will lead to the bles ing being channelled through him to them. There are a number of 

passages which suggest that those who accompany Abraham receive blessing because of 

him. Lot is the best example: Commenting on 12:4a Coats writes, 
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Abraham goes as God has instructed him to do. But also, as if in confinnation of 

the responsibility Abraham bears for blessing those who share a relationship with 

him, the verse notes that Lot goes along. In his relationship with Abraham, Lot 

gains access to God's blessing (1981:31). 

Furthennore, through his association with Abraham Lot becomes extremely wealthy (13:5) 

but when he separates and goes his own way, his fortunes take a downward turn; 1 he is 

captured (14: 12), despised (19:9), evacuated from a doomed city (19: 16-22), his wife is 

turned into salt (19:26) and finally, while living in a cave in the wilderness, his daughters 

have an incestuou relationship with him (19:30-38). The fact that Lot survived at all is 

credited to God's relationship with Abraham (19:29). 

1 The relationship betwccn Lot and Abraham is dealt with, in a very subtle way, in the account of the 

journey to EgYPL The purpose seems to be to gradually remove Lot from his close association with 

Abraham. Thi i. done by making a slight change in the wording of 13:1 which describes the departure of 

Lot from Egypt compared with 12:5 and the departure from Haran. According to 12:5 'Abram took Sarai 

hi. wife, and Lot Hi. brother's son'. 

On the other hand 13: I PULo; 'all that Abram had' before Lot showing that his relationship with Abram is 

no longer ao; close a'l it had been when they left Haran. 

I ~l:Ji .;..:r tl '-iV~-'? 'r.lV~' ~~i1 Cl~':'l~~f-l Cl~:Jt\ 'V~1 

Lcibowiu commenL'I, 'When they departed from Haran, Lot was an integral part of the family and their 

substance or property was eVldentl y held in common. When they came back out of Egypt, however, we are 

confronted with the existence of two separate families. Lot is no longer mentioned immediately after Sarah 

ru part of the family, but a'l someone who has attached himself to the group and accompanies them in an 

individual capa ity' (19R I : 122-123). ThIs gradual distancing of Lot from Abraham makes it clear that the 

promises made In 12: 1-3 are to Abraham alone. Lot only benefits from the blessing through his 

association WIth Ahraham (cf. 19:29). The process of distancing Lot from Abraham is completed when 

th y separate because of lack of pasture (13: 11), removing Lot even further from the source of blessing. 
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l~i1;J i1?~i1iJ lir-ltl 'Di~-r1~ n7lU~1 0D'):n~-r1~ O~i1~~ i:;"~1 

'Di~ li1? ~ lU~-i'V~ O~i~i"1-r1~ 

There are other examples of people being blessed through association with Abraham.1 

Hagar, though merely an Egyptian slave girl, becomes the mother of many descendants 

(16: 10; 17 :20). Abimelech' s wives and concubines lose their fertility when Abimelech 

takes Sarah as his wife but regain it when she is returned to Abraham in answer to his 

prayers (20: 17). Finally, Abraham's servant is blessed with success on account of his 

master (24: 12,27). 

However, Abraham is promised that he will not only be a blessing to individuals but also 

to nations (cf. 12:3). Abraham's role as a blessing to the nations is portrayed in chapter 18 

where Yahweh a. ks whether he should hide from Abraham the news of the impending 

doom of Sodom. The rea on why Yahweh shares this news with Abraham is according to 

Wolff, 'highly ignificant' (1966:147-148): 'Abraham will surely become a great and 

powerful nation and all nations on earth will be blessed through him' (18:18). The reason 

for informing Abraham about the destruction before it happened is linked directly with his 

role of bringing ble sing to the nations. Abraham is viewed as having influence with the 

highe t possible authority. Face to face with Yahweh, Abraham bargains regarding the 

afety of his nephew in term that might possibly have led to a reprieve for a doomed city 

(l :23·33). This de. cription of the patriarch bargaining with God is one of the most 

daring ponrayals of human/divine relations in the entire Old Testament.2 Although his 

interces ion is not succe sful in saving Sodom, the point being made is that Abraham and 

I Dl){On Sunderland secs the rescue of Lol and the intercession on behalf of Sodom and Gomorrah as further 

inCIdents where Abraham failed lO further the blessing (1983: 337-343). 

2 Even the intercession of Moses on behalf of Israel is portrayed in less intimate terms (Exodus 32:10-14). 
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his descendants (Israel) have a relationship with God that gives them a special role as 

mediators of divine blessing. 

So then, we have seen that blessing is promised to Abraham in the divine promise speech 

at the beginning of this cycle (12:1-3). In this pericope blessing is closely associated with 

the promises of land, nationhood (descendants), a great name, divine protection and the 

opportunity to mediate blessing to others. We have seen how these aspects of blessing are 

fulfilled in the Abraham narrative. However, we have not considered land since a separate 

chapter will be devoted to this subject. 

There are two passage. in the Abraham cycle that merit special consideration at this stage, 

since blessing is particularly prominent in them. The first of these is in 22:16-18, which 

come at the conclusion of the passage where Abraham's willingness to offer Isaac is 

recorded. We shall look, firstly, at he content of this pericope, and then at the significance 

of its position in the Abraham cycle. The second passage is chapter 24. This passage is 

important because it provides a tran . ition from the Abraham cycle to the Jacob cycle and 

the theme of blessing is very prominent. 

2.3.8 ignificance of 22:16-18 

Although this pericope ha already been referred to, at this stage we must consider its 

importance in m re detail. The root li:J occurs 3 times in this short passage. The 

p sition of the pas~age in relation to the tory of the sacrifice of Isaac is very significant. 

When chapter 22 is compared with other passages that are structured in a similar way, the 

po ition of verses 16-18 can be shown to be unusual and significant. 

The whole incident of Abraham's offering of Isaac seems to be drawn to a conclusion 

when Abraham names the place i~i'" i1 i1'" where the attempted sacrifice occurred 

(22: 14). In the other examples of naming stories in Genesis, the naming concludes the 
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incident except for a brief concluding comment. There are three other stories that involve 

an address by an angel, the giving of promises which culminate in the place concerned 

receiving a significant name linked with the relevant incident. They usually conform to the 

following pattern: 

1. A difficult situation is described: 

a) Hagar alone by a spring in the desert (16:7) 

b) Jacob has left home and sleeps with a stone for a pillow (28:11) 

c) Jacob prepares to meet Esau (32:22-23; Heb 32:23-24) 

2. An angel intervenes: 

a) Hagar is told to return to her mistress (16:7-9) 

b) Angels appear ascending and descending on a stairway (28: 12) 

c) A man wrestles with Jacob until daybreak (32:24; Heb 32:25) 

3. A statement of blessing is given: 

a) Promise of a son and numerous descendants (16:10-12) 

b) The promise of land and descendants (28:14-15) 

c) lacob is given an unspecified blessing (32:29; I lcb 32:30) 

4. The place is given a significant name: 

a) The well is called "I~i "ID? i~:l (16:14) 

b) Jacob names the place ~~-n"l:l (28:19) 

c) Jacob names the place ~~"IJ:J (32:30; Heb 32:31) 

5. Brief summary of of the consequences of the encounter: 

a) Ishmael is born (16: 15) 

b) After making a vow 'lacob continued on his journey' (28:20-29:1) 

c) Jacob's limp linked with food laws (32:31-32; Heb 32:32-33) 
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It is interesting that, while chapter 22 has all the elements included in the above stories, the 

order in which they are presented is significantly different: 

1. A difficult situation is described: 

Isaac is to be sacrificed (22:9-10). 

2. An angel intervenes: 

An angel prevents the sacrifice (22:11-12). 

3. The place is given a significant name: 

Abraham names that place i1~i'" i11 i1'" (22: 14). 

4. A tatement of blessing i glven: 

De cendant , land and victory over enemies are promised (22:17-18). 

5. Brief summary of of the con equences of the encounter: 

Abraham rejoins hi servants and they return to Beersheba (22: 19). 

The main difference in the pre entation of this incident from the others considered, is that 

the bles. ings that relate to the future are separated from the main story and come after the 

naming of the place. The blessings are, therefore given special prominence and not even 

the naming motif is permitted to detract attention from them. In no other incident in 

Genesis where a place is named is the blessing found after the naming. 

What, then, is the special significance of 22: 16-18? In effect, it rounds off this part of the 

Abraham cycle. Just as 12: 1-3 introduced the story of Abraham with the subject of 

bIe sing, this pericope close it with the emphasis still on blessing; the final obstacle to the 
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promise of an heir has been overcome. It is surely significant that major sections of 

Genesis are quite often concluded by a genealogy and this is the case here (22:20-24). 

This pericope (22: 16-18) is also important because it forms a bridge between the past and 

the future . It represents Yahweh's final confirmation of the blessings to Abraham before 

his death. This is why, when compared with 12:1-3, there is less emphasis in 22:16-18 on 

Abraham personally being the source of blessing. In 12:1-3 all the blessings relate to and 

depend on Abraham: 

1. I will make you into a great nation 

2. I will ble s you 

3. I will make your name great 

4. You will be a blessing 

5. I will ble s tho e who ble you 

6. Whoever curse you I will cur e 

7. All people on earth will be blessed through you. 

ow, in 22: 16-18 the empha is ha changed. Although the narrative is looking back to 

what Abraham has done, as far as the blessing of the future is concerned, it is looking 

beyond Abraham to his de.cendant : 

1. I wear by myself declares Yahweh 

2. Because you have done thi and have not withheld your son, your only son 

3. I will surely bless you 

4. I will make your de cendants a. numerous as the stars in the sky and as the sand on the 

eashore 

5. Your descendants will take pos ession of the cities of their enemies 

6. Through your offspring all nations on earth will be blessed 

7. Because you have obeyed me. 
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While 12: 1-3 reaches its climax in 'through you shall all nations be blessed', it is now in 

22: 18 'through your offspring'. In this way the passage prepares for the spotlight to be 

taken off Abraham and focused on those who will follow him. It is no accident that the 

only person sharing this incident with Abraharn is Isaac. This accentuates even further the 

idea that this is a bridge passage representing the transition from father to son. 

Another important element in 22: 16-18 is that the promises are given in the fonn of an 

oath. This oath will be referred to again in 24:7; 26:3; and 50:24. Since covenants are 

usually ratified by oaths (cf. 21 :31) it may be argued that this oath represents the ratifying 

of the covenant of circumcision (17: 1-27). This view is put forward by Alexander who 

write : 

Abraham i tested by God in order to ascertain whether or not he truly fulfils the 

condition. laid upon him in 17:1. Does Abraham walk before God? Is he 

blarnele .? Clearly the events of chapter 22 show beyond doubt the deep loyalty 

of Abraharn to God. Obedience to God over-rides paternal affection. As a result 

Abraham not only receive back his son but he also merits the divine ratification 

of the earlier promi ed covenant of circumcision (1983:21). 

So then having hown the importance of 22: 16-18 we shall now summarise the content of 

the ble ing that i\ promised to Abraham in this significant passage. Firstly, he is 

promi. ed numerou de cendants. This promise corresponds to the promise of nationhood 

in 12: 1-3; in both cases blessing is closely associated with the idea of fertility. Secondly, 

it is emphasized that hi descendants will take 'possession of the cities of their enemies'. 

Implicit in this bles.' ing is the promise of land. Finally, Abraharn is promised that, because 

of hi obedience. all nation will be blessed through his offspring. 
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2.3.9 The Theme of Blessing in Chapter 24 

In this long chapter the subject of blessing is never far from the surface and five specific 

references in which the root li:J occurs 7 times are made to the concept. 

a) Abraham is now old and Yahweh has blessed him in every way ('j:;p). Having 

enjoyed the full benefits of blessing himself, it is now Abraham's responsibility to ensure 

that it is perpetuated through arranging a suitable wife for his son (24: 1). 

b) The servant has been guided by Yahweh and now he says 'Praise be to the Lord, the 

God of my master Abraham' (24:27; i1ii1'"' l'i:;J). 

c) Laban greets the servant as i1 i1'"' l'i~ (24:31). Westermann refers here, to 'the 

deliberate subtlety' of the repetition of i1ii1'"' li:J in two different senses (1985:388). 

Sternberg points out that Laban only refers to 'blessing' after he has seen the bracelets and 

the ring; 'Ignorant of antecendents and identities, Laban twists this charged phrase into 

homage to material blessi ng' (1985: 144). 

Vawter suggests, a contrast between the success of Abraham who left his home and 

enjoyed Yahweh's blessing in the promised land, and the comparative poverty of those 

who stayed behind (1977:269). Laban appears to envy that which Abraham has in 

abundance. However, it is significant that although Laban sees the wealth of Abraham as 

evidence of the blessing of God, this is never emphasized in the text. Furthermore, the 

reader knows that Abraham has been blessed in much deeper and more important ways. 

d) The servant explains that Yahweh has blessed his master with wealth and with a son 

who has been made heir of all his father possessed (24:35). The son, of course, is the 

main evidence of blessing, since no other acquisition could ever compensate for the lack of 

an heir. The servant, however, presents the fact that Abraham is very wealthy as 
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evidence of blessing. Indeed, the servant mentions Abraham's abundance of 'sheep and 

cattle, silver and gold, menservants and maidservants, and camels and donkeys, before he 

refers to Isaac. God never specifically promised that the blessing of Abraham would 

include the acquisition of wealth and this is certainly not an aspect of blessing that is 

greatly emphasized in Genesis. However, the servant is addressing a worldly minded 

audience who know nothing of Abraham's struggle of faith and he realises that wealth will 

be one of the most convincing proofs that Abraham has been blessed. 

e) Rebekah is blessed by her relatives 'Our sister may you increase to thousands upon 

thousands; may your offspring possess the gates of their enemies' (24:60). Westermann 

comments that, 'Tt is here that we encounter blessing in its most ancient form, the farewell 

blessing' (1985:390). The content of this blessing is a twofold wish for fertility and 

victory over enemies. Once again we see the importance of fertility as an aspect of 

blessing (cf. 1 :22, 28,9: 1; 12:2; 17: 16). Victory over one's enemies has not been as 

prominent as fertility but it is implicit in the promise to Abraham that God will bless those 

who bless him and curse those who curse him (12:3). Abraham's success as a warrior is 

linked to the idea of blessing in Abraham 's encounter with Melchizedek (14: 19-20). 

Furthermore, after Abraham 's obedience is demonstrated in his willingness to sacrifice 

Isaac, God blesses Abraham and promises that his descendants will 'take possession of the 

cities of their enemies' (22: 17). Therefore, the blessing pronounced on Rebekah contains 

two of the same benefits promised to Abraham. 

As well as these references to blessing there are also, in the wooing of Rebekah, 

reminiscences of the call of Abraham (12:1-3). Y. Roth comments that, 

Isaac' s wife-to-be responds to the call 'to go' from her father's house to a land 

not known to her. She 'goes out' (~~"I) as Abraham had gone out (24:5) ... 

The same emphasis is apparent in the Yahwist's choice of words for that which 

both Abraham and Rebekah leave behind: 'their country' (12: 1; 24:4), 'their 
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kindred' (12:1; 24:4), and 'their father's house' (12:1; 24:38). Similarly, two 

key verbs of the Yahwist's call of Abraham in Gen 12:1-3 recur in crucial 

statements in Gen 24: that of Abraham being 'blessed' (li~, 12:2-3; 24:1, 35) 

and that of Abraham 'becoming great' ('il, 12:2; 24:35). 

So, the wife of Isaac, as one through whom the promises to Abraham will find partial 

fulfilment, must follow in the footsteps of the patriarch to become a recipient and 

consequently a source of the blessing. 

Apart from ome details of Isaac's relationship to Abraham's descendants through other 

wive , the maniage of Isaac brings the Abraham narrative to an end. Alexander 

commenting on chapter 24 observes: 

2.3.10 

By recording how Isaac obtained a wife, the account prepares the way for further 

development. in the remaining patriarchal narratives. Without the marriage of 

Isaac the promises of numerous descendants and nationhood would remain 

unfulfilled. Thu chapter 24 forms an important bridge between the Abraham 

cycle and the ub equent Jacob cycle (1982:64). 

onclu ion 

ow that we have come to the end of this study of blessing in the Abraham narrative, it is 

important to . ummarise how the ble ing in chapters 12-25 is related to the same theme in 

the primeval hi tory. When this has been done it will also be necessary to take an 

overview of how the theme of blessing has developed up to chapter 25. 

We have een that blessing is the bestowal of power and favour by God to enable the 

recipient. to succeed in certain areas of life. Blessing in Genesis chapters 1-25 is closely 

a. sociated to fertility . However, blessing and fertility are not synonymous. Fertility is 
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only one aspect of blessing even though it is a very important one. Throughout the 

Abraham narrative, the theme of blessing is often developed in the context of fertility. This 

subject is raised firstly in the Abraham narrative in the divine speech in which God 

promises that Abraham shall become a great nation (12:2). The same idea is reiterated in 

the promise of many descendants. However, this aspect of blessing cannot be realised 

until Abraham has at least one child. Therefore, the promise of blessing becomes focused 

in the need for an heir to succeed Abraham. At first Ishmael seems to fulfIl this role and 

God doe make it clear that lshmael will receive blessing (17:20). However, it is soon 

established that Ishmael can only receive blessing in a limited sense. Blessing in a much 

more important sense will be channelled through Isaac and this will be in the context of a 

covenant relation hip (17:21). This association of a relationship between God and the 

recipient of blessing provide a close link with Genesis 1-11 where, as we have observed, 

a harmoniou relationship between God and mankind is the appropriate context for 

blessing. On the other hand, alienation evokes cursing from God, which is the antithesis 

of ble ing. 

Although fenility, in tenns of many de cendants, is a very important aspect of blessing, it 

i. not the only one explored in the Abraham narrative. We have also seen that another 

a pect of bles~ing i represented by God' promise to make Abraham's name great (12:2). 

We ob. erved a number of occasions when this is realised during Abraham's lifetime, but 

we have een that the full realisation of thi ble sing is in Abraham's status as the father of 

the nation of I~rael. This ble ing is not incompatible with the theme of blessing in 

Genesi 1-11. There is probably a link between Abraham's great name and the name 

Shem. oah' son hem (literally 'name') i associated with the idea of blessing and 

Abraham is descended from Shem (9:26; 11: 10-26). The final two aspects of blessing that 

we have studied In the Abraham narrative can also be related to blessing in chapters 1-11. 

These aspects are, protection and the mediation of blessing to others. Both of these 

aspect can be observed in the experiences of Noah (6: 1-8:22). The protection he receives 

is not from people despising him, but from the effects of the sins of others, which brought 
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God's curse on the earth (the flood). Furthennore, Noah mediates blessing to others. 

Those who are with him in the ark benefit from his close relationship with God: they are 

delivered from the effects of the flood and they receive the blessing that is pronounced by 

God (8:20-9:7). Therefore, both Noah and Abraham receive protective blessing from God 

and both are sources of blessing for those around them. 

We can conclude, then, that the theme of blessing in the Abraham narrative has affinities 

with the ame theme in chapters 1-11. The references to blessing, that we have seen so 

far, are not isolated and unrelated. There is a clear development of the theme, in a coherent 

and consistent way, through chapters 1-25. To begin with, blessing is pronounced on 

creation and it represents the creator's favourable disposition towards the created order 

(l :22, 28; 2:3). Blessing is directed towards the well-being of creation and towards its 

continuance and order. When alienation is introduced by man's rebellion, the creator's 

response is in terms of cursing (3: 14-16). The cursing hinders the effect of the blessing but 

the ble sing i not withdrawn. However, in the flood narrative, the cursing reaches such a 

level that every evidence of ble ing is almost totally destroyed from the earth and only 

within the ark is there any vestige of ble sing still remaining (6:9-8: 17). After the flood, 

however, there is a renewed pronouncement of blessing (9: 1-17). The blessing is an 

expression of God's favourable disposition towards the created order after the purification 

brought about by the judgement of the deluge. However, even in the pronouncement of 

blessing in the post flood era, it is clearly established that mankind is still rebellious and 

there has not been a restoration to complete innocence (cf. 8:21). The continued alienation 

i. witnessed in the Babel narrative (11: 1-9). This narrative shows that mankind is not 

Jiving in a harmonious relationship with God and, therefore, is unlikely to enjoy the full 

benefits of God's blessing. Certainly there are certain blessings that mankind still receives 

from God and the continuing increase of the human race is evidence of this (cf. chapter 

10). However. the full benefit of God's blessing must be experienced within the context 

of a close relationship with him. It is at this level that God promises blessing to Abraham 

(12:1 -3) . Therefore, Abraham's responses to God, throughout the narrative, in faith and 
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obedience, are particularly important. Through obedience and faith Abraham enjoys a 

close relationship with God. In this context, blessing is bestowed as evidence of God's 

favour and approval. These close relations between God and Abraham lead to the 

establishment of the covenant between God and Abraham's descendants (17:9). It is 

clearly shown that blessing within this covenant relationship is a much greater privilege 

and benefit than blessing in a general sense (17:19-21). Within this close relationship, the 

blessing Abraham receives includes, land,! descendants, a great name, divine protection 

and the opportunity to mediate blessing to others. 

1 We have oh~rvcd the promise of land in the Abraham narrative bull have not commented in detail since 

there is a separate chapter devoted to the subject. 
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2.4 The Theme of Blessing in the Jacob Cycle 

The theme of blessing in the Jacob cycle develops in a very different way from that 

witnessed so far in the Genesis 1-25. The competition for blessing that we see between 

Jacob and Esau, seems quite different from any of the previous references to the subject. It 

is necessary to explore, therefore, the role that is played by the concept of blessing in this 

cycle, and to compare this with what we have learned about the same concept in 

Genesis 1-25. 

2.4.1 Introduction to the Jacob Cycle 

Before studying blessing in detail it is necessary to take an overview of the cycle, since this 

will be an invaluable help in our assessment of how blessing fits into the complete picture. 

Significant work has been done on this cycle recently. In particular the very elaborate 

structure of the Jacob material has been highlighted. M. Fishbane draws attention to the 

careful way that the material in this cycle is structured. He argues that a 'technique of 

symmetry' is used to integrate the diverse contents of the cycle. Before turning in detail to 

study the specific occurrences of blessing in the narrative, it will be helpful to look at 

Fishbane's presentation of the structure. We shall then be in a position to see where 

blessing fits into the overall picture. Fishbane outlines his conclusions in the following 

table (1979:42). 
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A oracle sought; Rebekah struggles in childbirth; 25:19-34 

bekhorah-birthright; birth; themes of strife, 

deception, fertility 

B interlude; strife; deception; berakhah-blessing; 26 

covenant with foreigner 

C deception; berakhah-stolen; fear of Esau; 27: 1-28:9 

flight from land 

D encounter (verb; paga') with the divine at sacred 28:10-22 

site, near border; berakhah 

E internal cycle opens; arrival; Laban at border; 29 

deception; wages 

Rachel barren; Leah fertile 

F Rachel ferti le; J acob increases the herds 30 

El internal cycle closes; departure; Laban at border; 31 

deception; wages 

DI encounters (verb paga') with divine beings at sacred 32 

ite ; near border; berakhah 

Cl deception planned; fear of Eau, berakhah-gift 33 

returned; return to land 

BI interlude; trife; deception; covenant with foreigner 34 

AI oracle fulfilled; Rachel struggles in childbirth; 35:1-22 

berakhah; death re olutions 

This outline is important for the present discussion in that it shows the literary coherence of 

the cycle and it highlight the theme of blessing. Fishbane describes blessing as 'a primary 

driving power' of the Jacob cycle. He argues that the counterpoint of blessing is also 

prominent and it 'can be characterized as curse' (cf. 27: 12,29). He concludes that the 

'hope of blessing and fear of a curse clearly charge the action of this cycle' (1979:61). 
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The importance of the theme of blessing for 27: 1-28:9 is unmistakable. According to 

Fishbane, this passage, describing the deception and flight of Jacob, is balanced by chapter 

33, which records the reconciliation between Jacob and Esau (1979:51). He points out that 

the key word i1?71::J plays a prominent role since it represents what Jacob gains by deceit 

(27: 19-29) and also what he restores to Esau as a token of his penitence (33: 11, 1979:52). 

A further example of one passage being balanced against another is highlighted by the use 

of the two key words, berakhah and bekhorah (cf. Fokkelman, 1989:46). Jacob 

misappropriates the berakhah that rightfully belongs to Esau who is the bekhor (27:1-40). 

The counterpart is found in the account of Jacob's marriage (29:16-25). Jacob intends to 

marry the younger of Lab an 's daughters but unwittingly he is deceived and marries the 

bekhirah (Fishbane, 1979:55). 

Funhermore, in Laban 's deception of Jacob there are many reminiscences of the previous 

deception of Isaac by Jacob (27: 14-29).1 As Z. V. I. Jagendorf comments, 

The parallel is famous. The two tricks mirror each other and their closeness in the 

text has suggested a causal connection to commentators. But what interests us is 

how the fullness of the rendering of one trick, the blessing, can spill over into a 

reading of the emptiness of the other. For the episode of the blessing is able to put 

into word:, the actual interplay of sensuality, awareness and illusion that cannot out 

of mode~ty be described in the wedding night. There in his darkness is the blind 

pas~ionate male, Isaac, the father, the figure of authority whose gift of blessing via 

kissing, smelling and touch is so akin to the sexual gift. Moved by desire (hunger) 

and love of Esau, he presumes to know the object of his passion through all senses 

but sight. Opposite him is Jacob, like Leah in his own bed later, the unloved one 

I Jagcndorf refers to 'the comic logic of measure for measure which repays Jacob in the same false coin he 

used lO cheal his blind father' (1984 : 190). 
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playing the part of the loved one (Esau), imitating his brother's sensual presence, 

the smell, the hair, the clothes; even the taste of the desired food is an imitation 

(1984: 190). 

The above survey of the cycle, then, shows that this material is very carefully and 

symmetrically structured. We have also seen the important role played by the repetition of 

key words and ideas in this structure; they contribute to the overall balance and symmetry 

of the material. As we have seen the part played by blessing is particularly significant. 

2.4.2 Isaac and the Theme of Blessing in the Jacob Cycle (26:1-27:46) 

Isaac is not very prominent in this cycle. There are just two narratives in which he plays a 

prominent role: the first relates to his struggle with Abimelech for land (26:1-34) and the 

second his bestowal of the patriarchal blessing (27: 1-46). A problem arises because of the 

location of 26: 1-34. This material interrupts the story of Jacob and Esau. As Ross points 

out, 

Genesis 26 with its concentration on Isaac rather than Jacob, does not seem to be 

closely connected to its context. Without it, Genesis 25 and 27 would form a 

smooth continuation for the Jacob stories (1988:453). 

Fishbane makes the same point, 

Without chapter 26, Genesis 25 and 27 would be more harmoniously joined. This 

point follows not only from thematic considerations, but is also supported by the 

fact ... that the second name-etymology of Jacob is given in 27:36, where Esau 

calls him Jacob . . . 'because he has deceived me twice' (1979:47). 

If the main purpose of the cycle is simply a historical survey, then logically the narrator 

should begin with haac's dispute with Abimelech (chapter 26) and lead on to the story of 
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his children. If, on the other hand the purpose is to focus on the life of Jacob, as the main 

personality, then the Isaac incident could be omitted and, furthennore, so could chapters 34 

and 36 where Jacob is not prominent in the story. Therefore, in our search for the subject 

or theme that gives coherence to the cycle we must look beyond the individuals to what 

they represent in the context of Genesis as a whole. This is Fokkelman's approach and he 

discovers that, 

Jacob was not pictured as a private character, as an individual interesting in himself, 

but as a link in a chain; he is a member of the family to which the blessing of God 

has been given since Abraham. He is - God willing - an heir to that history-making 

continuity ... It is the blessing of God that sets this history going, starting with 

Abraham, and it is the blessing that from generation to generation ensures its 

continuation, so much 0, that the generating process itself is only thanks to the 

ble~ ing. All the matriarchs are barren and only because God 'opens their wombs' 

toledoth plural are made possible (1975:238-239). 

In other word, the theme that can most credibly account for the material in the Jacob cycle 

a we have it, is the theme of blessing and, in particular, the transmission of blessing. The 

cycle how how the blessing passed on by Abraham becomes the legacy of Jacob and his 

ons, rather than that of Esau and his descendants. If we accept that the main subject of the 

cycle is the theme of blessing rather than a person, the location of the Isaac stories in 

chapter 26 is less problematic. 

This still raises the question about why the birth and birthright stories should precede the 

story of lsaac (ch 26). It is, simply, a measure of the importance placed on the birthright 
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question by the narrator; an importance that lies in the significance of the transmission of 

blessing to a new generation} (cf. 12:1-3). As Goldingay observes, 

So the Isaac narrative unfolds in a rather jerky way. But this gives added emphasis 

to 25:22-26 and 27-34, and on examination these paragraphs turn out to state the 

way the blessing theme is to be developed in the Isaac story (1980: 17). 

In other words, because the narrator wishes the main emphasis of the cycle to be on the 

transmission of blessing from Abraham to Jacob and his sons, the story of how Isaac is 

blessed must take second place to the stories of the birth and birthright. 

So, recognizing that the Jacob cycle is a coherent and carefully structured unit, we turn 

now to study the theme of blessing in the individual sections in more detail. 

2.4.3 The birth of E au and Jacob (25:19-34) 

Thi . ection is introduced by a hort genealogy featuring Isaac, the son of Abraham, and 

Rebekah the daughter of Bethuel and ister of Laban (25:20). These are the people who 

will feature in the following narratives (cf. Fishbane, 1979:44). The genealogical material 

is followed immediately. not with the account of the births of Jacob and Esau, but with a 

short pa. sage informing the reader that, to begin with, Rebekah is barren and Isaac must 

inlreat Yahweh on her behalf (25:21). It i important to recall, at this stage, that fertility is a 

I Regardmg the mam theological emphasis of the Jacob cycle, Ross writes: 'When the story of Isaac was 

told, many plellsllc lessons could legitimatcl)' be drawn from it. But the central point of the story 

concerned the development of the promise, the continuation of the blessing. In Genesis 26, Abraham was 

gone! He was dead! What would happen to the promised blessings? The promise in fact continued after 

his death to hiS ,on GcncSlS 2fi convincingly reveals that the promises extended to Isaac. Even though he 

failed a<; his father faded, the Lord preserved him and blessed him' (1988:455). 
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particularly significant aspect of blessing in Genesis (cf. 1 :22,28; 9: 1; 12:2; 13: 16; 15:5; 

17:2,16; 22: 17). One reason for the emphasis on Rebekah's barrenness (25:21) is that it 

provides a link with the Abraham story (cf.l1 :30), it also places the birth of Jacob and 

Esau in the category of special divine blessing.} Brueggemann comments, 

But the birth must happen in barrenness (v. 21). This new generation begins as it 

did for Abraham and Sarah (11 :30). There is an incongruity here. The father is the 

special child of promise (21: 1-7). And the mother is of good stock (25:20). But in 

this best possible arrangement there is barrenness. There are no natural guarantees 

for the future and no way to secure the inheritance of the family. It must trust only 

to the power of God. As with Abraham, the problem of the heir is not a riddle in 

biology (cr. 18: 1-15; 21: 1-7). It is, rather, a statement about the power of God 

and the needfulness of thi family of promise ... It receives life as an unexpected 

gift (19 2:212; cf. Ross, 1988:438). 

Clearly, the narrator i making it very clear that the power to bless and the power to 

withhold blessing are firmly in the control of Yahweh. In answer to this prayer of Isaac 

Rebekah become pregnant with twins (25:21). 

During the pregnancy a struggle take place between the twins; 

~i :J C"'J~'" ~~in"' . Thi. lead Rebekah to inquire of Yahweh (25:22). She is 

informed that he will be the mother of two boys who will be the fathers of two nations. 

Contrary to normal expectation, the older will serve the younger (25:23). Following this 

di closure the two boy , E au (firstborn) and Jacob, are born (25:24-26). 

I S. R. Hlrsch ohserves, 'Wc sce here how, not only the first stone, but the further building up of the 

House of Israel had to come only a<; a direct gift from the Almightiness of God. Like Sarah, Rebekah too 

was ...... r ",,', harren' (1971 :422). 
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The account of the birth is succeeded by an incident in the early adult life of the two sons. 

Esau the firstbom, who becomes a hunter, sells his birthright to his brother Jacob (a quiet 

man staying among the tents) for a plate of stew (25:27-33). The narrator's verdict on the 

incident is that Esau 'despised his birthright' (25:34). 

Kidner suggests that, the transaction involving the birthright included the blessing due to 

the firstborn. He writes: 

We shall misjudge the situation if we overlook the evidence of Hebrews 12:16,17 

that in selling the birthright (25:31 ff) Esau had traded away the firstbom's blessing 

(1974: 155). 

However, the Hebrews passage does not categorically state that the birthright included the 

bles ing. Furthermore, if Esau i claiming something which he has already sold we should 

expect the narrator to draw attention to such an important point. Actually, Esau himself 

ee the birthright and the blessing as separate entities. Thus in 27:36 he makes this 

complaint about Jacob: 'He has deceived me these two times: He took my birthright and 

now he's taken my blessing'! 

So, we can conclude that the theme of blessing is present in the introductory section of the 

toledoth of Isaac. The identification of Isaac a the son of Abraham (25:19) reminds readers 

of the repeated promises that Abraham' descendant's will be blessed and that they will be 

a ource of blessing to the world (12: 1-3, 7; 17: 15-16; 22: 16-18). Furthermore, it has 

already been emphasized in the Abrahamic narratives that when a barren women has 

children it is a special sign ofYahweh's blessing (17:16). The blessing is accentuated by 

the birth, not just of one child, but of twins (25:21). The reader is informed at this early 

tage that the two boys will become ancestors of two nations (25:23). However, the 

younger of the two will be the greater. The first glimpse of Jacob and Esau shows this 
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prediction beginning to unfold in the story of Esau selling his birthright to his younger 

brother Jacob (25:27-34). 

2.4.4 Isaac in Relation to the Theme of Blessing (26: 1-35) 

After the birth narrative and the story of Esau' s sale of his birthright, the narrator returns to 

the subject of Isaac (26: 1-35) and in particular to his position in relation to the land of 

Canaan. There is a reference back to the time of Abraham's arrival in the land when it was 

subject to a famine, an affliction that returns in Isaac's time (26: 1). Although Abraham had 

left the land and had gone to Egypt during the famine, Isaac is commanded by Yahweh not 

to leave (26:2). 

Yahweh declares that if Isaac remains in the land he will give it to him and to his 

de cendant , who will be as numerous as the stars (26:2-4). Furthermore, all nations will 

be bles ed through his offspring (26:4). This blessing is rooted in the relationship between 

Yahweh and Abraham and particularly in Abraham's obedience (26:5). As Ross 

comments, 

Isaac and hi family enjoyed the blessing of God because Abraham was obedient; 

therefore, lsaac and his family hould obey what God instructed in order that they 

might enjoy further blessings from the Lord that would in turn be passed on to the 

next generation. The "iection ends with a note ofIsaac's obedience (26:6; 

19 R:459). 

Isaac receives the same ble sing that was once pronounced on Abraham but is now passed 

on to his progeny from one generation to the next. In obedience to Yahweh, Isaac does not 

go to Egypt but stays at Gerar. As a result ofIsaac's obedience demonstrated by his 

remaining in the land, 'he reaps a hundred-fold because Yahweh blesses him' (26: 12). 

107 



By staying in the land during the famine Isaac demonstrates faith in the promises of 

Yahweh. 

The famines strategically placed in the Abraham, Jacob and Joseph cycles are certainly not 

coincidental. But what is their purpose? Just as the patriarchs themselves do not always 

appear to be blessed by having children, the land also went through times of barrenness, 

which would lead the reader to question whether Yahweh had a purpose in allowing this to 

happen. 1 In this context, the fertility of the land is clearly linked causally to the obedience 

of Isaac, providing evidence that he is the recipient of blessing. If this is so may we then 

expect that the absence of blessing (during a famine, for example) should be linked with a 

particular failure on the part of the patriarchs? However, this is not the case since the role 

of the 'barrenness' and 'famine' motifs seems to be 'testing' rather than punishment.2 

Thu when Abraham first arrives in Canaan, there is no record of any failure or 

mi demeanour on hi part and yet Canaan is in the grips of a famine severe enough to force 

him to leave the land and go to Egypt) It is probable that the famines are linked, not to 

1 Hirsch argues that the repeated references to famines are a reminder that 'the blossoming of this land is 

nOt to be dependent merely on the work of man and the favour of nature, but, in the ftrst place, on the 

morality and integrity of its inhabitanL'I' (1971 :429). 

2 On the other hand, 1. E. Donald<;()n argues that the barrenness of the wives of the patriarchs is linked to 

Incorrcct malT\age relatIOnships. She comments, 'Barrenness is used here (i.e. in Genesis) as the key 

tndicator of an "in OlTcct" relationship. In each case the barrenness of the matriarchs is overcome by an act 

of God (21: 1-2; 25 :21; 30:22)' . Thus, accordtng to Donaldson, 'the narratives reflect the tension between 

types of kinship relationships and legltlmalC marriages' (1981 :83). Donaldson's arguments are not 

convincing, however, since the barrenness of the matriarchs is presented as testing and not as punishment. 

Furthermore, not all exogamous marriages m Genesis result in barrenness (cr. 36: 1-43). 

3 It is likewise difficult to relate the barrenness of Sarah to disobedience or failure, though P. D. Miscall 

aUCmpL'Ito do so, arguing that 'm Gen 12 Abraham gains wealth illegitimately and, therefore, is not 
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misdemeanours of the patriarchs but to the sins of the Canaanites. However, if this is the 

case, no explicit link is made. 

Following the report of how Isaac is blessed by Yahweh the narrator introduces strife 

between Isaac and the Philistines. This deterioration in relationships arises because they 

envy his success. Yahweh has blessed Isaac so much that others notice and become 

envious (26: 14). Quarrelling continues because of disputed water rights (26:19-21). 

Throughout this dispute Isaac is the innocent party whose wells are either seized or filled in 

by his enemies. Eventually Isaac digs a well that is not disputed (26:22). This is followed 

by a journey to Beersheba where Yahweh appears to him promising blessing and numerous 

progeny (26:24). The story is brought to a conclusion when Abimelech meets Isaac to 

discuss terms for peace (26:26-30). It is emphasized that Abimelech has been forced to 

make peace with Isaac because it is now obvious, even to Abimelech, that Yahweh has 

blessed Tsaac (26:29).1 

So. in chapter 26 the narrator outlines the blessing of Isaac showing that the blessing of 

Abraham has been passed on to him. This brief chapter (26) begins with Isaac in a famine 

situation and ends with him blessed by Yahweh. Brueggemann comments, 

The movement of chapter 26 compresses the sojourn of Isaac into a brief account. 

But even in brevity, it spans a movement from famine (v. 1 ) to water in Beersheba 

(vv. 32-33). At the beginning. the life of this son of promise is precarious. At the 

end. Isaac is safely settled and richly blessed (1982:226) ... Like his father, Isaac 

granted progeny' (19R3:27). Howcver, though it is possihle to sustain this argument in the immediate 

context of Chaplcr 12, the barrenness motif long outl ives the motif of Abraham's failure in Egypt. 

1 According to Von Rad the covenant with Ahimc1ech 'forms an effective conclusion to the Isaac traditions; 

for Ahimelech, who up until now has hecn very unfavourably inclined. must now solemnly confess that 

J~ i<; "hlesc;cd hy Yahwch'" (1972:272). 
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calls on the name of and relies only on Yahweh (v. 28). Yahweh is one who is 

known in the blessing of sowing (v. 12), in the prosperity of flocks and herds (v. 

16), in water and in peace (v. 27) ... The Isaac narrative invites reflection on a 

world teeming with generously given life. That abundant life is recognized as 

blessing to all who will receive and share it (1982:225-226). 

This second section of the Isaac toledoth is similar to the Abraham story in a number of 

ways. Sometimes, the role of Isaac seems little more than a poor reflection of the life of 

Abraham.l Both stories begin with a famine in Canaan and then recount how the patriarch 

pas ed off his wife as his sister. Furthermore, in both cases there is strife relating to the 

pa ruring of flocks and herds. However, the main parallel is found in the continuation of 

the theme of ble sing. Goldingay observes that after the interlude of chapter 25 the original 

ble ing theme is explicitly resumed in chapter 26: 

Here Yahweh appears, commands, and promises, as he had to Abraham (26:2-5; 

cf. 12: 1-3). Although Isaac made mistakes very like his father's (26:6-11; cf. 

12: 10-20; 20: 1-18), he also received blessings very like his father's (26: 12-14; cf. 

13:1-4). He was involved in strife like his father (26:15-22; cf. 13:5-13; 21:25-

32), but he was reassured by Yahweh and he worshipped like his father (26:23-25; 

cf. 13 : 14-1 R; 21 :33) and was acknowledged by the nations like his father (26:26-

I DclillSCh empha.<;iles UlIS, ·Wa.<:, uns von lsaak e1711hlt wird, iSl verhl1llnism1illig sehr gering und in dem 

Wcnigcn schen wir Ahrahams Gc.schichtc sich wiederholen. lsaak wird gesegnet um Abrahams willen und 

segnel mil dem Segen Abrahams; in der Achtung, die er von Seitcn Abimelechs erilihrt, in der \angen 

Unfruchtharkeit semes Welbcs. in dcrcn Geflihrdung durch seine. glaubcnsschwache Klugheil, in seinen zwei 

unglclchartigcn Kmdem. in seincn H1!uslichen Widerw1!rtigkeiten - in dem alien ist er Abrahams Nachbild, 

und sclbst die Brunncn. dic cr gr:1bt. slOd die von dcn Philistem verschUltelen Abrahams. und die Namen, <lie 

er ihncn glcbl. dlc cmcucrten altcn' (1887:356). 
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33; cf. 14:19-20; 21:22-24). Indeed, it is explicitly because Yahweh committed 

himself to Abraham, because Abraham obeyed him, and as the God of Abraham, 

that Yahweh appears to Isaac (26:3,5,24; 1980:17). 

So, the blessing that Isaac receives is clearly identified as the continuance of the blessing 

that God promised to Abraham. The fertility of Isaac's land and his increase in wealth are 

highlighted as evidence that Yahweh is blessing him (26: 12, 29). In a divine speech 

addressed to Isaac (26:2-5), God promises him fertility in terms of a multitude of 

descendants. Isaac's descendants will become a great nation through which all nations will 

receive blessing. This is clearly the same blessing promised to Abraham and now entering 

a new tage in it fulfilment through Isaac and his offspring (cf. 12:1-3). 

2.4.S The truggle for Blessing Between Jacob and Esau (26:34-27:40) 

A dominant theme throughout the lacob cycle is 'the struggle for dominance', introduced 

while the children are till in the womb (25:22). The winner of this first struggle is Esau, 

and a the firstborn he is the heir to his father's blessing and to most of his wealth. But, 

the e. tablished tradition. are overturned by Yahweh's intervention in the declaration that, 

'the older will erve the younger' (25:23). 

In Chapter 27 the patriarchal blessing is the main focus of a struggle between Esau and 

lacob. Although the blessing belong by right to Esau, the firstbom, the reader's 

ympathy has been wooed on lacob's behalf through the prenatal prophecy (25:23) and by 

the comment that Esau married two Hittite women who are 'a source of grief to Isaac and 

Rebekah' (26:35). The prophecy leads the reader to see, even in the deceit of lacob and 

Rebekah, the controlling hand of Yahweh, while the Canaanite marriages give the 

impres. ion that Esau is not a worthy custodian of the blessing in any case. 
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The role of Isaac as the giver of the blessing is very interesting. He requires that the 

recipient should provide him with tasty food, 

i1'::;'~i ~, i1~~~i1i ~rI~i1~ i'l1"~~ O~?:ll1tl?:J ~' - i1'l1"l1i 
T T T - T - - - : - . .. - : -

(27:4) rI'?:J~ O'Jtl:J ~'l1"~~ ':1 ::;''J?T-'l i' ~V :;;l 

The meal is part of the preparation for the blessing. It brings the two parties into close 

communion so that the intimate communication of blessing can take place. We saw earlier 

that there is an emphasis in several passages that blessing is compatible with a harmonious 

relationship between the donor and the recipient. We have also seen that cursing is 

compatible with broken relationships. This same emphasis is found here. Jacob mentions 

to his mother that if his father discovers that he is deceiving him, there will be a break 

down in their relationship resulting in cursing instead of blessing (27:7). 

It i interesting to note the eriousness attached to blessing by the main characters in this 

drama. Thu , for the sake of bles ing, Rebekah is willing to risk bringing a curse upon 

herself and her favourite on (27: 13); Jacob is prepared to trick his father knowing that as 

oon a his brother returned the deception will be uncovered and he will incur his brother's 

wrath and hi father' displeasure (27: 19-24); Isaac shows how seriously he takes the 

matter by trembling violently when he learns that he has been tricked (27:33), and, finally, 

Eau' bitter regret speaks for itself (27:38). 

Furtherm re, the length to which Rebekah i prepared to go to ensure that Jacob and not 

E au recei ve the blessing i seen in the difference between Rebekah' s report of what Isaac 

aid (27:7) and what the text records as hi actual words (27:4). Isaac states: 'Prepare me 

the kind of tasty food that I like and bring it to me to eat, so that I may give you my 

blessing before I die'. According to Rebekah, Isaac said: 'Bring me some game and 

prepare me some tasty food so that I may give you my blessing in the presence of Yahweh 

before I die'. While Rebekah mentions that the blessing will be given in 'the presence of 

Yahweh', this is omitted by I aac. A Sternberg suggests, the additional words probably 

represent an attempt 'to affect the addressee's attitude' (1985:392-393). Rebekah is 
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prepared to add to her husband's words in order to put additional pressure on Jacob to 

accept her devious plan. 

The content of the blessing that Isaac bestows is wealth, success and dominance (27:27-

29). It calls for cursing (ii~) on those who curse the recipient and promises blessing for 

those who bless him. There is no reference to any direct relationship to God, or to many 

descendants and no reference is made to the blessing mediated through Abraham. 

So then, the main contribution of this passage is not in relation to the content of the 

blessing pronounced . Rather its main contribution lies in showing the reader the 

tremendous imponance attached to receiving a blessing in the family context. This, of 

course, places an even higher value on the blessing pronounced directly to the patriarchs in 

the divine " peeches. Furthermore, the emphasis in this passage on the necessity of 

communion and peaceful relations between the donor and the recipient, sheds light on the 

imponance of a close relationship between God and those on whom he bestows his 

ble ing. 

2.4.6 Jacob' Departure from Home and the Connection with Blessing 

(27:41-28:9). 

Two aspects of lacob's departure from home are dealt with in these verses. Firstly the 

departure i~ directly linked to the blessing that Jacob gained by deceit (27:1-40). Esau is so 

greatly outraged by what lacob has done that the latter's life is in danger (27:41). News of 

this reaches Rehekah who decides that lacob should seek refuge with her brother Laban 

(27:43-45). We might expect that the narrative would move on immediately to 28:10 and 

the story of lacob 's journey. However, there is an intervening passage in which Rebekah 

encourage. Isaac to "end lacob away to her brother Laban so that he can marry 

endogamously. Isaac agrees and gives lacob a blessing before his departure (27:46-28:5). 

The significance and importance of this intervening passage is that it gives Isaac the 
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opportunity to bestow his blessing on Jacob in full awareness of what he is doing. This 

perhaps signals the reconciliation of Isaac to his son Jacob,l but, more importantly, it 

probably represents the reconciliation of Isaac to the divine purposes. Isaac is now 

blessing the son whom God has chosen for blessing without having to be tricked into 

doing so.2 

The concept of blessing is emphasized, not just by the repetition of li~ but also by 

Hebrew word play: 1::Ji~' 1i~~' 1!1~ li?"" "":rW ,~, (28:3). 

The use of the verbs ii~ and i~ i is reminiscent of the prominence of the same verbs 

in the creation blessings (I :22 and 1 :28) and also in the blessing on Noah and his sons after 

the flood (9:1,7; cf. Willis, 1979:332). Just as these two words, i1i~ and i1~i, 

provide evidence that Yah weh' s blessing rested on creation, so now J acob himself will 

display the same signs of Yahweh's blessing on his life. 

The use of the name El Shaddai (28:3) is significant since it has already been linked in 17:1 

with the concept of the covenant between God and Abraham. It leads Isaac on naturally to 

express the desire that Jacob will experience the ble sing of Abraham, not only for himself 

but for his descendants also. The blessing is, in this context of Jacob's departure from 

Canaan, specifically linked to the posse. sion of the land by his descendants (28:4). The 

message is clear that J acob, as the one who has been blessed, will only be absent from 

Canaan for a shoT1 time. He must return to it since it is there that Yahweh will bless him 

and, eventually, gi e the land to hIs descendants (28:4). 

1 Close communIOn is required octween two people before one can bless the other (27:26-27). 

2 Ross commenL .. , 'The ocstowal of thIS hlessing was 10 no way a dIvine approval of how Jacob had 

obtained the hie sing; it was a recogOltlon that the younger son was the one that God chose to carry on the 

Abraham ic bks.,lOg' (19RR:4R 1). 
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The clause, 'until you become a community of peoples' emphasizes the multiplicity of 

Jacob's offspring and as we have seen this relates to fertility, which is often closely 

associated with blessing. Kidner takes this one stage further and shows that the blessing 

here promises, not only a multitude of offspring, but also the idea of coherence as well. He 

remarks, 

The unusual phrase 'a company of peoples' (RV RSV) adds new richness to the 

promises made to Abraham and Isaac. In the word 'company' from the root 'to 

assemble', the Old Testament term for the church or congregation makes its fIrst 

appearance bringing with it the idea of coherence as well as multiplicity (1974:158). 

Following this blessing on Jacob there is a brief pericope reminding the reader that Esau is 

still not completely out of the picture and that he is still anxious to be blessed. Esau sees 

that Isaac's blessing of Jacob is specifically linked with marriage to a descendant of 

Abraham and that, 'when Isaac blessed him he commanded him, "Do not marry a 

Canaanite woman" (28:6). Esau reacts by marrying a daughter of Ishmael (28:7-9). It 

seems that by marrying a granddaughter of Abraham he hoped to please his father and 

attract his blessing. 

However, the emphasis in this passage is that Jacob's departure from Canaan receives the 

blessing of his father and the !IUpport of his mother (28:1-5). His father's blessing is 

linked with the earlier blessings bestowed on Abraham and the content is similar; 

prominence is given to the idea of fertility and to the return of Jacob to the land of Canaan 

where the promises made to Abraham will be fulfilled. 

2.4.7 Jacob's encounter with God at Bethcl (28: 10-22) 

While Bethel is the name given prolepticaIIy to a holy site of some importance in the time of 

Abraham (12:8; 13:3), it is during the Jacob Cycle that the place becomes very prominent. 
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It is the scene for the blessing of Jacob by Yahweh and it is the place to which he will 

return again when in need of guidance and encouragement (cf. 35:1). 

Jacob's encounter with God at Bethel is set in the context of a dream during which he sees 

'a stairway resting on the earth with its top reaching to heaven, and the angels of God were 

ascending and descending on it' (28:12). Even more significantly, 'there above it stood the 

Lord, and he said, "I am the God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac".' 

It is important to note that this is the first time that Yahweh addresses Jacob directly. As 

we have already observed, the introduction of direct speech in a narrative is particularly 

ignificant. However, when the speaker is Yahweh, it gives the passage special 

si gn i ficance. 

The ble sing itself is prefaced by Yahweh's self-introduction as the 'God of your father 

Abraham and the God of Isaac' (28: 13). In this way a clear connection is made between 

the revelation to Jacob and the earlier revelations and promises of blessing given to 

Abraham and [saac. Funhermore, in bringing these three names together, the narrator 

completes the trio of patriarchs whose names would be associated together for centuries as 

the founding fathers of the nation. 

After the divine speaker has identified himself, he promises that Jacob and his descendants 

will inherit the land on which he is lying. We see here the close link between two main 

aspects of God's promises to the patriarchs; land and blessing. The former will be dealt 

with in more detail in the separate chapter devoted to the theme of 'land'. However, in this 

chapter the particular significance of the blessing lies in the promise of many descendants 

which is. of course. related to fenility. As we have seen, fertility is closely associated 

with blessing from creation onwards (e.g., 1:22, 28; 9: 1; 12:2). The reference to Jacob's 

descendants being as numerous as the dust of the earth reminds the reader that the same 

promise was made earlier to Abraham (13; 16). Concomitant with this is the idea that his 
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descendants will, 'spread out to the west and to the east, to the north and to the south'. 

This not only underscores the idea of multiplicity but also suggests victory and dominance 

over other nations (28:14). However, the end result of the dominance of Jacob's 

descendants is not tyranny but blessing to other nations (28: 14). Again the link with the 

blessings bestowed on Abraham is unmistakable (cf.12:3; 18:18). Furthermore, the idea 

that Jacob's descendants can spread in every direction, which must include the idea of 

driving other nations from their land, and still bring blessing to the nations, is reminiscent 

of the posi tion of dominance given to mankind at creation (1 :28). This emphasizes that, 

when God-given authority is properly exercised it leads to blessing and not exploitation. 

Finally, the pronouncement of blessing on Jacob at Bethel includes the promise of divine 

protection; 

I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back 

to this land. I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you 

(28: 15). 

We have already observed that divine protection can be an aspect of blessing. Thus, God 

protects Noah and his family from the flood when the rest of mankind suffered from the 

effects of cursing, which, of course, is the antithesis of blessing (7:22-8: 1). Protection is 

also implicit in the promise to Abraham that whoever blesses him will be blessed whereas 

any who despise him will attract cursing from God (12:3). After Abraham's victory over 

his enemies, Melchizedek acknowledges that he has been blessed by God (14:19-20). 

Furthermore, divine protection is included in the blessings that Rebekah's family bestow 

on her and that Isaac bestows on Jacob (24:60). Now God, in this special divine speech, 

promises protection to Jacob. It is important to note that this protection is promised in 

terms of a close relationship between God and Jacob; Jacob is promised continual divine 

presence with him wherever he goes. Jacob's response also emphasizes a close 
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relationship with God since he builds an altar and makes a vow that if God will protect him 

and make the return possible, he will worship God and give tithes to him (28:20-22). 

We have seen, then, that this is a particularly significant passage in which God directly 

addresses Jacob in a dream. Jacob is blessed in a way that is reminiscent of previous 

divine blessings. He is promised land, a multitude of descendants, the mediation of 

blessing to others and, finally divine protection. 

2.4.8 Jacob in Paddan Aram and the Connection with Blessing (29:1-30:43) 

The blessing tenninology is not used very often in this section. The only occurrences of 

the root li:J are in 30:27-30 where both Laban and Jacob state that Yahweh has blessed 

Laban because of Jacob's presence. In spite of the absence of 'blessing' vocabulary, the 

subject of blessing is very important. The struggle between Jacob's wives is closely linked 

to the blessing of fertility (30: 1-24), and the struggle between Jacob and Laban is related to 

the fertility of the flocks and herds (30:25-43). 

The earlier struggle for blessing between Jacob and Esau (25:22-34; 27:1-41) is mirrored 

by a new struggle between Leah and Rachel (30: 1-24). But the infonnation given has 

another function: it infonns the reader that the promise of many descendants is being 

fulfilled. As Ross comments, 

The nature of the section is a dispute between the wives of Jacob, which is a part of 

the broader series about the dispute between Jacob and Laban. This account of the 

dispute is in part narrative and in part genealogical report, the two types of literature 

being linked by the etymological word plays throughout the section. By recording 

the genealogical infom1ation with the word plays on the names, the narrator 
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stressed simultaneollsly the rivalry between the women and the way that the Lord 

blessed J acob with children (1988:S0S).1 

After the birth of eleven sons to Jacob the main emphasis of the narrative changes from the 

blessing of descendants to the blessing of wealth (30:2S-43). As Lot is blessed while he 

lives alongside Abraham (cf.13:S), Laban has become prosperous because of the presence 

of Jacob. Thus Laban tells Jacob, 'I have learned by divination that the Lord has blessed 

me because of you' (30:27). Jacob confirms this: 'The little you had before I came has 

increased greatly and the Lord has blessed you wherever I have been' (30:30).2 

Because of the deceptions and scheming of Laban, Jacob takes on the role of the 

oppressed and exploited. But Yahweh comes to his aid and blesses him through the 

fertility of his livestock (ef. 31 :42). Even though Laban, like Lot, tries to choose the best 

for himself, attempting to outwit Jacob, Yahweh works to Jacob's advantage. Laban's 

I Fishhane poinLs out that the struggle between Rachel and Leah is reminiscent of Jacob's struggle with 

Yahweh at the River Jabbok. He writes. 'The strife between Rachel and Lcah is summed up in one 

poignant remark by Rachcl. given as the etymology for the name 'Naphtali', Jaeob's son through her 

concubine Bilhah: "I have struggled mightily (D"'i1'~ ""'1T-'l::r.Jj with my sister and have prevailed" 

(30:R). With this expression. Rachel's situation ironically reealls that of her husband Jacob. who "strove 

with Elohim and man and prevailed". But there is a further irony. In the despair of her barrenness, Raehel 

hired out Jacoh (stem: "l:J'tU) to Lcah in exchange for the latter's fertility charm (vv. 14-16), an aet which 

eontrastc; the fact that Jacob was himself a hireling (stem: "l:J 'tU) of Laban for the sake of Rachel (Genesis 

29: 15; cr. 30:2R; 31 :7-R, 41'; 1979:57). 

2 At the same time, when Jacob first met Laban he himself had nothing; he accumulated all his wealth in 

Aram. Ross commenLC;, 'The J:1cob <;LQries in effect describe a patriarch who came to the land of the 

Arameans to receive God's blessmg. In that account there is a similarity with the history of Israel, for the 

ahundant hIcc;c;ing that tumed the f:1mily of Jacob into a great nation occurred in the land of Egypt' 

(I9RR:517-51R). 
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shrewdness and craftiness do not bring blessing. Yahweh alone is its source, and Jacob is 

the one whom he chooses to bless. 

2.4.9 Jacob returns to his homeland (31: 1-33: 17) 

After 20 years in Haran Jacob receives a call from Yahweh to return to Canaan (31 :3). 

Like Abraham to whom the original promises of blessing came, Jacob receives a divine 

command to go to Canaan. 

":rr.1i~itl'i :l"'Jii:J~ fi~-'~ :JiW :JP~l"~-'~ i11i1":' i~~~l 

(31 :3) :1?;ll1 i1~i:1~i 

:J~:11/ i1:J'Ptl V':;'J iV~ i V:Ji-'?-Ji~i ii1:J'Ptl-'?-Ji~ lD:J~l 

(31:18) : l1~:; i1~i~ i"':J~ PD~"'-'~ ~i:J7 t:lJ~ 1'J~:J W:;JJ iW~ 

The language used is similar to that of the call to Abraham (Gen 12: 1) and his response 

(12:4-5). Tt is made clear with the threefold repetition of the root W':li that Yahweh has 

already blessed Jacob and has made him prosperous in Paddan Aram in spite of Laban's 

attempts to claim all the blessings for himself (31: 18; cf. 31 :42). 

Although Laban pursues Jacob, because he leaves secretly, God protects Jacob and his 

family from Laban's hostile intentions (31 :24). We have observed earlier that the promise 

of divine protection is an aspect of the blessing bestowed on Jacob at Bethel. This incident 

in which Goo actually warns Laban in a dream not to harm Jacob is clear evidence that Goo 

is with Jacob and is protecting him. 

The tension in the narrative, already intense because of the animosity between Laban and 

Jacob, is heightened by the incident about Laban's household goos (31 :30). The reader 

knows that Ruchel has stolen them (31: 19) but Jacob, ignorant of this fact puts her in 

danger by declaring that whoever has stolen the gods will be put to death (31 :32). Laban 
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commences a search, but he is deceived by Rachel and fails to find the gods (31 :34-35). 

Fishbane sees a connection between this incident and blessing. He compares this incident 

with Jacob's deception of his father in chapter 27 when Jacob seeks to acquire his father's 

blessing. He argues, 

In verse 12 (chapter 27) Jacob is described as smooth-skinned; he consequently 

fears that his father will 'feel' him (stem: 'V'Vr.J) when he approaches, and so 

discover his duplicity. Although Isaac did 'feel' him (27:21-22), he was 

nonetheless duped. Years later in an ironic reversal, Jacob's wife Rachel (the 

younger sibling) stole the household gods ... from her own father Laban, who 

'felt' (stem: 'V'Vr.J) her baggage in search of them (31:34, 37). The search was 

inconclusive, and a patriarchal blessing was again abducted deceitfully (1979:51). 

Laban, now duped, not only by Jacob but also by his own daughter, is forced to retreat. 

After making a covenant with Jacob and blessing his daughters and grandchildren he 

returns to Paddan Aram (31 :53-55). 

Following his separation from Laban there is a cryptic reference to Jacob meeting the 

messengers of God at a place which he consequently names 'Mahanaim' (literally, two 

camps, 32:2f).1 Houtman argues that Jacob's experiences at Mahanaim and Bethel are 

linked. He regards these as special places where heaven and earth communicate: 

Genesis 32:2-3 is undoubtedly also to be read in connection with Genesis 28:10-22. 

Both at the time of his departure from Canaan and of his arrival in Canaan the care of 

God for Jacob is pictured by means of the concept of the existence of a 

communication between heaven and earth. Without doubt, Genesis 32:2-3 in its 

present context intends to point out that, facing the approaching meeting with Esau 

1 S. McKenl.le commenL<;, 'The reference to "two camps" seems to be deliberately ambiguous. Are the two 

camps Jacob's and Yahweh's, Jacob's and Esau's, or the two divisions of Jacob's caravan' (1980:226). 

121 



(vv. 4ff.), Jacob can depend on God's proximity. In any case, he appears to be 

encouraged by the encounter with the divine messengers and, moreover, he appears 

to have hit upon an idea by this encounter: he takes the initiative in making contact 

with Esau, and he does this by using the same means that God uses to make contact 

with the earth: he sends messengers (1978:41-42). 

Houtman's thesis in linking Mahanaim with Bethel reminds us that the result of Jacob's 

encounter with God at Bethel was blessing. One of the main aspects of that blessing is an 

assurance of the presence of God (28: 15). Mahanaim reminds Jacob of the continuance of 

that blessing and of Yahweh's presence with him as he meets Esau. As Fokkelman 

observes, the angels are 'an escort on behalf of the God of Abraham for the new bearer of 

the blessing on the verge of the Promised Land (1989:47). Furthermore, God's 

communication with Jacob has been in terms of blessing, so now he determines to send a 

blessing to Esau (33: 11). 

Jacob faces another important crisis as he fearfully looks forward to his meeting with Esau 

(Gen 32:22-32). During a wrestling match he becomes aware that his opponent is the 

Angel of Yahwch. The importance of the passage is highlighted by vivid word plays. 1 

1 The place where Ihe incident occurred i~ emphasized by word play~ on the three main towns in the 

viCinIty. Elymolo~les relatcclto Jacob's return LO Canaan arc given for Mahanaim (32:2-3; 32:11), Peniel 

(32:31) and Succoth (33 : 17) . Furthermore, Gevirtz claims that the verb 'to wrestle' (1'::3 l'T) 'almost 

surely plays on the name of the river Jahhok CP ::l~ 32:23 [1975:511)' Perhaps there is also a play on 

Jacob's name (:J~# ""' ). S. McKcnlie poinl<; out that the word i::rr 'occurs frequently in this context 

(32:11,17,22,23,24,33:1,14) and ~tatemenl<; using the verb form an inclusio around the narrative of 

Jacob's encounler WIth the t: .. - ~I'{ .. , The noun O""':J? "face", occurs five times in verses 21f. and 

twice in 33 : 10 aside from il<; use in the Penuel/peniel (vv. 31 f.). Finally, the root ?:3:l "to deliver", 

found In verse 31 is the same verb used m Jacob 's prayer in verse 12. It is obvious that Genesis 32:23-33 
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Jacob has been wrestling with Esau, Isaac and Laban, always trying to win the blessing. 

This passage shows him wrestling with Yahweh as the one who truly holds the key to that 

blessing. 

Commenting on 32:27 Fokkelman writes, 

Although lame below the belt Jacob keeps clasping the man in his arms. He does 

not let him go until he, the adversary, has blessed him! That is Jacob all over! 

From the most miserable situation he wants to emerge an enriched man. The key

word of the first phase of his life, also found in the Haran-period, here appears in 

the third period. At Bethel he had among other things, received the blessing of 

Abraham, at his departure; now, at his return, he wants to receive a blessing from 

the mysterious adversary on the eve of his most difficult moment (1975:215). 

It is significant that a Jacob left the land, with apprehension about facing Laban, God 

bles!-.ed him at Bethel (28: 11-22). Now on his return, as he stands on the outskirts of the 

land with apprehen ion about meeting Esau, he is blessed once again (32:29). This 

incident shows that true bles ing comes, not by deception or strife, but from Yahweh 

himself. 0 far Jacob's whole life had been manipulating the blessing for his own use, 

'being the blessed one, but under his own steam, and above all high-handedly and by 

means of deceit ... He was too self-willed and too proud to let the blessing be given to 

him' (Fokkelman, 1975:216). 

Jacob has already received what Genesis has led us to expect as blessing. Through his 

family flocks and possessions he has experienced fertility and success. But at Jabbok 

Jacob admiL ... that there i more to blessing than what he has already received and he pleads 

reprcscnL<; asophi\ucatcd literary pIece with mtncate connections with the passages that surround it' 

(J9RO:226-227). 
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for further benison. What, according to Genesis, does Jacob want at Jabbok and what does 

he receive? Clearly the meeting with Esau is uppermost in his mind. He wants a cessation 

of hostilities. As we have already observed, strife in Genesis is introduced through sin and 

harmonious relations are linked with blessing. 

The change of name from Jacob to Israel plays an important role in this narrative. The 

name 'Jacob' is a reminder that even his birth had been a struggle (cf. 25:22). The name 

'Israel' is given by Gcx:i as a reminder that his greatest struggle is with God. The fact that 

Jacob limps away from the place where he has been blessed helps to put Jacob's struggles 

in perspective. Jacob limps back across the brook 'blessed' but the end result implicit in 

the story and highlighted by gentle irony, 'you have prevailed' is that at last Yahweh has 

prevailed and Jacob is conquered. Kidner's apt comments give a fitting conclusion to the 

Jabbok story: 

After the maiming, combativeness had turned to a dogged dependence, and Jacob 

emerged broken, named and blessed. His limping would be a lasting proof of the 

reality of the struggle: it had been no dream, and there was sharp judgement in it. 

The new name would attest his new standing: it was both a mark of grace, wiping 

out an old reproach (27:36), and an accolade to live up to. The blessing, this time, 

was untarnished, both in the taking and in the giving: it was his own, uncontrived 

and unmediated (1967: 169). 

The meeting with Esau is portrayed as a turning point in Jacob's life. He and his wives 

have been involved in a struggle for fertility. For Leah and Rachel this was related to the 

desire to have children (30: 1-24). Jacob, while not remote from the struggles of his 

wives, was engaged in a battle of wits with Laban in relation to the fertility of the herds and 

flocks (30:2S-43). Now at the Jabbok river both of these situations are resolved and Jacob 

has made peace with Laban in a covenant treaty. He will no longer be the deceiver and the 

fighter. He begins his new role by making peace with his brother Esau. 
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Ostensibly Jacob appears before Esau as a fawning, begging penitent (33:1-16). In 

reality, the reader knows that Jacob is now victorious. The blessing he offers Esau is not 

the great and significant blessing that Esau lost, but rather just a token of Jacob's superior 

position from which he will develop to become the channel of blessing to all nations. 

2.4.10 Jacob dwells among the Shechemites (33:18-34:31) 

After his reconciliation with Esau, Jacob buys a piece of land and settles among the 

Hivites 1 (33: 19). This is a new departure for a patriarch. Abraham had bought land for a 

burial place but not to live on. 

After Jacob's return to Canaan, Shechem, a young Hivite, becomes infatuated with Dinah 

the daughter of Jacob. As a result Hamor makes a proposal of friendship to Jacob (Gen 

34:9-10). Hamor' enthusiasm for establishing a covenant with Jacob is not just related to 

hi on' desire for Dinah. Hamor can ee evidence that Jacob has been blessed and he 

knows that, if such a person hould dwell among them, they could share the blessing (cf. 

34:23.) 

Obviou question are being raised here in relation to the future of the blessing. Is this 

how lacob i. to fulfil hi. role of bringing blessing to the nations? If Jacob accepts the 

proposal of the Hivites, surely he will jeopardize the future of the blessing by 

compromising the purity of the de cent from Abraham? Undoubtedly Jacob's inaction 

shows him in a bad light. As Sternberg comments, 

1 The Hivites were onc of a number of elhnic groups living in Canaan allhallime. They are probably to 

be idcnuficd with the Hurrians who arc mentioned in extra-Biblical sources. 
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His inaction amounts to an acquiescence in what a patriarch, whatever his paternal 

instincts, must fight tooth and nail: exogamous marriage. Dinah must be extricated 

even at risk. But Jacob proves blind to tradition and destiny as well as to morality 

(1985:474). 

However, the danger of Jacob's descendants losing their identity is avoided by the 

massacre of the Hivites by Jacob's sons because Shechem has raped Dinah. Indeed the 

ruthless way in which they deceive the Hivites is a reminder of the earlier deceptions 

perpetrated by Jacob their father (34:13-17; cf. 27:18-20). 

2.4.11 Jacob Returns to Bethel (35:1-29) 

Jacob is horrified by the incident realizing that others living in the same area might seek to 

avenge the Hivites. These circumstances are reminiscent of the events earlier in Jacob's 

life when he wa afraid of Esau. On that occasion he was encouraged and reassured at 

Bethel where he had received Yahweh's blessing (28:10-22). Now once again he returns 

to that place. Throughout the journey he experiences God's protection and, at Bethel, God 

appears to him as EI-Shaddai and renews the promises of descendants and land (35: 11-13). 

Once again there are reminiscences of Gen 17 where Abraham is promised that he will be 

the ancestor of kings. After the events of the preceding chapter it is a reminder that the 

covenant still stands in spite of the misuse of the rite of circumcision. There also is the 

renewal of the promise given only to Jacob that he will become a company or an assembly 

of nations (35: 11). 

2.4.12 onclu ions to the Theme of Blessing in the Jacob Cycle 

In umming up this discussion of blessing in the Jacob Cycle we can say that, 

undoubtedly, blessing is a dominant theme throughout the cycle. Isaac, like Abraham, is 
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chosen by God to receive blessing. There is a close link between the blessing of Isaac and 

the land of Canaan. Tsaac never leaves this land and the success that Tsaac experiences in 

agriculture is evidence that Yahweh has blessed him. Blessing in terms of land is also 

prominent in the story ofTsaac's younger son, Jacob. Although Jacob is forced to flee 

from Canaan, God confirms that he will be blessed and will return to that land. This is 

confirmed through Jacob's experience on his return to Canaan when he wrestles with a 

stranger who eventually blesses him. The blessing of numerous descendants is also 

evident in Jacob's career. He has twelve sons and a number of daughters including Dinah. 

Furthermore, prominence is given to blessing in terms of protection. Jacob is protected 

from Laban, Esau and the Canaanites. In spite of Jacob's deviousness in receiving his 

father's blessing by deceit, he receives blessing in the context of a close relationship with 

God. This is confirmed by the change of name from Jacob to Israel. 

127 



2.5 Blessing In the Joseph Cycle (37-50) 

The story of Joseph is introduced by the final toledoth heading introducing the toledoth of 

Jacob (37:2). Scholars have highlighted a number of differences between the Joseph 

narratives and the patriarchal narratives (cf. Fox, 1989:33). For example, Vawter writes, 

Chapters 37-50 ... separate themselves from the rest of the patriarchal history 

through an orientation and inspiration that are peculiarly theirs, which betray an 

influence at work that has not touched the sources elsewhere (1977 :24). 

Even a cursory reading of the Joseph text is enough for some of these differences to 

become evident. For example, the relationship between Joseph and God is not as 

immediate as that enjoyed by the earlier patriarchs; he receives no theophanic revelations 

but the future i revealed to him through dreams (37:5-7, 9, cf. 15:1; 17:1; 18:1; 22:1; 

32:22-30). Furthermore, there are no references to Joseph building altars or offering 

acrifice (cf. 28: 10-22). Although these differences are important and significant, 

We termann aptly draws attention to the danger of concentrating so much on the 

differences that the triking similarities are ignored. He comments, 

The result of the emphasis put on the uniqueness and independence of the Joseph 

tory over against the preceding patriarchal story is that too often not enough 

attention ha been paid to their continuity and what they have in common 

(1986b:27)1 

For the purpose of this work it is the continuity that is important and, in particular the 

continuity of the theme of blessing. Although Westermann highlights the importance of 

1 Ross seeks to highllghl both the similarities and the differences: 'The story of Joscph forms a 

uOIque lilerary unit In the book of Genesis. In many ways this section displays a continuity with 

the preceding narratives about the patriarchs but in many ways it differs' (1988:589). 
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the theme of blessing in Genesis (1984: 139-141), he does not emphasize its significance 

in the Joseph narratives and in his discussion on what the Joseph cycle has in common 

with the patriarchal narratives he does not mention blessing at all. l 

Although the root li:J occurs much less frequently in the Joseph narratives than in the 

preceding sections, the theme is not absent; it is present in ways that link up with the 

same theme in the patriarchal narratives. This will become clear as we study Joseph's 

career in more detail. 

2.5.1 The Theme of Bless ing In the Life of Joseph (37:1-36; 39:1-50:26) 

Joseph is chosen to be both the recipient and channel of blessing (39:5-6; 45:7; 49:22-

26). Joseph' s experience differs from that of his father and grandfather, in that he, unlike 

them, is not the only son to receive blessing in the family; Judah, for example, is also 

given a very lavish and positive benediction (49:8-12). In spite of this important 

difference, there are similarities between Joseph's experiences and those of his father, 

Jacob. Like his father, Joseph is not the firstborn (cf.25:23). Furthermore, Joseph, like 

Jacob, is forced to leave home because of family jealousy (27:41; 37:3-4). Both men 

have similar experiences away from home; both suffer because of deceit and treachery and 

both receive blessing from God in a foreign country. 

1 Wcstcrmann mentions lhree main areas of eontinuilY: 1. The main people mentioned in the 

Joscph slOry have been the subJcct of narratives in the patriarchal story. This means that 'the 

Joscph story IS conscious of Il<; rool) 10 the tradition of the faLhers'. 2. What is said about these 

people 10 relalion to status, occupation, relalionships etc., is compatible with what wc learn from 

the palrlarchal narratives. 3. F;Jl1lIIy connlct espeCially between brolhers struggling for priority is 

prominent in bolh the Joscph story and the patriarchal narratives (l986b:27). 
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The first evidence that Joseph 's blessing is to be a reality and not simply a childhood 

dream comes when he is promoted by Potiphar (39:2-6). Like Lot because of his 

relationship with Abraham (19:29) and Laban in the presence of Jacob (30:27), Potiphar 

receives blessing through Joseph (39:5). The blessing of Potiphar is an example of the 

fulfllment of the promise in 12:3 that Yahweh would bless those who blessed Abraham 

and his descendants and curse those who cursed them. This view is supported by 

McKenzie. 

This text [39:5] clearly indicates that the blessing of individuals in response to their 

treatment of Abraham or his descendants is present in the Joseph cycle as well as in 

the earlier Abrahamic cycle (1983:388)1. 

The richne and the abundance of blessing channelled through Joseph is emphasized by 

the repetition of the word' all', which occurs five times in this pericope (39: 1-6). 

According to Alter this repetition shows that 'the scope of blessing or success this man 

realize i virtually unlimited; everything prospers, everything is entrusted to him' 

(1981: 107-1 08). 

Thi . ame principle is evident in the account of Joseph's imprisonment. Yahweh gives 

him favour in the eyes of the prison warder who entrusts him with the daily administration 

of the prison (39:21-23). The prison warder is not specifically described as 'blessed' by 

Yahweh and the root li:l is not used. This does not automatically mean that the theme 

of blessing is missing. The narrator lets the event speak for itself and he 'lets the story 

convey his message without trying to ram it down the readers throats at every turn of the 

plot' (D. B. Redford, 1970:247). 

I McKcnlie believes that thc 'restoration of fertility after Abimelech returned Sarah and gave 

Abraham gifL'> IS apparently an example of the principle that blessing follows positive action 

towards Abraham or his desccndanL'> standing within thc chosen linc' (1983:388). 
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Moreover, the earlier reference to Potiphar's blessing makes it clear that the success 

experienced by those who treat Joseph well is a consequence of the blessing of Yahweh 

(39:5). The prison warder discovers the same thing as Potiphar, that the more Joseph is 

promoted the benerit is for him (39:21-23).1 As Alter observes, 

Once again, God 'is with' Joseph, so that he finds favour - or here, in a slight 

variation of the idiom, is literally' given' favour - in the eyes of the Egyptian 

master. Once again 'all' is entrusted to him, 'placed in his hands' (a final corrective 

reversal of the garment 'left in the hand' of the female assailant). In verse 6 

Potiphar 'gave no thought to anything' for exactly the same reason. The essential 

pattern of total trust will receive its ultimate confirmation when Pharaoh places the 

administration of the entire country in the hands of Joseph. The formula of the 

Lord's being with Joseph that introduced the whole account of his activities in 

Egypt (verse 2) now recurs near the end of the concluding verse of the episode, and 

the very last word of the story is, most appropriately D"'I'::S?;l 'causes to succeed' 

(1981:111-112). 

When Joseph i. released from prison, as Alter mentions, even Pharaoh himself benefits 

from hi . pre. ence (41: 15-37). This is, of course, another example of someone who treats 

1 Seyhold makes a similar poinl. He shows thal Joseph is portrayed in four different situations in 

which there are significant parallels: al home. in Potiphar's houschold, in prison and in Pharaoh's 

employ. In thc firslthrce situations Joscph's position is similar; 'he is a favourite of the head of 

the hou<;chold (Jacoh. Potiphar. prison -keeper). hc has rcsposibilily for others like himself, whether 

brothers. slaves. or prisoners; hc IS in a posil1on of dominance over the others, whether he is 

chccklOg on his hrothers for hIS father (37: 12-14). presiding over the other slaves of Potiphar 

(29:4 -5), or oversccing the other prisoners (39:21-23)' (1974:62). 
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Joseph well reaping the benefits himself. However, the theme of blessing is being 

developed in another way here: Joseph is fulfilling the role of bringing blessing to the 

nations (cf. 12:3). In his task of providing for the famine years during the years when 

there is plenty, Joseph shows that Yahweh, not only has blessed him personally but also 

has given him the ability to appropriate the blessing and to make it available to others 

(41 :49; 41 :56-57). This clearly recalls the promise to Abraham in 12:3 that through his 

offspring all nations would receive blessing. Nowhere else in Genesis is this promise 

fulfilled on such a grand scale as that seen in this portrayal of Joseph providing essential 

food for Egypt and the surrounding nations. 

There is probably an intentional contrast between Joseph 's visit to Egypt and that of 

Abraham in chapter 12. As a result of Abraham's presence in his land the Pharaoh is 

cursed (12:17). Joseph, on the other hand has been taken to Egypt as part ofYahweh's 

long tenn strategy and everyone shares in the resulting blessings (45:5-8; 50:20). As 

Westermann aptly comments: 

The narrator imply presupposes that the blessing can flow over from the one 

whom Yahweh assists to a foreign people and adherents of a foreign religion 

preci<;ely because of the one whom Yahweh assists. The power inherent in the 

blessing is expansive; the God of the fathers is further at work in Joseph's 

experience of servitude in a foreign land (1986b:63). 

So whereas Joseph' experience in Potiphar's employ illustrates Yahweh's willingness to 

ble s tho. e who bles his chosen one, the promotion of Joseph and the success of his 

provision during the famine years, illustrate God's ability to make his chosen people a 

bles ing to other nations. 
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2.5.2 Joseph's Revelation to his Brothers and Jacob's Transfer to Egypt 

(42:1-46:7) 

Joseph's rise to power shows that he has been the recipient of blessing. His dreams have 

now come true and there is obvious evidence of blessing in his life: he has children 

(41:50, cf. 1:28), he is very successful (41:39-43, cf. 24:35; 26:12-14), and his brothers 

bow down to him (42:6, cf. 27:29). In contrast, his brothers lack such blessing: they 

need to bow down to an Egyptian official to plead for food (42:6) and they are aware that 

they are suffering because of the way in which they mistreated their brother (42:21-22, cf. 

12:3). 

Eventually Jacob himself comes to Egypt. The impression is given in chapter 46 that 

Jacob doe not leave Canaan without careful consideration and an assurance from 

Yahweh. He is found at Beersheba where he offers sacrifices to the God of his father 

I aac (46: 1). Beer heba is also linked with Jacob's first departure from Canaan 

(2 : I 0).1 Previously Jacob left Beersheba because his life was threatened by Esau 

(27:42-45). His journey had been blessed, first by his father and later through his 

personal encounter with Yahweh at Bethel (28:1-22). Again on this occasion, many 

years later, he receives reassurance from Yahweh that his journey is part of the overall 

plan of God to bring blessing to his offspring (46: 1-4). 

The actual journey to Egypt is uneventful and, as far as the theme of blessing is 

concerned, we take up the story again with the meeting between Jacob and Pharaoh (47:7-

10). The fact that Jacob blesses Pharaoh raises the question, 'How could a Semitic 

tribesman be said to bless the King of Egypt'? (47:7-10). Some regard this blessing as no 

more than a greeting and a farewell. Speiser interprets the blessing in verse 7 as 'paid 

1 Bccrshcha is also closely ao:;socl3tcd With Isaac, the one patriarch who never left Canaan - not even 

to find a wife. 
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respects' and in verse 10 as 'took his leave' (1964:348), while Vawter has, 'paid his 

respects' and 'bade Pharaoh farewell' (1977:446). B. McKenzie, on the other hand, 

argues that the blessing should be taken literally for the following reasons: 

First of all, since this term (li~) usually means 'to bless', it is slightly more 

probable than not that li~ carries this meaning in vv 7 and 10. Secondly, it is 

not necessary to choose between 'to bless' and 'to greet' since li~ can carry both 

senses and thus be translated as 'greet with a blessing' ... Thirdly, given the 

protocol of the ancient Near Eastern society, it is unlikely that Jacob's sons would 

have entered Pharaoh's presence without offering some sort of formal greeting. 

The fact that the author of the Joseph story includes Jacob's greeting of blessing 

cannot thus be attributed to a desire for completeness (1983:394). 

For these reasons it seems likely that li::::J should be understood here in the sense of 'to 

ble s' rather than to 'offer a greeting'. When this is accepted, there are still two main 

way in which the blessing may be interpreted. It may be understood as the third in a 

equence of blessings that are bestowed upon people who show favour to Joseph. 

Potiphar i ble sed after treating Joseph well (39:3-5). The prison warder benefits from 

Joseph 's presence (39:21-23) and now finally the Pharaoh himself is blessed because he 

promote Joseph and also welcomes his father and brothers to Egypt (47:10-26). 

According to this view, the blessing of Pharaoh by Jacob is deliberately followed by 

detail of Joseph' success in enriching the royal treasury as an example of the 

effectivenes of the blessing (47:14-26). This is the view taken by B. Mc Kenzie. 

Commenting on the meeting between Pharaoh and Jacob he writes, 

Pharaoh has just issued the benevolent command to settle Jacob and his sons in 'the 

best of the land' (47 :6 and 11). This raises the reader's expectation that blessing 

will come to Pharaoh as it did to Potiphar in Gen 39:5 ... This expectation is 

heightened by the account of Jacob's audience with Pharaoh before the blessing 

upon Pharaoh is described (1983:390). 
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On the other hand, the blessing of Pharaoh may be seen as focussing attention on Jacob 

rather than on Joseph. Usually in Genesis, the power to bestow blessing lies with the 

head of the family. Joseph gives way to Jacob when the latter arrives in Egypt. This 

should, then, be seen as the first in a series of blessings bestowed by Jacob before he 

dies. Willis sees Chapters 47-49 as a description of occasions on which Jacob blessed 

certain individuals: 

The order of these chapters is interesting and seems to be intentional. First Jacob 

blesses the Pharaoh, whose heredity lies completely outside the genealogy of 

Abraham; then he blesses Joseph and his sons, (the former having married an 

Egyptian woman and the latter having an Egyptian mother), who were born away 

from Jacob's household; and finally he blesses his own sons, who had been with 

him all along (except, of course, for Joseph, 49:22-26) and had travelled with him 

into Egypt (1979:436). 

The firt of these interpretations does not give an adequate explanation for the inclusion of 

Jacob' blessing on the Pharaoh. It would not be necessary for the narrator to include 

Jacob's blessing on Pharaoh to show that he is the third person who has been blessed 

because of Joseph. McKenzie himself points out that the blessing on the prison warder 

does not need to be verbalized to be understood and on the basis of this argument there 

would be even less need to verbalize the blessing of Pharaoh, since the fact that he has 

been blessed is already obvious. In any case, Pharaoh receives the benefits of blessing 

through Joseph before Jacob arrives. There must, therefore, be another reason for the 

story of the blessing of the Pharaoh. It seems most likely that the purpose is to focus on a 

number of final blessings that Jacob makes before his death. The focus of attention is 

now being gradually shifting from Joseph to his father. In these latter years of his life 

Jacob is ponrJyed as a rich source of blessing to all those around him in fulfilment of the 
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blessings and promises bestowed on him earlier. Therefore, the main purpose is to shift 

the focus of attention from Joseph to Jacob. 

The difficulty that the Pharaoh would be unlikely to accept a blessing from a Semitic 

herdsman is obviated somewhat by the emphasis placed on the patriarch's age. This 

seems to have given him a special status as one capable of bestowing blessing. 

2.5.3 Jacob's Bless ing/Curse Pronouncements on his Sons (48:1-49:28) 

In Chapter 48 the aged Jacob recounts to Joseph how Yahweh blessed him in the land of 

Canaan (48:3-4). Jacob emphasizes especially the facets of blessing relating to land and 

descendants. The promise that through his descendants all nations would be blessed 

(28:14) is, strangely, omitted. Presumably this is not important here in the family 

context, especially since it has been dealt with in the preceding story (41 :57; cf. 50:20). 

The chapter goes on to describe the blessing of Joseph's sons Ephraim and Manasseh 

(48:5-22). This makes it clear that although their mother is an Egyptian, they are still to be 

reckoned in the line of blessing. They are adopted by Jacob. The adoption is linked with 

a mention of the death and burial of Rachel (48:7). Presumably the purpose of this is to 

indicate that Ephraim and Manasseh will take the place of other sons whom Rachel might 

have borne had she not died.! 

Before the actual blessing of the two lads, Jacob draws them near to him and kisses and 

embraces them (48: 10). This emphasis on those who are to be blessed coming near to the 

1 The reason for the insertion of the rx:ricopc relating to Rachel's death at this point is still debated. 

DcIil7.sch (! RR7 :5(6). Kidner (J 974:213) and Ross (1988:693) all argue that the presence ofJoscph 

hrought hack to Jacoh memories of his beloved wife Rachc1. Joseph's mother. For a fuller 

discussion c;cc Wcstcnn:mn (19R6h: 1 Rn). 
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one who will bestow the blessing emphasizes the hannony required between the donor of 

the blessing and the recipient. This is reminiscent of the blessing bestowed on Jacob, 

who was told to draw near to Isaac, who kissed him before bestowing the blessing 

(27:26-27). There could be no blessing until there was communion between the giver and 

the recipient; the kissing and embracing established this communion. 

Joseph expects his father to pronounce the blessing with his right hand on the head of the 

firstborn Manasseh but, significantly his right hand is placed on the younger son Ephraim 

(48: 14). Once again we have the familiar pattern repeated of the younger being given pre

eminence over the older (48: 17 -20).1 The incident recalls the blessing of Jacob by Isaac 

when the usual conventions were broken in favour of the younger son (27: 1-40). In this 

ca e, however, the recipients are passive and there is no repetition of the deception 

perpetrated by Jacob. Funhermore, although Jacob is now old and blind, as Isaac had 

been in chapter 27, Jacob has a clear prophetic insight about which of the boys before him 

hould receive the ble sing reserved for the flfstborn (48: 19). 

1 Vawler outltncs how this pallern develops throughout Genesis and discusses what its significance 

IS in this context, 'Abcl (then Scth) is chosen over Cain (chapter 4), Japheth supersedes Ham in 

the order of precedcncc aftcr Shem (9: 18-27), Jsaac i prcferred to Ishmac1, Jacob to Esau, Perez to 

Zcrah (38:27-30), Judah over his elder brothers (c.f 49:8). In this story Joseph brings his sons 

before his father in the proper order, so that his first-born will be in the place of honour, at Jacob's 

nghl hand When Jacoh cros<;C.s hiS hand .. tn bestowing his blessing, thus reversing Joseph's 

protocol, thc latler naturally thmks that blindness or senility hac; befuddled the mind of the aged 

patriarch and seeks to rectify thc mistake. But Jacob ha~ in his final breaths been gifted with 

prophetic in<aght. which counL, for more than the wisdom of J oseph' (1977: 455). 
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How seriously the 'blessing' is taken can be seen from the description of Joseph's 

reaction to the priority being given to his younger son: i~:JT~l1~ 11'J':'I1 (48:17). This is 

an expression of very strong displeasure. l 

The actual blessing itself commences with Jacob's ascription of three titles to God (48:15-

16). 

(1) 'The God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked' (48:15), identifying 

his God as the God who promised blessing through Abraham and his seed (12:1-3). 

(2) 'The God who has been my Shepherd all my life to this day' (48:15). The picture of 

God a shepherd occurs in the Psalms (23:1; 80:1) and prophets (Isaiah 40:11; 34:15-16), 

but in Genesis it is used only here and in the later blessing of Joseph (49:24). 

(3) Finally Jacob speaks of 'the Angel who has delivered me from all harm'. 

The word angel in this context is a reference to God himself. It is used either to recall 

'God' visible encounter with him at turning points of his life' (Kidner, 1967:214)2, or, 

more likely, to point the reader back to 'those passages in the patriarchal story where the 

mal'ak is the one who rescues from distress, e.g., Gen 21:17 or 22:11' (Westermann, 

1986b: 190). 

1 The '\ame verb (': .:-) is ll<;ed to describe Yahweh's reaction to David in the Bathsheba affair 

(Il Sam 11 :27). 

2 Kldncr thinks that Jacob IS recalling, in particular, his encounter with God at Peniel but the word 

1~'(') does not occur in that context. Furthennore, the reference here is not primarily to 

personal encounter but to protection . 
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Jacob's three-fold identification of God introduces and emphasizes the brief clause, 'May 

he bless these boys' (48:16b). The actual words used in the blessing of Joseph's sons 

are interesting since they refer to the important subject of 'name'. 

~tl't!l' Oi1? ~ii?~' O~i¥~D-!i~ 'Ti?':' !1,-'?tl ~!i~ '~iD 1~'?;lD 

(48:16) :ri~D ~ii'~ ~"7 'l'~' i'D~~'J 0D'~~ ~tl~~ O~' 

By giving Joseph's sons his name Jacob makes them his heirs and this in turn makes them 

heirs of the promise of a great name given by Yahweh to Abraham (12:2). The blessing 

concludes with the idea that they should 'increase greatly', a major emphasis in almost 

every blessing pronounced in Genesis, not just in the patriarchal narratives but also in the 

primevalhistory(cf.l:22,28; 9:1; 12:2; 22:17; 28:3; 35:11). 

There is no difference in the wording between the blessing on Ephraim and that 

pronounced on Manasseh (48:16). The difference lies in the formalities and symbolism 

involved (cf. 48: 17). The importance of this formal element indicates that there was 

possibly an established etiquette for blessing. Willis conveniently summarises the formal 

elements which he believes are found in the blessing of Joseph's sons: 

(1) The patriarch (Jacob) asks the identity of those to be blessed and is told (vv. 8-

9a); (2) the patriarch invites those to be blessed to come forward (vs 9b); (3) he 

ki<;ses and embraces them (v 10); (4) Joseph removes his sons from Jacob's knees 

and bows to the earth (v 12); (5) the patriarch places his right hand on the head of 

the son who is to receive the greater blessing and his left hand on the other (vv 13-

19); (6) he pronounces the blessing (vv 20-22) (1979:441). 

The kissing, the embracing and the fact that the children were between Jacob's knees 

( ~?i~) emphasizes the close communion between those to be blessed and the one 
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bestowing the blessing. There is also probably a word play between the noun li~ 

(knee) and the verb li~ (to bless).1 

Chapter 49 is devoted, apart from a short account of Jacob's death, to the blessing 

bestowed by Jacob upon his sons. These blessings are without parallel in Genesis and 

indeed some of them actually are curses rather than blessings (49:7). In the light of this 

Willis comments that; 

Perhaps 'bless' is to be interpreted as a polar word here, meaning both 'bless' and 

'curse' as the individual case demands, or at least to be taken as a relative tenn 

depending on the character of the father of the tribe and/or that of the tribe itself 

(1979:446). 

Clearly. the e sayings are more than predictions of the future. The Hebrew understanding 

of the efficacy of the spoken word and. in particular, the power believed to be resident in 

words of cursing and bles ing. means that Jacob, as Von Rad puts it, 'created history by 

the authority of his creative word. either of blessing or of curse' (1972:422). 

Reuben. the firstbom, is addressed first (49:3-4). Jacob makes it clear that at one time 

he was proud of Reuben. He describes him as, 

(49:3) : ¥ in'" n~lV in'" ... ~i~ n"'lV~ii "'n:J iil;lt\ "'i::J~ 

1 Prod:<;ch argues that there is a funher reference to Jacob's knees in verse 9: 'Fragen kann man, 

ob li:;:::' hlcr "scgncn" ist oder von O",::;;,.1:l "knicc" (cf. v. 12a) kommt und von der 

KOIcseuung I.U verstchcn ist' (1924 :424; cf. Von Rad, 1972:4) 5). This is an interesting 

suggestion, but it is not followed by any of the main modem translations (cf. JB, NIV, RSV, 

TEV). 

140 



However, Reuben is refused blessing because of sexual impropriety (cf.35:22). By this 

act Reuben destroyed the communion existing between his father and himself and as a 

result he forfeits the blessing. 

The introduction to the next blessing: 'Simeon and Levi are brothers' is more than a 

statement of physical relationship. As Kidner points out, they are 'two of a pair' or 'two 

of a kind' (1967 :216). They were the instigators of the Hittite massacre (34:25-31). As a 

result, Jacob pronounces a curse on Simeon and Levi that emphasizes that they will be 

scattered (l),n) and dispersed (r' ~). This is reminiscent of the fate that befell the 

builders of Babel (11 :8). 

As we have seen in the blessing of Jacob by Isaac and in the blessing of Ephraim and 

Manasseh by Jacob, there is a strong emphasis on the communion of the two parties 

concerned. In this case there is no such harmony and Jacob says, 

"Ii~::J i1J!=i-'~ 07DP:;' "IV~~ ~~l';l-'~ 0:t0:;' 

There is no harmony and, therefore, the blessing becomes a curse. This is the very thing 

that J acob feared himself when his mother prompted him to deceive his father (27: 12). 

The first bles. ing proper, is that pronounced on Judah. The fourth son of Leah, he is the 

first of her children considered worthy of a positive blessing. It is not specifically said 

that he is receiving the firstborn' blessing but this may be understood, or it could be that 

he shares that blessing with Joseph . The main advantages bestowed on Judah are: victory 

over his enemies (49:8), supremacy over his brothers (49:8), sovereignty over other 

nations (49: 10),1 abundant provision (49: 11-12).2 None of these aspects of blessing 

1 C. M. Carmichael, following E. M. Good (1963), suggests that verse 10 may not be a reference 

to leadership but to fertility . He links Jacob's words to Judah with the Judahrramar incident in 

chapler 38 arguing that 'Shiloh' is actually a reference to Judah's son Shelah. Carmichael argues 
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appears here for the first time in Genesis. That his descendants would conquer their 

enemies is promised to Abraham (22: 17). Jacob himself is blessed with supremacy over 

his brothers (27:29). The idea of sovereignty over other nations is contained in the 

prophecy to Rebekah that her sons would become two nations, one of which, represented 

by Esau, would be subject to the other, represented by Jacob (25:23; cf. 22:16-18). 

Thus, the blessing promised here is of the same type and contains the same advantages 

offered by earlier blessings throughout the patriarchal narratives. 

The blessing on J udah is followed by a rather low key blessing on Zebulun, identifying 

the tribe's future as being 'by the sea shore' and as becoming 'a haven for ships' with its 

border extending towards Sidon (49: 13). The indictment on Issachar relates to a 

willingness to accept servitude (49: 14-15). The pronouncement on Dan is paradoxical. 

The tribe would, on one hand provide 'justice for his people', while on the other it would 

be 'a serpent by the roadside' (49:16-18). 

The brief mention of Gad relates to its retaliation against an enemy (49:19). For Asher an 

abundance of food is envisaged (49:20). Naphtali is compared to a wild doe, which, 

having been relea ed from captivity, produces beautiful fawns (49:21). 

that in verse 10 Jacob was observing that, 'the scepter is not departing from Judah, nor the staff 

from between his Jcgs, unLJI Shelah goes in to Tamar ... When that happens Shelah will become 

the father of children' (1969:440). 

2 The pocLJC Imagery here of tYlOg the donkey to the vine is not just one of abundance but of 

extravagan ea cording to Von Rad. He writes, 'No Judean would tie his ass to a vine, for it would 

be eaten up, of course. Anyone who can be so careless and who can wash his garment in wine, 

lives in pamdislacal ahundance. Probahly these statements intend to say just this in antiquated 

poetry ... he who will come will live in a time of paradisiacal fertility' (1972:425). 
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Jacob then goes on to pronounce a lavish blessing on Joseph (22-26). It commences with 

a pericope that still causes problems for translators: 

i1 V-~'V i'1")V~ r11:J=;l r~-~'V r1':1~ 1:l 

Translations vary considerably. 

Joseph is a fruitful creeper near the spring, whose tendrils climb over the wall (JB). 

Joseph is a fruitful vine, a fruitful vine near a spring, whose branches climb over the wall 

(NIY). 

Joseph is a wild colt, a wild colt near a spring, a wild donkey on a terraced hill (NIY 

margin). 

Joseph is a fruitful bough, a fruitful bough by a spring; his branches run over a wall 

(RSY). 

10 eph is like a wild donkey by a spring, A wild colt on a hillside (TEY). 

The translations fall into two categories, the one speaking metaphorically of Joseph as a 

plant and the other prefening an animal metaphor. The latter seems the more likely in the 

context of Genesis 49 since this is what is used in connection with all the other brothers 

(cf. S. Gevinz, 1975:33-54). Furthermore, in the next verse there is a description of an 

attack by archers (49:23). If verse 22 contains a plant metaphor this represents a very 

sharp and unexpected change of metaphors. 

The blessing on 10seph reflects his stormy past and concludes that his deliverance from 

the enemie had been, 'because of the hand of the Mighty One of Jacob, because of the 

Shepherd, the Rock of Israel' (49:25) 

Benjamin receives the final blessing, which describes him as a 'ravenous wolf' (49:27). 

Since very little information is given about Benjamin's personal character, this comment 

may relate to the tribe of Benjamin rather than to any particular incident in the book of 

Genesis. 
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2.5.4 The Judah/Tamar Incident and the Theme of Blessing (38:1-30) 

This incident seems out of harmony with the rest of the Joseph story. Judah is not living 

with his father and brothers. He has his own home and flocks. At first it does not seem 

to have any thematic unity with what precedes it or with what follows. K. Seybold argues 

that a careful comparison of the Judah(famar incident (ch 38) with the other incidents in 

the Joseph narrative dispels any sense of disharmony and shows that chapter 38 is an 

integral part of the Joseph story. 

At a fairly obvious level we can contrast Joseph's attention to duty and 

unquestioning allegiance to God with the implied disobedience of Er and the 

deliberate disobedience of On an, and contrast Judah's illicit alliance with Tamar 

with Joseph's refusal of an alliance with Potiphar's wife. All these have 

implications in the context of the larger story (1974:66). 

Seybold goes on to draw parallels between the dreams of the butler and baker and the 

ludahfTamar tory. He argue that in the butler's dream we see him, 

capturing, preserving, and then offering the grape nectar to Pharaoh. As metaphor 

this is a kind of symbolic fertilization of the Egyptian god - an act not unlike the 

literal fertilization of Tamar by Judah. 

Further pamllels are al 0 identified in the baker's dream which, 

shows him being careless with the grain as he allows it to be eaten by the birds - at 

the metaphorical level an act not unlike that of Onan in wasting the human seed. 

Both kinds of seed are necessary to life. The butler who has not wasted it 

survives, as does ludah; the baker who has, is killed by his god, Pharaoh, as Onan 

is by his (1974: 68). 
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Undoubtedly, Seybold is correct that there are parallels and contrasts between the 

characters in the Judahffamar episode and those in the main Joseph story. However, 

these parallels and contrasts do not in themselves constitute an adequate reason for the 

interruption of the Joseph story to include them. Furthermore, it is very doubtful whether 

the parallels which Seybold finds between the dreams of the butlerlbaker and the 

Judah/Tamar incident were in the mind of the original writer. Especially doubtful is the 

idea that offering the grape nectar was 'a symbolic fertilization of the Egyptian god'. The 

deification of the Egyptian King is not alluded to anywhere else in the Joseph narrative 

and any such allusion here is very unlikely. 

If the Judahffamar incident truly belongs to the Joseph 's story and is not simply a foreign 

element that breaks the harmony of the narrative, the explanation for its inclusion must 

show that it was a compulsory element in the message that the narrative as a whole 

presents. An understanding of the importance of the theme of blessing may provide such 

an explanation. 

Since Jacob's first three sons, Reuben (49:3-4), Simeon and Levi (49:5-7), have forfeited 

the privileges associated with the firstborn, one would have expected Judah to be the most 

likely recipient. Indeed this seems to be the case since Judah receives a very lavish 

blessing. This raises questions, however, about why Joseph's two sons are adopted and 

chosen for special blessing and not ludah 's, especially since the mother of Joseph 's sons 

was an Egyptian? This question is particularly relevant in the light of future events, 

especially the enslavement of Israel by the Egyptians. Surely even the children of a 

Canaanite mother would be more deserving of adoption into Jacob's family than the 

offspring of an Egyptian? It is possible that the main purpose of the Judahffamar story is 

to answer this question, thus giving it a clear link with the theme of blessing. The answer 

is given in terms of a comparison between Judah and Joseph, appropriately located almost 
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immediately after the disclosure that ludah suggested that 10seph should be sold (37:26-

27). 

A brief summary of the main ways in which 10seph and ludah are characterised can be 

shown by comparing what we learn about ludah in chapter 38 with the references to 

10seph in the rest of the cycle. 

1. Both are found away from home (38:1 cf. 39:1). The departure of 10seph and ludah 

from their father's home is described in terms of the verb "'i~, There is a difference, 

however, in the case of ludah: the Qal of the verb is used but in 10seph's situation the 

Hiphil is used. This subtle difference makes the point that the departure of ludah from his 

father and brothers was a result of personal choice, whereas the departure of 10seph was 

forced on him and was an event over which he had no control. 

2. Both marry foreign wives (38:2; 41 :45). In the Abraham and lacob narratives marital 

union with foreigners was shown to be undesirable (24:3; 28: 1). Again, in contrast to 

ludah, 10seph is vindicated. ludah has a choice and he chooses a Canaanite. On the 

other hand, 10seph is the victim of circumstances. His marriage to an Egyptian is not a 

personal choice; she is given to him by the Pharaoh, but even more importantly, marriage 

to her is part of the train of events which was clearly under the overall plan ofYahweh for 

the preservation of Jacob and his family (50:20). 

3. Both have sons (38:3-5, 27-30; 41 :50-52). Why should the sons of 10seph by an 

Egyptian mother. rather than the sons of ludah, become the eponymous ancestors of two 

of the tribes of Israel? Clearly ludah's sons are not eligible. Er and Onan were put to 

death by Yahweh (38:6-10) and Shelah is prevented by his father from carrying out the 

duty of raising children in his brother's name (38:26). ludah 's other two children, Perez 

and Zerah, are the result of Tamar's determination to raise children in the name of her first 

husband. They stand, therefore, on a completely different relationship to lacob from 
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Joseph's two sons (38: 13-19). Again this shows the legitimacy of the adoption of 

Ephraim and Manasseh. 

4. Both are seduced by a foreign woman (38:12-18; 39:7-12). In contrast to ludah, who 

is easily seduced by the disguised Tamar, Joseph's integrity and blameless character are 

brought into sharp focus. 

These comparisons clearly emphasize the right of Joseph to have his two sons adopted by 

Jacob and show why Judah's sons did not enjoy this privilege. 

2.5.5 Conclusions on the Theme of Blessing In the Joseph Cycle 

In a en e, in the Joseph narrative, blessing actually completes a full circle in Genesis. 

The book begins with a declaration of universal blessing (1 :22; 1 :28; 2:3), explains how 

the blessing is renewed through Noah for all mankind (9: 1-3), how it is narrowed down 

to one chosen family through Abraham (12:1-3), Isaac (26:1-5), and lacob (28:12-15), 

and then how that same blessing is channelled through that family to other nations by 

Joseph (41 :57). The book ends with Jacob blessing the eponymous ancestors of the 

twelve tribes of Israel (48:1 - 49:28). The Joseph cycle shows that the blessing can 

continue to flow through I rael to the rest of the world, what Joseph did being no more 

than an example of what God could do through those whom he has chosen to bless. 

So, having looked at the theme of blessing in all four main cycles of Genesis, this is an 

appropriate point at which to summarise the aspects of blessing that are emphasized 

throughout the book. 

In each of the four main cycles in Genesis, there is an emphasis on blessing being 

bestowed in the context of good relations between God and mankind. This is seen in the 

creation narratives before the disobedience of Adam and Eve (l :22, 28). Furthermore, 
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men like, Noah, Abraham, and Jacob, are chosen by God to enjoy a close relationship 

with himself. In this final cycle, Joseph is portrayed in a similar way. It is true, of 

course, that his relationship with God is not described in exactly the same terms as that of 

Noah, Abraham or Jacob. For example, we are never told that Joseph built an altar or that 

he heard God speaking directly to him. However, he is portrayed as anxious to please 

God and as determined to avoid sin (39:9) and he shows an awareness of God's 

protective blessing (45:7-8). So, throughout Genesis, there is emphasis on the idea of 

blessing being bestowed on those who obey God and live in harmony with him. 

Blessing in Genesis is often closely associated with strife, and in particular, family strife. 

The only totally unclouded blessings are those that are pronounced before the rebellion of 

mankind Cl :22, 28; 2:3). After the disobedience has been perpetrated, even these first 

blessings are somewhat limited and marred by the pronouncement of God's curses (3:14-

16). After the flood, blessings are pronounced on Noah and his family. Evidence of the 

blessing is seen in Noah's success as a famler (9:20). However, the blessing is marred 

by trouble when Noah's youngest son attracts the indignation of his brothers and the 

curses of his father (9:20-27). At the same time as he curses Canaan, Noah blesses 

Shem. Thus, the context in which the blessing of Shem takes place is that of family 

difficulty and strife. 

Strife and difficulty are also associated with blessing in the Abrallam narrative. God 

blesses Abmham and calls him to go to the country that he would show him (12:1). 

However, this land becomes the subject of strife between the herdsmen of Abmham and 

the herdsmen of Lot (13:5-7) . Of course, the main aspect of the blessing in the Abraham 

narrative relates to the promise of many descendants and, therefore, to the subject of an 

heir. Again strife is involved, this time between Isaac and Ishmael (21 :9). In the Jacob 

cycle, the patriarch's children, which are a sign of blessing, are born against a background 

of acrimony and jealousy (29:31-30:24). This happens because Jacob's wives desire to 

compete for his favour. Continuity in this respect can be observed in the Joseph cycle 
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where the offspring of these two mothers perpetuate their jealousy and competitiveness. It 

is actually family strife that leads to the sale of Joseph as a slave (37:11-30). 

Furthermore, in Egypt itself, Joseph is blessed in his work for Potiphar, but strife erupts 

again because of the evil intentions of Potiphar's wife (39:7-20). So, throughout Genesis 

blessing is usually closely associated with difficulties. There is no attempt to suggest that 

a close relationship with God will bring totally unclouded blessing in the terms that it 

existed before mankind sinned against God. 

Blessing in Genesis is intended for all the world. This divine intention to bless is 

hindered because of sin. Nevertheless, this international aspect of blessing is often 

emphasized in the book. The blessing in 12:3, promises that all nations will be blessed 

through Abraham and his 'seed'. As we have seen, this promise is, undoubtedly, 

partially fulfilled through Joseph. Through the wisdom given to him by God, he makes 

provision so that large numbers of people, from various ethnic groupings, survive a 

famine that. otherwise. would have claimed many lives (41 :57; 50:20). 

Throughout Gene. is, then. blessing is the bestowal of divine favour. It manifests itself in 

a variety of ways. Fertility is usually prominent in the pronouncements of blessing, but 

land. protection and a great name are also important, as is the mediation of blessing to 

others. Even success and wealth are sometimes included. Whatever aspect of blessing is 

emphasized. the importance of a harmonious relationship with God is essential for 

blessing in the fullest sense. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

THE THEME OF SEED IN GENESIS 

3.1 The Importance of the Concept of Seed in Genesis 

Having shown that blessing is a major unifying theme in Genesis, it is now necessary to 

ask whether it is the only such theme or whether there is evidence of other themes that also 

run through the entire book. One possibility, which merits careful investigation, is the area 

of the family and, particularly, lines of descent. Alexander has drawn attention to the 

importance of this area in Genesis. He writes, 

As it stands, Genesis is a very selective record of events which start with the 

creation of the world and end with the death of Joseph in Egypt. Although it 

begin with a broad picture of mankind's early history, the focus of attention 

is gradually and constantly narrowed as we pursue the fortunes of one 

particular family (1989:6). 

The key word that i often u ed in Genesis in relation to lines of descent is, 'seed' (l1ii). 

A number of rea on. may be given for suggesting that the concept of 'seed' is important as 

a unifying theme in the book of Genesis. 

a) Firstly, !. i occurs in all cycles in relation to people and their progeny. A brief survey 

of these occurrences will be helpful. 

After the disobedience in Eden, God pronounces enmity between the woman's seed and the 

erpent's . eed (3: 15). Eve refers to Seth as 'another seed instead of Abel' (4:25). Noah 

is commanded to build the ark, 'to keep seed alive on the earth' (7:3). After the flood, God 

e tablishes a covenant with Noah and his seed (9:9). 
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The theme of 'seed' is also prominent in the patriarchal narratives. God promises that 

Abraham's seed will inherit the land (12:7; 13:15) and that his seed will be as difficult to 

number as particles of dust (13:16). However, because Sarah is barren Abraham 

complains that he has no seed (15:3). Again, God confirms that his seed will be numerous 

and as difficult to number as stars (15:5). In a vision, Abraham is warned that his seed will 

be enslaved (15: 13). God establishes a covenant with Abraham; his seed will inherit the 

land (15: 18). After Abraham's relationship with Hagar, an angel tells her that her seed will 

become too numerous to count (16: 10). In chapter 17 God establishes a covenant with 

A braham and his seed (17 :7) and, as part of the proceedings, he promises land to Abraham 

and his seed (17:8). The text emphasizes that it is not only Abraham who is bound by 

God's covenant but also his seed (17:9) and, like Abraham, his seed must observe 

circumcision (17: 10). God promises that Isaac will be born and that he will establish the 

covenant with him and his eed (17: 19). The subject of seed is important for others as well 

as Abraham and we are informed that Lot's daughters seek seed (19:32,34). Although 

Ishmael will become a great nation (21: 13) it is emphasized that Abraham's seed shall be 

reckoned through Isaac (21: 12) and will be as difficult to number as the stars (22: 17). All 

nation. will be bles ed through Abraham's seed (22:18). The importance that Abraham 

places on the line of de cent through Isaac, is emphasized by his insistence on an 

endogamou marriage for his son (24:7). Seed is also an important issue for Rebekah' s 

relatives who wish that her seed will dominate their enemies (24:60). 

After the death of Abraham, the promise of land is confirmed to Isaac and to his seed 

(26:3). God aho promises that Isaac's seed will be as numerous as the stars and that all 

nations will be blessed through his seed (26:4). The number of Isaac's seed will be 

increased for Abraham's sake (26:24). The concept of 'seed' is also emphasized in 

connection with Jacob. Isaac wishes for Jacob and his seed, the blessing of Abraham 

(28:4). Furthermore, Jacob receive promises at Bethel; the land will be for him and for 

his eed (28:] 3). Indeed, God promises that Jacob's seed will be like the dust of the earth 

and that all peoples will be blessed through him and his seed (28:14). Later, when he is 
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afraid Jacob recalls that God promised that his seed would be as numerous as grains of 

sand (32: 12; Heb v. 13). When J acob returns to Canaan and eventually to Bethel, the 

promise of land to him and to his seed is renewed (35: 12). 

In the Joseph cycle, Jacob and all his seed go to Egypt (46:6-7). When Jacob is dying, he 

recounts the promise of land to him and to his seed (48:4). When Joseph brings his sons 

to Jacob, the old man rejoices that, not only has he seen Joseph alive, but also his seed . 

(48: 11). J acob prophesies that Ephraim's seed will become a group of nations (48: 19). 

So, we have seen that the key word !1i1 is found throughout Genesis in relation to the 

important area of the family and in particular, lines of descent. We shall now look at 

further reasons for suggesting the importance of this theme. 

b) Throughout Genesis the narrative focuses on one particular line of descent and on 

individuals within that line, who gain acceptance with God and who become a source of 

blessing for the world. Thus, after Adam, Abel receives acceptance (4:4) and, when he is 

murdered. his place is filled by Seth, so that Eve can claim, 'God has given me another 

seed instead of Abel' (4:25). Through the line of Seth comes Noah and even at his birth he 

is welcomed as a potential deliverer from the burden that mankind suffers because of the 

curse (5:29). From Noah 's sons, Shem is chosen for special blessing (9:26) and his line 

leads to Abraham (11: 10-26). Then Isaac (21: 12), Jacob (25:23; 28: 12-15) and Joseph 

(49:22-26), in turn, become recipient'; of God's favour and channels of his blessing to 

others. 

The importance of a particular line of descent is also highlighted in the insistence of 

Abraham that Isaac shou Id not marry a Canaanite (24: 1-9) and the disapproval of Isaac and 

Rebekkah when Esau marries Hittite women (26:35). Endogamous marriages are 

encouraged and Jacob marries his cousins (29: 18-30). Other important details mentioned in 

the text include the fact that Abraham was married to his half-sister (20: 12). 
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Furthennore, each 'chosen' person is introduced along with another person or persons 

who are not chosen. These 'secondary' characters provide the counterpart to the one who 

is chosen for special blessing. It is Cain's reaction to being rejected by God that draws 

attention to the privilege afforded to Abel by God's acceptance; Cain shows that acceptance 

is not a matter of little consequence, but rather it is serious enough for him to become angry 

and depressed (4:6) and, in the end, it drives him to murder his brother (4:8). There may 

also be a contrast between the two Lameks. The Lamek who descends from Cain 

continues to exhibit the same bloodthirsty tendencies as his ancestor (4:23-24), but in 

contrast the Lamek whose lineage is traced back to Seth expresses hope for the future 

(5:29) just as his forefather, Seth, had brought hope to Eve (4:25; cf. 3:15). A similar 

contrast is found in the story of Noah who is highlighted as the only righteous one in 

contrast to the wickedness of everyone around him (6:5-12). Moreover, Noah is the one 

who attracts the grace of God at a time when the world has incurred his wrath. The 

wickedness of the world accentuates Noah 's righteousness, just as the destruction of the 

world highlights his survival (6: 13; 8: 1). In the cryptic story of the cursing of Canaan the 

oppOT1unity for Shem and Japheth 's righteous act is brought about by the sin of their 

brother; their reverent act stands in sharp contrast to his disrespect (9:22-23). 

This type of contrast is not confined to the primeval narrative; it continues throughout 

chapters 12-50. Thus, Abraham \caves his homeland in obedience to the command of God 

(12:1). Tn contrast, the text simply records that, 'Lot went with him' (12:4). Promises of 

'posterity, land, and blessing', are generously afforded to Abraham but Lot can only 

benefit from these while he remains an associate of Abraham. When he chooses to go his 

own way he loses his wealth, and his chance of posterity (13:8-12). The contrast between 

Abraham and Lot is continued in the development of their careers; Lot is portrayed as a city 

dweller surrounded and influenced by heinous sinners (13: 13), while Abraham continues 

in the land that God has promised to give him growing more prosperous by the day (13:14-

18). Lot's situation worsens when he is taken captive. Again, the influence and power of 

Abraham are accentuated in the rescue of his nephew (14:12-16). The contrast continues 
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when both men are visited by divinely appointed messengers; Abraham is visited by 

heavenly messengers who come to announce that he and Sarah will have a child who will 

be their heir (18: 1-15). Lot is visited by angels who rescue him from Sodom for 

Abraham's sake (19: 1-29). Furthermore, Lot's heirs are provided through incestuous 

relations with his two daughters (19:30-38) in contrast to Abraham's heir who is the result 

of divine provision. 

The most important contrast in the Abraham cycle is between Isaac and Ishmael. Both are 

sons of Abraham but Isaac stands in covenant relationship with Yahweh, a privilege not 

afforded to Ishmael (17:20-22). Isaac is married to a member of his own clan but Ishmael 

chooses exogamous relationships (21 :21). 

Jacob and Esau are rivals from the start (25:23). Jacob is very interested in the birthright 

but Esau sells it as the price of a meal (25:29-34). Although Isaac intends to give the 

patriarchal bless ing to Esau, Jacob receives it instead (27:22-29). Esau marries 

Canaanite but Jacob marries his cousins (26:34; 28:1-5; 29:15-30). Esau has close 

a ociations with the land of Edom, but Canaan is promised to Jacob (28:13; 33:16-19; 

36: 1-8). 

Finally, in the Joseph narrative there is a situation where the brothers all belong to God's 

chosen line, but out of that group, Joseph and Judah are chosen for special blessing and are 

given prominence in the narrative. Reuben, the firstborn, hopes to rescue 10seph from his 

brothers but he fails and then joins the others in the conspiracy (37:21-35). ludah succeeds 

in preventing the death of Joseph and it is at his suggestion that 10seph is sold (37:26-27). 

10seph is the provider of food for all the inhabitants of Egypt, Canaan and the surrounding 

nations, while his brothers have to go to Egypt to buy provisions (42:1-6). Reuben and 

ludah both figure prominently in the attempt to persuade lacob to send Benjamin to Egypt. 

Reuben 's suggestion achieves nothing but ludah 's reassurance that he personally will 

guarantee the lad's safety is accepted by J acob (42: 37 -43: 10). When Joseph threatens to 
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detain Benjamin in Egypt, it is ludah who takes the lead (44:16,18-34), even offering 

himself as 10seph's servant in place of Benjamin (44:33-34). So, in the Joseph narrative, 

it is ludah and 10seph who are highlighted as successful in contrast to the other brothers, 

and especially to Reuben. 

So we can see that Genesis clearly highlights one central line of descent. The introduction 

of other genealogical lines is used to highlight the central one and the careers of those who 

are not God's chosen line are introduced in a way which highlights the virtues and 

privileges of the one chosen for special blessing. This point has been illustrated by 

Alexander (1989:7) in the following diagram: 

155 



ADAM 

I I 
Cain Abd Seth 

I 

Enosh 
I 

Kenan 
I 

Mahalalel 
I 

jared 
I 

Enoch 
I 

Methuselah 
I 

Lalnech 
I 

NOAH 
I 

I 
I J 

Sheln Ha111 japheth 
I 

Arphaxad 
I 

Shelah 
I 

Eber 
I 

Pclc o ' 
0 

I 
Reu 

I 
Serug 

I 
Nahor 

I 
TERAl-I 

Abrahan1 Nahor Haran 

I 
I 

I 
Ishn1acl ISAAC 

I I 
Esau jACOB 

I I I I I 
I 
I I I I I I I 

R S L J D N G A I Z j B 
e e U a a a s s e 0 e 
u 111 V D n p cl h 5 b s 11 

b c 1 A h e a u e J 
e 0 D t r c 1 p a 
n n a h u h m 

1 a 11 I 

1 r 11 



c) The frequent occurrences of the 'Toledoth Formula' seem to reflect an attempt to provide 

an overall structure for the book. Ten times the phrase, :nii?i:n i17N: occurs (2:4; 6:9; 

10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 36:9;137:2) andononeoccasionthereisa 

similar expression: :n"'?irl i~O i1, (5:1). 

These occurrences seem to be a deliberate attempt to divide Genesis into 10 main sections 

and to provide a unifying framework.2 Obviously the writer must have been very careful 

in his choice of a formula that fulfils such an important role, and one would expect that he 

chose it because it promoted the main purpose of his work and reflected its main themes. 

If this is accepted then it is clear evidence in support of the importance of the theme of 

'seed'. The noun:n i? :n is derived from the verb i7~ which means 'to bear' and the 

verb is only used in relation to the birth of a baby. This is reflected in most of the modern 

translations: RSV has 'generations of'; the JB chooses, 'roll of x's descendants'. The main 

difficulty with such translations is that they cannot really apply to the first occurrence of the 

word :n i7 :n in 2:4 in relation to the heavens and the earth. This is probably the reason 

that the NIV prefers to translate:n i?i:n with 'account of'. Howevever, this is not 

entirely satisfactory, since the toledoth sections do not introduce the account of the person 

named, but they usual1y give the history of his descendants. It is, therefore, better to use a 

different translation for the occurrence in 2:4 from the later occurrences. The NIV 

translation, for example, is appropriate for 2:4, but the JB translation is much more suitable 

for the other occurrences because it reminds the reader that the term toledoth relates to 

descendants, and the sections introduced by it, usually give the history of the descendants 

of the person named. Undoubtedly, then, the 'toledoth' formulae fulfilled an important 

1 30:9 rcPC<lts 30: 1. Verse 9 is not considered to be the beginning of a new section since the 

infonnation in 9-43 merely expands the brief introduction to the Toledoth of Esau in 1-8. 

2 Child" argues: 'The function of the 10 Tolc{folh formulae is to structure the book of Genesis into a 

unified composition and to make clear the nature of the unity which is intended' (1979:146). 
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function in the structure of Genesis. Furthermore, they brought the reader's mind back to 

the subject of birth and lineage. 

d) The concept of 'seed' appears closely associated with other main subjects in Genesis. 

Already the importance of blessing as a unifying theme has been highlighted. Concomitant 

with the idea of blessing is the choosing of specific people to receive its benefits (12:1-3; 

17: 19; 28: 10-17). In Genesis this is never a random affair or something left to chance. 

Those chosen for blessing are carefully highlighted and the blessing they receive does not 

end with them but is passed on when they die to their descendants (seed). It is through the 

seed of the patriarchs that blessing will come to all nations. The idea, first mentioned in 

12:3, is repeated in relation to Isaac (26:4) and to Jacob (28:14). It is exemplified by 

Abraham's rescue mission (ch 14), by his intercession before the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah (ch 18), by the blessings which came to the Arameans through Jacob (30:27), 

and by the blessing which the Egyptians and the other surrounding nations received 

through Joseph's wise administration, (39:3). 

Another important subject in Genesis, is the covenant that God makes with Abraham (17:1-

27). The covenant, however, points beyond the patriarch himself to his descendants or 

'seed'. In the covenant context the seed of Abraham is narrowed down to one particular 

line of descent. Ishmael is Abraham's seed but the covenant is with Abraham's seed 

through the line of Isaac and the promised covenantal blessing is channelled through Isaac 

alone (17: 19-21). This means that the whole idea of covenant in Genesis presupposes that 

Yahweh is choosing certain individuals, and, indeed, a line of descent through which his 

covenantal promises will operate. 

The theme of 'seed' is also closely related to the promise of 'land'. The first appearance of 

God to Abraham in Canaan confirms that the land will be given to his 'seed' (12:7). 

Throughout the Abraham narrative this same promise is repeated (13: 15; 15:7, 18; 17:8), 

and it is summarised by Abraham himself before his death (24:7). The long-term nature of 
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the promise is made explicit by the words tJ7i!!-i~ (13:15). Following the death of 

Abraham, Isaac is promised that the land will be given to him and to his 'seed' (26:3). 

When Jacob is leaving the land to flee from Esau he receives the promise at Bethel, not 

only that he shall return but that he and his seed will possess the land (28: 13; cf. 35: 12 

and 48:4). 

These points clearly suggest that the concept of 'seed' plays a major role in Genesis. The 

frequent use of the Hebrew root !Ji1 in relation to people and their progeny, helps to keep 

this theme in focus throughout the book. Furthermore, we have observed that the narrative 

draws attention to one particular line of descent. Although the genealogies deal briefly with 

other family lines, the main emphasis is on the line traced from Adam, through Seth, to 

Abraham and his descendants. A similar emphasis on the theme of 'seed' is provided by 

the 'toledoth' formulae. Finally, the theme of 'seed' is linked with all the main narrative 

sequences and also with the most important subjects in Genesis. The cumulative weight of 

all these factors underscores the importance of the theme of 'seed' in the book. 

3.2 The Theme of eed in Genesis ]-11 

3.2.] 'Seed' in the Stories of the Pre-Flood Era (l :1-4:26). 

The first mention of the root!. i in Genesis is in relation to the plants bearing fruit with 

seed in it. Significantly, Genesis draws attention to the fact that the seed bearing plants 

produce more plants of the same kind (1: 11-13). While the main emphasis in this study is 

on seed in terms of human descendants, the idea of seed in terms of plant-life is relevant. 

Seed produces something of the same kind, not only in relation to plants and trees, but also 

to mankind. It may be expected that, like plant-life, those who belong to a particular line of 

seed will display the same characteristics. 

In relation to animal life, seed is mentioned first in 3:14-15. This pericope is set in the 

context of the curse on the serpent. Found guilty of leading the woman astray, the serpent 
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is condemned to crawl in the dust (3:14). Furthermore, Yahweh will cause enmity to exist 

between woman and serpent, which will be perpetuated through their respective 

descendants (that is, 'seed'; 3:15). 

i1~il r:)1 ":1V i l r:J' i1~~D r:J' ":1~"I:; 11"1'lt~ i1~"I~' 

:J i'~ , ~~, 'lTr-l i1l;l~' 'lt~~ :1~' 'It; ~, i1 

The value placed on this short pericope has varied greatly. Some see it as little more than 

an attempt to explain why snakes crawl on their bellies 1 (aetiological interpretation), others 

see it as a prophecy of Christ2 (protevangelium) and there is a plethora of interpretations 

between these extremes. However, it is important to consider the importance of this 

pericope for the book of Genesis and not simply in the context of 20th century theological 

debates. The reference to the 'seed' of the woman is programmatic for the remainder of the 

book; the alert reader will look for evidence of the woman's seed throughout Genesis. 

However, before this can be established it is necessary to examine briefly the main attempts 

to interpret the passage. 

Westermann favours an aetiological interpretation for the restrictions placed on the serpent, 

as well as, the forecast of enmity between woman and serpent and their respective 

offspring. He writes, 

When one observes what is peculiar to the serpent, the question arises 'Why 

is that so?' The answer is given by telling the story that led up to this; the 

I Wen ham admit'>, 'On the face of it, the saying looks like a mere aetiology. It is an explanation of 

why men try to kill snakes, and why snakes try to bite men; Genesis 2-3 is a myth explaining the 

present human situation' (19R7:RO). However, this is only prima facie and Wenham goes on to argue 

that this is not the correct interpretation. 

2 This interpretation goes hack as far as Irenaeus (ca. 180 AD) and, even earlier (ca. 160), there arc 

'some pointers' in this direction in lustin (cr. Westermann, 1984:261). 
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serpent's peculiar way of life is traced back to a curse pronounced over it ... 

The same holds too for 5: 15. A new aetiological motif enters in here which 

forms a link with the foregoing narrative ... The purpose is to describe the 

phenomenon that enmity exists not merely in a determined situation but has 

grown to a continual state, something like an institution. This is an indirect 

way of saying something important about the relationship of humans to the 

animals. Such enmity as a state or institution does not exist between humans 

and the animals, not even the wild animals; it exists only between humans and 

the serpent; this goes back to a curse (1984:259). 

However, the similarity between the final state of the serpent after punishment and our 

own experience of erpents is not in itself sufficient justification for an aetiological 

explanation. This is e pecially the case since the main issues in this passage are theological 

rather than aetiological. The question being aired is not 'why do snakes crawl along the 

ground?' or 'why do people hate snakes?' but rather, 'how will the creator react to a 

blatant attempt to overturn his will'? It would be uncharacteristic of the writer of Genesis 

to introduce que tion about the propulsion of reptiles into a passage that is dealing with a 

challenge to God' right to rule. 

Another po~sible approach i to interpret 3: 15 as a Protevangelium. This view is based on 

the identification of the seed of the woman as the Messiah who will defeat the seed of the 

erpent (the devil). Dillmann (1882:76), Von Rad (1972:93), Skinner (1930:81), Speiser 

0964:24), and Westermann reject the idea unequivocally (1984:260). Wenham, although 

more cautious, also denies that the primary meaning of the passage can be taken as a 

Me ianic reference. He writes, 

While a Messianic interpretation may be justified in the light of subsequent 

revelation, a sensus plenior. it would perhaps be wrong to suggest that this 

was the narrator's own understanding (1987:81). 
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Wenham, undoubtedly has the correct balance here. We must anticipate that the narrator 

intended this pericope to have a role to play within the book itself. Indeed the aetiological 

and the protevangelium approach to 3:15 have this in common; they both represent a failure 

to recognise the importance of the concept of seed in the book of Genesis itself. Since 

Genesis highlights the special status of one line of descent, a reference to the seed of the 

serpent and the seed of the woman suggests that the remainder of the book will shed further 

light on this mysterious pronouncement. l 

In seeking to show that 3: 15 has implications for the remainder of the book we face an 

immediate problem: Chapter 3 does not identify the serpent2 and this makes it very difficult 

to ascertain what is meant by his seed; this in turn poses problems when we attempt to 

establi h what significance the verse has for the rest of Genesis. After chapter 3, the 

erpent (VD~) is not mentioned again. The same consonants (Vn~) do appear in relation 

to the divination of Laban and Joseph (30:27; 44:5, 15). However, it is most unlikely that 

there i an intentional connection; divination represents the view that the world is under the 

influence of powers other than the God of Israel. Throughout Genesis, Yahweh is in 

complete control, not only in Palestine but also in Aram and Egypt. It is this overall control 

of Yahweh that trikes even the most casual reader as one of the most outstanding 

impre ion. given in the book. In such a setting there is no room for even a hint of 

duali m. 

I Wlfall sugge L'\ that this verse should be interpreted against a Davidic background (1974:361-365). 

2 Von Rad argue.! that the failure to identify the serpent clearly is deliberate because 'the narrator is 

an)(ious to shift the responsibility as little as possible from man. It is a question only of man and his. 

guilt; therefore. the narrator has carefully guarded against objcctifying evil in any way. and therefore 

he has persomfied it as htlle a possible as a power coming from without. That he transferred the 

impulse to temptation out.<;ide man was almost more a necessity for the story than an attempt at 

making evil something e)(lSl1ng outside man . .. Throughout the entire story this antagonist of men 

remains in a scarccly definable incognito which is not cleared up' (1972:87). 
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It is probable that the seed of the serpent is to be observed in 'anything that represented the 

forces of evil' (Ross, 1988: 145). According to this view the immediate outworking of the 

serpent's continuing influence is seen in chapter 4 where Cain, the seed of the woman is in 

danger from the sin 'couching at the door'. W. M. Clarke comments, 

On a literary level 3: 15b (the continual battle of man with the snake) points 

forward to the issue dealt with in ch. 4 while 4:7b makes clear the placing of 

ch. 4 in the context of the situation resulting from man's action in ch. 3 

(1971 :200). 

Taking a imilar view, Wenham regards the serpent as an anti-God symbol which, 

'symbolize sin, death, and the power of evil' (1987 :80). 

The next main reference to eed (4:25) relates to the offspring of the woman. Against the 

background of the murder of Abel by Cain, Eve greets the birth of Seth with the following 

exclamation, 

The . ignificant thing about thi verse is the way in which Eve refers to Seth as 'another 

eed'. Taking the verse in isolation it could be argued that the reference is just to the joy of 

Eve at bearing another child after the tragic death of Abel. However, in the light of 3:15, 

and the expectation that it rai e in the reader's mind, it seems likely that 4:25 deliberately 

recall the warning to the erpent that the woman's seed would bruise his head. 

Furthenn re, although the tenn 'seed' is a natural one to use with reference to offspring, 

there does seem to be a deliberate frugality in the use of the term in these early chapters. It 

i not u ed of Cain in 4: 1 where his birth is recorded: 
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Wenham argues that the difference is a significant one and comparing 4:25 and 4:1 he 

comments, 

The word 'offspring' rather than 'man' may suggest she hoped for a line of 

children from Seth such as the rest of Genesis describes (1987:115). 

It is probably no accident that Seth is the one whose list of descendants would include key 

characters selected by God to receive special blessing: e.g., Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob. 

The different roles played by Cain, Abel and Seth and their relative importance are 

di cu ed by Jenkins (1978). He regards the use made of the naming formula as a key to 

how important the writer views each individual. 

The relative importance of Adam's three sons is reflected in the way that their 

name are introduced. Abel is brought in by a direct statement: 'She bore his 

brother Abel' (4:2). Although a pun on 'futility' is probably to be 

under tood, it i ignificant that for Abel whose line is doomed to extinction 

there i no naming formula and aetiology is not explicit. Nor is the naming 

formula u ed for Cain, but there is an aetiology which - whatever the exact 

tran lation - underlines Cain's peculiar, protected relationship to Yahweh (cf. 

4: 15) ... It i through Seth, however, and not Cain that the history of God 

with man is to be worked out, and Seth alone of Adam's sons is introduced 

with both a naming formula and an aetiology (4:25) (1978:44). 

1 Although Von Rad complams lhat, 'every word of this little sentence is difficult' (1972: 103), a 

discussion of the problems and suggcsled solutions has not been included in this study since it would 

not alTcctthe conclusion I have reached. 
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However, it is not just the presence of an aetiology for Seth's name, that shows his 

importance, rather it is the content of that aetiology and the status it gives Seth as 'another 

seed' given instead of Abe!. 

3.2.2 The Structure and Purpose of the Genealogical Lists in Genesis 

Chapters 4 and 5 

Any attempt to identify unifying themes must, of course, account adequately for the 

genealogical lists. Although Luke (1981 :223) complains that the genealogies have received 

'step-motherly' treatment at the hands of scholars, most of the commentators do hold the 

genealogies in high esteem: Westermann is typical, 

The genealogies are an essential constitutive part of the primeval story and 

form the framework of everything that is narrated in Genesis 1-11 (1984:6). 

As well as providing a framework in Genesis, the genealogies emphasize the theme of 

seed. They look back to 3:15 and the warning to the serpent that the woman's seed would 

bruise the head of his progeny.} The geneaiogies show the progress of the woman's seed 

from one generation to the next and they keep alive in the reader's mind the expectation that 

from the seed of woman will come one through whom God will reverse the effects of the 

curse (cf. Gros Louis, 1982:50-51). In this way the genealogies are the result of the 

outworking of the promise of seed (3: 15). This will become clearer as we examine the 

individuailists. 

1 Of course, this does not apply to all the genealogies. Il applies to the line through Seth (5:1-32) but 

not to the line through Cain (4:17-22). 
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In the material relating to the pre-flood period there are two collections of genealogical data: 

chapter 4, usually attributed to the Yahwist, and chapter 5, otherwise known as the Priestly 

genealogy. 1 The context in which the first list is set can be seen from the following 

overview of chapter 4: 

4: 1-2 Genealogical information is given about Adam. He has sexual relations with Eve and 

she conceives and bears Cain. This is followed by a short statement by the mother to the 

effect that she has brought forth a son with Yahweh's help. Then she bears Abel also. 

Two participial phrases give the occupations of both sons. 

4:3-16 Cain and Abel narrative. 

4: 17 Genealogical information is given about Cain; He has sexual relations with his wife 

who conceives and bears Enoch. Cain names the city, that he has been building, after his 

son. 

4: 18-19 A brief genealogy of Cain is now given. His descendants are followed through 

Enoch, lrad, Mehujael, Methusael and Lamek. 

4:20-22 Lamek's wives are named and his children are also named. A short description of 

the contribution that each son made to the spread of civilisation is given. 

4:23-24 Lamek confesses that he has murdered a young man. 

4:25-26 Genealogical information is given about Adam. He has sexual relations with his 

wife. She bears Seth, to whom she refers as 'another seed instead of Abel' (see comments 

above). Seth himself (~ i1 Cl) has a son whom he calls Enosh. The chapter ends with a 

short statement about worship of Yahweh. 

i11i1'" Cl'V:l ~"i?~ ~tr'i1 ,~ 

The following observations may be made about the genealogy in chapter 4. The position of 

the list in chapter 4 (4:17-22) between two accounts of murder (4:3-15 and 4:23-26) is 

significant. By sandwiching the list of Cain's descendants between, in Clines words, 'an 

1 II is not our purpose here either to accept or deny these sources. 
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impulsive act of murder' and 'a deliberate reign of terror' (1976:493) the narrator intends to 

give a negative message about this particular line of descent. As R. R. Wilson points out, 

The overall effect of placing the Cainite genealogy in this context is to give a 

negative interpretation of Cain's line. By virtue of being Cain's descendants, 

the people named in his genealogy all inherit his curse (1977: 155). 

Chapter 4 conforms to a pattern found throughout Genesis where the genealogy of a person 

whose career has been followed by the narrator but who is now about to lose that 

prominent position is given first. I 

The short Sethite list at the end of chapter 4 should not be regarded as an unnecessary 

duplication, which might have been omitted without any serious loss to the impact of the 

pas age. It is altogether consonant with the literary structure of Genesis to conclude one 

story with a brief connecting gobbet that links what is past with what is to follow.2 In this 

1 A Wenham points OUL, 'Genesis always records the descendants of the un favoured sons before the 

elecl hne. The genealogic of Japhcth and Ham precede thal of Shem (chap. 10); IshmaeJ's genealogy 

precedes lsaac's (25: 12-34); and Esau's, Jacob's (chaps. 36-37). So here the genealogy of Cain precedes 

Seth's' (1987:%). 

2 Thus, the transition from man and woman in their innocence to thc story of lheir rebellion is made 

by a reference to their unashamed nakedness (0,.,11); this looks back to what they were in Eden but 

also points forward to the episode with the serpent who is cunning (0,.,11). Before the introduction to 

the section beginning with the Toledoth of Noah (6:9). the previous section concludes with a brief 

anticipatory clause providing a tran iuon from onc subject to the next (6:8). A similar feature can be 

observed in the transition from the Toledoth of Shem 10 the Toledoth of Terah (1 ] :27). The former 

section closes with an introduction to Terah as the father of Abram. Nahor and Haran and shows their 

link with the past through a gcnealogy going back to Shem. Howevcr. the new section opens with 
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case the relationship of Cain to Seth is clearly delineated allowing the editor to leave Cain 

behind and introduce chapter 5 without the reader wondering how Cain fits into all of this. 

Furthermore, the brief Sethite list at the end of chapter 4 fulfils another function. Compared 

with the two gloomy tales about Cain and Lamek, 'this brief introduction to the line of Seth 

offers two rays of hope: the explanation of Seth' s name and men calling on the name of the 

Lord' (Wenham, 1987: 115). In this way chapter 4 begins by linking the name of Cain in 

the reader's mind with lack of acceptance by God, murder and rebellion. At the end of the 

chapter a contrast is made by the short Sethite list, which draws attention to Seth as the one 

who will replace Abel (4:25). In close proximity to this mention of Seth, the writer fits in 

the pericope about the beginning of the cult of Yahweh. All this prepares the reader to look 

for something positive in the line of Seth and in this way it prepares for a fuller list 

provided in the next chapter. 

The genealogy in chapter 5 features both close similarities and major differences with 

chapter 4. Immediately one is struck by the omission of any reference to Cain in chapter 5. 

Taking chapter 5 on its own one would conclude that Seth was the firsborn of Adam. 

However, the narrator is well aware that the details of the previous chapter will enable the 

reader to avoid coming to this erroneous conclusion. 1 Chapter 4 has dealt with Cain and 

the narrator now intends to focus attention on the line of Seth, through which blessing will 

come. It is also significant that the genealogy relating to the line of Seth is set in a more 

positive context than the genealogy of Cain. We have already observed that chapter 4 gives 

a negative impression except for the two concluding verses. Chapter 5 traces its genealogy 

e:.;aclly the ~me information regarding Tcrah as the father of Abram, Nahor and Haran but this Lime the 

empha.<;is is on their future (11 :27-32; er. Wenham 1987:97). 

1 In the same way, If Genesis chaptcr 22 is read without reference to the previous passages it would 

indicate that Js.aac wa<; the only son of Ahraham. However, the reader already knows about Ishmael and 

the point being made is that I~'lac is the only son that matters as far as the future of the promises is 

conccmed. A similar point is made in the present pas~ge. 
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back, not only to Adam 1 but to God himself who created man in his image. We have 

already seen that the idea of the image of God in man is closely linked with the blessing that 

God bestowed on man in 1 :28. The emphasis on death throughout the genealogy ('and he 

died') is put in perspective by this reference, with its implication that the image of God has 

not been withdrawn.2 In chapter 4 the increasing effect of sin is followed through one 

particular line. Now, in contrast, the effect of God's image in man and of his continued 

blessing on the human race are in focus through the progeny of Seth as outlined in 

summary at the end of chapter 4 and in detail in chapter 5. 

The Sethite genealogy of chapter 5 is a very uniform literary structure following the same 

pattern throughout. This takes the form: 

PN 1 lived x years and fathered PN2 and PN 1 lived after he fathered PN2 y 

years and he fathered sons and daughters. All the days of PN 1 were z years. 

Obviously any deviations from this order must be regarded as significant. These are: 

1. In verse 3 Seth is said to be in his father's image and likeness: 

i?:h~~ irl'~~~ i7.i~l 

2. In verse 22 Enoch's walk with God and the consequent translation to be with God are 

described. 

1 As Robinson observe<;, 'Genesis 5 erreets the transition of adam from generic humanity to Adam the 

individual human hy an cxcrcisc in carefully controlled ambiguity' (1986:600). 

2 Commcnting on 5: 1-5 Rose; writes, 'The expositor should not miss the emphasis on the blessing of 

the image at creation or the intcnded contrast with the themc of dcath that suddcnly takes ovcr the 

pas<>agc' (1988:173) 
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3. In verse 29 Lamek expresses hope that his son Noah will bring comfort from the hard 

labour experienced because of the curse on the ground. 

The comment that Seth is in the image of Adam is a reminder that Adam was originally 

made in the image of God but spoiled that relationship. The name' Seth' represents hope 

that the broken relationship between man and God can be restored. 

Both genealogies have the name Enoch and in both cases there is a short explanatory 

digression (4:17; 5:24). The Cainite Enoch is linked with the building of a city, a clear 

contrast with the much more spiritual Sethite Enoch who 'walked with God'. 

The name Lamek also appears in both genealogies (4: 18-19; 5:25-29). The Cainite Lamek 

show the direction in which his particular line is heading. As Von Rad comments, it 

show 'the spirit of a growing irreconcilableness and fierce self-assertiveness, by which 

human community is more and more profoundly ruptured' (1972:111). On the other 

hand, the Sethite Lamek i anticipating the coming of a 'seed' (though the word is not 

used) who will bring relief from the effects of the curse, a reference back to 3:15-17. The 

contrast between the two Lameks is emphasized by Eslinger: 

The Cainite Lamek continues in the murderous way of Cain and even boasts 

of surpassing Cain ... (4:24). There is no indication that the Cainite Lamek 

has any concern to comply with God's expressed wishes, but on the contrary, 

he twists God's words to suit himself. The Sethite Lamek, on the other hand, 

still concerns himself with the penalty of 3: 17 and expresses hope that with 

oah some relief from the curse will be experienced. One Lamek is the end 

product of the line that has multiplied wrong-doing since the first sin of 3:6, 

the other is the near end-product of a line that sinned once, but appears not to 

have done so again, and which, moreover, has been atoning and paying for 

that first and only sin ever since (1979:70). 
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So when the genealogical data is viewed from a holistic perspective we get a clear contrast 

between the line of Cain with its murder and its steady movement away from God and the 

line of Seth with its spiritual emphasis and its hope of comfort from the effects of the curse. 

3.2.3 The Concept of 'Seed' in the 'Toledoth of Noah' (6:9-9:29) 

The flood narrative is prefaced in Genesis by the toledoth formula introducing the 'toledoth 

of Noah' (6:9). This is significant since the person Noah is given a very high profile in the 

flood narrative. He is the person specially chosen by God to preserve life and witness the 

process of 're-creation' after the flood (8: 15-9: 17). We are justified, therefore, in 

regarding Noah as the 'seed' whom God has chosen for the continuance of the special line 

of de cent after the flood. As we shall see, many aspects of the flood narrative are clearly 

de igned to impre s the reader with the character of Noah and to draw attention to his 

relationship with Yahweh. This is not to say that the details of the actual flood are not 

important; it i far from being merely an incidental detail. However, it is not an end in 

iu elf; it i ' u ed to provide a context for God's dealings with the world and, especially, with 

oah. Indeed, by regarding the main purpose of the narrative as highlighting God's 

dealings with oah we actually accentuate the importance of the flood as God's purposeful 

dealing with mankind through the special line of 'seed'. This approach helps us to avoid 

conclusions such a that reached by D. L. Petersen, that the flood (at least in the Yahwist's 

eyes) is an 'ineffectual ploy, a segment of the primeval history which had to be narrated 

because it wa.~ authoritative tradition' (1976:445). The flood is not an 'ineffectual ploy', it 

is an important narrative. howing how God's sovereign purposes are fulfilled, in spite of 

the spread of sin, through one chosen line of 'seed'. 

The importance that the writer attaches to the person Noah, his chosen one in the special 

line of 'seed'. can be seen in the following ways: 
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1. The reader is already prepared for the introduction of Noah before the commencement 

of the flood narrative. Through the genealogy in chapter 5, Noah is introduced as: a) a 

descendant from Adam through Seth; b) one who, his father hopes, will bring rest to those 

sorely pressed because of the curse on the ground (5:29); c) the father of Shem, Ham and 

Japheth (5:32). Also, the final words of the t01edoth of Adam introduce Noah as one who 

has 'found favour in the eyes of the Lord' (6:8). 

2. Throughout the flood narrative there are word plays on Noah's name. Cassuto draws 

attention to three such occurrences. (a) 8:4 'and the ark came to rest' (n~J;'l'1.) (b) 8:9 

'resting place' (Di~~) (c) 8:21 'Yahweh smelled the pleasing aroma' (Din-'~ D-''J). 

3. Hi family are kept very much in the background so that they do not take away from the 

central importance of Noah. Only he is said to build the ark; God shuts him in; he is the 

one who does all that God commands him. 

4. The character of Noah and his walk with God are emphasized. The statement that 

, oah walked with God' (6:9) is a clear reference back to Enoch who is also distinguished 

by hi walk with God (5:22). According to L. Eslinger, 

The emphasis seem to be on the harmony between man and God and may 

even ugge t a return to the unguarded relationship of innocence in the garden 

where man lived in the garden in which God strolled (3:8; 1979:70). 

5. Central to the whole event i the phrase 'God remembered Noah'. This statement 

comes at the climax of the flood narrative (8: 1). Concerning it Anderson writes: 

At the climax God's remembrance of Noah and the remnant anticipates the 

conclusion where God promises to remember the 'everlasting covenant' that 
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signals the beginning of a new humanity and indeed a new creation paralleling 

the original creation portrayed in Genesis 1 (1978:32). 

6. The role of Noah is presented in a way that invites the reader to draw parallels with the 

career of Moses. God makes a covenant with both (6:18) and they both are made 

custodians of divinely commissioned laws. Furthermore, the word for Noah's ark is never 

used elsewhere in the Old Testament except for its occurrence in the story of Moses as the 

name of the vessel which protected baby Moses from the waters of the Nile. Cassuto 

comments, 

This is certainly no coincidence. By the verbal parallel, the Torah wished, 

apparently, to draw attention to the parrallelism of theme. In both cases there 

i to be saved from drowning one who is worthy of salvation and is destined 

to bring deliverance to others; here it is humanity that is to be saved, there it 

is the cho en people; here it is the macrocosm that has to be preserved, there 

it is the microcosm (1964:59). 

Thu the importance of Noah must not be under emphasized. The entire flood episode 

draw attention to Noah, a the man specially chosen by God to preserve life (seed) on the 

earth (7:3). oah performs thi task in two ways. Firstly, he provides for the continuance 

of life (seed) on earth by protecting the creatures in the ark from the flood. Secondly, 

however, he provides future hope for the world through the continuance of the special line 

of eed through Seth and Shem to Abraham. 

3.2.4 The ur ing of Canaan (9:18-29) 

Our main intere t in this passage in the context of seed lies in the way that it singles out 

Canaan for cursing and Shem and Japheth for blessing. The theme of blessing and cursing 

i clearly linked with the idea of certain individuals being chosen by God in a chosen line of 
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'seed' from Adam running through Abraham. 1 The cursing of Canaan shows that, he is 

outside the promised line of seed and that he is alienated from it. 

The main content of the curse relates to the slavery of Canaan, which is repeated three 

times: 

'''''D~? j1""j1"" O""i~P i~~ ,~~~ i'i~ i~~~1 (verse 25) 

'(.)7 i~!1 '~~:;J ""j1"", O'r!T ""j1,t' j1,j1"" l'i~ i~~~1 (verse 26) 

'(.)7 i~!1 1~~:;J ""j1"", O'r!T-""?D~:J 1~'r!T"'" r1~""? O""j1,t' r:J~~ (verse 27) 

A Wenham aptly remarks, 

The threefold repetition of the curse makes it unusually emphatic: there can be 

no doubt about its fulfilment (1987:203). 

The rea on for the curse is not explicitly stated; the main emphasis is on the curse itself and 

on the family line concerned. Indeed it is not the perpetrator of the misdemeanour who is 

cur ed, but hi on. Undoubtedly there is a deliberate reference to a group of people 

known to later I rael whose ancestor is being branded as one who is accursed.2 

On the other hand the text mentions the blessing of Shem and Japheth. 

O'r!T ""j1?~ j1,j1"" l'i~ i~~~1 (verse 26) 

1 Ro makes this point arguing that. 'throughout Genesis the motifs of blessing and cursing occur 

again and again in connection with those who are chosen and those who are not' (1988:223) 

2 Driver remarks. 'Canaan is here not an individual. but the representative of the Canaanites ... who. 

if not destroyed. were ultimately subjugated by the Israelites (cf. Jdg 1 : 28ff; I Kings 9:20f) and the 

intention of the passage i in reality to account for the enslaved condition of these people as the 

Hebrews knew them' (1920:110). 
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This verse is difficult since it seems to be Yahweh who is blessed rather than Shem. It is a 

very unusual way to express a blessing. 1 Thus Wenham remarks, 

Here the omission of any specific explanation must mean that Noah is 

blessing the Lord for being the God of Shem (1987:202). 

However, this does not really develop enough of a contrast between the state of Canaan 

and that of Shem. Surely some reference to his being blessed is intended. Von Rad's 

explanation is helpful, 

Over against the depreciation of Canaan it does not set the praise of Shem. 

Shem's God is praised. What Shem is and the advantage he has over others 

does not consist in special human merits, but Shem's portion is Yahweh! 

(1972: 137).2 

The meaning i probably that Yahweh is being praised for blessing Shem with the special 

privilege of being Yahweh's chosen one. The blessing on Japheth establishes a link of 

friend hip between hi progeny and the descendants of Shem. Here already is the theme 

developed further in 12: 1-3 that the one who is chosen for special blessing becomes the 

ource of that bIe sing to others. Yahweh's name is mentioned only in connection with 

1 Skinner suggesL~ that the text should be emended and he favours O~ ~'rn~ i1'i1~ li~~ 

'May Yahweh bless the tenL') of Shcm' (1930: 184). This is an attractive suggestion, but it is not 

supported by extant textual evidence. 

2Dnver's VICW is similar. He argues that the fact that the blessing is addressed to Yahweh rather than 

to Shem 'evinces a warm and lively sense of the privileges which this knowledge conferred upon those 

who shared It Jl is the happiness of Shem and his descendants that they have Jehovah as their God' 

(1920: 110). 
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Shem. The blessing of knowing Yahweh comes through contact with Shem. 1 This clearly 

identifies Shem as enjoying a special relationship with God. He is the one, therefore, who 

is recognised in the special line of 'seed', after Noah. 

3.2.5 The Table of Nations (10: 1-32) 

We have already observed that throughout Genesis the narrative focuses on a character who 

is chosen by God and on one or more people (usually related to him) whose failings help to 

highlight the worthiness of the main character. After Noah and Shem, the next such 

character is Abraham but he must be introduced in a context geographically and politically 

different to that of the primeval narratives. In particular Abraham must be placed in the 

world with which the reader is familiar; not a world populated by one large family all 

speaking the same language, but a world of nations exhibiting outstanding differences and 

showing nothing of the primeval homogeneity. To achieve this two things were necessary: 

the nations must be presented in a positive light as evidence that the blessing of 1 :28 has 

been fulfilled and as people whom God is preparing to bless through Abraham, and in a 

negative light a.<; the sorry end-product of man's disobedience against his creator. The first 

of these purposes is achieved through the Table of Nations and the second through the 

Tower of Babe!. Tt is, perhaps, surprising that the Table of Nations is placed before the 

story of the scattering of the nations in the Tower of Babel incident. It would have seemed 

more logical to have the Babel story first since the Table of Nations presupposes such a 

scattering. However, the fact that the writer has positive, as well as negative truths, to 

convey about the nations explains why the Table of Nations is placed before the Tower of 

Babe! incident. As Clines suggests, 

1 Skinner commenL<;, 'The use of the generic c",..,l;N: implies that the proper name ~i~'" was the 

peculiar property of the ShemiLCs' (1930:1841). 
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If the material of chapter 10 had followed the Babel story, the whole Table of 

Nations would have to be read under the sign of judgement; where it stands it 

functions as the fulfilment of the divine command of 9:1 'Be fruitful and 

multiply and fill the earth' which looks back in its turn to 1 :28. All this means 

that the final author of the primeval history understands that the dispersal of 

the nations may be evaluated both positively (as in chapter 10) and negatively 

(as in chapter 11). Since Babel mankind stands under both the blessing and 

the curse of God; the division of the peoples and their languages is both a 

token of the divine judgement and a natural concomitant of man's fulfilment 

of the divine command and so part of the divine blessing (9:1) 

So then the author uses the table to show how God's purposes are worked out through the 

line of Shem. The table as a whole serves as a fulfilment of the blessing in 9: 1, and it also 

bridges the historical gap between Noah and Abraham. In particular it draws attention to 

the promised line of seed. Throughout Genesis the line of descent of God's chosen ones is 

usually given last and this pattern is followed here (cf. Wenham 1987:214; Wiseman 

1955: 15), The order is, Japheth (2-5), Ham (6-20) and, finally, Shem (21-31). Clearly 

the writer chooses the most prominent position in the table for the chosen line through 

Shem to highlight its significance. 

3.2.6 The Tower of Babel (11 :1-9) 

If the table of nations represents the attempt of the author to provide a political context for 

the patriarchal narratives, the tower of Babel story provides a spiritual context representing 

the scattered nations as under the judgement of God. 
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The Babel incident is placed between two genealogies of Shem. At the end of the Table of 

nations a fragmented genealogy leads up to the Babel story and a linear genealogy 1 of 

Shem follows it, introduced as the 'toledoth of Shem', leaving the Babel story both 

introduced and concluded by Shemite lists. The reason for this is probably to be found in 

the words of the tower builders as they describe the purpose of their venture: 

The builders' phobia of being scattered forces them to seek to win a t:na for themselves. 

God, himself, however, has provided a line of descent through the O'V whom he has 

chosen. As Robinson comments, 

The whole earth marshals its energy to make a Shem for itself. But even 

before they came together to their task, God had already provided a Shem 

through the orderly process of procreation. The reader is treated to the ironic 

and even slightly ludicrous spectacle of humanity attempting to create by its 

own exertions a counterfeit of what God already provided. God responds to 

the foolishness of the people by cooly scattering them (1986:603). 

This still leaves the question unanswered about why the genealogy leading up to the story 

of Babel should be segmented whereas that which follows it is linear. Probably, the 

genealogy leading up to Babel is intended to show the multiplicity of the human race as a 

sign of the efficacy of the divine blessing (1 :28; 9: 1). However, after the disaster that 

overtook the human race in the Babel incident the writer immediately hastens to guide the 

1 The tenn 'linear' is used to describe a genealogy that follows one main line of deseent; in each 

generation, only one person is named. Where the genealogy follows more than one line of descent, the 

tenn 'segmented' is employed (cr. Wilson. 1977:9). 
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reader through a direct line of descent to God's answer to the problem, found in Abraham 

and his descendants. l 

We have seen, then, that the theme of 'seed' is prominent in Genesis chapters 1-11. A 

special line of descendants is highlighted. The key figures in this line, are shown to have a 

close relationship with God. This line is used to point the reader forward to Genesis 12-50 

and makes a link between the chosen line of descendants and Abraham. 

1 Robinson wntes, • After the debacle of Babel, the genealogies abruptly change form . They become 

linear, f used as If by the powerful lens of the catastrophe at BabellO trace a single line. The 

genealogies are no less orderly and no less a continuation of the divine will expressed at creation. But, 

beginning again With Shem, they do not pausc to mark the full ex tent of human fruitfulness, but 

march directly to Abraham the reCipient of the promisc' (1986:604). 
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3.3 The Theme of Seed In the Abraham Narrative 

The Hebrew word !r"J1 occurs 24 times in this cycle. An introductory survey of these 

occurrences will be helpful at this stage. The first occurrence is found after the record of 

Abraham's obedience to the command to leave his own country. When he arrives in 

Canaan, God promises that the land will become the possession of his !r"J1 (12:7). The 

next three occurrences of !r"J1 are also in the context of a divine promise speech (13: 15-

16). In this passage Abraham is promised that his !r"JJ will inherit the land and that they 

will be as difficult to count as particles of dust. In spite of these promises, Abraham 

complains that he has 'no !r"J1 ' (15:3). He is assured by God that his !r"J1 will be as 

numerous as the stars (15:5). Yahweh also informs Abraham that, although his !r"J1 will 

become exiles in a foreign country (15: 13), they will return to Canaan and possess it 

(15: 18). The next promise of!r"J is made to Hagar by an angel who assures her that her 

!r~ will be too numerous to count (16:10). In the details of the covenant between God 

and Abraham, the theme of !r"J1 is prominent, and the word occurs six times (17:7, 8,9, 

10, 12, 19). After the destruction of Sodom, Lot's two daughters express the desire to 

have!r"J (19:32, 34). Before the expUlsion ofIshmael, Abraham is informed that, 

although both Ishmael and Isaac are Abraham's !r"J1 , his line of descent will be reckoned 

through lsaac (21: 12-13). Following the 'offering' of Isaac, the divine promises are 

renewed to Abraham in a short passage which mentions !r"J1 three times (22:17-18). In 

chapter 24 Abraham recalls that GocI has promised to give the land to his !r"JJ and, in the 

same chapter, Rebekah's family bless her and express the desire that her !r"J1 will 

'possess the gates of their enemies' (24:7,60) 

3.3.1 The Introduction to the Family of Abraham 

We have already observed that Abraham is the final goal of the toledoth of Shem. This 

becomes obvious in 11 :26 where the linea.r form is dropped and the genealogy gives details 

of the family of Terah. 
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This verse serves as a conclusion to the toledoth of Shem and as an introduction to the 

toledoth of Terah (11 :27-25:11). Although three sons are mentioned the only details given 

about Haran and Nahor are those that affect Abraham and his line of descendants. We 

learn nothing about Haran except the birth of his son, Lot, and his death, details that 

explain how the circumstances arose in which Lot accompanied Abraham to Canaan. 

Likewise, little is written about Nahor apart from the fact of his marriage. His story is 

resumed in 22:20-24 where his significance as the ancestor of the bride of Abraham's son 

Isaac is revealed. However, these family details are covered fairly quickly since the main 

purpose of the author is to introduce Abraham himself, his wife Sarah and nephew Lot. 

The focus of the narrative on members of the one extended family alerts the reader to the 

importance of this family connection for both the Abraham and Jacob narratives. As Oden 

remarks, 

One can safely assert that the sociological centre of Genesis 12-36 is the 

family and that the issues of continuing importance are those of kinship 

relation and lineage (1983: 192). 

This concentration on family affairs in these narratives provides a natural context for the 

theme of divinely chosen eed through a special line of descent. In virtually every passage 

the main interest i in ome aspect of lines of descent - either the line chosen by God or one 

of those rejected by him. 

To begin with, however, the main focus of attention in relation to seed is on Sarah. In 

relation to the theme of seed, the most important biographical detail in this section is the 

tatement that Sarah, Abraham's wife is barren (11 :30). This barrenness is the backcloth 

against which all the promises of a multitude of seed are made to Abraham. The narrator 

kilfully develops both of these incompatible elements (barrenness and many descendants) 
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throughout the Abraham narrative and uses them to heighten the tension. In so doing he 

highlights the importance of the theme of seed. 

After this introductory section, the call of Abraham is recorded (12:1-3), and this is 

followed by a record of his obedience (12:4-9). These two short passages will be dealt 

with together here. 

3.3.2 Abraham, the Specially Chosen Seed (12:1-9) 

Although the main emphasis in the opening pericope of the passage is on blessing, the 

concept of seed is unmistakably present. Abraham is promised that God will make him a 

great nation (12:2). He is the chosen 'seed' through whom this nation will be brought into 

existence. Although he is portrayed in this passage and also later in Genesis, as a man 

fired by faith and obedience (12:4, 8; 15 :6; 22: 12), as one who attains great wealth (13:2; 

24:35), a a powerful military leader (14: 13-17) and as a mighty prince (23:6), his key role 

is the progenitor of the promised line of descendants. This is only possible through 

Yahweh' per onal choice of him (12:1-3), and, therefore, his relationship with Yahweh is 

crucial. The key word tr'J is used in this passage in relation to the promise of land 

(12:7). When Abraham obeys God and travels to Canaan he is assured that his seed will 

po ses thi land. 

So then, right at the beginning of the Abraham story, the focus of attention is on Abraham 

as the one specially cho en by God, and on his seed. 

3.3.3 Abraham and arah in Egypt (12:10-20) 

In the Egypt incident Abraham i portrayed as jeopardising Sarah and sacrificing the 

possibility of 'seed' through her (12:11-15). Coat's suggestion that Abraham submits 

Sarah to 'intentional adultery' is probably correct (1983: Ill). The earliest readers would 
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surely not miss the irony of this situation where Abraham the father of the nation had put its 

existence in grave peril and where the recipient of the promises had acted as if they had 

never existed! 1 God on the other hand is shown to have a clear plan for Abraham and 

Sarah which he will not allow to be thwarted (12:17-20). Only the intervention ofYahweh 

ensures the future of the promised seed. Even at this early stage in the narrative, the 

emphasis is on the fact that the special line of seed through Abraham is made possible 

through the divine initiative. 

3.3.4 The Role of Lot in Relation to the theme of Seed (13:1-14:24; 18:1-

19:38). 

Following Abraham's return from Egypt, the focus of attention is on Abraham's 

relation hip with Lot. Owing to limited pasture, the two are forced to separate. After this 

eparation, Lot is captured by enemies and rescued by Abraham. The story of Lot is set 

aside (chapter 16-18) and then resumed (chapters 18-19). It is important to examine Lot's 

relation hip to Abraham and to assess the significance of this for the theme of 'seed'. The 

di cussion of Lot i quite detailed and the relevance to 'seed' may not be immediately 

apparent. However, when we have established the function of the Lot stories in the 

Abraham narrative and have examined the characterisation of Lot, this will enable us to see 

more cl earl y how the theme of 'seed' is developed in these early chapters of the Abraham 

cycle. There are two approache to the Lot stories that are particularly relevant to this 

tudy. 

The first i repre ented by the hypothesis put forward by Helyer who regards Lot as the 

heir of Abraham and sees in this relationship an interpretative key to the understanding of 

1 Von Rad makes a similar point concerning the seriousness of Abraham's visillO Egypt 'One muSl 

remember thalthe jeopardising of the ancestress called into question everything thal Yahweh had 

promised to do for Abraham' (1972:169). 
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the Lot stories (1983:82-86). In Helyer's view the question of an heir for Abraham is the 

dominant theme running through, not only the Abraham narratives, but also the stories 

about Lot. I If this is the case, it is important for this study, since it means that Abraham 

may have expected that the specially chosen line of seed would be reckoned through Lot. 

In the second approach Lot may be understood, not as Abraham's heir, but rather as a man 

whose failings serve to set the faith and virtue of Abraham in sharp relief.2 In one version 

of this approach, Lot is compared with Abraham in terms of 'fool versus hero', Lot serving 

as no more than a 'comic foil' for Abraham's faith) 

Clarification of these views is relevant to the present study because our interpretation of 

Lot's relationship with Abraham will directly affect our conclusions about the bearing that 

the Lot stories have on our discussion of 'seed' in the Abraham narrative. The first of these 

suggestions, assumes that Lot is the heir of Abraham. This is not just a modem view, 

having been upported, for example, by Rashi.4 Many regard Lot as the natural choice as 

heir until hi eparation from Abraham in chapter 13. As Wenham writes, 

1 Helycr argues that the 'leading thcmc' throughoutthc Abraham narrative and its 'overall concern' is 

the problem of an hcir (1983:82, 85). Hc identifies cight crises which serve as obstacles to the 

fulrtlment of thc promlsc of an hcir. Thcse obstacles servc to increase the tension and heighten the 

drarnma in the narrativc (1983:80). In Hclyer's judgcment thc separation of Lot and Abraham is onc 

of these crises - 'At stake is nothing less than Lot's elimination as heir to the covenant promise' 

(1983:85). 

2 Von Rad write concerning Lot, 'Having been set on the way to a promise by Yahweh, just as 

Abraham was (12:4) hc turned aside from this way (ch 13), still supported by God's grace, and thcn 

finaJJy slipped completely from God's hand, which directs history' (1972:224). 

3 Thi is the suggestion of Coats who sees Lot as a 'buffoon' (1983: 114-115). 

4 According to Rashi, the quarrel arose 'because Lot's shepherds were wicked men and grazed their 

caulc in othcr people's ficlds. Abraham's shepherds rebuked them for this act of robbery, but they 
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Apparently, at least unofficially adopted by Abram, he was his presumptive 

heir until the acrimonious separation in chapter 13 (1987:272). 

This suggestion is attractive in that Lot would seem to be the obvious choice as Abraham's 

heir and it would not be reading too much between the lines to assume that Lot would have 

considered himself as a possible beneficiary of Abraham's wealth in the absence of a son.! 

However, one cannot really go much further than this without moving outside the evidence 

available. The idea that Lot was officially the heir and that it is this idea that provides the 

key to the interpretation of the Lot stories seems to go beyond the clear meaning of the text, 

which makes no reference to such a relationship. The text does affirm that Lot's father died 

young and we may assume that Abraham must have felt some responsibility towards his 

nephew; thi is expressed in the statement that 'Abraham took Lot' (12:5). Furthermore, 

Lot may have assumed that he would inherit some of his uncle's wealth. On the other hand 

Lot does maintain his own independence, confirmation of which is given in the note, given 

priority in the text, that 'Lot went with him' (12:4).2 Equality ofrank is also suggested by 

the u e of the term n~ to describe the relationship between the two (13:8; 14:14). While 

thi may be taken as a general term for kinship it usually reflects equality and it is not the 

term which we would expect if the narrator had wanted to emphasize that there had been 

official adoption) 

replied. "the land has been given to Abram and since he has no son as heir. Lot will be his heir: 

consequently this is not robbery" • (Roscnbaum and Silbermann, 1960:52). 

) Wlscman expresses thiS view, arguing that LOl 'may have anticipated that he should have been 

Abram 's de facIO heir' (1986:) 71). 

2 0 such independence i afforded to Sarah who is simply listed among the things taken from Haran 

by Abraham (12:5). Only Lot geLS prior mention in 12:4. 

3 Wlscman. however, deduces from the use of t:r"r~ in 13:8 that 'Lot was in a covenant relationship 

with Abraham' (1986: 171). While this is possible. the word n~ need imply no more than equality 
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The argument that the separation destroyed, or at least reduced, the possibility of Lot 

becoming Abraham's heir is not explicit in the text (13:1-11). If the adoption had been 

official the separation would not have annulled it. Did not Jacob leave home in 

acrimonious circumstances and yet his position as heir is not affected? Moreover, the strife 

mentioned in chapter 13 is specifically said to have occurred among the herdsmen, and 

Abraham's suggestion that they should separate seems designed to pre-empt a rift between 

him and his nephew (14:14). It seems clear that whatever way we view the events of 

chapter 13 the narrator does not portray Lot as one who has just forfeited his inheritance.! 

Moreover, in chapter 15 the heir is said to be Eliezer and there is no hint that the situation 

was ever different. This point is made clearly by Jeansonne: 

Al though Genesis 15 is the first reference to an heir, the mentioning of Eliezer 

at this point does not necessarily imply that for the narrator it is only at this 

time that Abraham has selected him as such. Moreover, the references to 

Eliezer are not presented in such a way as to link: this choice of Abraham to 

any frustration over his relationship with Lot (1988: 125-6). 

So, although the idea of Lot as presumptive heir is not denied in the text, and it may be an 

underlying motive, it would be very precarious indeed to take an idea like this, which 

never really surface in the text and regard it as the key to the interpretation of the entire 

narrative. Furthermore, neither Lot nor Eliezer can be taken seriously as the heir of 

Abraham since neither of them can claim to be his seed. Yet it is to Abraham and his seed, 

of rank . Thus 10 29:4 Jacob greets the shepherds whom he is meeting for the first time as 'my 

brother ' C' ':'1'{ ). 

1 If the narrator had wanted to convey the idea that Lot had forfeited his birthright he would probably 

have added a comment similar to that made in relation to Esau (25:34). 
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rather than to an adopted heir that the promises are made (12:7; 15:4). Therefore, Helyer's 

hypothesis should be rejected. 

We turn now to examine the alternative approach that finds the raison d'etre of the Lot 

stories in the contrast which they provide between Lot and Abraham. 1 Von Rad argues that 

it is in contrast to Lot that the narrative 'shows Abraham in the best light' and he points to 

the narrative of the separation of the two men as 'one of the few passages in the patriarchal 

history where the figure of the patriarch is ... intended by the narrator to be exemplary' 

(1972: 171). Thus Abraham is portrayed as the paragon of faith while Lot 'in his career of 

faintheartedness and temporization ... is driven farther and farther from the way which 

God had taken with him' (1972:223). Summarising what he sees as the failures of Lot, 

Von Rad comments, 

If one surveys the stages of his career, his succumbing to the attraction of the 

luxuriant Jordan valley, his inability to assert himself with his offer to the 

Sodomites and his inability to make up his mind even before divine judgment 

or to entrust himself to the leadership of the messengers and Yahweh's 

protection, and finally succumbing in drunkenness to vital forces, it will 

become clear that the narrator has drawn a very compact picture in spite of 

being bound to ancient traditions. Having been set on the way to a promise 

by Yahweh, just as Abraham was (ch 12:4), he turned aside from this way 

(ch 13), till supported by God's grace, and then finally slipped completely 

from God's hand, which directs history' (1972:224). 

1 Drawing atlCntion to the fact that the Lot stories arc 'significantly parallel to the Abraharn stories', 

Von Rad observes that the 'mtent to contrast the two in the juxtaposition of ch 13: 1-13 and vs 14-18 

is unmIstakable' (1972:172; cf. Gros Louis. 1982:58). 

187 



Like von Rad, Coats feels that it is quite appropriate 'to describe the Abraham-Lot 

narration in tenns of a narrative contrast' (1983: 113). Coats, however, is even more 

scathing than von Rad in his assessment of Lot's career rejecting that the careers of the two 

men are juxtaposed as the portraits of two competitors. For Coats, Lot is, 

a comic foil for Abraham, not a competitor who adds tension to the Abraham 

narratives, but a buffoon whose efforts to affect events produce only 

tragicomic consequences (1983: 115). 

A more detailed portrayal of Lot in a bad light is made by Jeannsonne who views him as, 

an insincere, self-centred individual who is disrespectful to God's 

messengers, a cruel exploiter of his daughter's welfare, and a procrastinating, 

ungrateful dweller in a sinful city (1988:128). 

This approach ha the obvious advantage that its validity does not depend on the dubious 

premi e that Lot i the official heir of Abraham. Nevertheless it is not without its 

problem! In particular it invites the criticism that some of its proponents have gone further 

than the evidence warrants in their portrayal of Lot as 'buffoon', 'comic foil', 'fool' and 

uch like. Thi will be di cus ed in more detail below. 

Before criticising the view of Lot as 'fool' and 'buffoon' I shall suggest another way of 

understanding the Abraham/Lot tories that has a direct bearing on the theme of 'seed'. 

According to this view, Lot i not portrayed as the heir of Abraham, rather he is contrasted 

with Abraham to highlight the latter's privileges as the chosen one of God. The 

comparison is not that of hero and fool, but of God's chosen one compared with one who 

is not chosen. According to thi approach there is no suggestion that Lot is a 'comic foil' 

or, indeed, one who slips further and further into unrighteousness. Rather, in a negative 

way, Lot draws attention to the tremendous advantages afforded to those who belong to 

God's chosen line, advantages available to Abraham and not to his nephew. This means 

that the purpo e of the Lot stories is not primarily to analyse or assess the behaviour of 
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Abraham or Lot, but to highlight the manner of God's dealings with them with particular 

emphasis on the choice of Abraham and his progeny. 

In common with the views of Von Rad and Coats this approach sees the main purpose of 

the LotJAbraham stories as a comparison of the two men. Where it diverges is in relation to 

the question about whether Lot is portrayed as a buffoon and fool. My proposal is that two 

righteous men are being compared to highlight the advantages afforded to the one whom' 

God appointed for a special relationship with himself. How, then, does the narrator 

present Lot. 

The first incident in which Lot pbys an important role is the story of the rift with Abraham 

(13:5-13). Does Lot do anything unrighteous here? The location at which they are grazing 

their flocks at that time has been chosen by Abraham (13:1). It is not Lot's personal 

choice, he has merely stayed with his uncle and has benefited greatly from that relationship. 

Now the time has come to separate and Abraham allows Lot to choose. By making his 

choice the Jordan valley, Lot is not selfishly snatching the best land from Abraham. The 

latter had ample opportunity to make this choice but had not done so. Lot is choosing the 

land which Abraham has rejected. 1 Any charge of selfishness seems harsh and 

unwarranted. Lot chooses the land that appeals most to a shepherd and small farmer - the 

well-watered plains! If we complain that Lot is now moving outside the promised land, he 

can scarcely be held culpable since the promises are not made to him in the fIrst place (12: 1-

3)! This, then, is no more than a shrewd business decision which certainly does not 

portray Lot as unrighteous. 

1 That Ahraham himself had no intention of choosing the Jordan valley is evident from the text. 

Ahraham suggest", 'If you go to the left, I'll go to the right; if you go to the right, I'll go to the left' 

(13 :9). Since direction<; were usually given facing Ea<;t, Abraham was offering to go north or south 

hut he does not entertain the idea of going East, the direction eventually chosen by his nephew (cr. 

Turner, 1990:9R). 
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Probably the most important incident in relation to this question of Lot's righteousness is 

the visit of the two divinely appointed messengers to Sodom. Here, far from being 

portrayed as unrighteous, it is Lot who offers the strangers hospitality, just as Abraham 

had done earlier (19: 1-3; cf. 18: 1-8). In contrast to the Sodomites, Lot is the one righteous 

man in the city who observes, as far as circumstances allow, the obligations of hospitality 

(19:4-11). As Alexander observes, 

By caring for the needs of others he resembles Abraham, and since Abraham 

is commended for his generosity, Lot is therefore also to be viewed in a 

favorable light. Lot's hospitality is a mark of his righteousness (1985:290). 

Furthermore, the hospitality offered by Laban to the servant of Abraham stands in sharp 

contrast to the hospitality of both Abraham and Lot (24:30-33). As Parrot points out, 

Laban warmly welcomes the visitor after 'he had seen the nose ring and the bracelets' 

indicating that Laban was probably 'more appreciative of the presents than anything else' 

(1968: 126). Lot, on the other hand offers hospitality to the visitors without knowing their 

identity (19:2-3), showing the same selfless welcome to strangers as his uncle Abraham 

had displayed earlier (18: 1-8). 

The incident that convince many scholars that Lot is unrighteous, is his action in offering 

his two daughters1 to the men of Sodom. It must be remembered, though, that Lot made 

thi offer in a frantic attempt to protect his visitors. It is probable that the narrator intends 

to show. not that Lot is unrighteous, but that he is in such a desperate situation that, except 

for divine intervention, he would be forced to sacrifice his daughters. As Alexander 

warns, 

1 Hicks argues thal Lot '\cl the claims of courtesy transcend the moral obligations of fatherhood' 

(1962: 163). 
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We should not judge too harshly a man placed in an extremely dangerous and 

apparently impossible situation. Faced with the demands of the crowd Lot 

had few options. How easy it would have been for him to let the mob have 

its way. Yet rather than yield to their wishes he is prepared to protect his 

guests at the cost of dishonoring his own daughters. Lot's predictament calls 

for a sympathetic understanding rather than a harsh condemnation 

(1985 :291). 

There may even be a veiled comparison with Abraham who is also placed in a situation 

where he has to show willingness to sacrifice his own offspring (22: I-IQ). But Abraham 

is God's chosen one and the test ends in a victory of faith (22: 11-19). Lot has to make a 

similarly agonising decision and though the sacrifice is unnecessary, through the 

intervention of God's messengers (19: 10-11), there is no honour for Lot. In a city where 

there are less than ten righteous people l Lot is hopelessly outnumbered by evil men but he 

truggle to protect those whom he regards as vulnerable strangers (19:6-7). 

The final episode of Lot's life portrays him, in a drunken stuper, forced into an incestuous 

relation hip with hi two daughters. However, the text makes it clear that 'Lot is the victim, 

rather than the instigator of this disgraceful affair' (Alexander, 1985:291). His daughters 

deliberately ply him with drink and he is led unwittingly into the incestuous relationship 

(21 :38). Indeed the fact that the daughters have to reduce Lot to a state of intoxication 

before they can perpetrate their agreed plan (19:32), is in itself evidence that Lot would not 

1 This observation is based on the dialogue between God and Abraham in 18:22-33 which Alexander 

argues is further eVIdence for the righteousness of Lot. He argues !.hat Abraham 'feels obliged to posit 

his case for Lot's dehverance not on grounds of kinship but rather on grounds of righteousness - a fact 

highlighted by !.he recurrence of !.he term saddiq ("righteous") in vv 22-28. Yet such an approach would 

have been extremely fUllle unless Lot could truly be regarded as righteous' (1985:291). 
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have tolerated his daughters' behaviour if he had been aware of what was happening. 

Nevertheless, the way in which Lot's family is perpetuated stands in sharp contrast to the 

pure line of descent through Abraham. Leach argues that, 

A rank order is established which places the tribal neighbours of the Israelites 

in varying degrees of inferior status depending upon the nature of the defect in 

their original ancestry as compared with the pure descent of Jacob (1969:21). 

In the light of the above arguments it seems likely that the narrator's purpose is to develop a 

contrast between how God deals with a normal righteous man and how he deals with his 

chosen seed. The narrator's interest in Lot is in the light that his career sheds on the 

implication of Abraham being the chosen of God - the representative of the line of 

Seth/Shem and the ancestor of God's chosen line in the future. 

Thi divine bias towards Abraham can be summarised in the following areas: 

1. Abraham receives a divine call to go to Canaan (12: 1). Lot goes with him (12:4) and 

they both pro per (13:2, 5).1 However, Lot's success is dependent on Abraham, the one 

through whom God's blessing is channelled. While Lot remains in Abraham's presence he 

benefit from God's choice of Abraham but when he separates he loses this advantage 

(14: 12). During their time together it is Abraham who deviates from normal standards of 

behaviour during the visit to Egypt, while Lot remains in the background (12:12-20). It is 

cvcrthcless, the wealth of Lot does not match that of Abraham. Lot's wealth is described in terms 

of 'flocks, herds and tents' (13:5), but Abraham is said to be 'very wealthy in livestock and in silver 

and gold' (13:2). 
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not the behaviour of either man that leads to their considerable prosperity, but God's 

blessing resting on Abraham. 1 

2. Furthermore, it is Abraham, the one chosen by God and the future progenitor of the 

promised seed, who enjoys God's protection. Soon after his separation from Abraham, 

Lot is captured and is totally passive in the story of the rescue (14: 13-16). The main failing 

that he exhibits is that he chooses to remain in the company of the Sodomites and refuses to 

recognise that true prosperity is to be found in the company of Abraham. 

3. Lot chooses his own land but the land is given to Abraham and his seed by God (13:10-

11). Thus, immediately after the separation from Lot, the promise to Abraham and to his 

seed is renewed (13: 15-16). 

:07 lY-ilY :1lYi17' i1~;r.t~ :17 i1~" i1t'l~-i~~ r)~D-7?-11~ ~:;, 

ni:Jtl7 ~~~ 7:;r,.~-o~ i~~ ri~D i~V;J :1V"':'l1-n~ ~r.t?:;lW! 

:i1;~~ :1V~1 o~ r'J~D i~V.-l1~ 

Here, as Wenham observes, 'the promises of land and descendants are much fuller than 

any earlier statements' (1989:298). The fact that these promises are made when Lot 

separates from Abraham highlights the advantages given to Abraham and his seed. 

Furthermore, the land that Lot chooses, is later taken from him by divine intervention 

(19: 12-17). 

4. Abraham's status in God's sight allows him to bargain regarding the future of Sodom 

(18: 16-33). The reason given for God's willingness to discuss this matter with a man, is 

I There i<; an obviou<; lesson here for future Israel. The nation cannot be proud of iL<; achievemenL<;; it 

is blessed, not through meritorious behaviour. but because it is God's chosen people. Other nations 

can al<;Q receive this blessing by the maintenance of peaceful relations with Israel. 
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not in tenns of Abraham's superior righteousness or faith, but rather God's choice of him 

to be the father of a great people (18:17-19). Lot is in no such relationship. Even the 

Sodomites refuse to recognise his right to bargain with them (19:7-9)! 

5. God's representatives readily accept the offer of hospitality from Abraham (18:5) but 

only after much persuasion and even then, reluctantly, do they accept hospitalility from Lot 

even though it was urged upon them most energetically (19:1-3). 

6. Also in contrast to Abraham the continuance of Lot's line is assured by an incestuous 

relationship, rather than by a direct act of God (21: 1). 

So to conclude this study of the Lot! Abraham relationship it is proposed that the purpose 

of the Lot stories is to highlight the status of Abraham as God's chosen one with all the 

advantage that such a position affords. In a sense, Abraham is the promised 'seed' 

becau e he is the one on whom God's favour rests and the one through whom God will 

fulfil hi promi es. The emphasis is not on the merits of Abraham in contrast to others but 

on the advantages he accrued through being chosen by God. 

3.3.5 The Theme of Seed in Chapter 15 

The ubject of seed is taken up again in chapter 15 where God reveals himself to Abraham 

as his 'shield' and promises him that he will have a very great reward. Abraham replies to 

God and for the first time we have a dialogue between Yahweh and Abraham. As Alter 

points out, 

In any given narrative event, and especially, at the beginning of any new 

story, the point at which dialogue first emerges, will be worthy of special 

attention, and in most instances, the initial words spoken by a personage will 
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be revelatory, perhaps more in manner than in matter, constituting an 

important moment in the exposition of character (1981 :74). 

Thus we should expect that the subject chosen for this first dialogue between Yahweh and 

Abraham would be one of considerable importance for the development of the Abraham 

narrative. It is not surprising that the subject in question is that of seed. This theme clearly 

links chapter 15 with the preceding Abraham stories. It is taken for granted that the reader 

is aware of the problem of barrenness and the events of chapter 14. A further unifying link 

is made through the opening words, i1'~D O"'i~.,iJ it'1~. As Abela remarks, 

The formula 'after these events' is structurally relevant ... because it 

indicates the beginning of a new episode, gives the episode a loosely 

determined time setting and hints that we should read the on-coming unit in 

the light of Abraham's experiences narrated so far (1986:19).1 

The e reference to the past prepare the reader for Abraham's response to God which 

would eem irreverent and premature if the reader was not aware of the dangers and 

fru tration which the patriarch had endured in the previous chapters. 

1 I disagree with Coal" here who postulates that 'Genesis 15 is distinct from the narrative context that 

surrounds it', The chapter, Coal<; argues 'does not represent the continuation of the narrative in 

Genesis 14, not even the narratives 10 Genesis 12-13' (1983: 123). Such a conclusion results from 

taking a diachronic view of the lCxt. Further links between ch. 15 and the previous narratives include a 

po ible connection between l?;l (15: 1) and 1(,) (14:20). Furthermore, as Abela mentions 'the 

i:J V motif cannot but remind us of Abraham 's refusal to be paid by Sodom for his service to the 

Canaanit.e population' (1986:28). 
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Abraham's response to God's opening words of assurance (v. 1) is to plead with God for a 

child (seed), since, if he has no offspring of his own, his chief steward Eliezer1 will be his 

heir. 

Abraham's impassioned complaint ( l'l'"J1 i1l;'ll:i~ N;' .." ) is an admission that the 

provision of descendants is the prerogative of Yahweh; he gives (4:1) or he withholds (cf. 

20: 18). This is true in a general sense. Genesis recognises that children are a gift from the 

Lord (1 :28; 4: 1; 9: 1; 29:31). Here, in Abraham's situation, we have gone beyond that 

general gift of children to a special expectation of a gift of 'seed' who will be the key to the 

fulfilment ofYahweh's promises (cf. 4:25). 

The possibility of Eliezer being the promised heir is ruled out of the question (15:4). Now 

for the first time it is made unmistakably clear that Abraham's heir will be not be an adoptee 

but rather a natural son. 

There follows a promise similar to that already given in 13: 16, with the difference that here, 

(15:5), Abraham's seed will be as numerous as the stars, rather than the dust as previously 

promised. No explanation is required for this difference since this is simply a repetition of 

the same promise as before but underlined this time by a different metaphor which 

emphasizes the point being made; Abraham's seed will be so numerous as to make 

counting impossible. Once again this promise is deliberately made against the backcloth of 

Sarah's barrenness making the point that Abraham is unable to contribute anything to the 

future greatness of his progeny. 

1 Although we cannot discuss here the complexities surrounding the name 'Eliezer of Damascus'. it is 

worth noting that the name has the same consonanL" as lYi' ~". This is, perhaps, not accidental. 
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Verse 6 seems to conclude the dialogue with an affirmation of Abraham's faith and a brief 

assurance of God's acceptance of him.l In verses 7-21, Yahweh gives Abraham a vision 

in which he promises that after a time in a foreign country his seed will return to the land he 

is now in and will inherit it from the 'river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates' 

(18-21). 

3.3.6 Hagar and Ishmael and the Theme of Seed (16:1-16; 21:8-20). 

Chapter 15 has left the reader in no doubt that the promised seed must be a natural son of 

Abraham (15:4). Now another question has to be dealt with; what about the mother? 

Mu t Sarah be the mother of the promised seed or is it necessary only for Abraham to be 

the father to meet Yahweh's requirements? It is this question that is explored in the story of 

Abraham' relations with Hagar the Egyptian. Furthermore, the Hagar incident is also 

u ed to further the narrator's purpose of emphasizing that the promised seed will be a gift 

from Yahweh. 

The Hagar incident i prefaced by a clear repetition of Sarah's continuing problem 

,~ i1i~'"I ~~ Oi~~ 11~~ '"Iit:r, 
T T T - •••• -T ' 

As Von Rad aptly comments, 

1 The fa l that the dialogue IS taken up again in verse 8 has led many to reject the unity of the chapter. 

WeSLCrmann is typical . He argues that in ch. 15 'two central promise narratives have been juxtaposed' 

(19800:216). Wenham. on the other hand. following Lohfink. argues for the essential unity of the 

chapLCr. He shows thal verses 7 -21 develop the theme of land running in close paraUelto the theme of 

seed in verses 1-6 (1987:325). Furthermore. the two themes are closely connected since the theme of 

land cannot stand isolated from the promise of seed; the land is essentially a provision for the seed. 

Indeed, the theme of seed is by no means absent from the second part of the chapter (13. 16. 18). 
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The narrator mentions only the prominent fact of childlessness, but the reader 

who has read chs. 12; 13; 15 perceives the real problem at once: the delay -

indeed the failure - of the promise proclaimed with such display. Sarah 

fonnulates this in all its paradoxical harshness: Yahweh himself has spoken 

and acted in this affair (1972: 191). 

Here Abraham and Sarah, while acknowledging the overall control of Yahweh in the 

situation, paradoxically, out of desperation, take action to provide themselves with an heir. 

Sarah believes that it is Yahweh who has prevented (i~ll') her from having children 

(16:2). She now feels that this situation cannot be reversed and takes the only other course 

open to her - to seek to have a child through the agency of another woman. Moreover, it is 

suggested that Sarah has not given up the idea of bearing a child at this stage. This view is 

supported by Pattai who writes, 

When Sarah saw that she bore no children to Abraham she asked him to 'go 

in unto her handmaid', Hagar the Egyptian, in the hope that she shall be 'built 

up through her' (Gen 16: 1-4). The idea expressed in this phrase is that when 

the hand maid becomes pregnant, her powers of fertility would pass on to her 

mistress and she too would become pregnant. To ensure this, the handmaid 

gave birth to the child on the knees of the mistress (1959:42). 

There is, however, no evidence in the text to suggest that Sarah expects to receive the 

power of fertility through IIagar and, as a result, to become pregnant herself. It seems 

more likely that Sarah, in desperation to give Abraham an heir, 1 resorts to the only 

1 Sarah's evident desperation to produce an heir renders the view of Marmesh untenable. She 

speculales that the matriarchs 'may have been resisting their childbearing function or at least 

witholding it a<; leverage in the power dynamics of patriarchal culture. Such resistance could have been 

redcfined as "barrenness'" (19R9:45). 
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expedient open to her and seeks to fulfil her obligation to her husband by proxy through 

her hand maiden (16: 1-3). Obviously, the adoption of this procedure is for the sake of the 

wife rather than the husband (cf. Van Seters, 1968:403). The issue at stake is whether 

there is any place in the promises for Sarah. 

The anticipated birth of Ishmael actually leads to a worsening of Sarah 's position. She still 

bears the stigma of barrenness but the situation is exacerbated by Hagar's change of attitude 

(16:4). This leads to Sarah's mistreatment of Hagar, apparently with the connivance of 

Abraham (16:5-6). Having fled from her mistress Hagar receives reassurance from the 

Angel of Yahweh that she will be the mother of a multitude of descendants and more 

specifically that she will bear a son called Ishmael: 

Since Abraham has the blessing of God working through him (cf. 12:1-3) Hagar will be 

blessed through her relationship with him. This blessing will be in terms of fertility: 

ll'Ti _-:n~ ~:Ji~ ~~iD. 

However, when Tsaac is eventually born, Tshmael becomes a threat to him, at least in 

Sarah's eyes (21 :9-10). It is very clear from Sarah's plea to Abraham that she feels 

strongly that Ishmael is inferior to Isaac: 

~;:J -Ol1 :n~'D ~?;l~D-l:J 'V}~~ ~? ~:;, i1~:J -:n~q :n~~D i1?;l~D llt"J~ 

j?D~~-Ol1 

But how does the narrator feel? His description of Ishmael in 21:9 may give us a clue. 

Although the reader is familiar with Ishmael's personal name by this stage the narrator, 

nevertheless, chooses to refer to him as ':n~i~?ZlD i~D-l:J'. It seems that while the 
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narrator may have sympathy with Hagar and Ishmael that he does not want to deny the 

inferiority of Ishmael to Isaac. 1 

What, then is the main effect of the Ishmael story? According to Von Rad it is to, 

retard the action of the main narrative and to heighten the suppense. The 

reader, who with Abraham, is expecting the fulfilment of the great promise is 

put off; for Ishmael is not the heir of promise but a secondary descendant who 

retires from the line of promise (1972: 196). 

Pan of the writer's purpose is to draw a clear distinction between descendants of Abraharn 

in general and those who belong to the special line of promise. We shall see, now, how 

clearly this distinction is worked out in chapter 17. 

3.3.7 The Theme of Seed in Chapter 17 

The ubject of Abraham's relationship with Yahweh is continued in Chapter 17, which 

open with a divine speech in which God declares that he will make a covenant with 

Abraham and give him numerous descendants (17:2): 

Abraham responds in an act of submission that is followed by a restatement of the divine 

intention both to make a covenant and to give Abraham numerous posterity (17:4): 

) Von Rad, on the other hand, suggeslS that the description 'son of Hagar the Egyptian' is used by the 

narrator to emphasize 'in her (ie. Sarah's) thought Ishmael's inferior rank' (1972:232). 



The promise of numerous posterity is reiterated for the third time in the context of a change 

of name from Abram to Abraham (17:5). As Coats observes, 'the name change is rooted in 

the divine promise: "Your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you the father of a 

multitude'" (1983:134).1 

The entire pericope (17: 1-6) is summed up in verse 6: 

The only new element in verse 6 that is not in the preceding verses relates to the promise 

that the patriarch's posterity wlll include kings. This additional element emphasizes that the 

promised posterity will not only be distinguished by numerical considerations but also by 

the high social standing of some of its number. 

These promises of 17 :2-6 are of a very general nature. They cannot be construed as 

pointing forward to the nation of Israel. There is no mention of a specific land and the 

promise is about nations plural rather than about one single nation or one specific line of 

'seed'. The contents relate clearly to the concept of blessing. The Leitworten which form 

part of the 'semantic domain' associated with blessing are present: i1i~ i1::Ji (cf. 

1 :22,28). Furthermore, the ideas of fertility (reflected in the promise of numerous 

posterity) and success (as represented by the mention of kings) are also characteristics of 

blessing as seen earlier.2 

1 The connection beLwecn OD":'::J ~ and lJD-::J ~ is probably one of assonance raLher Lhan 

meaning (so WeslCrmann, 19R6a:261). 

2 Murtoncn argues LhaL the besLowal of fertiliLY ('ferLilizaLion') is the primary meaning of blessing in 

the OT. He poinL'i OuL, however, thaL 'the concepLion was widened and we can deLermine prosperiLY and 

happiness in general as the cenLral sphere broughL abouL and conLinually innueoccd by blessing' 

(1959:177). 



Verse 7 begins a new section in which the implications of the covenant are unfolded in 

more specific terms: 

07ilY li"li:h 0Dii :ril1~ 1Vi1 r:J' 1~"I:J' "I~"I:l "Ili"li:l-li~ "Ilir-lPt11 

1"1"j11~ 1Vi 1?' 0"lii'~7 1? lii"lii? 

In verse 2-6 the personal dimension is to the fore-front and the special personal relationship 

which Yahweh established with Abraham is emphasized with the change of name. Now 

(7 -9) the extension of that covenant to his descendants is made explicit. The words 

07 lY li"li:l and lVi1 give a long-term dimension to the covenant relationship and 

the use of the verb Oi p underlines the idea that something is being established that will 

endure.} Funhermore there is now a specific mention of land (w'~':I-r:H~~), which will 

be the 07 lY n.n~ of the heirs of the Abraharnic covenant.2 

That the reader is intended to discern a distinction between Abraham's posterity in general 

(2-6) and a pecific line of descendants who will inherit the covenant relationship and 

po e the land of Canaan (7-9) is made clear in relation to Ishmael. Abraham's 

} Commenting on v. 7 Westermann observes, 'This is the most detailed of all the verses in 

ch. 17 which have anything to say of the r1"'-,:;' ; here lies the strongest emphasis. It is concerned 

with something more than a promise, as the difference in formulation from v. 4 shows. Here 

something is 'set up', founded, established. and 'between me and you'; something between God and 

Abraham's descendants that is to last through generations' (1986a:262). 

2 Von Rad notes thi" new empha<;is from v. 7. He writes, 'In v. 7, a new paragraph begins with 

another covenant declaration. What is new is the express statement that the covenant is made not only 

with Abraham but also with all his descendants. It is therefore a reference to its timeless validity' 

(J 972:2(0). I would qualify this by adding that 'all his descendants' in the context of vs. 7ff refers to 

'all his descendants' in the chosen covenant line. 
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incredulity at the idea that his wife Sarah will bear him a child leads him to virtually ignore 

the promise. Rather, he petitions God on behalf of Ishmael (17-19). The divine reply 

draws a clear distinction between the blessing Ishmael will share because he belongs to 

Abraharn's posterity (vs. 20) and the covenant relationship that will be the special 

prerogative of Abraham's line of descendants through Isaac (19, 21). 

The contrast between the blessing of Ishmael and that of Isaac is underlined by the syntax. 

A 'hinneh' clause introduces the blessing ofIshmael (v. 20), and this is followed by the 

disjunctive clause introducing the contrast with the even greater privileges afforded to Isaac 

as a member of the covenant line (v. 21). 

PD~---:n~ Cl--P~ --:n--i:J -:n~, ... ,:n~ --T-1~'J:J i1:Ji1 

To convey this contrast in English, giving full weight to the 'hinneh' clause, Lambdin 

suggests the translation' Although I have blessed him (i.e. Ishmael), my covenant will I 

establish with Isaac' (1973: 170). 

This contrast may also be observed in the different vocabulary used in God's speech about 

Isaac when compared with the speech about Ishmael. 

T. aac 

Tshmael 

iW~-O--::),V j~?::l j~?::l:J :n~ --:n--:Jii1' ,:n~ --:n--':I~i1' i:n~ --T-1~'J:J i1:J.i1 

(verse 20) "j~ --'1' '--T-1trJ' j--,,-- o~~ttj 

The vocabulary used in verse 19 with reference to Isaac corresponds to what is found in 

verses 7-8. The statement --:n--i:::J-:n~ --mpL11 is repeated; the descendants are 

referred to as:tri in both pericopes and both refer to the covenant as t:l7,:tr !"l--i:::J 



On the other hand the vocabulary in verse 20 referring to Ishmael corresponds with verses 

2-6 with their emphasis on blessing in terms of fertility: The words signifying blessing are 

used - i1i~ i1~i - The extent of God's blessing is again described as i~7:l i~7:l~ 

and the promise about becoming a great nation is repeated with the verb 1ti~ describing the 

action in both pericopes (instead of 01P). Moreover, the words 'seed' and 'covenant' are 

absent. Coats summarises the promises concerning Ishmael as follows: 

God promises for Ishmael (1) blessing, (2) numerous descendants, (3) 

twelve princes, and (4) nationhood. But for Ishmael no covenant appears. 

The promise for posterity is thus of a different order from the one for 

AbrahamlIsaac. V. 21 then returns to the promise of a covenant for Isaac and 

the announcement of the coming birth (1983: 135). 

This distinction in chapter 17 between blessing in a general sense and 'seed' in a special 

sense is also found in what is said about Sarah. Verses 15-16 relate that through Sarah 

blessing will be brought to many nations in very similar terms as verses 2-6 state in relation 

to Abraham. Thus, like Abraham, different nations will trace their ancestry back to her (vs. 

16 cf. vs. 5-6), kings would be among her offspring ( vs. 16 cf. vs. 6), and she receives a 

symbolic change of name (vs. 15 cf. vs. 5). However, following an interruption by 

Abraham (17-18), God's relationship to Sarah is described in more specifc terms relating 

to 'seed', reflecting the same pattern as we saw earlier in connection with Abraham himself 

(vs. 19 cf. 7-8). ow, as Coats observes, 'the content of the everlasting covenant 

becomes explicitly the promise for a son by Sarah' (1983: 135). 

In summary, there arc two facets to God's promises in chapter 17. On the one hand, God 

promises to bless all Abraham's posterity with fruitfulness and nationhood but no specific 

land is mentioned. The son who represents the heirs to this promised blessing is Ishmael. 

On the other hand, God promises to enter into a covenant with a special line of Abraham's 
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'seed' and this line of descendants will inherit the land of Canaan. This special line is 

represented by Isaac. 

3.3.8 Abraham's Three Visitors and the Theme of Seed (18:1-15) 

Chapter 18 opens by informing the reader that its contents are in relation to an appearance 

of Yahweh to Abraham using the same formula as in 17:1 with the exception that the name 

of the patriarch is taken as known in 18:1, i11i1":' ''':'7~ ~71~1 

The narrator then proceeds to describe the appearance in terms of a visit of three strangers 

to Abraham's tent at Mamre (1-2). At least one of these (if not all three, as Von Rad 

suggests, 1972:206), is a manifestation of Yahweh (cf. vs. 13). This very daring 

presentation of Yahweh in human form, speaking face to face with Abraham and accepting 

hospitality, 1 is the high-point of divine revelation in the patriarchal narratives allowing 

divinity to show a human face!2 This alerts the reader to the fact that the narrator has an 

important purpose for this particular passage. Gibson considers what this purpose could 

have been and concludes, 

It could only have been to emphasize the crucial significance of the drama that 

was being played out in this portion of Genesis. Or to phrase it differently, 

the author wanted God to be seen to be present in these events in a very 

special way. Abraham's life wa.c; fast approaching its climax, and in the truest 

of senses the world's future hung on what was now happening (1982:77). 

I The descriplion of Ahraham's offer of hospitalilY could nOl have been more lavish or provided with 

more enlhusiasm. It is, indeed, hospitality fit for royally, though Abraham provides it before lhe 

identilY of his gucsLs is revc.1lcd to him. 

2 From this poinl on there will be a gradual distancing of Yahweh from people unlil in the Joseph 

stories he appears only in dreams. 
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As is often the case, the most important stage of the narrative is reached through the 

introduction of dialogue (cf. Alter, 1981 :74). Here, the dialogue fulfils two roles: it 

unveils the identity of Abraham' s guests (so, Willis, 1979:252) and it reveals the purpose 

of the visit, which is to announce that Sarah will bear a son (9-15). The concise way in 

which this clause is introduced with the prefixed 'i1:Ji1'l' is probably intended to convey 

the shock and surprise that this news would bring. From a human standpoint, it is now 

impossible for Abraham and Sarah to have a son. 

There has been a previous announcement with similar content (17:16) but this time Sarah is 

present and her reaction is important; she laughs at the idea of bearing a child at her age 

Cv.12). It is a cynical laugh in the face of what seems a cruel joke reminding her of what 

had once been her fondest dream but is now out of the question. The narrative deals 

carefully with the delicate subject but nevertheless clearly exposes the two-fold problem: 

firstly, Sarah no longer has a monthly cycle (vs. 11) and, secondly, she and her husband 

have ceased having sexual relations (vs. 12). These details are necessary to assure the 

reader that from a normal natural perspective Sarah cannot possibly become a mother. 

Now with tremendous skill the writer juxtaposes against this tale of human disappointment 

and disability the almighty power of Yahweh making the point very clear that the birth of 

Isaac will be as a result of special divine intervention Cv. 14). li:;l;t i11i1':f-l ~7~':D 

According to Speiser, 'the Hebrew stem ~?~ refers to things that are unusual, often 

beyond human capabilities' (1964: 130). 

In these words we find the key to understanding the entire incident. They focus on the 

importance ofYahweh's intervention to give Abraham 'seed'. As Willis comments, 

1 This key question is referred to by Van Rad as 'a precious stone in a priceless setting' (1972:207). 
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The question 'Is anything too hard for the Lord?' is actually the central issue 

throughout the story of the divine announcements that Abraham would have a 

son in his old age (1979:256). 

So in summarising the importance of chapter 18 we can conclude that here again is 

highlighted the key idea that the promise of a special line of seed is something that is taken 

out of the human realm to be presented as an act of God, which would be totally impossible 

except for his intervention. 

3.3.9 Sarah and Abimelech (20: 1-18) 

Located immediately before the birth of Isaac, this passage describes how Abraham 

endangers the promised heir, and, also, all the promises connected with the theme of seed. 

Abraham pretends that his wife is his sister and she is taken into the harem of Abimelech. 

Before Abimelech can have any relations with Sarah, Yahweh intervenes in two ways: he 

warns Abimelech in a dream (20:3-7) and he renders all the ladies of his harem barren 

(20: 18). Eventually, Sarah is restored to Abraham, together with a large gift to compensate 

(20: 16). Abraham, then prays for Abimelech and the fertility of his household is restored 

(20: 17). 

In tenns of the theme of seed, this passage highlights, once again, the important role played 

by God, compared with the irresponsible approach taken by Abraham. The location of this 

passage, immediately before the birth of Isaac, is surely significant in highlighting the fact 

that, but for the protection and intervention of God, the birth of Isaac would never have 

taken place.The barrenness of Abimelech 's wives and the restoration of their fertility in 

answer to prayer, shows that the process of procreation is derived ultimately from God. 

This applies not only to the special line of seed through Abraham but even to the offspring 

of the 'Philistine' monarch. 
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3.3.10 The Birth and Attempted Sacrifice of Isaac (21:1-7; 22:1-19). 
\ 

The announcement of the birth of Isaac is introduced using the verb ii'~ (21: 1). The 

emphasis on Sarah's barrenness is not designed to highlight any flaws in her character or 

any failure on Abraham's part. Rather it accentuates the promissory aspects of the narrative 

and illustrates the helplessness of Abraham and Sarah to contribute in any way towards the 

fulfilment of the promises. The future greatness of Abraham's seed is placed entirely in 'the 

realm of special divine intervention. 

The importance of God's intervention in providing the promised seed is also echoed in the 

story of the God-given command that Isaac should be sacrificed (22:1-2). Isaac belongs to 

God and Abraham must acknowledge God's prior claim to his life. 

17-l7i i'D~---!l~ l;1:Ji:n~-ilD'~ 1i--n---!l~ 1~~-!l~ ~~-np i~~~l 

iW~ O--iDi1 ilJ~ 7~ i17l17 Otp ~i17ViJi i1~ibiJ r)~-7~ 

:1--7~ i~~ 

The command 17-l7 is reminiscent of chapter 12 where the same command is given 

(12: 1). Abraham must now respond with obedience and faith to the command to sacrifice 

Isaac, just as he had responded earlier when he left Haran (12:4). The birth of Isaac means 

that, at last, the promises made in chapter 12 are being fulfilled; the next generation of the 

special line of descent (seed) has now appeared. The test in chapter 22 demands that 

Abraham renounce any personal rights over Isaac. The seed who has been given by God's 

intervention belongs to God and the divine will concerning him must be given priority. 

Abraham recognizes immediately that God has ajust claim to the life oflsaac. There is 

never any question of resistance. Indeed the vocabulary and syntax of verse 3 seems 

deliberately designed to give the impression of urgent dutiful obedience on the part of 

Abraham who even 'rises early' (O'ZlW~l) to fulfil the divine imperative. As Berlin, 

commenting on verse 3, observes, 
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I. 
This string of short clauses of similar syntax, in which the verbs predominate, 

conveys the feeling that Abraham is deliberately and obediently carrying out 

his orders (1984:39). 

The unique recognition given to Isaac is emphasized in the description of him as 'your only 

son' (22:2, 12, 16). This is very significant since the reader knows that Isaac is not 

Abraham's only son (16:16). The point being made is that Isaac is Abraham's son in a 

way that Ishmael is not; Isaac is his only son in terms of the promises; he is the seed 

through whom the blessing must come (cf. 12:1-3; 13:16; 17:19).1 

The significance of the divine speech in 22: 15-18 has already been discussed in relation to 

the theme of blessing. As far as the theme of seed is concerned, the importance of this 

pericope (22:15-18), lies in its clearre-afrrmation of 12:1-3.2 Chapter 12 called for 

Abraham' obedience (12:1). This has been demonstrated not only in the patriarch's 

departure from Haran (12:4-6) but also in his willingness to sacrifice Isaac (22: 10-12). 

Furthermore, the promises made by Yahweh in chapter 12 are guaranteed by the provision 

of Isaac and by the as urance that Yahweh intends that he shall live (22: 12, 17). This 

reaffirmation of chapter 12 completes the main purpose of the Abraham cycle; the passages 

which remain tie up the loose end and prepare for the transition to the Jacob cycle. 

1 As Von Rad aptJy observes, 'Isaac is the child of the promise. In him every saving thing that God 

has promised to do IS inve !Cd and guaranteed. The point here is not a natural gifl, not even the 

highest, but rather the dJsappcarance from Abraham's life of the whole promise' (1972:244). 

2 A SImIlar potnt is made by Brueggemann, 'In 22: 18 the promise of 12:3 is reaffirmed. To be sure, 

there are other chapters yet to follow. But after this one, the dramatic intensity of the whole is 

nOl1cably relaxed' (1982:185). 
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Part of this process of bringing the Abraham cycle to a conclusion while preparing for what 
( 

still lies ahead is seen in 22:20-24. This pericope provides genealogical information 

relating to Abraham's brother, Nahor. As Gros Louis points out, 

The reintroduction of Nahor here provides a frame for the Abraham narrative 

and indicates to us that the account of Abraham's complex interrelationships 

with the Lord is coming to an end (1982:76) 

Furthermore, the mention of Bethuel and his daughter Rebekah is important at this point, 

since their family will figure prominently in chapter 24. However, it seems surprising that 

Rebekah's name is found in the middle of the pericope and is not more prominent. 

Ma'acah's name is more prominent since she is placed last. Sternberg explains the 

significance of this . Referring to 22:20-24, he writes, 

Juxtaposed with God's blessing and placed in structural correspondence to 

Ishmael's marriage, the report virtually names the bride-to-be. Not, however, 

in a manner so transparent as to destroy the pleasures of inference. That is 

why Rebekah gets tucked away in the middle, and a rival candidate, Ma'acah, 

occupies a far more prominent position. But the camoflage arrests and 

amuses rather than misleads even the unforewarned reader, Ma'acah is 

clearly a red herring: a concubine's daughter, in a cycle where mixed descent 

has played such an unsettling role, she might be a good match for Ishmael but 

hardly for Abraham's heir (1985:133). 

We may conclude, then, that chapter 22 highlights Isaac as the promised seed and prepares 

for the conclusion of the Abraham cycle. While the chapter emphasizes the faith and 

obedience of Abraham, at the same time it points beyond him to the future of the promised 

line of descent through Tsaac and his offspring. The reaffirmation of the promises (22: 15-
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18) points back to the initial divine communication with Abraham (12:1-3) and underscores 

Y ahweh's cohunitment to the fulfilment of his promises. 

3.3.11 The Selection of a Bride for Isaac 

After the dramatic events at Moriah, the main purpose of the Abraham narrative has been 

fulfilled and what remains is designed to bring the cycle to a conclusion and to provide a 

smooth transition to the Jacob cycle. Chapter 23 relates to the death and burial of Sarah 

and will be discussed in the chapter on 'land'. Chapter 24 records how a bride is obtained 

from Aram Naharaim for Isaac. The chapter divides into two main sections: the 

commission of the servant (1-9) and the servant's journey and return (10-67). This 

structure permits the narrator to emphasize the main points of the story by twofold 

repetition: first by Abraham to the servant and second by the servant to Rebekah's family. 

Thus, verse 3, repeated in verse 37, describes how Abraham made his servant swear that 

he would ensure that Isaac did not marry a Canaanite. In verse 4, repeated in verse 38, 

Abraham commands the servant to take a wife for Isaac from Abraham's own relatives. 

This repetition highlights the theme of seed by the insistance that the line of descent through 

I aac mu t be kept pure through an endogamous marriage. Another question, raised in 

chapter 24, relates to whether Isaac should return to the land of Abraham's ldndred in the 

event of it being impo sible to persuade a girl to travel to Canaan. For reasons of 

diplomacy this cannot be repeated by the servant to Rebekah's family but the point is 

highlighted by it repetition in the question/answer format in which Abraham emphatically 

refu e to permit Isaac to return to Aram Naharaim (5-6). Furthermore, the refusal is 

repeated once more in verse 8 leaving an indelible impression in the reader's mind that the 

promised seed must under no circumstances leave the promised land at this stage. The 

reason for this insistence that Isaac stay in Canaan is that the seed of Abraham and the land 

of Canaan together symbolize the early stages of the fulfilment of God's promises of 

blessing and it is fitting that they should not be separated. As Van Seters observes, 
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It is precisely in verse 7a that we are given the reason why Isaac is not to 

teturn to Abraham's homeland. It is because God took him from there to 

give, under oath, this new land to his offspring, and, therefore, for Isaac to 

return to his father's homeland would be a rejection of that promise. It is for 

that reason that the command not to return is repeated in verse 8b (1975:241). 

It is also significant that verse 7 is repeated only partially in verse 40. Only part of the 

information given by Abraham in verse 7 can be repeated to his relatives (cf. Roth, 

1972: 183). The omission relates particularly to the oath that God made to Abraham that his 

seed would inherit the land of Canaan. Such information is not to be shared with those in 

Aram Naharaim since they, with the exception of the future bride oflsaac, do not have any 

claim to that promise. 

So, a we have seen, there is clearly emphasis in this chapter on the importance of a pure 

line of descent and on the vital link between the themes of seed and land. It is also 

important to note that the overall theme of the chapter relates to divine guidance (cf. 

Sternberg, 1985: 142). The acquisition of a wife for Isaac from Aram Naharaim and the 

prohibition placed on Isaac's return to that land are not only portrayed as the will of 

Abraham but also come under the jurisdiction of God. The whole plan is executed under 

carefully orchetrated circumstances behind which the hand ofYahweh is unmistakably at 

work.} Although it is Abraham who gives the commands to his servant, his strategy is 

given divine approval and support through the guidance of Abraham's servant to the 

divinely cho~en bride for haac. Ross speaks of 'the hidden causality of God, sovereignly 

working through the circumstances of those who are acting in faith' (1988:415). This 

} Ellis'. descnpoon IS apt as he sees Yahwch 'now behind the scenes working through the human 

which IS not necessanly Interrupted by the miraculous .. . He guides from within, though unknown 

to characters caught up in the maelstrom of power politics, court intrigue, family quarrels ... ' 

(1969:83). 
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emphasis on divine guidance is, of course, interesting in itself. However, the importance 

for the theme 6f seed is unmistakable. The writer chooses to show the clear guidance of 

Yahweh particularly in the subject of the choice of a mother for the future line of descent'! 

As Brueggemann comments, 

1 This emphasis on guidance is present in: 

1). verse 7. Abraham assures his servant that Yahweh will send his angel before him to guide him to 

the bride for lsaac. 

2). verses 12-14. The servant prays for guidance and proposes a senario through which he will know 

whether he has found the correct wife for lsaac. 

3). verses 15-16. The servam meets Rebckah and already the reader knows that Yahweh has prospered 

his journey. It i significam that the encounter with Rebekah is introduced as happening 'Before he had 

fini hcd praying' as if Yahweh was already one step ahead of the servant. 

4). verses 17-25. The servam observes Rebckah patiently to sec whether Yahweh has indeed guided 

him to this particular girl. 

5). verses 26-27. The servant acknowledges that Yahweh has indeed guided him. 

6). verses 39-40. The servant rehearses in the hearing of Laban et a1 the assurance that Abraham had 

given him that the angel of Yahweh would guide him to a bride for lsaac. 

7). verses 42-44. The servant rehearses his prayer for guidance. 

8). verses 45-47. The servant repeats the details which convinced him that Rebekah was the one to 

whom he had been guided. 

9) . verse 48. The servant informs his audience of the way in which he had rejoiced at the marvellous 

guidance which he had received. 

10). verses 50-51 . Laban and Bethucl acknowledge that the Lord has guided the servant and they agree 

to comply with his request. 

11). Verse 52. Once again the servant acknowledges that Yahweh has granted him success. 

J 2). Verse 56. The servant repeats his conviction that Yahweh has prospered him. 
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The narrative reflects the conviction that all events are under Yahweh's 

Jrovidential care. He will bring events to a good end. Admittedly, Yahweh 

does nothing visible. There is an oath to Yahweh's name (vs. 3, 7). There is 

a petition to Yahweh (vs. 12, 14). There is thanksgiving to him (vs. 26-67). 

This is not foremost a statement about Yahweh's deeds ... but a presentation 

of how it is to live in an ethos in which life is accepted and perceived as a gift 

from Yahweh's hand. The narrative does not have Yahweh intervene or 

intrude. But it offers a world-view in which there are no parts of experience 

which lie beyond the purpose of God (1982:201). 

Brueggemann's comments are helpful in highlighting the way in which the narrator shows 

Yahweh guiding unobtrusively but decisively. As mentioned aoove, the relevance of this 

to the present discussion lies in the fact that the divine guidance is directed towards the 

future of the chosen line of descent. This is shown to have been the result ofYahweh's 

intervention and guidance. 

It should also be noted that there is an interest in the personal qualities of the new 

ance tre s of the cho en line. Firstly, Rebekah's diligence and haste in offering hospitality 

to the tranger are note worthy (24: 15-22) and compare favourably with the practice of her 

great uncle Abraham (18:1-5). Sternberg describes this as an 'elevating analogy' which 

, tamps her as worthy of the patriarch himself (1985: 138). At the same time, Rebekah's 

elfless action contrasts sharply with the reaction of her brother Laban whose offer of 

hospitality seems directly related to his perception of the wealth and generosity of the 

visitor (24:28-32; cf. Sternberg, 1985: 144).1 Secondly the willingness of Rebekah to 

leave home is highlighted (24:58). By leaving Aram Naharaim to go to the land of Canaan 

she followed in the footsteps of Abraham. As Roth aptly observes, 

I Roth speaks of 'Laban's suspiciously quick reaction lO precious metal' (1972:182). 
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She repeats in words the very response which Abraham had given more than 

a generation ago by wordless obedience (12:1-4a)! In other words, not only 

is Isaac the child of Abraham's obedience, also Isaac's wife-to-be responds to 

the call 'to go' from her father's house to a land not known to her. She goes 

out ( ~,:!"'I) as Abraham had gone out (24:5); only in this way could she 

become Isaac' s wife and Israel's mother (1972: 178-9). I 

So Rebekah is actually much more active in the story than Sarah had been.2 As the 

ancestress of the promised seed, she makes a similar sacrifice to that of Abraham in her 

willingness to leave the land of her birth. 

We can conclude this study of chapter 24 by observing that seed is a very important theme 

in this passage. This has been seen in the importance placed on an endogamous marriage 

for Tsaac, thus preserving a pure line of descent. Furthennore, the theme of seed is 

emphasized by the insistence that Tsaac should not leave Canaan, the land that has been 

identified as the future possession of the promised seed (12:7). We have also observed that 

the theme of seed is set in the context of clear divine guidance. The choice of this context is 

1 Roth al"o suggesL<; thal, 'The same emphasis is apparent in the Yahwist's choice of words for that 

which both Abraham and Rebekah leave behind: "their coumry" (12: 1/24:4), "their kindred" 

(12:1/24:4), and "their father's house" (12:1/24:38). Similarly two key verbs of the Yahwist's ca1\ of 

Abraham in Genesis 12: 1-3 reeur in crucial statemenL<; in Gen 24: that of Abraham being "blessed" 

Cl"::, 12:2-3/24:1,35) and that of Abraham "becoming great" (~il, 12:2/24:35) ... (1972:179). 

2 The link between Rebckah and Sarah is made in 24:67; 'Isaac brought her (Rebekah) into the tent of 

his mother Sarah, and he married Rebekah and she became his wife, and he loved her; and Isaac was 

comforted after his mother's death'. Von Rad commenting on this verse writes, 'The series, "he took 

Rebekah, she became his wife, and he loved her", is not the one familiar to us from novels. With that 

the story has reached il<; goal: there is now another ancestress for Abraham's seed. Precisely because 

of this goal the mention of Sarah's tent is important' (1972:259). 
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a deliberate device to draw attention to the continuing control of Yahweh over the line of 

descent that h~ has specially chosen. It has already been shown that the birth of Isaac is 

nothing less than a special gift that would have been impossible without direct divine 

intervention (17: 17; 18: 10-11). Now, the bride for Isaac is not left to the usual process of 

human interrelationships but, rather the whole process is controlled by Yahweh to provide 

for Isaac the bride of his choice. 

Chapter 24 may be seen as a transition from the Abraham cycle to the Jacob cycle. It is 

much more than 'a restful interlude between the story of Abraham's life, which is just 

coming to a close and the history of Jacob that will soon unfold', as Speiser suggests 

(1964: 182). lepsen refers to it as 'den Ubergang zur Isaakerzahlung nich nur, sondern 

auch zur lakob-Esau und lakob-Labangeschichte' (1953:279). The reader is now alerted 

that the promises concerning a special line of descendants, which have entered the fIrst 

pha e of their fulfilment in Isaac, will now continue to unfold through Isaac and Rebekah. 

Furthermore, the cene i already set for future appearances of Laban. 

3.3.12 I aac in Relation to the Other Descendants of Abraham 

Chapter 25 introduce the other de cendants of Abraham. This information has been kept 

until thi stage 0 that these descendants will not become confused with the line of descent 

through Isaac. As alway , when other descendants are mentioned, Isaac is given a position 

of unmistakable prominence as the son of Abraham in a special and unique sense. This 

special status of Isaac is reflected in the inheritance he receives: 

In comparison to thi Abraham provides gifts crr:Jl::V;l) for the children which his 

concubines bore. Indeed these children are only in a very round about way said to be 

Abraham 's offspring: they are described as, 
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These children from mothers other than Sarah are kept at a discreet distance from 

Abraham, even though they are his children, so that they would not detract from the special 

status of Isaac as Abraharn's seed and as the one through whom the special line of descent 

would be traced. 

The death of Abraham is recorded very briefly. He is buried in the cave of Macpelah. The 

record of his death is relevant for the theme of seed in that the funeral of Abraham is the last 

recorded occasion when Tshmael and Isaac are seen together as brothers. They are united 

as sons of Abraham but divided by the special status afforded to Isaac by God. This is 

made clear by the deliberate contrast between the reference to 1"'1~~ '~1"~'V"'I1 PD~"'I in 

the context of the buria.l (25:9) but to 1'J:J PD~"'I in the context of God's blessing passing 

from Abraham to his offspring (25: 11). 

3.3.]3 Excursus on the Problem of Barrenness 

We now turn to discuss the role played by barrenness in the Abraham narrative. 

Abraham's wife. Sarah, is introduced by a statement indicating that she has no children. 

(11 :30) i71 i17 r~ i1':li?V "'I'J~ "'Ii1r.t1 

The importance of this barrenness is underscored by the fact that this is the only thing we 

are told about Sarah at this stage. Wenham underlines the seriousness of barrenness for 

Sarah when he observes that, 

The whole Abraham cycle is an eloquent witness to the desperate desire for 

children in primitive society (cf. Pss 127, 128). Without children the man had 
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no one to perpetuate his name and the wife enjoyed little prestige, for she had 
.-' 

no alternative career to motherhood (1989:273).1 

However, the situation facing Sarah is even more desperate than usual. It is not just her 

career as mother that is at stake but rather her place in the special line of descent. Without a 

child Sarah can have no part in the fulfilment of the promises made to Abraham in relation 

to seed. 

This information about Sarah' s barrenness, and her consequent exclusion from the line of 

blessing, makes the reader curious about why she should suffer this affliction. M. E. 

Donaldson suggests that Sarah's barrenness is the result of wrong relationships. 

Following Levj-Strauss's kinship theory she argues that the barrenness is a punishment 

because Abraharn married his half-sister.2 

Sarah is Abraharn's half-sister (20:12); they have the same father but 

different mothers. She is both wife and sister. Therefore her marriage with 

Abraham is incestuous (1981 :83). 

On the other hand there is no attempt by the author to even suggest that Abraham's 

relation hip to Sarah is an improper one. Moreover, according to the criteria put forward 

by Donaldson, Abraham's relationship with Hagar is also incorrect since it was 

1 Von Rad commenlS. 'There was no grcatcr sorrow for an Israelite or Oriental woman than 

childlessness' (1972: 191). Abela remarks. 'one should note how in the sketchy presentation of the 

principal characters at the opening of the Abraham narrative (11 :27-3 1) enormous emphasis is put on 

Sarah's infertilllY' (1986:15). 

2 Donaldson writes in relation to the patriarchal narratives. 'Barrenness is used here as the key 

indicator of an "incorrect" relationship' (1981:83). 
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exogamous 1 but she does not explain adequately why the incorrect relationship with Sarah 
-' 

should be punished by barrenness while that with Hagar is rewarded with a child on whom 

the blessing of God is bestowed (17:20). Furthermore, why should God punish Abraham 

and Sarah in this situation and yet not inflict similar punishment elswhere in the book 

where usual standards of behaviour are breached. The relationship that Lot's daughter's 

have with their father is clearly not condoned and yet it results in children (19:31-38) and 

the same applies to Tamar and ludah (38:24-30). 

Another attempt to explain the barrenness of Sarah in terms of God's punishment for 

human failings is made by Polzin. He argues that the barrenness of Sarah is linked directly 

to Abraham's visit to Egypt and his 'acquiescence in an adulterous situation' when Sarah is 

taken into Pharaoh's harem (12:10-20). He writes, 

Genesis 12 seems to imply that the reason Abraham is not blessed by progeny 

at this stage in the story-line is his failure to satisfy certain standards set by 

Yahweh. This failure involves acquiescence in adultery and explains why 

Abraham must wait until the events of Chapter 21 to obtain progeny, even 

though the land and wealth had long since been given him (1975:86). 

To how that this view is consonant with what we find elsewhere in Genesis, Polzin refers 

to Gene i. 20 and particularly to the fact that while Abraham's wife remains in Abimelech's 

harem the king' wives are rendered barren by Yahweh (20: 18). Only after the removal of 

the 'adulterous ituation' is the fertility of Abimelech's household restored (20: 17). Also, 

Sarah' own pregnancy is announced after she is reunited with Abraham (21:1-2). 

1 In this connection Donaldson writes, 'Hagar is a foreigner; she is totally unrelated to Abraham. 

Thus at the begmning the contradiction set up between the promise of descendants and barrenness of 

Sarah cannot be solved by Abraham 's marrying Hagar' (1981 :83). 
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However, Polzin' s hypothesis is not warranted by the text. It is made very clear to the 
y'" 

reader that there is a specific reason for the barrenness of Abimelech's women: 

For the Lord had closed up every womb of Abimelech's household because 

of (i:;J~ ,~) Abraham's wife Sarah (20:18). 

Yahweh does not pennit Abimelech to endanger the promises made earlier to Abraham and 

therefore infertility is brought about by divine inteIVention. In the similar situation earlier 

Yahweh had plagued Pharaoh's household with diseases because of (i:;J~ ,~) Sarah 

(12: 17). It is clear that she was under divine protection. Silbermann underlines this point 

arguing that the 'abduction' of Sarah by Pharaoh, 

is intended to indicate and to emphasize that Sarah is destined to be the mother 

of the true heir. The sister-not-wife stratagem that ostensibly is intended to 

deliver Abram from danger heightens the tension by suddenly placing her in 

jeopardy; were she possessed sexually by Pharaoh she would be excluded 

from that role. Divine intervention on her behalf emphasizes her significance 

(1983:20) 

The point is not that adultery brings barrenness, since this would have been contrary to the 

readers' experience of the world, but that Sarah was specially chosen by Yahweh as the 

ancestre s of the promised seed and as such is under special divine protection. There is no 

evidence at all in the text that Sarah' s barrenness is related to Abraham' s folly in allowing 

her to be taken into Pharaoh's harem. If this had been so we can be certain that the narrator 

would have recorded the fact of Sarah 's barrenness after the record of the visit to Egypt 

rather than before it, as is actually the case. 1 

1 The barrenness of Sarah is recorded in 11 :30 even before the 'call' of Abraham in 12: 1-3. 
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There is a much more obvious explanation that has the advantage of showing how this 
\. 

statement about Sarah's barrenness (11 :30) fits into the overall themes of the book. In this 

view the purpose of the barrenness motif is to highlight the theme of the promised seed. 

The promises in 12: 1-3 seem to be incapable of fulfilment in the light of the inability of 

Sarah and Abraham to produce 'seed'.l Thus the provision of the seed whom God has 

promised is taken out of the human realm altogether. The narrator guides the reader 

through a number of stages that gradually make the possibility of Sarah bearing a child 

more and more remote. The announcement of the barrenness is only the first of these 

stages. Although any child birth was regarded as an act of God, Sarah is portrayed as a 

special case where Yahweh's intervention is required to give Sarah a child in what appeared 

to be an impossible situation from a human standpoint.2 The seed is then clearly seen as 

nothing less than a gift from God in the fullest possible sense. 

1 Although offspring is only one of the promises in 12: 1-3 it is nevertheless the promise which must 

be fulfilled as a prerequisite of the fulfilment of the others. Thus there ean be no future blessing 

without offspnng to bless and the promise of land means nothing if the patriarch has no offspring to 

inhabit iL The importance of the promise of offspring is emphasized by Tsevat who writes, 'A 

threefold promise attends the Abraham stories. It is stated at the beginning: offspring, land, and 

blessing (Gen 12:1-3,7). The blessing is an elusive thing, and the time of its realisation is mainly the 

future. Possession of the land is real, but it too will not come to pass in Abraham's lifetime. 

Offspring, however, is a thing of the present; it is to happen in the span of the Abraham narrative. Of 

the three promises it is the most immediate and basic; the other two depend on it for their realisation' 

(1980:53) This is perhaps overstating the ease slightly since the birth ofIsaac was only a token of the 

promise of numerous progeny just a~ the purchase of Macphelah was a token of the promise of land, 

and the wealth and inOuence of Abraham were tokens of the promised blessing. Nevertheless, Tsevat is 

correct in his observation that offspring was the promise on which all the others depended. 

2 The story of Elljah's contest With the prophets of Baal on Carmel is another example of a story 

where an impoSSible task is made even more unlikely in order to show that the event which took place 

was undoubtedly done through divine rather than human agency (I Kings 18:30-38). 
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3.3.14 Conclusion to the Theme of Seed in the Abraham Cycle 

We have observed, then, that the theme of seed, first introduced in the primeval history, is 

developed in the Abraham cycle. Abraham is portrayed as God's specially chosen one 

(12:1-3). He is in the same genealogical line as Seth, Noah, and Shem (cf. 5:1-32; 11:10-

32). God deals directly with Abraham through divine speeches in which special promises 

are made (12:1-3, 7; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-22; 18:1-33;22:15-18). The theme of seed is 

always prominent in these speeches. Furthermore, Abraham's nephew Lot serves as a foil 

to Abraham. In contrast to his uncle, Lot is not chosen by God in the line of seed and he 

only displays signs of blessing while he remains in Abraham's company (13: 1-13; 14: 12-

16; 19:1-38). 

The barrenness of Sarah retards the development of the theme of seed and develops tension 

in the narrative (11 :30; 15:2; 16: 1). This further underscores the importance of seed; the 

birth of a son requires the personal intervention of God since it would have been 

impossible on a purely human level. Abraham's own efforts to further the promises of 

God result in the birth of Ishmael who serves as a foil to Isaac (16:2-4). However, the 

narrator makes it very clear that Isaac and not Ishmael is the promised seed (17:17-22). In 

the story of the attempted sacrifice of lsaac, his importance is again emphasized. He is 

referred to as Abraham's 'only son' and his life is preserved by the intervention of the 

Angel ofYahweh (22:2,12,15-18). 

Finally, the theme of seed is emphasized by the arrangements for the marriage of lsaac. 

The requirement of a pure line of descent is highlighted by the insistence that Isaac marry 

endogamously (24: 1-9). The prominence of the idea of divine guidance shows Yahweh's 

special interest in the line of descent from Abraham (24:10-27). 

222 



Although we have observed the importance of the theme of seed throughout most of the 
\ 

main narrative sequences in the Abraham cycle, it is also true that some passages, such as 

chapter 14 and chapter 19, have only an indirect bearing on the theme of seed. These 

passages are not irrelevant, however, and they make an important contribution by creating 

tension and retarding development in the narrative. They increase suspense in the narrative 

and prepare the reader for the next episode in the development of the main theme. 
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3.4 The Theme of Seed in the Jacob Cycle (25:12-37:1) 

In a previous chapter I argued that the theme of blessing is very prominent in this cycle. 

However, blessing is closely related to questions about lines of descent throughout the 

cycle. Through this emphasis on descent the themes of blessing and seed are developed 

together, the promised blessing clearly belongs to the promised seed. 

3.4.1 A Survey of the Theme of Seed in the Jacob Cycle 

The 'toledoth' oflshmael (25:12-18) marks the beginning of the Jacob cycle. It is 

followed by the 'toledoth oflsaac' (25:19-20). The link between Isaac and Abraham is 

carefully underscored (verse 19). Rebekah is also introduced and her father Bethuel and 

brother Laban are mentioned (25:20). All of these details relate to the theme of seed. The 

link with Abraham is essential since the promises are to be fulfilled through him (12: 1-3; 

13: 15) and the ancestry of Rebekah ensures that the marriage is endogamous, the necessity 

of which i detailed earlier in chapter 24. 

Genealogical material also concludes the cycle (36: 1-43). As Fishbane points out, 'The 

Jacob Cycle is a eries of episodes in the life of Jacob framed by the genealogical lists of 

the excluded sons, Ishmael and Esau' (1979:40).1 There are also genealogical references 

in the narratives themselves providing links with the past through Abraham (25: 19; 26:3) 

and with the future through Jacob (35:22-29). These genealogical references continually 

remind the reader of the main purpose of these stories - to trace a special line of descent 

through which the promised seed will be revealed. 

1 Another way to view the material is to consider the genealogies of Ishmael and Esau as conclusions 

to the Abraham and jacob cycles respectively. 
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One chapter is devoted to Isaac (26). It records how God blesses him in fulfilment of the 

oath which he has made to Abraham (26:3). Isaac is assured that the blessing will not end 

with him but will be channelled through his 'seed' (26:4). Stressing the importance of this 

chapter Westennann writes, 

Chapter 26 is theologically very important because Isaac is the heir of the 

promises made to Abraham (1986a:424).1 

However, a link is made, not only with Abraham, but also with Sarah, who has been 

clearly designated as the ancestress of the promised seed (17: 15-19; 18: 10). This link is 

initially established in the Abraham cycle where Rebekah is taken to Sarah's tent (24:67). 

This link i continued in the Jacob cycle where Rebekah's life reflects that of Sarah; like 

Sarah she cannot become pregnant until God grants that privilege through special 

intervention (25:21; cf 11 :30; l7: 15-19; 21: 1-7); like Sarah she is attractive (26:7; cf. 

12: 11) and is passed off as her husband's sister (26:7; cf. 12: 13; 20:2). 

A further characteristic is displayed by Rebekah, which she shares, not just with Sarah, but 

with everal women throughout Genesis. This is a refusal to remain passive and a 

willingne to take the initiative in relation to seed. This quality is displayed by the 

daughter of Lot who bear seed through their father (19:30-38), by Sarah who gives Hagar 

to Abraham (16: 1-3), by Rachel and Leah who also give their handmaidens to Jacob (30:1-

24) and by Tamar who tricks Judah into fathering seed through her (38:1-30). Rebekah 

al 0 take the initiative, though in different circumstances. This becomes evident during 

her pregnancy when she consults an oracle (25:22). Having been infonned by the oracle 

1 Nevertheless, as Fishbane points out, chapter 26 does interrupt the continuity between chapters 25 

and 27. He regards it as ' an interlude between the opening oracle of strife and tension and its 

fulfilment' (1979:47). 
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that her younger son would achieve supremacy over the older, I she encourages Jacob to 

deceive Isaac and gain the blessing intended for the frrstborn (27: 1-40). Finally, when 

Jacob's life is threatened she encourages Isaac to send him to her brother Laban, an 

initiative which proved decisive for the future of the special line of descent (27:41-46).2 

Much of the cycle is dominated by struggles) The birth of Esau and Jacob signals the 

beginning of Jacob's struggle for supremacy. This continues with his successful attempt to 

purchase Esau's birthright (25:21-34). The climax is reached when Jacob deceives his 

father and receives the blessing reserved for the firstborn (27:1-29). Though Jacob's 

success is somewhat tainted by the devious methods used, the narrator woos the reader's 

sympathy on his behalf by showing that Esau was not a worthy custodian of the blessing 

or a suitable successor to Abraham and Isaac in the line of promised seed. The statements 

that Esau 'despised his birthright' (25:34) and that he married two Hittite women (26:34) 

are clearly intended to show disapproval. At a later stage there is a reference to Esau 

marrying a daughter of Ishmael (28:6-9). Although this is done, ostensibly to please his 

parents, it shows that Esau is drifting still further from the line of promise since Ishmael 

has clearly been excluded (17:20-21; 21 :11-13). In comparison, Jacob's journey to Aram 

I The announcement about a reversal of roles, the younger gaining supremacy (25:23), is reminiscent 

of the Abraham narrative where the spccialline of descent is not reckoned through the oldest son 

Ishmael but through his younger brother Isaac (17:20). Fishbane refers to this announcement of 

Jacob's ultimate superiority ac; the 'principal foreshadowing statement of the prologue' (1979:44). 

2 The fact that the wives of UlC patriarchs played a decisive role in connection with the promise of 

'seed' is interesting in the light of Genesis 3: 15 where it is the 'secd of the woman' who will bruise 

the serpent's head. 

3 According to Fishbane the 'feature of struggle and strife is the recurrent thematic emblem of the cycle 

as a whole: the brothers struggle in the womb (25:22), at birth (25:26), and in their youth (25:27-34); 

Jacob later struggles with Laban (Genesis 29-31), Rachel "strives" with Leah (cr. 30:8), and Jacob 

wrestles with a divine being (32:25-31), (1979:45). 
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Naharaim, occasioned by Esau's wrath, brought him into contact with his mother's family 

and made endogamous marriage possible (27:41-28:5). All of these factors, resulting from 

the fraternal rivalry, point to Jacob winning the struggle and to his identity as the one 

through whom the special line of descent from Abraham is to be reckoned. This identity is 

confmned through the blessings bestowed on Jacob in which the promises of seed made to 

Abraham are renewed (28:3-4;1 28:13-15\ 

The encounter with God at Bethel (28: 13-15) effectively turns the blessings bestowed by 

Isaac in 28:3-4 into promises. The importance of the theme of seed is emphasized by the 

threefold repetition of the word lYii. The seed will inherit the land of Canaan (28: 13), it 

will be as numerous as the dust of the earth (28: 14) and through Jacob's seed all nations 

will be ble sed (28: 14, cf. 12:3). These promises are linked with the past through God's 

revelation of himself as 'the God of Abraham your father and of Isaac' (28: 13). 

Jacob is welcomed into Laban's household where he marries Leah and Rachel (29:1-30). 

The scene is now set for the blessing in terms of fertility to become evident in Jacob's 

family (cf, 1 :28), Again the theme of seed is clearly not forgotten. The story of Jacob's 

growing family is a dominant feature of the cycle3 (29:31-30:24). In a book where 

promi e have been made of a multitude of seed as well as a special line of descent (12:7; 

13: 16; 15:5; 17: 19; 28: 14), the acquisition of this large family by Jacob signals to the 

reader that the promise are beginning to come to fruition. 

1 Isaac actually refers lO the blessing which he is beslOwing on Jacob as 'the blessing of Abraham' 

(28:4), 

2 When God IS bestowing the blessing he refers lo himself as 'the God of your father Abraham' 

(28: 13), 

3 Oden has pointed out the importance of the family for both the Abraham and Jacob cycles. He 

remarks, 'Onc can safely assert that the sociological centre of Genesis 12-36 is the family' (1983: 192), 
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Eleven sons are born to Jacob (29:31-30:24). This is a sign of blessing and at the same 

time it leads the reader to anticipate that through one of these sons the line of the promised 

seed will be extended. J acob also prospers through the fertility of his flocks (30:25-43). 

His success is reminscent of that achieved by Abraham (24:35) and is a sign of Gcx:i's 

blessing on Jacob as a member of the special line of descent. 

Jacob leaves Aram Naharaim and travels towards Canaan (31:1-55). Although the theme 

of seed is not prominent in this chapter, it is not altogether absent since Jacob now travels 

towards the land that God has promised to give to the seed of Abraham (13:15). The return 

of Jacob to Canaan involves mainly the theme of land and this will be dealt with in detail in 

the next chapter. The themes of seed and blessing are, nevertheless, present (32: 1-33:20). 

Seed in particular is brought into focus in the anachronistic title, '~':1'rV~ ~~ .~ (32:32). 

Seed is prominent in the account of the rape of Dinah (34:1-31).1 The acceptance by Jacob 

of Hamor's proposal is particularly significant: 

Jacob's agreement to these terms contrasts sharply with the attitudes of Abraham (24:4-6), 

Isaac and Rebekah (26:35; 27:46). Furthermore, Jacob's faith is also shown to be very 

erratic. Far from placing confidence in God's promises in relation to his seed he envisages 

the complete destruction of his entire household (34:30). 

1 Fishbane argues that chapter 34 interrupL<; the continuity of the narrative and is to be regarded as an 

interlude parallel to chapter 26, which he maintains fullils a similar function. He writes, 'Genesis 34 

serves a<; an interlude bridging Jacob's reconciliation with Esau and the denouement at Bethel' 

(1979:47). 
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Following the tragic events at Shechem lacob travels to Bethel where the promises of 

blessing and land are renewed and where the name Israel is again mentioned (35: 1-15). 

This repetition of the change of Jacob's name to Israel is understood by Fishbane to be 

connected with the reconciliation with Esau. He writes, 

The net effect of the repeated bestowal of the national name is to suggest that 

only after Jacob's reconciliation with his brother Esau is he truly the 

patriarchal heir 'Israel' (1979:52). 

Fishbane is undoubtedly correct that the repeated bestowal of the name emphasizes Jacob's 

identity as the one chosen by God in the special line of descent. However, the link he 

makes between the name Israel and the reconciliation with Esau is questionable. The 

renaming takes place immediately following the incident at Shechem and it is probably in 

the light of that incident that the confirmation of the name Israel is required. By offering to 

make an alliance with the Hivites Jacob jeopardized the whole concept of promised seed 

and, indeed, everything that the name 'Israel' represented. It is in the light of this failure 

that the bestowal of the name Israel is repeated. The renaming is accompanied by a very 

comprehensive renewal of the promises (35:] 1-12) assuring Jacob of fertility, a multitude 

of offspring and land. 

The blessing and renaming are followed by an account of the birth of Benjamin and the 

consequential death of Rachel (35: 15-20). This birth of Jacob's twelfth and final son leads 

to a segmented genealogy of his family line (35:22-29), delayed only by a brief account of 

Reuben's adulterous relations with Bilhah (35:22). The genealogical information goes 

back only one generation to Isaac and gives an account of his death and subsequent burial 

by Esau and Jacob (35:29). 

Following the account ofIsaac's burial there is a comprehensive genealogical list tracing 

the descendants of Esau (36: 1-43). Positionally this list is reminiscent of the genealogy of 
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Ishmael (25: 12-18), which is also placed immediately after the account of his father's death 
\., 

(25:8-9). In both instances the genealogies trace the descent of a firstborn son who lost his 

inheritance rights to a younger son. These genealogies signal the end of the narrator's 

interest in these displaced heirs with the attention transferred in each case to the one chosen 

by God to represent the specially chosen line of descent. 

In addition to the above survey there are a number of important areas in relation to the 

theme of seed that require special attention. 

3.4.2 Barrenness and the Theme of Seed in the Jacob Cycle 

The problem of barrenness which dominated much of the Abraham narratives (11:30; 15:2-

6; 16:1-4; 17:15-21; 18:9-15) has already been introduced in relation to Rebekah (25:12). 

However, the theme of Rebekah's barrenness is not developed. As Steinberg points out, 

Although we learn in Genesis 25:12 that Rebekah was barren - and because of 

Sarah's situation earlier we are led to consider that her condition will serve as 

a ource of disequilibrium in Isaac's family - Yahweh quickly corrects the 

problem in the family's affairs and Rebekah becomes the mother of twins 

(1989:46). 

The question of barrennes does not end with Rebekah, however. It is a recurring motif in 

the story of Jacob's own relationships with Leah and Rachel. Donaldson postulates that 

barrenness i 'a key indicator of an "incorrect" relationship' (1981:84). I have already 

sought to refute her arguments in relation to Sarah and Hagar. She applies the same idea to 

the barrenness of Rachel following the kinship theory of Levi-Strauss. She writes, 

A double relationship exists between Rachel and Leah and Jacob. In addition 

to being matrilateral cross-cousins, or the daughters of Jacob's mother's 
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brother, Rachel and Leah are also the daughters of Jacob's grandfather's 
\ 

(Abraham's) 'sister'. Abraham's brother, Nahor, married Milcah, his 

brother's (Haran's) daughter. Milcah, then, is Abraham's 'sister' in the sense 

that she is his parallel niece (11 :29). Rachel and Leah are, therefore, Jacob's 

patrilateral cross-cousins because they are descendants of Nahor and Milcah. 

Hence, one of them is 'legitimate' because of her matrilateral cross-cousin 

relationship to Jacob; the other is barren because of her patrilateral cross-

cousin relationship to Jacob (1981 :84). 

I find thi argument very difficult to accept, especially the idea that since the relationship to 

Jacob was partially correct and partially incorrect, the correct aspect should benefit one 

sister and the incorrect hinder the other. If barrenness is caused by an incorrect relationship 

then, since both girls are related to Jacob in the same way, they should have suffered 

equally. Furthermore, Donaldson ignores the fact that the text does give a reason for 

Rachel' barrenness - a reason that has no connection with whether Jacob's relationship to 

his wives is patrilateral or matrilateral (29:31). 

If, then, the 'correctne ' of the relationships is not the issue here, what is the purpose of 

the barrenne s motif in the e enigmatic stories. A number of points are made clear: a) It is 

ultimately God who decides if and when one of the wives should become pregnant (29:31; 

30:2; 30:22). b) The gift of pregnancy is used by God to comfort the wife who is 

wronged (29:31). c) The names reflect, not any long-term aspect of the individual's 

character or prospects but rather the mood of the mother at the time of conception (29:32-

30:24; 35: 18). 

Point a) and b) are the most important for the theme of seed, indicating that, in spite of the 

crazy rivalry of Rachel and Leah, God was, ultimately, in control of the situation. 
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3.4.3 The Theme of Seed and the Identity of the Heir 
i 

The identity of the heir of the divine blessing is an important question in this cycle. 

Earlier, in the Abraham cycle, tension is created by the reader's ignorance of the true 

identity of the promised seed (15:2-4; 16:15-21). In this cycle, Jacob is introduced at an 

early stage as the heir of Isaac' s blessing, but the reader is still kept in suspense as Jacob 

shows himself to be unworthy of such an honour (27: 18-24). As Cohn writes, 

Although a divine oracle at the outset of the cycle (25:23) predicts Jacob's 

ascendancy over Esau, subsequent events zig-zag wildly, keeping tension 

high and the conclusion unpredictable (1983:8). 

Jacob seems very unworthy and perhaps even unsuitable for the honour bestowed on him, 

not just because he deceives his father (27: 18-24) but because he does not appear to have a 

close relationship with God. The first mention of such a relationship is the unexpected 

encounter at Bethel (28: 11-22). This is just the first of a number of encounters which 

show Jacob's relationship with God developing (cf. 31:11-13; 32:1-2; 9-12; 22-32). 

Further mistakes follow, including the fiasco in connection with the Shechem incident 

(34: 1-31). Inspite of all this the choice of Jacob is confirmed on a number of occasions by 

God (26:23; 28:12-16; 31 :11-13; 32:28; 35:9-12), and while the reader is left with 

questions about how God can choose such an unlikely character, the actual identity of the 

one chosen to perpetuate the special line of descent is never in doubt. 

The question of the heir also affects the family of Jacob. Who will prevail in the end as the 

wives struggle for ascendancy? Can children born in circumstances dictated mainly by 

jealousy and deceit be the channels of the divine promise? Furthermore, how can we 

account for the dramatic change in relation to Jacob's heir(s)? In previous narratives 

attention has been focused on one person who gains supremacy. Now, as Oden points 

out, 
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There is something different about Jacob, who is, of course, renamed Israel . 

.. His sons are the first in the narrative who are unanimously included 

among the ancestors of the people Israel. This represents a major difference 

between the sons of Jacob on the one hand, and the sons of Abraham and 

Isaac, on the other (1983: 195). 

Steinberg makes a similar observation but states it is genealogical terms, 

With the generation of Jacob's twelve sons there is a switch from 

linear/vertical to segmentedlhorizontal genealogy (1989:48). 

The point made by both Steinberg and Oden is undoubtedly important. All twelve sons of 

J acob are accepted as ancestors of Israel and, therefore, they break the pattern that the 

reader has become accustomed to, with only one person being chosen out of a number for 

the special privileges of heirdom. This inclusion of the entire twelve is, as Oden remarks, 

despite the facL<; that only two are the sons of the favored wife Rachel, that 

six are the the sons of Leah, Jacob's wife only because of Lab an's deceit, and 

that four, the ancestors of 'the concubine tribes', are the sons of Rachel's and 

Leah's hand maids (1983:195). 

This situation is difficult to assess. In the earlier narratives the reader comes to the 

conclusion that Hagar's son cannot be Abraham's heir because the relationship between 

Abraham and her is not an acceptable one. But surely it cannot be less acceptable than 

Jacob's relations with his wives' handmaidens, unless, for some reason, an Egyptian 
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should be less acceptable than other foreigners? 1 Perhaps the only explanation open to the 
[ 

reader is that the choice of one individual and the rejection of another is a reflection of 

divine freedom (Von Rad).2 

This does not mean that the previous pattern of choosing one person for special recognition 

has been abandoned. There is still the question of which of the twelve sons will gain 

supremacy and be recognized as the one who will receive the special blessing reserved for 

the firstborn. The alert reader, accustomed to the pattern developed throughout will 

anticipate that the firstborn will be superseded by a younger son and that some who might 

anticipate a prominent position would forfeit it to another. Tt is not surprising that the first 

records of misdemeanour by any of the sons implicate the three oldest; Reuben (35:22), 

Simeon and Levi (34:25-30). After these three ludah is next in line to receive the blessing 

due to the firstborn. 

1 Yet Hagar's rejection secms to have nothing to do with her Egyptian nationality since the mother of 

Ephraim and Manasseh is also Egyptian. 

2 Oden, however, rejecLs Von Rad's view arguing that; • A beller answer ... is to assert quite simply 

that whatever else is present here, Genesis 12-36 is concerned with defining Israel. But Israel, a<; any 

other entity, cannot be comprehensively defined solely in or by iL<;elr. It must also be defined in 

relation to something else; and that "something else" must vary as the definition of Israel unfolds. 

Hence the reac;on for both a segmented and a linear genealogy here. In relation to the other nations of 

the earth, Israel comprises the deseendanL<; of Abraham, and not of Haran, the descendants ofIsaac and 

not the dc..seendanLc; of Tshmael or the sons of Keturah. But from an internal perspective, that is, in 

relation to onc another, all Israelites are not alike. The segmented genealogy represented by all twelve 

of Jacoh's sons articulates this clearly' (1983:196). However, Oden's remarks here, are more a 

summary of the facts than an explanation. Nothing he writes explains why a foreign hand maiden is 

not acccptable to hear an heir to Abraham but is acceptable in Jacob's case. 
, 



3.5 The Therre of Seed in the Joseph Cycle (37:2-50:26) 

There are only a few occurrences of the root !Tii in this cycle. It is used 3 times in 

relation to Onan 's refusal to raise seed in his brother's name (38:8-9). The root occurs 

twice in the context of Jacob's journey to Egypt, emphasizing that he took 'all his 

offspring' (i!Til-'?) with him. Apart from a few references to seed in an agricultural 

sense (47: 19,23,24), the final 3 occurrences of !Tii in this cycle are in chapter 48. Jacob 

recalls the promises of Yahweh that the land of Canaan would become the possession of 

his seed (48:4). Jacob tells Joseph that he never expected to see him alive but now he has 

seen his seed (48: 11). Finally, referring to Ephraim, Jacob prophesies that his seed will 

become a group of nations (48: 19). 

In considering the theme of seed, in the Joseph cycle, differences emerge in comparison 

with the same theme in the previous cycles. No one stands out clearly as the promised seed 

in the way that Abraham, Tsaac and Jacob do in the earlier narratives. In earlier stories the 

reader finds one chosen person who becomes a sign of future hope, a channel through 

which God's blessing can flow to others. However, in the Joseph cycle the reader is 

faced with twelve sons, all of whom, are children of JacoblIsrael. Not one of these sons 

has a close relationship with God, at least, not when compared with Abraham or even 

Jacob. Although Joseph plays a prominent role, the spiritual dimension of his life is quite 

low key. Compared to the personal encounters of God with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, 

God is more in the background in the Joseph stories, working mainly through dreams. 

Furthermore, none of the promises of 'seed', a multitude of descendants or land is ever 

made by God to Joseph, or any of his brothers, personally (cf. Vawter, 1977:29). God is 

never described as 'the God of Joseph'! 

Another important difference in the Joseph story, in terms of the theme of seed, is in 

relation to the purity of the line of descent. The pure line of descent from Abraham, so 

jealously guarded in previous narratives, now seems irrelevant. Joseph marries an 



Egyptian wife. She is the daughter of a priest of the gods of Egypt. Judah marries a 
r 

Canaanite and later he has children through his daughter-in-law who is also a Canaanite. 

This is in sharp contrast to the Abraham story where the patriarch's exogamous marriage 

cannot produce the legitimate heir (cf. 17:18-21). The same emphasis is found in chapter 

24 where Abraham insists most strongly that Isaac should marry endogamously. 

Furthermore the exogamous marriages of Esau are a source of grief to Isaac and Rebekah. 

Jacob's marriages to his cousins are in line with the patriarchal traditions. The pure line of 

descent can also be traced through Jacob's children by Leah and Rachel: Reuben, Simeon, 

Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Dinah, Joseph and Benjamin. On the other hand, this is 

not the whole story since Jacob has four children by his wives' slave girls: Dan, Naphtali, 

Gad and Asher. If the precedent set in the Abraham narrative had been followed, these 

children of the slave girls would have been separated from the children of the endogamous 

marriages. This, however, is not the case and the segmented genealogies seem to place all 

J acob' s sons on the same level. 

However, these differences should not be over emphasized. They are not made abruptly 

and hould be viewed, not as unexpected changes of emphases, but rather as the 

culmination of trends already present in the Jacob cycle. Thus the lower key in the spiritual 

dimension i already evident in the accounts of Jacob's life if we compare them with the 

face to face encounter of Abraham with the Angel ofYahweh. Likewise, the deterioration 

in the line of descent begins earlier, in the Jacob cycle. Moreover, although all twelve sons 

are Jacob's children (seed), they are not given equal status. This fact can be demonstrated 

by a study of three of these sons, Reuben, Judah and Joseph. 

3.5.1 The Role of Reuben in the Joseph Cycle 

In a discussion of the descendants of Jacob in terms of the theme of seed, we should expect 

special significance to be attached to the firstborn, Reuben. Indeed he has already been 

introduced in the previous cycle. The Jacob cycle reports the incestous relations which 
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Reuben has with Bilhah (35:22). No comment from Jacob is noted at this stage but later in 
[ 

his death-bed 'blessings' Jacob refers to it and uses it as a reason for divesting Reuben of 

the special privileges due to the firstborn (49:3-4). Goldin sees these two subjects (the 

incest and the disqualification of Reuben) as closely linked. According to Goldin the affair 

that Reuben has with Bilhah is not an act motivated by sexual passion but is an attempt to 

show everyone that he is the rightful heir. Goldin quotes the story of Absalom's attempt to 

overthrow David. His first public act when he enters Jerusalem is to lie with his father's 

concubines. Goldin comments, 'When a man goes after his father's concubines, he is 

declaring publicly, I am now the master, I have now succeeded' (1977:37). 

In the Joseph cycle, however, the behaviour of Reuben is exemplary. He tries to rescue 

Joseph (37:21-22; cf. 42:22) and is filled with regret when he is sold (37:29-30). Later in 

a desperate attempt to persuade Jacob to allow Benjarnin to go to Egypt he offers to 

personally protect Benjamin and to give his two sons to his father as hostages (42:37). 

Goldin think that Reuben 's desire to rescue Joseph was motivated by the expectation that 

thi heroic act would win him the forgiveness of his father. If this is the case, as seems 

po sible, Reuben's ploy failed and Judah gains the praise for taking the most positive steps 

to resolve the situation (see below). This results in the very negative comments which 

Jacob make about Reuben on his death-bed (49:3-4).1 There is no doubt left in the 

reader's mind that Reuben has lost any special privileges associated with his status as 

Jacob's fir. tbom. 

1 The Lraditionaltranslation of this pcricope has been challenged by Gevirtz who prefers the following: 

'Reuben, my firstbom, you are my strength and the beginning of my vigor: pre-eminent in authority 

and pre-eminent in power. But checked like water, you may not lead! When you ascended your 

father's bed, then you fouled the suckler's couch' (1971 :98). However, regardless of the translation, 

Gevirtz agrees that the final result of this pronouncement was that Reuben was deprived of the 

privileges belonging to the firstbom. 
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3.5.2 The Role of Judah in the Joseph Cycle 
[ 

After Joseph, it is Judah who receives most of the limelight. The reason for this is 

probably that, since his three older brothers have been disqualified from receiving the 

firstborn's blessing, he must be considered as the next main contender. 1 He makes his 

first appearance in the narrative with his suggestion that Joseph should be sold rather than 

killed. Goldin suggests that Judah knew that Reuben planned to rescue Joseph and so gain 

his father's forgiveness for his previous indiscretion. Judah wants to prevent this and the 

sale of Joseph suits his purpose admirably. Goldin writes, 

From the moment Judah speaks up in chapter 37, with the advice of how to 

get rid of Joseph (and simultaneously contriving r?] to make impossible 

Reuben's rehabilitation), it is Judah who is the chief spokesman, and 

hopefu 11 Y the successor (1977 :42). 

While Goldin's suggestion is interesting, there is no evidence that everything Judah does is 

governed by ulterior motives . Rather the reader is left with no reason to doubt that Judah's 

objection to the murder of his brother is on purely humanitarian grounds. 

Chapter 38 is given over entirely to an account of Judah's family. Although this seems to 

break into the Joseph story disrupting its literary unity2, from a thematic point of view there is 

continuity since the main subject of this chapter is the struggle for seed (cf. Alter, 1981:6). 

Both Judah and Joseph are clearly heirs of Jacob and potentially heirs to the blessings 

1 Reubcn is disqualified because of his adulLCry with Bilhah (49:3-4) and Simcon and Levi beeause of 

their slaughLCr of the Sheehemites (49:5-7). 

2 Goldin writes, 'Since chapter 37 closes with the statement that loseph was sold to Potiphar. and 

chapLCr 39 proceeds from that point ... to interrupt them with the account of ludah and Tamar seemed 

poor composition (1977:27). 
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promised through Abraham. Indeed, after the rejection of Reuben, Simeon and Levi, it is 
{ 

ludah who seems the most likely recipient of that blessing. Although the main spot light is 

on 10seph, in the light of ludah's special status, the writer does not want the reader to lose 

sight of ludah and his offspring. 

Following a very brief statement linking this chapter with the preceeding narratives (38:1), 

ludah's exogamous marriage is immediately introduced (38:2). As a result of this 

relationship he fathers three sons (38:3-5). None of them is a main character and in each 

case only the information relating directly to the subject of offspring is recorded. Thus, Er 

sins but we are not given details (38:7). Onan sins and we are informed what his crime 

was because this time it is related to the question of offspring (38:8-10). Onan allows his 

sperm (!ii ) to fall to the ground and refuses to produce offspring (!ii1) in his brother's 

name. The emphasis on this incident and on the fact that Yahweh slays Onan, underscores 

the importance attached to the subject of seed. 

The death of ludah's wife leaves just three main characters: ludah, Tamar and Shelah. The 

latter is the only surviving member of Judah's offspring (38:5). Now that his wife is dead 

he would assume that his family line will be continued through Shelah. His duty under 

levirite custom is to give Shelah to Tamar so that together they can raise seed to Shelah's 

deceased brother, Er (38: 11). ludah, however, afraid that the last remaining son will die, 

refu es to allow the union to take place (38: 11-14). As a result Tamar tricks ludah into a 

relationship with her which results in the birth of twins (38:14-30). 

While this story differs from all preceding accounts of the birth of those in the line of 

promised seed, there is one important similarity - the one whom the midwives expect to be 

born first is deprived of the birthright by the fact that his brother is unexpectedly born frrst. 

In relation to the birth of Judah's two sons, Goldin writes, 
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An attractive symmetry has been achieved. ludah who had lost two sons, Er 
{ 

and Onan, now begets twins - a sign certainly that ludah has been forgiven. 

But even more interesting is the behaviour of the twins. There is one who is 

to be the older one, and to make no mistake about it, the midwife ties a 

crimson thread on his hand. 'Rot,' Ehrlich quotes, 'ist von allen Farben die 

schreiendste und auffallendste', and cites striking evidence beyond this story. 

But the second, the younger, twin breaks through ahead of his older brotlier. 

One of the major themes of Genesis, and beyond Genesis has surely 

overtaken us (1977:30). 

After the incident with Tamar, ludah appears on the scene again as the spokesman for the 

brothers. He reassures Jacob and persuades him to send Benjamin with them to Egypt 

(43:8-10). Then, after the brothers have left Egypt and are forced to return, ludah is their 

leader (44: 14). 

No explanation is given to explain why the children of lacob are suddenly called 'ludah 

and his brothers'. However, the impression is clearly given that in the crises that has 

overtaken the brothers it is ludah who takes the lead. Furthermore, when the brothers 

appear before a putatively hostile loseph, ludah is again the persuasive spokesman who 

intervenes (44: 16-34). Without ludah 's timely intervention, Joseph would probably have 

been unwilling to trust the brothers and now having Benjamin, his only full brother in his 

custody, he would have been content to allow the others to continue living in Canaan. So it 

is ludah who is unwittingly used by God to bring lacob and his entire family and 

entourage into Egypt. Indeed it is ludah 's original suggestion that sent loseph there in the 

first place. So both ludah and 10seph play important roles in the events which lead the 

family of lacob to Egypt. 
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This raises the question whether this influential role which Judah played means that he is 
/ 

identified as the one worthy of the privileges of Jacob's frrstbom and whether his line of 

descent is to be regarded as having a special significance. In other words, in terms of the 

theme of seed, does ludah have a special role as the one who continues the line of descent 

from Abraham? The evidence in Genesis would suggest a negative answer to this question 

since all lacob's sons are the seed of Abraham. On the other hand, it must be admitted, as 

observed above, that ludah does receive special prominence. Furthermore, this 

impression is intensified by a study of lacob's blessing on ludah (49:8-12). 

:':l~~~ ~J:J ':l~ , Dl:1V~ ':l~~~~ 'lil1:J ':li~ ':l~M~ ':l1i1~ i1B~ i1':l1i1~ 

~?J ~~~7~' i1~i~~ Y:;:lJ l1':9 D~'~ ~J:J 'li'O?J i1':l1i1~ i1~i~ i1l 

~~~-~~ i~ 1~71"J r:J?J 'j?'j?M?J1 i1':l1i1~(J O~ V i10~-~~ :1~~~j?~ 

O:J~ .?rl~ ~J:J i1'j?i'!Y71 i1i~l1 1~l7 ~iO~ :O~~~ rliJP~ 1~1 i1~~'V 

:~7D?J O~~ V- ::l~1 r:(J O~~~l1 ~~~~~t1 :i1rl10 O~::l~V-O'J::l1 1 'V~'( 

r~~ 

The pericope begin on a laudatory note with a word playl emphasizing that ludah will be 

prai ed by his brothers and that they will bow before him.2 

I As Westermann POlnlS out, the word play is on the ba<;is of assonance rather than etymology. He 

WrItes, 'This IS not a ctymology, i.e., the purpose of the saying is not to explain the name Judah (as 

in Gcn. 29:35); it is a pure wordplay that wanLS to say: He has shown himself as ;'i';'''' in a 

particular situation, such that his brothers praise him because of his heroic deed and acknowledge him 

a<; a hero (1986b:227). 

2 This IS contested by some scholars. According LO E. M. Good, 'the only tribe unambigously lauded 

in the whole passage is Joseph.' In the light of this assumption, Good goes on LO ask, 'Is the 

"BlesSing of Jacob", then, a picce of Ephmimite nationalism' (I 973:432). Carmichael follows Good, 

argUing that the blessing on Judah is laudatory only in appearance. There is delibemte irony, and 'in 
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According to Westermann, 

The brothers bow before J udah because they recognize him as a hero and a 

leader in battle on the grounds of his heroic deed in this present, particular 

situation of which we know no more (1986b:228). 

Whatever the heroic deed was that is referred to here it is linked with the SUbjugation of 

enemies (-:l"';::J"'~ 'lil1~ -:li~). We are not given any details and it is impossible to 

identify the event or events concerned. 

This reference to Judah's supremacy is followed in verse 10 by a clause that is extremely 

difficult to interpret: :O"'tlll liDi'''' ,~, i1~"''V ~:J~-"'~ ill 

In spite of a great deal of scholarly debate there has been no definitive interpretation of 

i1~'" 'V. It, therefore, seems advisable to understand the passage without reference to this 

ob cure word. ~:J~-"'~ i!! seems to indicate that the dominance of the tribe of Judah 

will not be lost until the coming of a person or event which will finnly establish it. The 

role played by thi per on or event is conveyed by the clause O"'tlll liDi'''' ,~! There 

i general agreement that this is a reference to the obedience of nations (So, Dillmann, 

1897: 462), Von Rad (1972:420), Westermann (1986b:230). As Westermann remarks, 

'That the ruler to come wins the obedience of the nations corresponds exactly to the 

historical reality under David and Solomon' (1986b:230). This would seem to be the most 

likely meaning of this blessing; Judah is promised a period of prominence over the other 

tribes until this culminates in the authority of the monarchy. This is certainly the view 

taken by . Habel, who, though following a strictly diachronic method, is nevertheless 

worth quoting, 

effcct Jacob is rebuking Judah' (1969:438). However, the verdict of the vast majority of scholars 

concurs with that of Caquot who describes this passage as 'un eulogy sans reserve' (1976: 14). 
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In this blessing it seems that the Yahwist is deliberately linking the promise to 

the patriarchs with a later fulfillment under the Davidic monarchy. Through 

David the tribe of ludah gained 'the scepter' of kingship and became a nation 

capable of ruling other peoples (1971 :60). 

The remainder of the blessing on ludah relates to a situation where blessing is very much in 

evidence (49: 11-12). So we can affmn that ludah is given a very prominent position 

among the brothers and is identified as the one through whom the future leadership of the 

tribes will come. Probably the need to identify all of the sons of lacob as the seed of 

Abraham, prevents the writer from stressing ludah 's special role in terms of seed. 

Nevertheless, the prominence given to him and the most generous blessing that he receives, 

marks him and his future seed as having a special role to play in the future fulfilment of the 

promises initially made to Abraham (12:1-3). 

3.5.3 The Role Played by Joseph 

One possible objection to the suggestion that the blessing promised to Abraham and his 

seed is channelled in a pecial measure through ludah, is that 10seph is the most prominent 

character in the final cycle of Genesis. This raises the question whether it is 10seph rather 

than ludah through whom the blessing is channelled. This means that we must carefully 

discern the particular significance associated with the prominence given to the life story of 

10seph. This prominence comprises: 

1. An early aspiration to leadership inspired by dreams (37:5-11). 

2. Favouritism shown to him by his father (37:2-4). 

3. The propensity he has for communicating blessing to others (39:5-6, 21-23). 

4. His high moral standards (39:7-12). 
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5. The realisation of his childhood dreams through his promotion to high office in Egypt 

and his role in saving Egypt and the surrounding countries from famine (41:39-57). 

6. The role he played in the transfer of Jacob and his entourage to Egypt (45:9-13; 47:11-

12). 

7. His marriage and the birth of his two sons (41:50-52). 

8. The blessing bestowed on Joseph's sons and on him personally by Jacob (49:22-26). 

There can be no doubt that Joseph is chosen for a special role. But what is that role? Is it 

the same role for which Abraham and then Isaac and Jacob were chosen? Does his line of 

descent have special significance? 

Comparisons between Joseph and Abraham, Isaac and Jacob highlight some interesting 

similarities. One of these is immediately evident in the prominent role of extra-ordinary 

blessing in the lives of all four (12:1-3; 26:12; 48:3-4; cf. 49:26). An even more significant 

similarity (at least in the context of seed) is that in the families of all four, the firsbom loses 

the authority and the privileges usually associated with his seniority. In Abraham's family, 

Ishmael is deprived of the firstborn's rights by Isaac (17: 18-21), while Isaac's first son 

Esau loses out to Jacob (27:1-40), and likewise in Jacob's case, Reuben forfeits his 

entitlement (49:3-4). This pattern is repeated in Joseph's family with the firstbom, 

Manasseh, becoming subordinate to his younger brother Ephraim (48: I 3-20). 

However, Joseph's similarities with his ancestors pall into insignificance when the 

differences are considered: The absence of references to Joseph building altars and 

worshipping at them can hardly be incidental. Furthermore, the relationship to the land of 

Canaan is also different: Joseph spends most of his life in Egypt and even when he is in 

high office and free to travel, he does not visit Canaan. 

Also interesting is the comparative information given in relation to Joseph and Judah. The 

suggestion that Joseph should be sold rather than killed is attributed to Judah (37:26-27). 
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The story of Joseph's refusal to induge in sexual intercourse with his master's wife is 

positioned just after the story of Judah 's relations with his daughter-in-law (39:6-20; cf. 

38:1-30). Finally, Joseph and Judah are compared as they converse face to face (44:14-

34). Here Joseph hides his identity and for the second time Judah thinks that he is dealing 

with a stranger while in reality he is dealing with his own kith and kin (cf.38:16). In this 

situation, it is Judah who is the more honourable. Judah endeavours to keep the family 

unit together and he represents the interests of his father. Judah has known what it was to 

fear the loss of his own youngest son (38:11), and now, with kindred feeling, he protects 

his father's youngest son. Joseph seems to be willing to break up the family and wants to 

keep Benjamin with him and send the others back to Canaan, paying no regard to the 

consequences of such an action on the health of his father. 

What, then, is the significance of Joseph 's role? He is one of Jacob's family who is hated 

by the others because of early aspirations to greatness, which were interpreted as conceit 

(37:5-11). These aspirations prove to be prophetic and Joseph is promoted to high office 

by the Egyptian monarch (41 :39-44). His wise behaviour means that he provides food for 

Egypt and for the surrounding nations during a period of severe famine (41 :46-41 :57). 

One consequence of this is the deliverance of Jacob and his entourage from the famine, and 

concomitant with this, the removal of the children of Israel to Egypt (47:11-12). For this 

role, Joseph is given a generous blessing (49:22-26), and his two sons are adopted by 

Jacob into his family on an equal standing with his other sons (48:3-7). For two children 

with an Egyptian mother to be numbered among the eponymous ancestors of Israel was 

indeed quite remarkable considering the traditions about Egyptian oppression. Only the 

highest regard for Joseph such as that promUlgated by Genesis could have made this 

possible. On the other hand, the alternative adoption of Judah 's two sons into Jacob's 

family would have been even more problematic in view of the circumstances attending their 

birth. 
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However, these generous blessings that Joseph receives from Jacob are in no way linked 

with the blessing that Reuben forfeited (49:3-4). This went first to Simeon and Levi and 

then since they also forfeited it (34:25-31; 49:5-7), the next in line is Judah. Evidence that 

the firstborn' s blessing has been given to J udah is seen in the role of leadership that is 

given to him in Jacob's final blessing (49:9-12). However, the text stresses the 

significance of both Joseph and Judah and we must be careful not to stress the line of 

descent through Judah beyond the evidence given. Both Judah and Joseph are given very 

positive and significant blessings and the importance of both lines of descent is 

emphasized. 

So then, we have seen that there is no one character in the Joseph cycle who achieves 

similar status to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. These three patriarchs are chosen by God to 

have a special covenant relationship to the exclusion of their brothers. They represent a 

special line of descent (seed). The twelve sons of Jacob, however, are all included in the 

covenant relationship and in this sense they are all understood as the seed of Abraham. At 

the same time, however, there is special significance given to the seed of Joseph and also to 

the seed of Judah. 

3.5.4 Conclu ion to the Theme of Seed in the Book of Genesis 

The concept of eed (lYi1) is introduced first in the creation story. It is emphasized that 

the existence of plants and trees is perpetuated through their seed (1: 11, 12,20). The seed 

of each plant bear further plants of the same kind as its parent. This emphasis provides a 

basis for the introduction of seed, in the sense of a human line of descent, in which those 

concerned bear the same characteristics. 

The fir t mention of seed (lYi ) in relation to human lines of descent, comes in the story of 

the cursing of the serpent (3: 14-15). One aspect of the serpent's punishment is that the 

woman's seed will bruise the head of the serpent's seed (3: 15). This statement is 
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programmatic for the remainder of Genesis. Through both narrative and genealogical 

material a line of descent is identified that enjoys God's special favour. This line is usually 

developed in contrast to other genealogical lines that are not chosen by God. Thus the line 

is traced through Seth rather than Cain (cf. 4:25), and through Noah' s son Shem rather 

than Ham or Japheth (9:25:27). This line of descent is traced to Abraham (11:10-32). In 

the Abraham narratives the theme of seed is carefully developed. The barrenness of Sarah, 

Abraham's wife 01:30), retards progress in the narrative and allows the identity of the 

seed to be carefully assessed. Thus, Lot is not the promised seed (13:5-17). Although 

related to Abraham, he does not enjoy the same privileges as God's chosen one. Likewise, 

Eliezer, Abraham's steward, is not acceptable 05:2-4). Even Ishmael who is Abraham's 

son through the Egyptian maid Hagar is not recognised as Abraham's seed in the special 

line of descent (17: 18-21). This distinction belongs to Isaac who is born in circumstances 

that accentuate the fact that his birth is a special gift from God (21:1-7). Isaac's special 

status is highlighted by his inclusion in the covenant relationship established between God 

and Abraham. Ishmael is Abraham's seed only in a physical sense and he is not included 

in the covenant (17:19-21). 

In the Jacob cycle the theme of seed is developed in the context ofrelationships between 

Jacob and Esau. Jacob is identified as the one specially chosen by God (25:23). Jacob has 

twelve sons about whom little personal information is given in this cycle. However, we 

are informed that the firstborn disgraces his father by having a sexual relationship with one 

of his concubines (35:22). Furthermore, the next two sons, in order of birth, attract their 

father's cur e because of the violence perpetrated against the Shechemites. 

In the Joseph cycle, although Joseph exercises a very important role as the one who 

provides for the sustenance of many people during a famine, he is not identified as the 

specially chosen seed. In a sense, all Jacob's sons share this privilege. However, a 

position of special prominence is given to Judah whose descendants are earmarked for 

future leadership (49:8-12). 
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We have observed, then, that Genesis provides a family tree for the line of the promised 

seed. This line of descent is identified as one that required special acts of divine favour to 

bring it into existence. Furthermore, the main characteristic that distinguishes it from other 

lines of descent is its close relationship with God. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

THE THEME OF LAND IN GENESIS 

4.1 The Hebrew Terms Used in Connection with Land 

The two main Hebrew words concerned are r'J~ and i1?;l:r~1. The terms are used partly 

synonymously in the Hebrew Old Testament, though Rost argues that a clear distinction is 

to be made between them. According to Rost i1?;l:r~ is possibly etymologically related to 

r:)'-:-n~ which means 'to be red' (1934:126). This suggests to Rost, 'die lichtbraune Erde des 

Ackers, die dem Menschen nach milhevoller Arbeit den Ertrag zum Leben spendet' 

(1934: 128). Rost argues that i1?;l:r~ has no political overtones and its opposite is the 

uncultivated wilderness, i:;l if.J (1934: 129-130). On the other hand, Rost shows that 

ri~ is a more extensive concept that can include the whole earth (1934:132). Its antonym 

is not another type of land but the sky or the sea. Limited by a genitive or a relative clause it 

usually refers to a particular area of the earth; either a geographical or a political entity 

(1934: 134; cf. Clarke: 1964:33). Although, Rost is probably correct in the general 

distinction he makes between these two terms, he 'pushes his case too far in maintaining 

that a difference in meaning is always present' (Clarke, 1964:33; cf. Gen 12:3; 18:18). 

ri~ occurs more frequently in Genesis than i1?;l:r~; 312 times compared with 43. 

Though i1~':1~ is used a few times to designate the habitable earth (e.g., 12:3), and a 

particular land (e.g., 47:20), in most occurrences, as Rost points out, it denotes 'the 

ground' or 'the soil' (e.g., 2:5, 7,19; 3:17,19,23; 4:2,3, 10). ri~ also can mean 

ground (e.g., 18:2), but much more often it refers, either to the earth as a whole (e.g., 1:1, 

2; 2:1,4,5; 6:4; 11:1), or to a particular land or country (e.g., 12:1,5; 17:8; 21:34). 

1 Another word used in Genesis in relation to land is i1i ttr. It occurs almost 50 times in Genesis. 

Occasionally it denotes a particularly country (14:7) and it can also be used of cultivated land (37:7). More 

often. however. it refers to wide open spaces where wild animals roam (2: 19.20; 3: 1. 14; 25:27.29). In 

Genesis it is also used in relation to the parcel of land which Abraham bought from the Hittites (23:8-20). 
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4.2 The Theme of Land In Genesis: Introduction 

The importance of land, particularly the land of Canaan, is emphasized in the patriarchal 

narratives. l Land is clearly one of the benefits that God promises to Abraham and his 

descendants (12:7). After the departure of Lot, Abraham is reassured that his descendants 

will inherit Canaan (13:14-18). This promise is renewed to Isaac who receives blessing 

from Yahweh when he remains in the land (26:1-5, 12-15). Although Jacob leaves Canaan 

to live for a time in Aram Naharaim (28:1 - 31:21), his departure is marked by a theophany 

reassuring him that Canaan will be the possession of his descendants (28: 10-15). 

Eventually he returns to his native land under divine protection (31:24). Although the 

Joseph story witnesses the removal of Jacob and his family to Egypt (46:1-7), the migration 

is intended to be temporary (46:4). Both Jacob and Joseph leave instructions that their 

bodies are to be interred in Canaan (49:29-30; 50:25). 

However, before considering the patriarchal narratives in detail we must explore whether 

the concept of land figures in a thematic role in Genesis 1-11. I shall argue that the theme of 

land is developed in these early chapters in a way that provides a foundation for the 

understanding of the same theme in the patriarchal narratives (cf. Martens, 1981 b:31). 

I Von Rad underscores the importance of land in Genesis and in the other books of the 'Hexateuch'. He 

writes, 'In the whole of the Hexateuch there is probably no more important idea than that expressed in terms 

of the land promised and later granted by Yahweh' (1943:79). 
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4.3 The Theme of Land in the Primeval History (chapters 1-11) 

The basic approach of chapters 1-11 is to portray God as the one who creates the land, 

giving man special responsibility over it (1:1,9-10; 2:15-17).1 The failure of man to fulfil 

his obligations leads God to punish him (3 :1 -24). The punishment affects man's 

relationship to the ground (3:17-19). This sin - punishment pattern is developed in the 

AdamlEve story (3:1-24), the Cain/Abel story (4:1-16), the flood narrative (6:1-9:28), and 

the Tower of Babe! story (11: 1-9). In all these narratives the sin-punishment sequence is 

linked to land/earth/ground, and the entire sequence is set in the context of the creation story 

(1: 1-2:25). These general observations will now be supported by a detailed investigation of 

chapters 1-11. 

4.3.1 The Creation of Land and Man's Relationship to it (1: 1-2:25) 

The first verse of Genesis declares God's relationship to the earth (fi~). 

This is probably a main clause, declaring unequivocally God's sovereignty over all 

creation.2 This is just the beginning of God's dealings with the earth; he not only creates 

1 As Martens argues, 'The land is not only a promise or a gift; fulfilled responsibility is integral to land 

tenure' ( 1981b: 108). 

2 Commenting on Genesis 1: 1 Gunkel writes, 'Der Vers ist am besten als Haupt-satz zu nehmen "im 

Anfang hat Gott Himmel und Erde geschaffen:" ein gewaltiges Wort!' (1966: 101). Not everyone would 

agree. Spciser argues that :n"' 'V~i~ is in the construct state and he continues, 'Thus the sense of this 

particular initial term is, or should bc, "At the beginning of ... ," or "When," and not "In/At the 

beginning" ... As the text is now vocalized, therefore. the Hebrew Bible starts out with a dependent clause' 

(1964:12. cr. Vawter, 1977:37). However, many scholars take a view similar to that of Gunkel and this is 
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the earth/land (fi~), but he names it (1: 10). This marks him out as its owner since no 

one has the right to name property that does not belong to him (n Sam 12:28). By making 

the earth and then naming it, God declares himself to be the sole owner and all rights to the 

use and disposal of land ultimately belong to him. 1 

The importance of earthlIand and of God's relationship to it is seen in the special status it is 

given in the creation story. Land is given a much more central role in creation than air or 

water. This can be seen in the different way in which the creation of birds and fish is 

described compared to the account of the creation of the land animals.2 The relevant texts 

are as follows: 

Birds and Sea-creatures 

Animals 

fi~- :n"lD W~i i1l;)i1:3 i1~"I~7 i1~D 'l)'~::J f)~D ~~irl O"li17~ i?,J~~l 

i1i"l~7 

The earth has already 'brought forth' (hiphil of ~~"I) grass (1: 12). The use of the same 

verb again in the context of the creation of the land animals highlights the power imparted to 

the view that I have followed here (Sce also, Procksch, 1924:436,440; Von Rad, 1972:49; Westermann, 

1984:94; Wen ham 1987:12). 

1 er. Martens, who describes Yahweh as 'the divine proprietor' (1981 :105). 

2 This distinction is not made in the LXX. 
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the ground by the creator. 1 The fish and birds, on the other hand are not said to have been 

brought forth by the water but are simply commanded to swann in it or fly above it. As 

Von Rad suggests this distinction between O"'l~ and ri~ shows that, 

Water by creation, stands lower in rank: than the earth; it could not be summoned 

by God to creative participation ... (1972:57). 

This special status of the land is also implicit in the use of the dust of the ground to form 

man (2:7). God deliberately brings man and ground into a close relationship. 

n~v~ "'I~~:l n~r~1 il?;l'~D-l?J i~~ o'~D-n~ O"'lil'~ il1il"'l i~"'I~1 

:il~n 'V~~, Oi~il "'Iil"'l1 o"'l':'ln 
T - T T T - A ' -

Although there is probably no etymologicallink:2 between O,~ and il?;l'~ the close 

relationship between man and the ground is emphasized by this word play. Not only does 

man come from the ground but when he dies he returns to it (3: 19). This puts man in a 

relation hip with the ground, closer than that enjoyed by any other creature. It also renders 

him uniquely uited to care for the ground and to reap its benefits (cf. 2:16). Man's main 

phere of activity is the ground and re ponsibility is specially assigned to him by Gcx:i;3 

1 Thus SkInner, refernng to the animals, writes: 'Like the plants (v. 12) they are boldly said to be produced 

by the earth, thClr bodIes bemg part of the earth's substance (2:7,19); this could not be said of the fishes in 

relallon to the water, and hence a different form of expression had to be employed in v. 20' (1930:29). 

2 Regarding the relationshIp between C:':1~ and -r;:':1~ Wenham makes the following comment: 'Though 

-l;')l" IS grammaucally the feminine form of C:':1~ ,it is doubtful whether there is any etymological 

connection between the two word. It IS sometimes suggested that both terms are derived from Oi~ "red" 

the colour of man' skm and also the earth. This too seems improbable' (1987:59). 

3 The land is the prcrogauve of the male in each family. We have already observed that there is a close 

relationc;hip between women m Genesis and the theme of offspring. In a similar way, Genesis 1-11 seems 
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Man's purpose is described by the infinitives ofi::Jl'I' and if-l~, usually translated as 'to 

till and to keep'. Clines points out that i::Jl'I' means 'to serve' or 'to work' and he 

comments, 

Adam in Eden no doubt thinks himself master of all he surveys, but the 

readers know, even if Adam has not yet realised it, that he is to be the 

'servant' of the soil (1990:53). 

In this context, however, 'to serve' is probably not the most appropriate translation of 

i::Jl'I' . The word is 'often used of cultivating the soil' (Wenham, 1987:67; cf. 2:5; 3:23; 

4:2,12; Deut 38:29; II Sam 9:10; Zechariah 13:5). Nevertheless, i::Jl'I' does convey the 

ideas of commitment and responsibility (cf. Josh 24:14; Ps 100:2). Combined with if-l~ 

it gives the reader the clear impression that even in the Garden of Eden, man has obligations 

to fulfil in relation to the territory where God has placed him. Man is the tenant to whom 

God has given charge of his creation (cf. Ps 8:5-8). 

In order for man to fulfil his responsibilities in relation to the earth, authority is imparted to 

him by God.! While God never abdicates this ultimate sovereignty over the earth he does 

delegate authority and responsibility to man. This is the creator's own authority, delegated 

to indicate that 'the land' is the special sphere of the man. The man tills the ground - Adam, Cain and Noah 

arc mentioned in this respect (er. Clines, 1990:25-48). 

! However, the absolute sovereignty of God over man is never compromised. Man has no part in his own 

creation and no choice about where he will live. God takes the man he ha., made (n'li~'1) and places him 

( ... ..,j~ J on the earth in a place of his (God's) own choosing (2: 15). 
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to man made in his image (cf. 1 :26). Man is given preeminence on the earth above every 

other creature 

Man is given the role of filling and controlling the earth. The word used for subduing the 

earth in 1 :28 (la:J ':I) means' to trample under foot'.1 It conveys very powerfully the idea 

that the creator has delegated control and authority over the earth and its creatures into the 

hands of man. Mankind can now act as 'masters with the right of property' (Dillmann, 

1897: 85). As Va wter writes, 

Man's dominance is declared absolute, subject always to the example of the 

supreme dominance of God after which it has been imaged (1977:60). 

The creation account, then, presents us with man in control of the earth/land, with special 

re ponsibilities (I :26; 2:7). The ground itself possesses creative powers by which it 

produce the plants and lower animals (1: 11, 24). Man has a special relationship with the 

ground; he i made from its dust but, unlike the other animals, he receives life directly from 

the breath of God (2:7). Thus, there is a close tripartite relationship between Yahweh, the 

ground and man. God gives power to the ground and authority to the man. The man owes 

obedience to God and care and protection to the land. The land fulfils the creator's 

command and provide food for the man. The land and the man have mutual 

responsibilities but both are dependent on God. 

I Von Rad suggests. 'stamp' (1 972:60) 
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4.3.2 Adam's Rebellion and the Cursing of the Ground (3: 1-24) 

Chapter 3 deal with the seduction of the woman by the serpent and by the consequent 

rebellion of man against God (3: 1-1-7). As a result of this rebellion various punishments 

are pronounced, culminating in the expulsion of man from Eden (3:8-24). God, like a 

landlord dissatisfied with his tenant, evicts him. Man is not expelled from the earth 

completely but only from the particular parcel of land on which he rebelled. This, however, 

does not cancel man's responsibility in relation to the ground (3:23). 

We are reminded here not only that man originates from the ground but also that his 

responsibility is the same outside Eden as it was inside: 

Yet, although man's task has not changed, the ground he is required to cultivate has 

changed dramatically. As a result of his transgression the ground is cursed and the 

relation hip between man and the ground is deeply affected (3:17-19). Von Rad underlines 

the point that it i not the man himself who is cursed but the land on which he depends for 

survival (cf. Procksch, 1924:48). 

It doe not . . . strike the man himself, but goes, so to speak, through him. 

I t goes more deepl y to the lowest foundation of all human existence; it 

strikes the most elementary realm of human effectiveness (Von Rad; 

1972:94). 

Yet, a curse on the ground comes close to being a curse on man himself, since he originated 

from the ground (2:7; cf. 3: 19). Although Adam himself is not cursed personally the curse 

on the ground affects him tragically. He has been formed from the ground (2:7) and he has 

been given special responsibility over it (1 :28; 2: 15). He has disobeyed by eating prohibited 
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produce from the ground (3:6). This act of defiance brings a curse that will affect man's 

future relationship to the ground (3:17-19). The curse means a loss of fertility. As 

Wenham comments, 'Land blessed by God is well-watered and fertile (Deut 33:13-16; cf. 

Gen 2:8-14), so that when cursed it lacks such benefits' (cf. verse 18; [1987:82]). Man 

must still work the soil but the benefits he receives are greatly reduced (3:19, 23). The 

harmony established at creation between man and the ground is replaced by alienation. As 

Ploger observes, 

Origin, life, and destiny connect the Oi~ 'adham 'man' with the 

'adhamah. However, the 'adhamah is cursed because of the sin of man 

(Gen 3: 17 -19), so that the original solidarity gives way to an alienation 

between man and the elementary basis of his existence (1977 :96). 

The new hostility of the ground manifests itself in the growth of thorns and thistles. Man 

will be forced to eat' the plants of the field' 1 until he returns to the dust (3: 18-19). The 

ground from which he is formed will eventually claim him again, but until then man will 

experience life as a struggle with the soil (cf. Von Rad, 1972:94). This means that 'man in 

hi own di order would never now "subdue" the earth' (Kidner, 1967:72). 

So then, in chapters 1-3, the theme of land is developed in a way that shows the close 

relationship between man and land. The land is given to man by God and man is 

responsibile for its maintenance. The behaviour of man affects his relationship with the land 

and his rebellion against God results in alienation from the ground/land. 

1 :iii¥Jii :J i!.TlY Wenham suggests that this tenn 'probably covers both wild and cultivated plants in 

contrastlO the fruit-bearing trees of the garden' (1987:82). 
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4.3.3 The Murder of Abel and the Banishing of Cain 

The relationship between man and the ground is also explored in the Cain/Abel narrative 

(4: 1-16).1 Like Adam, Cain is i1?;l":1~ i~ir (4:2). Although he is not in a clearly defined 

part of the earth, like Eden, nevertheless, all the earth belongs to the creator and its 

inhabitants are responsible to him for their behaviour (3:8-19; 4:9-10). When Cain's 

offering of produce from the ground fails to gain him favour with God (4:5), he reacts 

violently against his brother and kills him (4:8). Although we would not normally link this 

crime with the ground, this connection is made in the Cain/Abel narrative; the ground opens 

its mouth to receive the victim's blood (4:10). Cain is punished accordingly (4:11-12). 

~b~-rl~ rlDP7 D~~-rl~ i1D~? i'V~ i1?;l":1~D-lb i1t'l~ i'i~ i1l;i~' 

i~ . lq l7 i-"\D~-rlr.l 'lOrl-~' i1?;l":1~D-rl~ i~Vtl ~~ ::n~(.) 1~n~ 

:f'J~~ i1;i1r-i 

Thi punishment, like that pronounced on Adam, is linked to the culprit's relationship with 

the ground (4: 11-12). This is emphasized by the use of the i1bi~ motif. In the Adam/Eve 

story the i'1bi~ motif is associated with the idea that Oi~ came from i1(')i~ (2:7). The 

empha i in the Cain/Abel story is on the role of the i1(')i~ in opening its mouth to drink 

the blood of Abel (4:10-11). As a result of his crime Cain is cursed i1?;l':T~D-l(.) (4:11).2 

1 According to CassulO. 'the nouns yi~ i1i'?1' and i1?;l':T~ appear, severally, in the combined 

compass of the two sections comprismg the stories of the Garden of Eden and Cain and Abel (chapters 2-4), 

a given number of times conforming to the same pattern: fi~ seven times; i1i'?1' seven times; 

i1?;l":1 ~ fourteen times. that is twice seven' (1961: 192). However, this is not as obvious as Cassuto 

suggests since fi~ actually occurs 12 times and i1i'?1' eight times in chapters 2-4. A considerable 

amount of juggling with the figures is necessary to obtain the results claimed by Cassuto. 

2 As Procksch pomts out., 'Kain selbst ist der erste verfluchte Mensch, wahrend sein Vater nur dem Acker 

F1uch zuzieht' (1924:48). 
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This means either that he was cursed more than the ground or that the curse would separate 

him from the ground which in the past had been his source of food. The latter explanation 

seems more likely and is supported by most modern commentators.1 Gunkel writes, 

Man beachte das feinsinnige Spiel des Erzahlers mit dem Worte i1~"':'1~: 

den Acker hat Qain bebaut, des Ackers Friichte dargebracht, dem Acker 

Bruderblut zu trinken gegeben: aber vom Acker her klagt das Blut wider 

ihn, darum verweigert der Acker ihm seine Frucht, so wird er vom Acker 

verbannt (1964:45). 

As a consequence of this punishment, Cain is separated from the agent through which the 

blessing of Yahweh was channelled to him.2 The punishment inflicted on Adam renders the 

ground difficult to cultivate but labour and toil would succeed in producing something from 

the ground (3:19). In contrast, Cain is driven away from the cultivated ground (4:11-16; cf. 

Ploger, 1977:94). 

Cain ' s sin causes a deterioration in man's relationship with God and consequently his 

relationship to the ground suffers even greater alienation than that experienced by Adam 

(4:11 - 12; cf. 3:17-19). As Von Rad comments, 

God's judgement on the fratricide is more terrible than the punishment in 

chapter 3. Something that could not be made good again, something that 

ancient man found more terrible had happened: the earth, man's maternal 

basis of life, had drunk a brother's blood. At this point the punishment 

1 Sce e.g .• Dillmann ( 1897: 191). Sk inner (1930: 108), Von Rad (1972:106) WeSlCrmann (1984:307), 

Wenham (1987: 107). 

2 In th is contex t. blessmg is communlcalCd through the fertility of the ground. Absence of fertility is 

evidence of the absence of blessmg. 
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begins: Cain is banished from the soil ... the earth itself is to deny him the 

power of blessing. The punishment goes far beyond that inflicted in 3: 17ff. 

The relationship of the fratricide to the mother earth is disturbed much more 

deeply. It is so shattered, in fact, that the earth has no home for him 

(1972: 106). 

The connection between sin and the ground in both the 'AdamlEve and Cain/Abel stories is 

emphasized for a particular reason (3: 17-19; cf. 4:10-12); the narrator is deliberately 

establishing a principle that has important implications for the theme of land throughout the 

book of Genesis. The earth and all its land belong to the creator who has given man 

authority and responsibility over the created order (l: 1-2:9). Failure to treat the land 

properly, (either eating forbidden fruit [3:6-19] or forcing the land to drink the blood ofa 

brother [4: 8-12 l), is ultimately a sin against the creator and will result in judgement. The 

role of God is consistent with the role of 'supreme landlord.' God supervises those who 

occupy the earth he has made. Those living on the earth who do not behave in a worthy 

manner find the benefits that they receive from the land greatly restricted or removed 

completely. 

4.3.4 The ignificance of the Birth of Noah for the Theme of Land (5:29) 

All mankind still suffers from the general effects of the original curse brought on the ground 

because of Adam' in. The heavy burden that this imposes on mankind is emphasized in 

Lamech's expression of hope when he names his son Noah giving the following 

explanation: 

(5:29) :71 ...,~ 71':1""~ ""lZJ~ 71??':1~- r.l ~~~i~ li~~l"r.l~ ~~lZJV~r.l ~~r.lt1~"I 711 

The name n~ is probably related etymologically to D~~ which means 'to rest', 'to settle 

down'. However, assonance is more important than etymology in this pericope and there is 

undoubtedly a word play between n~ and Cln~ (cf. Wenham:1987:128). Lamech's words 
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show that the alienation from the land has inflicted great misery on the human race. Lamech 

'recognizes and longs for in Noah the man who is to begin a new epoch, and (by the grace 

of God) lead men to a better life' (Dillmann, 1897:228). The name Noah conveys the hope 

that man will be reconciled to the ground from which he originated. As Frymer-Kensky 

observes, 

The very name Noah is related to the conditions which caused the flood, the 

'cursing' of the ground. Noah's role somehow alleviates that condition 

(1978:40). 

This reference to Noah prepares the reader for the flood narrative. 

4.3.5 The Theme of Land In the Flood Narrative (6:1-9:29) 

It is quite remarkable that throughout the flood narrative a close connection is maintained 

between the land/ground and in. This connection is emphasized by the frequent use of the 

words ""?;l':1~":'1 and f""~D ' which occur - about 40 times in chapters 6-8.1 It is true, of 

course, that a story dealing with a flood will necessitate some mention of the earth/land. 

However, comparison between the Genesis narrative and the Atrahasis story show that the 

earth/land motive is much more prominent in Genesis than the story of a flood normally 

warrants. In Atrahasis 3: 1: 1-3:6:50, earth!1and is mentioned only three times against 40 

times in Genesis (6:9-9: 11). 

1 ACLUally . the term ...,~ occurs precisely 40 times in the passage commencing with the announcement 

of the Toledoth of oah and ending with the declaration that the earth would not be destroyed again by a 

nood (6:9-9: 11). It would be precariou to postulate that this is deliberate without a clear indication of what 

the number 40 IS intended to symbolize in this context. However. this large number of occurrences of land 

IS. undoubtedly. significant. 
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The pericope that precedes the flocxl narrative begins in a very promising way and seems to 

depict man fulfilling the command of the creator (6: 1): 

At face value this clause seems to fulfll the creatorial command that man should multiply and 

fill the earth (1 :28). However, the multiplication of people is happening in a way that is 

unacceptable to Gcxl. 1 The reaction of God is found in 6:5-7. In these verses i1~":'1~D 

and fi~D occur in a context that would make sense without them. In verse 5 Gcxl sees 

that the evil of man is great. The addition of 'upon the earth' is not necessary since it is 

obviou where man is situated. Its inclusion shows that the writer has a specific purpose in 

keeping the earth before the reader's mind. This view is supported by the repetition of 

fi~D in the next verse (verse 6). It would be quite adequate to say that God was grieved 

that he had made man but again we have the location added 'upon the earth'. In verse 7 

earth/land is mentioned again but this time fi~D is replaced by i1~":'1~D. This produces 

a play on the words O"')~ and i1~"')~: God will wipe the i1~":'1~ clean of O":'1~. 

This account of what is happening i1~",)~D "I'J~-'~ is intended to prepare the reader for 

the story of the great deluge (6:9ff). The sin of man is said to have corrupted the earth in 

God'sight(6:11-12). 

o i1,l'\ l'\i~ _ :O~D fi~D l'\'Qr-ll O"li1'~D "I'J~' fi~!1 liD'Pr.11 

:DiJ-lil'\ i'?i?-'? li"ln'tVi1-"I:D i1DD'tV:J i1~i1' fi~D-li~ 

:f'J~D-'~ 

1 The precise meaning of these verses has been the subject of a great deal of debate. However, the details do 

not concern us here. It IS sufficient to note that the command that God had given had been fulfiIled in a way 

that he had not mtended. 
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The clear connection between the transgression of the human race and the earth on which 

they live is emphasized by the repetition of fi~ and !in~. There is a causal relationship 

between the behaviour of man and the state of the earth. The earth suffers from a state of 

corruption (niphal of !in 'V) because man has actively brought this about (hiphil of !in~). 

Man who was placed on the earth to care for it has utterly failed in his responsibility (cf. 

2:15; 3:23). Therefore, God devises a punishment that fits the crime (6:l3): 

Thus the root !in 'V is used in three ways in verses 11-l3; it describes: the action of man, 

the state of the earth as a result of sin, and the action which God takes against man. Man 

has brought !in 'V upon the earth, and now God brings judgement in terms of !in 'V 

upon man, which means, in effect, that he destroys them. Furthermore, as Kidner points 

out, this use of the word !in 'V 'makes it plain that what God decided to "destroy" (13) had 

been virtually self-destroyed already' (1967:87). 

The way in which the ground has been polluted is discussed by Frymer-Kensky (1977). 

She argues that the contamination of the ground has been occasioned by the shedding of 

innocent blood. 

The most serious contaminant of the land is the blood of those who have 

been murdered: the concept of 'bloodguilt' is well-known in Israelite law. 

Because of the serioLlsness of the crime of murder, and perhaps also 

because of the mystical conception of blood in Israelite thought, the blood 

of the slain physically pollutes the land (1977:154). 

This interpretation links the flood story very closely with the Cain/Abel story suggesting that 

in both stories the main crime is the shedding of blood with the consequent contamination of 

the ground. Undoubtedly, the word Otln includes murder together with other forms of 
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violence, and the behaviour of man does affect the ground on which he lives. The laws that 

are given after the flood are clearly intended to prevent further contamination of the ground 

(9: 1-7). These laws prohibit the murder of humans and the eating of animals alive (cf. 

Frymer-Kensky, 1978:38). As is also demonstrated in the Garden of Eden story, God 

reserves the right to act against people who mistreat the earthlIand, which he has provided 

for them (4: 10). 

A further indication of the causlu relationship between man's behaviour and the earthlIand 

on which he lives is shown by the reference to the earth being destroyed with man (6: 13), 

fi~D-:n~ 0D"'n\V~ ... ~~i1i . Man's sin leads not only to his own destruction but to 

the destruction of the earth. However, this interpretation of f'J~D-:n~ in 6: 13 is 

challenged. BHS recommends an emendation so that the text would read, f)~D-:n~~. 

If this is correct, it means that man is destroyed 'from the earth' rather than 'with the earth'. 

This alternative reading is supported by Westermann because he finds it difficult to make 

sense of the MT reading (Westemlann, 1984:417). Clearly:n~ cannot be a sign of the 

definite object since it follows 0D"'n \V?;l. To understand:n~ as the preposition 'with' is 

an alternative that is accepted by many (Cassuto, 1964:58; Von Rad, 1972: 125; Wenham, 

1987: 149; cf. RSV; NIV). But does this not contradict the rest of the narrative, which 

claims, not that God will destroy the earth, but that he will remove man from the earth (6:7)? 

Furthermore, as Westermann points out, 'Nothing is said at the end about a new creation of 

the earth' (1984:417). However, Westermann's argument is not conclusive and is 

completely undermined by 9: 11 where God promises that he will never again destroy 

c:nn\V) the earth making it clear that covering the earth with water was indeed an act that 

destroyed it (an act of uncreation). Therefore, there is no reason to follow BHS and emend 

the text. 

God's decision is to destroy man (verse 17) but as a result the earth loses it value as a life

supporting medium and is itself destroyed. Therefore, man's behaviour has repercussions, 

not only for his own welfare, but also for the welfare of his land. 
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Everything which usually depends on the earth for life must be transferred to the ark if it is 

to survive the deluge (6: 19-20). However, the ark can only provide protection, it cannot 

provide food. All who are in the ark while the ground is covered by water are still sustained 

by the produce of the ground (6:21). Man has failed in his responsibility toward the ground 

but the ground continues to fulfil its role in the provision of food for those who take refuge 

in the ark. 

So then, the flood story commences with an earth that is corrupt (6: 11-12). Eight refugees 

leave the corrupt earth and are given refuge in the ark (7: 13-15). The narrative then follows 

the progress of the waters as they cover the earth (7: 17-18), eventually reaching and 

covering the highest mountains (7:20) until everything that normally lives on dry ground is 

dead (7:21-24). The triumph of the waters in these verses is described in terms reminiscent 

of the creation story - only here the process is in reverse (cf. Wenham, 1987:182). 

The turning point in the flood story is reached with the words 'God remembered Noah'. 

Now the process goes into reverse. A wind commissioned by God blows over the earth 

and the waters begin to subside (8: 1; cf. 1 :2). Mountains reappear (8:5), the earth begins to 

dry up and the refugees on board the ark can leave and multiply on the dry land, which is 

now restored to them (8: 15-19). This process resembles the original creation of the earth 

(1:1-13). 

A story like the flood is ideally suited to a chiastic structure.1 This recurring theme of the 

land/ground in the flood story can be represented as a palistrophe. Such a structure is 

1 This is bccau~ so many things happen in the nood story which must be reversed. People who enter the 

ark, must leave; the waters which rise must rall and mountains which are covered with water must appear 

again. AtlempL<; have been made to show the chiastic structure or the flood narrative by Anderson, 1978:38; 

Wenham, J97R:33R; cr. Wenham, J9R7:1S6-1S7 and Radday, 1981:99. 
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particularly evident between the reference to the animals and man entering the ark (7: 13), 

and the subsequent reference to them leaving (8: 19). Even if this structure was not in the 

author's mind, it does provide a useful way to show the emphasis on land in the flood 

story. 

Man, animals, birds and all that creeps on the earth enter the ark 7: 13-16 

The length of time that the flood continues to cover the earth 7:17 

The waters prevail and increase greatly on the earth 7:18 

Waters cover the mountains and everything on earth dies 7:20-22 

Waters increase; all living creatures are blotted out from the earth 7:23 

The waters cover the earth 7 :24 

God remembers Noah 8:1 

A wind blows over the earth and the waters begin to subside 8: 1 

The waters recede from the earth continually 8:3 

The ark comes to rest and the tops of the mountains become visible 8:4-6 

The water on the earth dries up 8: 13 

The length of time that the flood lasted 8: 14 

Man, animals, birds and all that creeps on the earth leave the ark 8:16-19 

The evacuation of the ark and the occupation of the new earth is described in terms that 

emphasize the activity of God and the passivity of man (cf. Dillmann, 1897:288). Those on 

board disembark only after they receive a direct command from God (8:15-19). Included in 

this divine command is the invitation to all the living creatures to multiply and replenish the 

earth. In this sense it is stressed that the new earth is not something that man can rush out of 

the ark and grasp for himself. The new earth is given by God. As Von Rad writes, 

God's detailed command to leave the ark is issued to all its inhabitants. 

Human arbitrariness, therefore, could not seize the fresh earth, newly 

liberated from chaos; God himself liberated the earth for the survivors. 
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After the judgement of the Flood, man on his own could not say as a matter 

of course, that the earth was man's domain. It was, therefore, an important 

matter for the faith of those who came later, a matter about which they had 

to be sure, that the entrance into the new time, on to the new earth, did not 

arise from human initiative, but from God's express will. The next chapter 

reports that God did not abandon man to himself, that he gave fixed orders 

for life upon the renewed earth (1972:129). 

The emphasis to which Von Rad draws attention is not unique to the flood narrative. We 

have already observed a similar emphasis in the creation stories; the earth is provided by 

God; man is master of the earth but this responsibility is delegated to him by God. It is this 

same emphasis that is now repeated after the flood. 

Following the flood a brief divine pronouncement is made in response to Noah's sacrifices. 

Again the focus of attention is the earth. God promises that he will never again curse (??i') 

the ground as he had done in bringing the flood (8:21).1 

As Frymer-Kensky has pointed out, the commands given in 9:1-7 are given to safeguard the 

future contamination of the ground (1978:38). These laws prohibit the shedding of man's 

blO<Xi in murder and the eating of live animal. This does not restrict God in linking future 

1 Dillmann remarks that, 'God hac! not strictly cursed the earth in the case of the nood , as in chapter 3: 17. 

The reference must therefore be to the declaration of the decree of extermination, 6:7, 13 (1897:290). 

Wenham prefers to translate 8:21 as, 'I shall not curse the land again any further' and he comments, 'It is 

important to note the position of., !: in this sentence, coming after ??'P? to "curse," not after 'l0~ 

"do again" as in the parallel clause "never again shalll smite." This shows that God is not lifting the curse 

on the ground pronounced in 3:17 for man's disobedience, but promising not to add to it' (1987:190). 
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punishment to the ground and it does not indicate a withdrawal of the initial curse (ii~) 

that caused thistles to grow and restricts fertility (3:17-19).1 Concomitant with this 

assurance that there will be no further destruction of all living creatures by a flood is the 

promise that the normal seasons will continue while earth remains (8:22), 

fi~D -'?:l-'-?? ilY. As Wenham comments, 

Elsewhere in Genesis 'all the days' is only used of human life (cf. 3:17; 

9:29) and therefore here intimates earth's mortality. But though not eternal, 

the regular alternation of the times and seasons is assured (1987:191). 

Thus the future of mankind is clearly linked with the future of the earth itself. The earth as a 

whole, is portrayed as a gracious gift from the creator to people who are not worthy of it 

(8:21). The reader is reminded that the earth he lives on is still supporting life, not because 

mankind does not deserve another flood, but because God has graciously agreed not to send 

one. 

To conftrm these promises, God makes a covenant with Noah (9: 1-17) in which the earth 

figure prominently (9: 1, 7, 11, 13, 14, 16, 17); indeed the covenant with Noah is 

de cribed by God in verse 13 as, 

The final episode of the story of Noah is also related to the theme of land. Noah is 

portrayed as tilling the soil and planting a vineyard (9:20).2 This represents a continuation 

) Rendtorff's suggestion lhalthe curse of Genesis 3 is withdrawn in 8:21 is discussed in my chapter on 

blessing (scction 2.2.6). 

2 RSV translates 9:20 as: 'Noah was the first tiller of the soil. He planted a vineyard'. However, since 

Adam and Cain have already been introduced as 'tillers of the soil' it seems better in this context to translate 

9:20 a<; 'Noah. a man of the soil. was the first to plant a vineyard' (cr. Procksch, 1924:71-72; Skinner, 
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of the ii~":1~ motif. Before the flood the ii~":1~ had been tilled by Adam and Cain. 

During the flood such activity was impossible. Now in the aftermath of the flood man 

returns to the ground and he is certainly not disappointed. The fertility of the restored earth 

opens up new possibilities and Noah becomes the first to plant a vineyard (9:20-21). 

Rather than the term ii~":1~-"::J IT, which described Adam and Cain (2: 15; 4:2), Noah is 

called, ii~":1~D 'V"'~ (9:20).1 This title probably conveys the idea of Noah's expertise. 

He was a master gardener who developed new methods of agriculture - in particular 

viticulture. As Wenham comments, 

Whereas Noah's ancestors raised only the most basic food stuffs (cf. 3:18-

19; 4:2), Noah introduces the cultivation of lUXUry items so that he can 

produce 'wine that maketh glad the heart of man' (Ps 104:15; [1987:198]). 

There is a link between Noah's success in cultivating the ground and the hopes of Lamech 

expressed in 5:29 (so, Procksch, 1924:72; Gunkel, 1966:55; Cassuto, 1964:159, vol II; 

Von Rad. 1972:136; Vawter, 1977:138; Westermann, 1984:487). The newly purged earth 

is now bursting with fertility and yields its bounty to the man who found favour with God 

(6:8). 

The detaib of the action of Noah's sons (9:22-27) are not important for the theme of land 

and will be considered elsewhere. The significance of the flood story for land is that it 

1930:182; Spclscr, 1964:60; Vawter, 1977:137; Westermann, 1984:487; Wenham, 1987:155; Kidner 

describes the RSV trJnslation as 'qUIte unwarranted', 1967:103). 

1 Ca.SSULO translates i~":1~":1 'V"'~ as, 'master of the earth' (1964:159) and 'sovereign of the earth' in 

the sensc that oah was now the 'head of the entire earth' (1964:160, vol U). However, if this had been the 

meaning intended, the writer would probably have chosen the word ri~ instead of ii~":1~. 'Master of 

the soil' or 'ground' IS probahly a more appropriate translation. 
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develops the ideas already presented in the creation stories. We have already observed in 

the creation narratives that man's behaviour has a direct bearing on his relationship with the 

land. Thus, man's initial rebellion against God leads to the ground being cursed to his 

disadvantage (3:17-19) and he is expelled from Eden (3:23-24). This same emphasis is 

found in the flood story. The behaviour of man deteriorates, and, as a result, the earth is 

corrupted in God's sight (6: 11-12). God responds by removing man from the earth 

completely; only those in the ark survive (6: 13-8:19). After the flood, the restored 

relationship between man and God is reflected in the success that Noah experiences when he 

tills the ground and enjoys its produce (8:20-9:20). 

4.3.6 The Theme of Land in the Table of Nations (10:1-32) 

The Table of Nations is a natural development following the cultivation of the vine and 

consequent assurance of the earth's fruitfulness (10: 1-32). It is now necessary to consider 

the progress of man on the restored earth. The growth of the vine provides anecdotal 

evidence of the adequate resources of the earth to provide for the needs of man. But what 

about man himself? Before the record of man's failure in the tower of Babel story, the 

Table of Nations is introduced to testify to the efficacy of the post-flood blessing, which 

called upon man to 'Be fruitful and multiply' (9: 1). The significance of the Table of Nations 

is that it shows the abundant measure in which this blessing is fulfilled. As Von Rad says, 

'there is hidden solemnity behind this barren enumeration, astonishment and reverence at the 

riches of God ' s majestic creativity' (1972: 144). In terms of land this means that God has 

restored man to the earth /land to care for it and to supervise it. Moreover, the fertility of the 

land has been restored to provide for the basic needs of man. 

The Theme of land is prominent in the Table of Nations in the reference to the Canaanite 

clans (10: 15-19). Indeed verse 19 gives us the first delimitation of the borders of Canaan. 

The familiar boundary notices are mentioned 'in all directions, from the cities of the plain to 

Gerar to the northern extremities' (Ross, 1981:28). This information obviously anticipates 
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the future references to the land of Canaan in the patriarchal narratives. Wenham's remarks 

are apt: 

For their sins the Canaanites lost their native land, so the text goes on to 

define the boundaries of their territory, the first definition of the not-yet

promised land in Genesis. It is the significance of the land in Genesis that 

explains the apparently unnecessary details being provided here (1987:226). 

Obviously the writer has carefully selected the names which are presented in this table and 

as Ross observes, 

The preoccupation with the Canaanites in the land of promise shows the 

concern of the writer to fit the Table to the message of the book: the 

fulfilment of God's promise to bless Israel as a nation in that land ... 

(1981:30). 

4.3.7 The Theme of Land/Ground and the Babel Story (11: 1-9). 

God's role as creator and guardian of the earth is apparent again in the Babel narrative (11: 1-

9). The reader is alerted to the importance of the theme of fi~ in this passage by the six-

fold repetition of the word. The occurrences are as follows: 

i~D-'? 

i~:::J 

i~D-'? "'::!J-'~ 

fi~~-'? "':l~-'~ 

i~~-'? 

i~D-'? "':l!J-'lY 

(verse 1) 

(verse 2) 

(verse 4) 

(ver e 8) 

(verse 9) 

(verse 9) 
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This repetition of Yi~D-?? probably indicates that the real issue in the Babel story is 

about mankind's attitude to the earth that God has given him. Man seems to regard himself 

as the sole master on earth and the arbiter of his own fate. In verse 1 yj~D-?? is used 

in an all inclusive sense to refer to 'all the people on earth' having one language. In contrast 

to Adam, placed on a particular piece of land by God, these post-flood people find (N:~r-l) 

land on which to settle. They agree to remain there and to avoid being scattered (Y'~) over 

the whole eanh. This seems to be a direct challenge to God who has commanded man to fill 

the earth (l :28; 9: 1). 

However, the narrative emphasizes that the real master of the earth is not man but God. 

God reserves the right to survey the work of man on earth (11 :5). 

In this situation God does not approve of what the tenants of his world are doing. We are 

not told exactly why, but it clearly has something to do with their failure to recognize his 

authority (11 :6): 

i1J;1~ n .~V7 tJ?nj} i1 tJ?:J? nD~ i1~~' il')N: tJ~ li1 i1'i1~ i?::l~~1 

:n tVV7 'r-l'~ itV~ ?::z, tJi1r-l i~~~-N:' 

Yahweh recognizes that what has commenced with the building of the tower of Babel may 

lead to further act<; of rebellion. Restrictions must be placed on the builders. Like the 

previous punishments, this restriction is linked to the relationship of man to the earth (11 :8). 

People are now scattered all over the earth. Here God is exercising his right to remove man 

from the location that he ha.<; chosen. The choice the builders make, that they do not wish to 

be scattered over the earth but want to be secure in one place, is really not theirs to make 
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(11:4 ).1 They do not have the final say in the matter. If Yahweh disapproves of their 

location he exercises his rights as creator and guardian and moves them in accordance with 

his own will rather than theirs. 

4.3.8 Implications and Conclusions in Relation to the Theme of Land in 

Genesis 1-11 

We have seen, then, that God is portrayed in Gen 1-11 as the creator and guardian of the 

earth. God 's gracious concern for his creatures is expressed in the provision of land. There 

is an especially close relationship between mankind and the land. Adarn is formed from the 

ground and he is given responsibility over it. However, the close relationship between man 

and the ground is adversly affected by man's rebellious behaviour. In every case where sin 

is committed the effect that this has on the the land or the earth2 is highlighted. 

Furthermore, when God brings punishment, it is in his capacity as landlord, and all of the 

punitive measures that he adopts against man are in some way related to the land. The 

following pattern is repeated: provision of land - stipulations to be obeyed - disobedience -

expuL ion. Adam is given the ground in Eden to till (2:15), is warned about the 

consequences of disobedience (2: 16-17), but sins against God and is expelled (3:23-24). 

The land outside Eden is given to Adam and his offspring to till (3:23). Cain tills the ground 

(4:2), is warned by God to do well (4:7), but rebels and causes the ground to drink his 

brother's blood (4: 11). Cain is then driven from the ground to be a wanderer (4:11-12). 

Likewise in the flood narrative. The land belongs to God and he warns that his spirit will 

not always strive with man (6:3), but man rebels and fills the earth with violence (6:11-12). 

As a result, God wipes man off the face of the earth (7:23-24). The same pattern is 

1 As Wenham commenL\, 'The phrase "face of the earth" ... seems to echo the word "scattered" and the 

people's fear anticipates God's judgement (vv 4, 8, 9), (1987:235). 

2 The link between cnme and the land/earth is also inherent in Old Testament law according to Martens. He 

remarks, 'Wrong behaVIOur .. . IS not only unbecoming but it defiles the land' (1981b:108). 
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discernible in the Babel narrative except that there is no warning and expulsion is replaced 

by scattering (11: 1-9). 

4.4 The Theme of Land in the Abraham Cycle 

4.4.1 The Connection between Land in the Primeval Narrative and the 

Abraham Narrative 

The pattern that emerges in relation to land in the Abraham narrative is virtually the reverse 

of that found in the primeval history. Instead of provision of land - stipulations to be 

obeyed - disobedience - expulsion we have now, lack of land - obedience - promise of land 

- land. The movement in chapters 1-11 is from possession of land to expulsion but the 

reverse is the case in the Abraham narrative where the movement is towards possession. 

Abraham is not expelled from his home land, rather, he is commanded by God to leave it. 

He responds in obedience, which contrasts with the reaction of Adam and Cain, who, 

although given land by God responded by rebelling. In Gen 1-11 those who possessed the 

land were warned that they could lose it, but in reverse Abraham receives promises that he 

will possess land. As Brueggemann comments, 

The book of Genesis presents two histories, both concerned with land. 

One, presented in Genesis 1-11, is about people fully rooted in land living 

toward expUlsion and loss of land. Successively, Adam and Eve, Cain and 

Abel, Noah and his family, and finally the folks at Babel do everything they 

can to lose the land and they eventually do. That history is about presuming 

upon the land and as a result losing it. The Bible ponders the folly and 

carelessness that cause people securely landed to give it up. The other 

history of Genesis is in chapters 12-50. It features Abraham and his family, 

and is about not having land but being on the way toward it and living in 

confident expectation of it (1977:15). 
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The principle, that God is creator and guardian of the earth, enunciated in the early chapters 

of Genesis, has an important bearing on the subject of land in the patriarchal narratives. The 

divine promises to the patriarchs relate to land on which other people are already living 

(12:7-8). As Ross comments, 

According to Genesis, the new nation of Israel was to be blessed as God's 

people in the land of Canaan. God's plan to bless Israel involved the 

movement, displacement, and subjugation of other peoples (1981 :30). 

The idea that God gives land to Israel that is already occupied raises moral questions and as 

Clines remarks the promise of land is 'good news for Hebrews but bad news for 

Canaanites' (1990:56-57)! However, Genesis does not leave this problem unanswered. 

The removal of the original inhabitants from Canaan is a consequence of their rebellion 

against God . Indeed, God is portrayed as delaying the destruction of the Canaanites until 

their sin has reached a certain level (cf. 15:16). The decision to remove the Canaanites is 

one taken by the creator on the same basis as his decision to expel Adam (3:24), cause Cain 

to wander (4 : 11-12), remove mankind by a flood (6:7) or scatter the tower builders (11 :8). 

In all these cases the action taken is in response to the sinful behaviour of man and the 

implication is that the ame applies to the Canaanites (cf. McConville, 1985:3). 

The promise of the land to Abraham and the consequent expUlsion of the previous 

inhabitants is a continuation of the principle enunciated by the primeval narrative; the earth 

belongs to God and if Its inhabitants fail in their responsibilities, God himself reserves the 

right to remove them (cf. Sodom and Gomorrah). 

4.4.2 Occurrence of Land Terminology in the Abraham Cycle 

The word I~ occurs 59 times in the Abraham cycle. In comparison, there are very few 

occurrences of i11?":1K In 12:3 i1?;l":1~ is used to refer to 'all the families of the earth' and 
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in 19:25 it denotes the crops of the ground that were destroyed in Sodom and Gomorrah. 

i1i W is used of the country of the Amalekites and it occurs several times in chapter 23 in 

relation to the piece of land that Abraham buys from the Hittites (23:9, 11, 13, 17, 19,20). 

Most occurrences of the term f)~ in these narratives are either to the land of Canaan 

(mentioned 28 times), or to the earth as a whole (mentioned 1 2 times). There are also a few 

references to Abraham's homeland (4), to Egypt (2), the land of the Philistines (4), the land 

of the valley (2) and the ground itself (2).1 

4.4.3 Abraham's Departs from his Homeland and Arrives in Canaan 

(12:1-9) 

The first nine occurrences of fi~ in the Abraham cycle are in chapter 12. God commands 

Abraham to leave his land and to go to another land which God will show him (12:1). 

Abraham sets out for the land of Canaan and arrives in that land (12:5). Abraham passes 

through the land (12:6). The Canaanites are in the land (12:6). Yahweh promises Abraham 

'To your descendants J will give this land' (12:7). There is a famine in the land; the famine 

in the land is severe (12: 1 0). 

Verse 1 emphasizes that God's command to Abraham involves a change of fi~. This 

point is underscored by both repetition (of fi~) and rhyme; Abraham must leave 1~)~ 

and go to the land (fi~D) that 1~i~. 

:r~~ jI"':JlJ · l rli ' ?;)rJ, l~i~rJ l'-l' o':1:n~-'~ i1ii1'" irJ~ ''''l 

:1~i~ i~~ f"J~D-'~ 

The principle laid down in 1-11, that God exercises his right as creator of the earth, to locate 

man on earth wherever he wishes and then to relocate him if necessary, is applied here 

1 The references for these occurrences of , .... ~ arc given in appendix 3. 
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again. God placed Adam in Eden and later drove him out of that place (2:8; 3:24). Now he 

calls Abraham out of his homeland and places him in Canaan (12: 1, 5). But there are 

important differences; Abraham is not simply ' placed' and 'driven' like Adam. The change 

from 'land expelling history' to 'land anticipating history', requires a change to less coercive 

language (Brueggemann, 1977: 17). As Brueggemann writes, 

The abrupt statement of 12: 1 seizes people out of the history of expulsion 

and initiates them into the history of anticipation. The human community 

need no longer live away from the land, always departing and being driven 

out, but can live toward the land, always on the way in joy (1977:16). 

However, there is more than just a change of language in 12:1. There is a transition from 

the primeval history where, 'the scope of interest encompasses the entire spectrum of 

mankind' to God dealing with an individual and his descendants in terms of a particular 

land (Coats, 1976:2; cf. Procksch, 1924:96).1 The reader is not given rational explanations 

why God chose Abraham and Canaan rather than some other man or some other country, 

just a , indeed, no explanation is given for the acceptance of Abel rather than Cain (4:4) or, 

later in the narrative, of Jacob rather than Esau (25:23) or Ephraim rather than Manasseh 

(48:20). 

Before leaving 12: 1-3 we must ask regarding precisely what is being promised. Clearly, it 

is not an explicit promise of land. Wolff, however, goes too far when he regards 1~i~ 

as a reducing of the theme of the promise of land to a secondary feature of the narrative, 

I However. the contrast betwccn the primeval history and the patriarchal narratives must not be over 

cmpha<;llcd. There is also a strong emphasis on continuity. Noah, like Abraham . is chosen so that special 

blessing WIll be channelled to the world through him. Furthermore, continuity is emphasized by the tracing 

back of Ahraham's ancestry to oah (11:10·30). 
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Here is no longer the solemn promise of the gift of the land as it appears so 

momentously in 12:7 or 28:13 in the traditional material whose motto is 'I give' 

(1966:140). 

While the promise of land is not prominent in 12:1-3, this does not mean that it is absent. It 

is implicit in 2 ways. Firstly, Abraham is to go to a land (ri~D) where God will bless 

him and as Wenham observes, this command itself 'contains within it an implied promise of 

the land' (1987:274). 

Secondly, the promise of nationhood involves more than numerous descendants. This 

view is supported by the word used for 'nation' in verse 2. The usual word for the 

nationhood of Israel was Oll' (Ex 3:7; II Sam 7:7 etc) but in this verse ""1 is used. 

Speiser in a careful study of the two words argues that Abraham and his extended family 

were a People (Oll' ) in the primary sense of the word even before he left Mesopotamia. In 

other words Oll' simply refers to a people without reference to their political status. On the 

other hand,'" 1 usually implies a political unit within specific territorial boundaries 

(1960:57f). Likewie, Henton Davies points out that 'goy, has political and territorial 

ovenones' (1970:168) and Wenham writes that ""1 refers to 'a political unit with a 

common land, language and government, whereas "people" (Oll') primarily draws attention 

to the con~anguinity of the group' (1987:275; cf. Westermann 1985: 149). Similarly, R. E. 

Clement'i writes, 

While the OT does not indicate any precise definition of how a community 

of people could be regarded as constituting a gQy, the three aspects of race, 

government and territory are all imponant (1979:429). 

Taking a similar view, Ruprecht write, 
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Kennzeichnend fUr ein goy ist vor allem die politische Verfassung unter 

einem Kanigtum innerhalb eines genau begrenzten Territoriums, ferner die 

eigene Sprache und die Verehrung eigener Gatter (1979:444). 

Why, then, is the promise of land only implicit in the programmatic promises of 12: 1-3? 

Tsevat argues that land is not the most prominent promise because its realization is in the 

future (1980:53). However, this is not an adequate explanation since the other promises 

also concern the future. Possibly the narrator wants to delay any guarantee of land until 

after Abraham responds in obedience; this is Von Rad's view: 

Only when he has been tested in blind obedience to God does (Abraham) 

receive the promise that he will possess the land (12:7). The promise of the 

land is thus to some extent kept apart from the great pronouncement in 

which God declares his purpose, but by virtue of this special treatment it 

actually gains in importance (1943:84). 

Wherea. in the earlier chapters of Genesis (1-11) man lost land because of disobedience, 

Abraham receive land because of obedience. This is why the promise of land is not explicit 

in 12: 1; it is not made explicit until after the account of Abraham's obedience. This concurs 

with what I suggested earlier: viz., in the Abraham Cycle the narrative movement is towards 

land through obedience and promise. 1. no land; 2. obedience; 3. promise; 4. land. Even 

though the final stage (4. land) is only partially realised in Genesis, this is the direction in 

which the narrative is moving, as we shall see later. 

The obedience of Abraham to the command 1:3i~f.l 1?-l? is expressed in verse 5: 

: ~q::J ji:3i~ ~:J~ lY~:J i1~i~ li:J?7 . ~:3~1 The repetition of 

#'~::J ""~'-I~ is yntactically unnecessary, but it is designed to place emphasis on the 

arrival of Abraham for the first time in the land that would have far-reaching consequences 

for him and his descendants. 
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Abraham's first act in passing through the land is followed by the poignant remark that, 

yi~~ ,~ "'JV~~iJi . The significance of this is, as Dillmann puts it, 'The land whose 

possession God promises to Abram's posterity was not at the time ownerless' (1897:15; vol 

11). Abraham first journeyed through that land as a complete stranger with nothing more 

than a promise, that one day his descendants would become a great nation (goy). 

The negative comment about the land being inhabited by Canaanites builds up tension in the 

narrative and prepares the reader for the explicit promise to Abraham that follows 

immediately (12:7): Ji~'iJ yi~D-!i~ lr.l~ lVi1? There is no indication at this 

stage about what will happen to the Canaanites. 

It is interesting that the first explicit promise of land is made to Abraham's seed and not to 

him personally (12:7). Clines notes this point and takes it to mean that Abraham does not 

yet know that Canaan is actually the land which God has promised to show him (12:1). 

What God does say when Abram reaches Canaan is, actually, 'This is the 

land which I am going to give to your descendants (12:7) - which Abram 

can only take to mean, 'But not to you' (1990:56). 

However, the point Clines makes here is not warranted by the text. There is no suggestion 

that Abraham is in any doubt after verse 7 that Canaan is the land that God promised to 

show him (cf. Procksch, 1924:98). Commenting on verses 6 and 7, Gunkel writes, 

In eine unbekannte Feme ist Abraham ausgezogen; er hat den Boden 

Kanaans betreten, nicht wissend, daB dies das Land sei, das Gott gemeint 

habe (hier die Uicke); er ist im Lande bis Sichem gekommen (6a); nun 

aber erscheint ihm Gott zum zweiten Male und spricht zu ihm ... deinem 
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Samen will ich dies land hier geben (7)! Ein Wundervolles Wort 

(1966: 165-166).1 

So, the narrator subtly unfolds the promises related to this land gradually. At first the 

promise of land is just hinted at evoking obedience from Abraham (12:1). Then it is 

promised to Abraham's descendants (12:7) and at this stage it is obviously the land that God 

said, 1~i~ (12: 1 ).2 Later, in chapter 13 the promise of land will be developed further 

(13: 15-17). It is a promise which opens up to Abraham in accordance with his expressions 

of obedience and faith. 

Abraham responds to this promise of land for his descendants by building two altars, one at 

Shechem (12:7) and one between Bethel and Ai (12:8). These probably serve two 

purposes: Abraham would, presumably, offer sacrifices on them3 and they would serve as 

1 A similar vIew is taken by Dillmann who writes, 'At Shechem, in a Theophany, Abraham is given the 

assurance that God will bestow the possession of this land on his descendants. He is thus given the 

information ~ Ithhcld tn verse 1, regarding what land is to be the goal of his wanderings, and the series of 

promIses contatned in verse 2f. is completed' (1897: 15). Likewise, Skinner argues that at Shechem Abraham 

receIves 'the fIrst intimalion thal he has reached the goal of his pilgrimage' (1930:245). 

2 That the promise l~i~ IS actually fulfilled in verse 7 is further supported by a word play to which 

Ca<;suto refers (1964:327; vol 11). Cassulo argues that the lhrce terms, i1iir.l , ~'7I':'I1, and i1~i~iJ 

(verses 6-7), provide a play on 1 ~i~ in verse 1. If lhis is correct, and it seems possible, it means that 

from 12:7 God has made it clear that the land which he promised to show Abraham is Canaan. 

3 Sktnner. on the other hand. secs the absence of a record of sacrifice on the patriarchal altars as a 

chara teristic of J (1930:246). A different approach is taken by Cassuto. 'This was not actuaIly an "altar" in 

the etymologIcal sense of the term - that is. a place for the offering of sacrifices - for no mention whatsoever 

1. made here of an oblauon. The reference is to the building of a monument as a memorial (not for any kind 

of sacrifice' (1964:328·329; vol JI). A Similar view is taken by Westermann (1986:155). Wenham. 

however. makes a very apt comment arguing lhat. 'This denial that Abraham offered sacrifice seems a iiule 
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monuments in honour of God who has claimed the right over this land and promises to give 

it to Abraham's posterity. The significance of the first altar is emphasized by Von Rad, 

Abraham builds an altar, the first in the Holy Land, and this altar, not far 

from the pagan cultic centre, was a sign at first still silent, still 

noncombati ve, of infinite significance (1972: 162). 

The reference in 12:8 to Abraham pitching his tent evokes the following comment from 

Wenham, 

Since presumably Abram pitched his tent wherever he went, the mention of 

the fact here probably suggests that he settled near Bethel for some time; cf. 

26:25; 33:19; 35:21; Judg 4:11 (1987:280). 

While this is feasible, this first reference to pitching a tent seems to be quite significant since 

it is referred to again (13:3). Perhaps, the close association of the tent and the altar (12:8; 

13: 18; 26:25) i significant. This is the view taken by Wiseman who commenting on 12:7, 

writes. 

Here the first reference is made to the erection of a tent, which may indicate 

that this refers not so much to his mode of living as the setting up of a tent

shrine to mark his acceptance of the divine land-grant, a form of token take

over of the promised land (1980: 141). 

perverse in the hghl of Noah's example and chapter 22. Both building an altar and offering sacrifice were 

el':pressions of faith in the promise and were integral to the worship of God. Presumably only the altar

building is menuoned here because it survived longer than the sacrifice as a witness to God's promise and the 

patnarch's response' (1987:280). 

282 



On the other hand, Kidner sees a 'contrast' between the building of the altar and the pitching 

of the tent. 

There is force in the contrast between pitched and builded (8), the one 

for himself, the other for God. The only structures he left behind were 

altars: no relics of his own wealth (1967:115). 

If this is correct, the contrast between building and pitching also emphasizes the idea that 

this land belongs to God but it does not belong to Abraham yet and he must wander around 

from place to place, pitching his tent, having no permanent house. 

4.4.4 The Famine in Canaan and Abraham's Sojourn in Egypt 

(12:10-20) 

The negative comment about the land in verse 6 with its reference to the Canaanites is now 

followed by a further negative statement indicating that there is a famine in Canaan (12: 10). 

:JV":1D i:J?-"':J tl~ i · 17 ii~"''J~f.l tl":1:J~ ii~1 fil$;J :J~':1 ~ii~1 

:f'J~;J 

The repeated mention of the famine both at the beginning and end of this verse and the 

de cription of the famine as i:J? effectively clears Abraham of any blame in his decision 

to leave the 'promised land'.1 Indeed the question is not whether he will leave this 

promised land but whether he will return, since doubts are cast on both its availability and 

its dependability. The word i · 17 is interpreted by Cassuto as referring to a short-term 

I So, CassulO (1964:346, vol IJ), Skinner (1930:248), Wenham (1987:287) and Ross (1988:275). There 

may even be a hinllhat the famine is judgement because of the sins of the Canaanites. At any rate, 

Abraham is not guillY althls stage. 
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visit. He believes that Abraham's intention is 'not to settle pennanently, but to dwell there 

temporarily for a little while' (1964:346, vol II). Wenham, on the other hand, argues that 

Abraham went to Egypt as an 'immigrant' suggesting 'the intention of long-tenn settlement' 

(1987:287). It is this latter view which is supported by the occurrences of i'l in the Old 

Testament, which, with the possible exception of Jer 14:8, refer to fairly lengthy periods of 

settlement rather than short-tenn visits. We are not infonned about the patriarch's exact 

intentions as he travels to Egypt but it seems that he is prepared to settle there indefinitely. 

That he does eventually return to Canaan is not a further expression of faith in God's 

promises but is due to the eviction order issued by Pharaoh (12:19-20). So, even though 

Abraham 's journey to Egypt is understandable, his return to Canaan is not as honourable as 

his first encounter with that country; his return is precipitated by circumstances that are 

brought about and carefully controlled by God. 

4.4.5 The eparation from Lot (13:1-18) 

Abraham's return to Canaan is marked by a second reference to the earlier worship at the 

altar between Bethel and Ai (13:3-4). Abraham relationship with God is now restored as is 

hi tatus as a 'sojourner' in the land of promise. At this point a new crisis arises in relation 

to land. The land cannot support Abraham and Lot dwelling together (13:6). The land is 

already inhabited by Canaanites and Perizzites (13:7). Abraham suggests that they should 

separate and he offers Lot his choice of land (13:9). Lot chooses the Jordan valley (13: 10) 

but Abraham dwells in the land of Canaan (13: 12). Following this separation, Yahweh 

promises that all the land Abraham sees will belong to him and his descendants (13:15). 

A braham' s descendants will be a. the dust of the earth (13: 16). Yahweh commands 

Abraham to walk through the land and he promises, ' I will give it to you' (13 : 17). 

Having briefly summarized the situation, we shall now look in more detail at the separation 

of Abraham and Lot. In this story we come to the third negative comment about the land: 
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there is not enough room for both Abraham and Lot because of their great wealth measured 

in herds and flocks (13:6-7).1 

... i7in~ rl~ iV? fit'D 0D~ ~~~-~, 

~i'-i1Ji'~ ~lTi 1'"':J1 0':'1:;:J~-i1Ji'~ ~lTi 1~:::;' :J~i-~i1~l 

Although this is the first mention of strife in Genesis in relation to land, it was commonplace 

in the ancient world as large herds and flocks competed for limited pasture. To avoid this 

inadequacy of pasture in Canaan being taken as a criticism of the land itself, the reader is 

reminded that the limited space is due to the presence of Canaanites and Perizites who are 

also dwelling in the land (13:7; cf. Dillmann, 1897:24). The strife that arises in Genesis 13 

is specifically ascribed to the herdsmen of Abraham and Lot. Abraham is portrayed as 

totally opposed to the strife especially since he and Lot are 'brothers'. He calls for amicable 

separation and offers Lot the opportunity to choose the pan of the country he prefers. 

The location at which they were grazing their flocks had been chosen by Abraham (13: 1). 

This is the first occasion on which Lot has had the opportunity to choose. By making his 

choice the Jordan valley, Lot was not snatching the best land from Abraham, leaving the 

latter disappointed. The latter had ample opportunity to make this choice but had not done 

1 As Von Rad POlnLS out, 'The reader must connect Abraham's great wealth with the increase that he 

received in Egypt' (1972: 17\). Pollin argues that Abraham acquires this wealth illegitimately in Egypt 'he 

ennches himself by means of the adultery' (1985:86) and his wife's barrenness is punishment. However, 

Sarah's barrenness is mentioned earlier in Genesis and is not specifically linked to land. As Clines points 

out, the family tends to be the responsibility of the woman in Genesis and the land the responsibility of the 

man (1990:15). In this case, any punishment will relate to land rather than to seed. Perhaps this is how the 

strife between the herdsmen IS to be understood. I agree with Polzin that the ill-gotten gain must not be 

secn as an advantage or as real blessmg. As a result of this extra wealth, the land that once would have held 

the two men comfortably is no longer adequate. 
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so. Lot was choosing the land which Abraham had rejected. Indeed, Abraham refuses to 

choose land for himself; this choice is made for him by God. As Preuss comments, 

Yahweh says to Abram that he will give the land 'to you and to your 

descendants' ... Lot on the contrary 'chooses' his territory (1980:151). 

Lot makes his choice from a purely human perspective. He knows nothing of the patient 

resignation of Abraham to accept the land that God will give him. His choice is governed 

by the needs of his livestock and his large entourage and the well-watered plains seem ideal. 

As Vogel points out, 

Toute la demarche de Lot est un demarche purement humaine. Yahweh 

n'entre pas en ligne de compte, il n'agit pas, n'est pas consulte. C'est 

vraiment l'homme qui propose (1974/5:52). 

Abraham, in contrast, does not permit his decision to be governed by purely human 

considerations. He seems to have specific reasons for not choosing the Jordan valley; this 

is evident from the text. Abraham suggests, 'If you go to the left, I'll go to the right; if you 

go to the right, I'll go to the left' (13:9). Since directions were usually given facing east, 

Abraham was offering to go north or south but he does not entertain the idea of going east, 

the direction eventually chosen by his nephew. As Wenham points out it probably lies 

outside the land promised by God, 

In picking this area to live in, Lot is moving to the edge of Canaan, if not 

beyond it: 10: 19 certainly suggests that Sodom and neighbouring cities 

mark the borders of the land. Lot is stepping out toward the territory that 

his descendants, the Moabites and Ammonites, would eventually occupy in 

Trans-jordan. Though offered a share of Canaan, he is here depicted 

turning his back on it (1987:297). 
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As noted earlier, Abraham and Lot are compared in the narrative, Abraham representing the 

one chosen by God for special blessing, and Lot, on the other hand, being the one not 

chosen. There is also a comparison between the lands. Here the chosen land, Canaan, is 

compared with the land that is outside its borders. The latter seems attractive and it is 

undoubtedly the best land (13: 10-11). It is even described in terms reminiscent of the 

Garden of Eden: 71i71~-n':l. However, it has disadvantages of which Lot is not aware. 

Thus, we are informed that Lot's survey of the Jordan plain occurs 'before Yahweh 

destroyed (!In'l)) Sodom and Gomorrah' (13: 10). This reminds the reader that while in 

Lot's eyes Canaan seems inferior, he cannot see the future terror that lies ahead for the cities 

of the plain nor can he see the blessing which God plans for the chosen people who will 

inhabit Canaan. 

Abraham 's reaction to this crisis establishes him as a man of faith in relation to the land. He 

compares favourably with Adam (3:6,17-24), Cain (4:1-16), the tower builders (11:1-9) 

and, of course, with Lot. Vogels notes this contrast and argues that Abraham makes an 

offering of the land (I 'offrande de la terre) in a similar way as he is willing to offer Isaac 

(22:1-18). 

Au lieu de la jalousie de Cain et de sa violence pour regler les disputes, 

Abraham choisit le desinteressement et un traite de paix. Cain l'aine tue son 

frere plus jeune, Abraham I 'alne laisse le choix au plus jeune ... Au lieu de 

I'orgueil et du refus d'obeissance d'Adam aDieu, Abraham de nouveau 

dans un acte supreme d'obeissance aDieu, lui offre l'autre promesse, ceIIe 

de la descendance (l974nS:S6). 

The way in which Abraham is contrasted with Adam and Cain is interesting. They are 

driven from the land. In Adam's case, he is excluded from the Garden of Eden (3:24). 

Cain who has tilled the soil is driven away from the ground and becomes a wanderer (4:11-
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15). Abraham, on the other hand has accepted the call of God and has wandered away from 

his own country voluntarily (12: 1-5). Now Abraham does not grasp at the land which God 

has promised him but is willing to wait for the time that God has promised when his 

descendants will inhabit this land (13:8-18). As a result of disobedience Adam and Cain 

lose the land. In sharp contrast, Abraham, who is willing to obey and to sacrifice in relation 

to the land, is given assurances that God will give it to him and his seed (13:14-15). 

These promises are unfolded immediately after the separation is effected. Earlier in the 

passage we read that when Abraham tells Lot to choose land that the latter 'lifts up his eyes, 

looks and chooses' (13:10-11). Now, after the separation, God appears to Abraham and 

tells him to 'lift up his eyes and look'. As Westermann suggests, 'It can be that there is here 

a low-keyed but deliberate contrast with the covetous gaze of Lot' (1986:179). Unlike Lot, 

however, there is no need for Abraham to choose. All the land will belong to him and to his 

seed (13: 14-15). 

This is the first occasion that the land is promised explicitly to Abraham. Compared to 12:7, 

where the land is promised only to Abraham's descendants, this represents a development 

of the promise of land (Holzinger, 1898:141; Procksch, 1924:105).1 In the experience of 

early man (1-11), sin resulted in his being removed in stages further and further from the 

ground/land. First Adam is excluded from Eden (3:24) and then Cain is excluded from 

I Westcnnann dlsagrces with HO\lingcr and Procksch and argues that 13: 15 does not represent a development 

in the promlsc of land since, 'when one concedes to the promise of the land the independence that it has in 

the history of tradition, then each land-promise text is to be understood from the overall context of the motif 

in all Its varIOUS expressions' (19800: 179). However, Westermann's argument does not alter the fact that 

fmm a synchronic perspective the promise of land in 13: 15 does contain an additional element and can be 

viewed as a development of the promise of land in a literary sense. 
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tilling the soil (4: 10-15) and finally, in the flood catastrophe, man is removed from the earth 

totally (7:23). Now this process is in reverse and the promises become more explicit in 

accordance with Abraham's obedience. The initial promise is that God will show him the 

land (12: I). Abraham complies with the divine command by leaving his own country (12:4-

5). In response to this obedience the promise is made more explicit and God promises to 

give Canaan to Abraham's posterity (12:7). In chapter 13, Abraham exercises faith by 

refusing to strive over the promised land (13:7-9). This results in the promise being made 

explicit to Abraham as well as to his offspring (13:14-15). Moreover, the words 

O?ilY-"'~ represent a further elaboration of the promise (13: 15, cf. Dillmann, 1897:27-

28).1 Abraham is encouraged to express faith in these promises and at the same time to 

claim the land by walking throughout its length and breadth (13: 17). 

4.4.6 Abraham Rescues Lot (14:1-24). 

There are only two references to ri~ in this chapter: 

14: 19 Melchizedek refers to 'God most high, maker of heaven and earth.' 

14:22 Abraham refers to 'God most high, maker of heaven and earth.' 

The account of the strife between 'brothers' in chapter 13 is followed immediately by a 

further and more serious occurrence of strife - this time on an international scale. Abraham 

is not immediately involved in the conflict and it is only when he hears that his relative Lot 

has been captured that he takes any part in the affair. Land is not a major theme in this 

chapter since Abraham's goal is to rescue people rather than to reclaim land. Rather the 

main theme is blessing in the sense that Abraham is bringing blessing to others by his 

military intervention, and, furthermore, there are allusions in this chapter to the promise that 

I Westermann observes that, 'The soJcmn conclusion 07i lY-"'~ is particularly expressive, as it is 

dirccted to the permanent possession of the land by the people ofIsrael' (1986a:180). 
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those who bless Abraham will be blessed, but those who despise him will be cursed. 

However, this aspect is discussed in more detail in the chapter on blessing. 

Although the theme of land is not prominent in this incident, it is present in the description 

of Abraham's pursuit of the kings who had captured Lot. We are told that he pursues the 

enemies from Dan to Hobah, north of Damascus (14:15). Effectively this means that he 

drove the invaders out of the land of promise (so, Wenham, 1987:315). Whereas in the 

previous chapter, Abraham has sacrificed the land to avoid strife, here he is willing to drive 

out aggressors and robbers. All this makes Abraham, even as a sojourner in the land, a 

good ally and a formidable foe (cf. 12:3). 

The theme of land is also probably present in the audience which Abraham has with the 

kings of Salem and Sodom. The different tenitories represented by these kings are 

significant. The king of Sodom, whose tenitory lies just outside the land promised to 

Abraham. is cold and formal (14:21). On the other hand, Abraham is welcomed and given 

hospitality by the King of Salem 04:18-20). In return, Abraham pays respect to 

Melchizedek and gives him a percentage of the spoils of war. 

One other statement relevant to the theme of land in this chapter is the title given to the deity 

by ooth Abraham and Melchizedek, 

This is a very significant title. Abraham has just driven invaders out of the land of Canaan 

(14: 15-16). He is met by kings who hold jurisdiction over certain cities and lands (14: 17-

24). As yet Abraham does not own any land, but the reader is reminded here that Abraham 

has received promise from God under whose control is the entire earth (14:22). This is the 

One who has given Abraham victory, and, of course, it is these same credentials which 

validate the future promises of land to Abraham. In a sense, this victory is a sign of God's 
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ability to deliver the promises which he has made. The use of the word i1~i' is interesting 

since it is used in relation to the transaction by which Abraham acquires land from the 

Hittites. 1 

4.4.7 The Land Promised Under Oath (15:7-21). 

So far we have observed three progressive stages in the promises of land. 

1. God will show Abraham the land (12:1). 

2. Abraham's posterity will possess the land (12:7). 

3. The land is promised to Abraham as well as to his offspring for an eternal possession 

(13:15). 

In chapter 15 the promise of land reaches a further stage in its development as it becomes the 

first promise to be confirmed by an oath. There is a clear division in subject matter in this 

chapter with verse 1-6 dealing mainly with the promise ofa son and heir, and verses 7-21 

concentrating on the promise of land, which is confirmed by an oath (cf. Skinner, 

1930:276). However, the two sections are linked together by the statement about 

Abraham's faith (ver e 6). As we have seen already, the promises of land to Abraham seem 

to follow acts of obedience or faith. The expression of faith in verse 6 sets the context for a 

further affimlation of the promise of land. 

The promise of land commences with a restatement of God's dealings with Abraham in 

relation to land (verse 7): 

1 Wenham pOlnL'i out that the word i1:JP is replaced in the Psalms by i1 VlY and he explains, 'Perhaps 

because of IL'i aSSOCiations WIth procreation (e.g., Gen 4: 1) the verb used here, i1~i' was later changed to 

i 1!n.r "to make." This aVOids any uggestion that God's creativity was in any way sexual' (1987:317). 
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This statement reiterates the reason why Abraham is landless. Unlike Adam or Cain, he has 

not been driven out; rather, God brought him out of his homeland with the specific aim of 

giving him a new land (cf. 12: 1-3, 7). 

A brah am 's response to this promise (15:8) must be understood in the light of the increasing 

momentum of the promise of land. In the land, Abraham has access to much of it and 

benefits from its resources. But the land does not belong to him and others have prior 

claims to it and jurisdiction over it (cf.12:6; 13:7). In substance Abraham's question is, 

'How can land that is occupied and owned by others become mine?' This is not lack of 

faith but a search for a deeper understanding of the promise of land rising out of Abraham's 

desire to believe. In this context, a failure to enquire for more detail or a neglect to ask for a 

sign would be evidence of lack of faith (cf. Isaiah 7:10-14; Wenham, 1987:331). God 

recognizes the question as legitimate and answers it in the vision that follows (13-16). 

The nature of the symbolism is discussed in the chapter on blessing. Here it is adequate to 

note the impact that it is intended to have on Abraham. He begins with a desire to know, to 

be sure that he will inherit this land. As a result of the vision he is both informed and 

rea sured about the future. The following are the main aspects of the vision in relation to 

land: 

Abraham faces the task of driving away the birds of prey which probably 'foreshadow the 

difficulties involved in taking possession of the land' (Dillmann, 1897:62). A deep sleep 

(15: 12) leaves Abraham powerless to protect the land. Like Adam (2:21) he is removed 

from his duties and rendered helpless. 1 Deep dread and darkness fall upon him, 

presumably because he can now do nothing to ward off the 'birds of prey' (15: 12). He is 

I The rare word -/::i-jJ is used in both stories to describe the deep sleep. 
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warned that the occupation of Canaan by his descendants will be preceded by a period of 

enslavement in a foreign land (15: 13). Eventually, the nation that enslaves them will be 

punished (15:14), and Abraham's descendants will be released from the foreign land with 

great possessions (15: 14). On a more personal level, Abraham is assured that he will die in 

peace (15:15). His descendants will return to the land of promise, which will be given to 

them when the sins of the Amorites has reached a certain point (15:16). Finally, the 

covenant of land is solemnized; the borders of the promised land are delineated, l and the list 

of the present inhabitants is given (15:18-21). 

The significance of this passage for the theme of land, lies firstly in the fact that the promise 

of land is now made by God under oath? and secondly, in the clear display of divine 

authority reminiscent of the creation event. The same God who brought a deep sleep 

(ii?Y1'in) on Adam is now at work in relation to Abraham, the land of Canaan and the 

present and future inhabitants of that land (cf. Vawter, 1977:211). As in Genesis 1-11, 

God allocates land to people (cf. Adam in the Garden of Eden, 2:15). He can terminate the 

tenancy of any person or nation when their sin reaches a certain level (cf. Adam, 3:24; Cain, 

4: 12; mankind, 6:7). As Westermann writes, 'God's action in history allows both for the 

gift of land and expuI ion from it' (1986a:262). 

) Martens commenting on 15: 18 makes the following useful comment, 'The territorial extent (of the 

promised land) is deSignated a<; including an area from the river of Egypt to the river Euphrates. The river of 

Egypt is not the lie but "Brook of Egypt", which enters the Mediterranean 87 km south-west of Gaza. The 

nonh-south boundanes are not spelled out here but arc listed elsewhere (e.g., Nu 34:3-12 [1981 :34]). 

2 Davles stresses the importance of this oath. Indeed, he argues that it is more accurate to refer to Canaan as 

'the Sworn Land' than, 'the Promised Land' (1974:15). 
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4.4.8 The Promise of Land in the Covenant with Abraham (17:8) 

The main themes in chapter 17 are 'Seed' and 'Blessing'. The former is developed in tenns 

of a special line of descent (17:7, 9-19, 21) and the latter in the promise of a multitude of 

offspring (17 :2, 5, 6, 16, 20). Although land is mentioned in one verse only (8), it is, 

nevertheless, highlighted as a key promissory element in the covenantal relationship. 

rrtn~7 1~~:;' Yi~-'? !'1~ 1"'i1~ yi~ !'1~ 1"''Jr1~ 1Vi1'~ l' "'r.1tl~, 

:O"'i1'~7 0i.17 "'!'1"''''D' 01 il1 

Nothing essentially new is added to the promise of land but new tenninology is introduced; 

Canaan is promised as an O?il1 !'11n~ (everlasting possession), for Abraham and his 

progeny. This is the first appearance of i11n~ in Genesis, but it is used later in Genesis 

to refer to the legal possession of Machpelah (23:9,20; 49:30; 50:13), and it also appears in 

connection with tenure of land in Leviticus, Numbers and Joshua (Lev 14:34; 25:23, 24, 

34; 27:16,22,24; Num 27:4,7; 32:5,22,29; 35:28; Josh 21:12,41 [Heb 39]; 22:4,9, 

19). The idea of the land as 'an everlasting possession' is contrasted in this passage with 

Abraham's present status in relation to Canaan; it is merely 1"'il7;) Y'J~. The 

de cription 'land of your sojourning' emphasizes that Abraham has no legal claim to the 

land but 'everlasting possession' suggests an incontrovertible right to the land. As Coats 

suggests, this represent 'a transformation of a land for strangers ... into a pennanent 

possession' (1983: 134). 

4.4.9 The Theme of Land and the Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah 

(18: 16-19:29 ) 

God's authority to give land or to take it away is demonstrated in this passage in the 

following ways. The narrative emphasizes God's role as judge of the earth (18: 17-19). 

This is a continuation of one of the main emphases in chapters 1-11. God is in control of 
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the earth and its inhabitants are responsible to him for their behaviour on the land he has 

given them. Procksch writes, 'die Vorstellung von lahve als Richter der ganzen Erde, 

womit die universale Betrachtung der Urgeschichte (2:4bff; 6: 1 ff; 8:21 ff; 11: 1-9) wieder 

aufgegriffen wird' (1924: 124). 

There has been an outcry to God because of the sins committed in the cities of the Jordan 

valley (18:20). Now God, as judge, investigates these complaints.1 'The word "outcry"', 

according to Von Rad, 'is a technical legal term and designates the cry for help which one 

who suffers a great injustice screams' (1972:211). From whom does this outcry come? 

Presumably from the ground as in the story of Cain (4: 10), but we are not told. 

Yahweh reveals to Abraham that he intends to destroy the cities because of their wickedness 

(18:21-23). This is a similar situation to that faced by Noah (6: 13) but here the judgment is 

localised. Abraham cannot question God's jurisdiction but he does tentatively question his 

methods. Will God destroy the righteous along with the wicked (18:25)? 

The removal of Lot from Sodom (19: 12-17) is effected for entirely different reasons from 

the expulsion of Adam from Eden (3:24), but the same principle applies to both situations; 

God exercises his right as creator and his role as judge to allocate people to a certain territory 

and to relocate them as necessary. Here Lot is removed from the cities and given the hillside 

(19: 17). ot happy with this, he asks God to permit him to go to Zoar. In the past he had 

chosen his own land (13: 11), now he must acknowledge that only God can choose. 

It is interesting that included in the details of the destruction of the cities, the destruction of 

the ground and its crops is also mentioned (19:25). This is particularly significant since the 

1 Vawter correctly ob~erve~ thal, 'The language of ver~e 21 is highly reminiscent of Genesis 11 :7: As 

before, Yahweh mwa /:0 down lO aseertain the enormily of the crimes that have been commillcd and that ery 

out for vengeance' (1964:228; er. Dillmann, 1897:99; Ross, 1988:351). 
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destruction of nothing else is singled out for special mention except cities and their 

inhabitants (19:25). This detail shows the importance of land and its produce as a gift of 

the creator that may be removed as a result of sin. 

So, the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah reiterates the message of chapters 1-11 in 

terms of the creator's jurisdiction over the earth. It is also important to note the status of 

Abraham in this matter. He is consulted by God before the destruction of the neighbouring 

territory (18: 17-19). He carries influence and speaks out on behalf of the righteous (18:23-

32). Abraham pleads the case of the righteous and he argues that righteous people should 

not be destroyed from their land (18:23-32). God endorses Abraham's view (cf. 18:32). 

Implicitly, however, it is acknowledged that the unrighteous have no defence. This 

princi pie that unrighteous people can expect to lose their land is established, not just to 

explain the destruction of ancient cities, but also to show how God can encourage 

A braham , descendants to lay claim to a land that is already inhabited by others (12:6; 13:7). 

If God pennits the destruction of the Canaanites, then it is because they have been 

unrighteous (cf. 15: 16). 

4.4.10 Abraham and AbimeJech Narrative and the Connection with the 

Theme of Land (20: 1-18; 21 :22-34). 

In the story of Abimelech 's abduction of Sarah, God appears again in his role as Judge 

(20:3; 0, Westennann, 1986a:322). Abimelech is threatened with death because he has 

taken Abraham 's wife (20:2-3). The king protests that he and his people are righteous 

(20:4). Abimelech 's plea of innocence is upheld, and he and his people are acquitted 

(20:6). The interesting result of this is that he can refer to the land as 'my land' ("'~i~, 

20: 15). Although this is the land promised to Abraham (cf. Ross, 1988:367), it remains 

Abimelech ' s land at this stage. Abimelech exercises his right as owner of the land and 

invites Abraham, not just to sojourn in his land but to dwell (::J ~"'). Subsequently, 

Abraham sojourns many days in the land (T'i~) of the Philistines (21 :34). 
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This is the counterpart of the Sodom and Gomorrah story. These cities were destroyed 

because less than 10 righteous people were found in them (8:32). Because Abimelech and 

his people are innocent, they do not lose their land. The principle presented here is that God 

is a righteous judge and he will continue to provide righteous people with land. Only the 

unrighteous should fear lest their land be taken from them (cf. 3:24). 

A second episode concerning Abraham and Abimelech is related after the story of Isaac's 

birth (21 :22-34). Abraharn negotiates with Abimelech about territory and especially about 

access to water (21 :25). Although Abraham is promised that he and his offspring are being 

given this land, he must acknowledge the rights of those who already live there. God has 

made a covenant to give this land to Abraham (15:18), but Abraham must also make a 

covenant with the present inhabitants (21:32). This point is emphasized in verse 34: 

• Abraham sojourns many days in the land of the Philistines'. Nowhere in Genesis are the 

rights of the earlier inhabitants of Canaan denied. 

4.4.11 The Command to Sacrifice Isaac and the Theme of Land (22:1-19) 

Land is not prominent in this story. However, it does figure in the command that Abraham 

receive from God (22:2). Once more, Abraham must travel to the land that God promised 

to how him (cf. 12: I). Again there is emphasis on Abraharn's obedience and his 

willingness to go to any location of Yahweh's choosing to fulfil the divine will. 

The promise of land is not a major aspect of the list of promises in 22: 15-18. There is only 

one brief allusion to the subject in the statement: 
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Primarily, this promise refers to victory over enemies and the possession of their cities. No 

specific land is mentioned, though, undoubtedly, Canaan is implied. The lack of any 

prominent reference to the possession of the land of Canaan in chapter 22 is surprising. If, 

as I have been suggesting, the promise of land is gradually unfolded following acts of 

obedience and indications of faith from Abraham, then we should expect that the climactic 

act of faith in chapter 22 should lead to a development in relation to the possession of 

Canaan. In fact it does. The absence of any promise of land in chapter 22 leads the reader 

to view the success of Abraham in purchasing land in Hebron as his reward for obedience 

(chapter 23). Now he not only has, in Isaac, the guarantee of the promise of descendants, 

but also in the land of Machpelah Abraham has received the 'first instalment' of the promise 

of land. Thi will now be discussed in more detail below. 

4.4.12 Abraham and the Purchase of Land from the Hittites (23:1-20). 

A crisis regarding land arises after the death of Sarah, because, as yet, Abraham did not 

own any land . He i ::l 'P Di - i1. This means that Abraham is recognized as 'a settler 

come from foreign parts ... he is a semi-citizen without land ownership which he can 

acquire only with the agreement of the community' (so, Procksch, 1924:528; Speiser, 

1964: 170, 172; Von Rad, J 972:247; Vawter, 1977:261; Westermann; 1986a:373). The 

reaction of the Hittites is to insist that Abraham does not need to own property in order to 

bury his dead since they will make their choicest sepulchres available to him (23:6). This 

seems a very generou offer but Gunkel thinks that it is really an attempt to prevent 

Abraham from owning property; 

Hinter der Hoflichkeit der Hittiter versteckt sich ihre Abneigung gegen einen 

Kauf: Abraham soll nach ihrem Willen in Hebron keinen Grundbesitz und 

kein Recht erwerben, sondern ein auf die GUte der BUrger angewiesener 

'Beisasse' bleiben (1966:275; cf. Procksch, 1924:528; Vawter, 1977:263; 

Speiser, 1964: 172). 
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Abraham's rejoinder to the offer of the Hittites is to make a proposal that he purchase land 

from a specified individual. As Kidner suggests he makes 'skilful use of the fact that while 

a group tends to resent an intruder the owner of an asset may welcome a customer' 

(1967:145). Abraham's ploy is effective and he becomes the legal owner of the property. 

Although the price he pays is high (23: 16),1 the legal possession of the land makes the price 

irrelevant. As Westerrnann suggests, 'it is so important for Abraham to gain unimpeachable 

possession of the burial place that he will pay any amount for it' (1986a:375) 

The narrator undoubtedly intends us to regard this acquisition as part of the fulfilment of the 

promise of \and2 - otherwise that promise is never fulfilled personally to Abraham.3 

Von Rad is emphatic on this point, 

Did the patriarchs who forsook everything for the sake of the promise go 

unrewarded? No, answers our narrative. In death they were heirs and no 

longer 'strangers'. A very small part of the Promised Land - the grave -

1 Ao;, Va,,-tcr commenb, 'Wc have no way of being sure, but we may doubLless surmise with !.he greatest 

probabdlt} that it was a noble sum indeed that Ephron exacted ... David bought !.he temple site and !.he 

materials for sacnficc for fifty silver shekels (2 Sam 24:24). In any casc, Abraham paid !.he stipulated price 

WI!.hout protest. It undoubtedly pleased the Biblical au!.hor to record !.hat !.he patriarchal tombs at Machpclah 

had passed from Hittite ownership into that of !.he Hebrews by no deed of condescension from the inhabitants 

of Canaan but only through a munificent gesture of Israel's great ancestor' (1977:265). 

2 Martens describes Il as, 'a down-payment so to speak, of the larger land block' (1981 :34). 

3 Leibowll/. disagrees: 'It is difficult to regard !.his passage as exemplifying, even in !.he slightest degree, !.he 

promise of sovereignty and majesty which had been promised to Abraham in relation to !.he land and !.he 

inhabltanL<; !.hereof' (19Hl:20R-210s). Leibowitz regards !.he negotiations as humiliating for Abraham but 

he falls to rccognize that !.he passage actually honours Abraham by calling him a 'mighty prince' (23:6) and 

by recording his refusal to haggle over the land (23 :15-16). 
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belonged to them; therefore they did not have to rest in 'Hittite earth' or in 

the grave of a Hittite (cf. verse 6), which Israel would have considered a 

hardship difficult to bear (1972:250).1 

Furthermore, it seems likely that the acquisition of a burial site marks permanent possession 

of the land (cf. Joshua 24:32). The importance of the fact that Sarah is buried in the land of 

promise is underscored by the repeated description, 'Hebron in the land of Canaan' (23:2, 

19, cf. Ross, 1988:409). 

The purchase of this land completes the development of the theme in the Abraham 

narratives. The theme began as 'the land I will show you' (12:1). Then the land of Canaan 

is identified as the land which Abraham's seed will possess (12:7), and at a later stage it is 

al 0 promised to Abraham personally (13:15). One final development before Abraham 

actually possesse a token part of the land, is the promise of the land under oath (15: 18). In 

each case the development of the promise of land is preceded by an act of obedience or an 

indication of faith on the part of Abrdham. Thus, the frrst explicit promise that Canaan will 

be the pos~ession of Abraham 's seed, is given after he arrives there in obedience to the 

divine command (12:4-7). Secondly, the land is promised to Abraham personally, after he 

has refused to fight over it and after he has given Lot the opportunity to choose (13:9). 

Third I y, the promise of land on oath (15: 18), follows the statement that' Abram believed the 

1 on Rad regard" the pun .. ha\C of land as an attempt by 'P' to obviate the difficulty caused by the promise 

of land not bemg fulfilled during thc hfC-lImc of thc patriarchs. He writes, • Possession of the land of 

Canaan wa\ promised to thc palnarchs. Thcy thcmselvcs were already living in the land, to be sure, but 

wcre not yct in pos\CsSlon of It, I.C., the promise was not yct fulfilled. This strangely broken relationship 

to thc promised saving bencfit, namely, the land - this promise .... could not remain conceptually 

unformulated for so precise a theologian as P (\972:). Although Von Rad 's mcthodology is different from 

that adopted In thIS thesis, the attcntion whIch he draws to the purchase of the burial ground is both relevant 

and I m porum l. 

300 



Lord and he credited it to him as righteousness' (15:6). Finally the test of Abraham in 

relation to Isaac and his unfal tering obedience (22: 1-10) are the background against which 

he acquires possession of the land at Machpelah (23: 1-20). 

4.4.13 Abraham Commissions his Servant to Obtain a Wife for Isaac 

(24:1-61). 

Acquiring a wife for Isaac is linked to the theme of land through Abraham's emphatic 

refusal to permit Isaac to return to Aram Naharaim (24:5-6). Furthermore, the refusal is 

repeated in verse 8 leaving an indelible impression in the reader's mind that the promised 

seed must under no circumstances leave the promised land at this stage (so, Dillmann, 

1897: 159; Westermann, 1986a:385; Vawter, 1977:267). The reason for this insistence that 

I aac stay in Canaan is that the seed of Abraham and the land of Canaan together symbolize 

the early stages of the fulfilment of God's promises of blessing and it is fitting that they 

should not be separated. As Van Seters observes, 

It is preci "ely in verse 7a that we are given the reason why Isaac is not to 

return to Abraham's homeland. It is because God took him from there to 

give, under oath, this new land to his offspring, and, therefore, for Isaac to 

return to his father's homeland would be a rejection of that promise. It is 

for that reason that the command not to return is repeated in verse 8b 

(1975:241 ). 

This passage also underlines the imponant role played by the divine oath in chapter 15 

which Abraham recalls here (24:7). His faith in the oath is probably so strong that Abraham 

regard~ the entire land as his already. Although he refers to Aram as "I~i~ (24:4) he does 

not refer to the land he now occupies as the land belonging to the Canaanites. This can be 

seen in the subtle difference between the servant's repon of what Abraham told him and the 

actual speech itself. Thus the servant quotes Abraham as referring to the, 
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But Abraham's actual words do not refer to the land as belonging to the Canaanites. 

This subtle change is probably deliberate. The land of Canaan is not the land of the 

Canaanites but the land of Abraham and his descendants. 

4.4.14 Conclusion to the Theme of Land in the Abraham Narrative (25:1-11) 

The concluding passage in the Abraham narrative has two references to the theme of land. 

The fIT t of these relates to the distinction between Isaac and his other sons. It is made clear 

that the children by wives other than Sarah have no inheritance in the land of Canaan (25:5-

6): 

iV~ t:),~V17 "1~D "I~~" :1'D~"I' "-iV~-'?-rl~ 0D':1~~ 1r.i~1 

i1?;l"'1' "ID . J.."l1:l ~:l 1'D~"I ,~~ on, ~"I1 rI't'l~ 0D':1~~ 1t"l~ OD':1~~' 

:0..,1' f)~-'~ 

This act of sending his other sons away from Isaac to the land in the east clearly marks the 

land of Canaan as the possession of Isaac and his descendants. This process has already 

begun with the expulsion of Ishmael in 21 :9-21, where it is made clear that Ishmaellived, 

not in Canaan, but in the wilderness of Paran (21 :21). As Dillmann points out, 'those only 

remain in Canaan from whom the Israelites were descended, while the other relatives of the 

patriarchs depart' (1897:26; cf. 13:11-12; 21:9-21; 25:6,18; 36:6). 

The second allusion to the theme of land in the concluding section of the Abraham Cycle 

relates to the burial of Abraham in the cave which he purchased at Machpelah (25:9-10; cf. 

23:17-18). This is a fitting conclusion to his life. He had left his own land and never 

returned. His burial is in the land which God promised to show him. 
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The importance of the theme of land in the Abraham cycle is seen in the frequency with 

which the subject is raised. The systematic way in which the theme is gradually unfolded, 

from 'the land that I will show you' until Abraham's purchase of a burial ground, shows 

something of the importance attached to this theme. It is also significant that the theme is 

developed along similar lines to what is found in 1-11. God is portrayed as universal judge 

who allocates land and removes it from those who are not worthy. This happens to the 

inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah and there is a strong hint that some day the sin of the 

Canaanites will reach a level at which God will judge them to be unworthy of their land and 

they will be removed. 

4.5 The Theme of Land in the Jacob Cycle (25:12-37:1) 

Land is mentioned frequently in this cycle with 48 occurrences of the term fi~.l Thirty of 

these references are to the land of Canaan. There are just two occurrences of i1tli~ in the 

Jacob cycle (28: 14, 15). There are also thirteen occurrences of i1i 'TV (27 :3, 5, 27; 29:2; 

30: 14, 16; 31 :4; 32:3 [IIeb 32:41, 33: 19; 34:5; 34:7; 34:28; 36:35). Only 33:19 holds any 

significance for the theme of land; it is a reference to Jacob purchasing a piece of land from 

the Hivites . 

4.5.1 Jsaac and the Land (26:1-33) 

Most of Isaac's experiences with land are reminiscent of earlier stories about Abraham.2 

Indeed the text link., the experiences of the two men by introducing the famine that Isaac 

faced with the explanation that this is another famine besides the one which forced Abraham 

to leave Canaan (26: 1). The reference back to Abraham emphasizes the connection between 

1 References for the occurrences of .-~ are given in appendix 3. 

2 However, Weslermann overstales this in his suggestion that 26:1-18 is merely a literary imitation of 

12: 10-20 (1986a:424). 
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the promises of land to Abraham (12: 1, 7; 13: 15; 15: 18), the trials he faced in that land 

(12:10; 20:1-7; 21:22-34) and now the experiences of Isaac who continues in the same land 

with similar problems. 

The response to the famine is different to that made by Abraham because God intervenes 

and instructs Isaac not to go to Egypt (26:2) but to 

The idea here is not that God is keeping Isaac in the dark without giving him 

the name of the land. Rather, there is possibly a conscious connection with Abraham 

whom God instructs to go to 

The land that God tells Isaac about is the same as the one he has already shown to Abraham. 

Furthermore, there is emphasis on the fact that Isaac's presence in the land is not just due to 

the fact that he was bom there but is the result of a divine command (26:2). This command 

continues the theme of God's intimate involvement in the allocation of land. It is his right to 

dictate where people will live. This principle is also supported by the next clause in which 

Isaac is instructed to 'sojourn in this land'.! Concomitant with the instruction comes the 

promise that 'all these Jands'2 will belong to Isaac and his descendants. 3 The dependability 

of this promise is assured by a reference back to the oath (26:3) that God made with 

! The area designated is Gerar. Coal<; (1983: I 89), suggesl<; Lhatthere is a play between the word Gerar in 

verse I and Lhe command Lhat Jsaac is to 'sojourn' - ..,." (verse 2). However, any similarity in assonance 

between the two words is possihly fortuitous. 

2 As Dillmann suggeslc;, the description 'all Lhese lands' probably refers to Canaan and all Lhe lands 

bordering on it (1897:203). 

3 However, the LXX has only 'all this land'. 
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Abraham (22:16-18; cf. 15:18-21). God is now fulfilling this oath by ensuring that Isaac 

stays in the land of promise. 

After the episode with Abimelech there is a briefreport ofIsaac's success in relation to the 

land which yields a hundredfold when he cultivates it (26: 12). There is evidence of further 

success in the naming of a well 'Rehoboth' (26:22). The name is given to this particular 

well because it is the first one that he can use without animosity from the Philistines. The 

term 'Rehoboth' means 'breadth' and emphasizes Isaac's relief that there is now room for 

him in the promised land without quarrelling with the other inhabitants. 1 Isaac is now 

confident about future fruitfulness (26:22). This fertility is clearly in response to Isaac's 

obedience (cr. 26:5). This is the counterpart to the stories in chapters 1-11. There, 

disobedience brought the curse and adversely affected fertility. Here, obedience brings 

blessing and concomitant with it, increased fertility and land (26:12-14). 

4.5.2 Jacob's Departure from the Land of Canaan (27:42- 29: 1) 

In the early stories of Jacob and Esau the theme of land is not explicit. The main question is 

the identity of Isaac's heir who will receive the blessing that God promised to Abraham. In 

the blessing that Jacob receives under false pretences, the issue of land is only mentioned 

once, when Tsaac asks God to give Jacob 'the fatness of the earth' (fi~: 27:28), but there 

is no reference to an inheritance in Canaan. The theme of land, of course, becomes more 

prominent as Jacob prepares to leave Canaan. 

Land is prominent in Tsaac's farewell blessing to Jacob (28:4). The goal of the blessing, in 

terms of land, is that Jacob may take possession ('tai"') of the land promised to Abraham. 

The fact that Jacob is at that time preparing to leave the land of promise adds tension to the 

I As Weslermann poinl<; oul, 'The verb :=""'j - "lO create space" - is used also in Psalm 4:1 (Heb 4:2) in a 

sentence praising God: "Thou hasl given me room when I was in distress" (1986a:427). 
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narrative and explains why the promise of land is reserved until this point in the story of 

Jacob. Isaac identifies the land which Jacob will inherit in two ways; it is the land of 

Jacob's sojourning and it is the land which God gave to Abraham (28:4). The tense of the 

verb lli::J is perfect. This probably indicates that the land already belongs to Abraham and 

his offspring, even though the original inhabitants have not yet been expelled. 

Jacob's vision at Bethel reiterates the promises of descendants and blessing but the promise 

of land is the most prominent; the divine speech opens and closes with the guarantee that 

Jacob will possess the land which he is now leaving. The land that is promised to Jacob is 

specifically referred to as, 

Seebass interprets this very literally and suggests that, 'Die VerheiBung meint hier ganz 

unbe treitbar nur das unmittelbare Einzugsgebiet von Bethel' (1977:212). However, the 

text does not warrant this interpretation. The ground that Jacob is lying on is Canaan, the 

land that he is leaving and will not lie on again for many years.! It is in this land that his 

inheritance lie and not in his mother's homeland of Aram. This point is made clear since 

the promie of land is made not to Jacob alone but includes his descendants (28: 13).2 

A a result of this encounter, Jacob makes it clear that he intends to return to Canaan and he 

vows that if Yahweh will protect him and make the return possible, then he will worship 

Yahweh as his God and give tithes to him (28:20-22). 

1 Skinner remarks that 'the ground you are lying on' is a 'description peculiarly appropriate to the solitary 

and homeless fugItive who had not where to lay his head' (1930:377). It is the appropriateness of the 

descriptIOn !.hat motivated the narrator to include it here; there is no hint that he was auempting to limit the 

promise to Bethel only, as Seebass suggests (1977:212). 

2 As Westcrmann poinL<; out, this reference to descendants 'always goes wi!.h the promise of land and is also 

a sign lhatlt IS destined for Israel' (19800:455). 
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4.5.3 The Return to Canaan (30:25; 31:1-33:20). 

Jacob's first attempt to return to Canaan is frustrated by Laban who compels him to stay 

longer (30:25-36). On his second attempt to leave, Jacob does not consult with Laban 

since, this time, his decision to leave is supported by divine command which comes after 20 

years in Haran (31 :3). The Hebrew text of Jacob's call and his response is as follows: 

:lr:1i7i(.)?' :1"'!ii:J~ T'i~-?~ :J, 'TV :Jj?V~-?~ i11i1'" i?::l~~1 

(31:3) :l~lT i1"'. i1~i 

i'TV~ j~jj? i1jj?f.l 'TV?,) i'TV~ i 'TV:Ji-??-!i~i 'i1jj?(')-??-!i~ liJj~1 

(31: 18) : ~q~ i1~i~ i"':J~ j?D~"'-?~ ~i:J7 O')~l'J~~ 'li'~') 

It is interesting to compare this call and Jacob's response with the initial call to Abraham and 

the subsequent response . 

. "'~~ !i"':lf.l . lr:1i7 l!J(.) . l~i~(') l?-l? O'):J~-?~ i1ii1'" i(')~ "'1 

(12:1) ::J~i~ i'TV~ fi~D-?~ 

Cl~ · :Ji-??-!i~ "'n~-:J tJ ?-!i~i ir:1'TV~ "'"Jo/-!i~ O'):J~ np~1 

lq::> i1~i~ !i::>?7 . ~~~ ')D:J' 'TV~-i'TV~ 'TV~::Jt1-!i~ , 'TV?' i'TV~ 

(l2:5)q~~~ i1~i~ '~:J~1 

The difference between these two call. illustrates the development that has taken place in 

connection with land between chapter 12 and chapter 31. Abraham's journey towards 

Canaan takes him away from his land (:l ~i~(') and from his father's house. Now 

addressing Jacob, God calls Canaan 'the land of your fathers'. Since the time of Abraham, 
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Canaan has acquired this new title c:rTi1::J ~ f'J~).l The similarity of the call and 

response of Jacob to Abraham's is also seen in the use of vocabulary: The words Ti..,''ir.l, 

'V'~i and 1~~::J i1~i~ are common to both passages. These reminiscences of the call 

and obedience of Abraham underscore the importance of Jacob's return to Canaan to claim 

the land promised to Abraham and his descendants (12:7; 13:15). 

The fact that Jacob regards Canaan, and not Aram, as his homeland, is made very clear in 

his covenant with Laban in which they declare on oath not to cross over into each other's 

land to do harm (31 :51-53). Furthermore, the account of Jacob 's return clearly informs the 

reader concerning the respective lands to which the main characters belong. Twice Laban is 

called 'the Aramean' (31 :20,24). Since the reader is well acquainted with Laban by this 

stage (cf. Dillmann, 1897:257), the reference is not to identify Laban but to emphasize that 

his homeland and the land of his descendants is Aram. 

A similar clarification in relation to land takes place in relation to Esau. When Jacob sends a 

message to Esau, he sends it to 'the land of Seir, the country of Edom' (32:3). After his 

meeting with Jacob Esau returns to Seir (33: 16). 

Another important point made in the narrative of Jacob's return is that the land is given to 

him by God (cf. 31 :3). God intervenes and restrains Laban (31 :24). Furthermore the story 

of the wrestling and subsequent blessing of Jacob is also linked to the promise of the land 

(32:24-32). Jacob is at the gateway to the land promised to Abraham. Yahweh, by 

wrestling with him makes it clear that he will not enter the land as Jacob but as Israel. Ross 

makes this point very clearly, 

1 As Dillmann poinLs out. this phrase cr'Ti :l~ fi~) occurs only here and 48:21 in the Pentateuch 

(1897:254). 
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With Jacob ... the wrestling and name changes took on greater significance 

because he was on the frontier of the land promised to the seed of Abraham. 

God who was the real proprietor of the land, opposed his entering as Jacob. If it 

were only a matter of mere strength, then God let him know he would never enter 

the land (1988:558). 

It is interesting that the same emphasis reappears in the story of the entry of Israel as a 

nation into the promised land (Deut 7:7-16). Yahweh blesses not because of the nation's 

strength or potential but because he has chosen to make his covenant with them. 

Jacob's intention to settle in Canaan is demonstrated by his purchase of a piece of ground 

(33: 18-19). Although Esau wants Jacob to go to Seir, and Jacob agrees to join him there 

(33: 12), this agreement i never kept and the purchase of ground is a clear sign that Jacob 

intends to settle in Canaan long-term. This is the second parcel of land bought by the 

patriarch (cf. 23: 13-18). It marks a watershed in Jacob's life. He is no longerthe farmer 

in Aram but live and owns property in Canaan. 

Furthermore, Jacob's hope of ettling long-term in the Shechem area seems to be 

encouraged by the offer from the Shechemites. They promise that if Jacob allies with them, 

the land will be open before him (34: 1 0), 

Thi eems a generous offer and it is similar to what Abraham offers Lot, 

The difference lies in the motifs behind these offers. Abraham offers the opportunity to 

separate and the Shechemites offer unity. In exchange they are making the land available to 
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Jacob. The accumulation of verbs in their offer is striking (verse 10). As Westermann 

explains, 'The first expression would suffice':J 'ta!=1 '~l;l~i; what follows only 

explicates it' (1986a:539). The verbs used are: :J 'ta-., ino and 'n~. These three verbs 

tend to underline the generosity of the offer but against the background of the rest of 

Genesis the reader cannot escape the impression that the Shechemites make promises that 

ultimately only God can guarantee. l They consider that this land belongs to them, but it 

has already been promised to Jacob by God. Thus an alliance in these terms would have 

placed Jacob is a very precarious situation. However, the subsequent slaughter of the 

Shechemites removes this difficulty but places Jacob in danger (34:25-31). 

4.5.4 ummary and Conclusions in Relation to Jacob's Return to Canaan 

From the above survey of the account of Jacob's return to Canaan it can be seen that the 

narrative compri es mainly a series of obstacles to be overcome and a series of separations 

to be negotiated before Jacob can settle in Canaan. The obstacle are: Laban's hostility, the 

mysterious opponent at Peniel, Esau and the Shechemites who already dwell in the land. 

All of these obstacles are clearly related to the possession of land: 

1. Laban wants to prevent Jacob from leaving Aram (30:25-28; 31 :22-32). 

2. Esau poses a threat to the safety of Jacob and his entourage (32:9-12). When this threat 

is removed, Esaueems determined that Jacob should settle in Seir (33: 12-15). 

3. The wrestler stands between Jacob and the land of Canaan (32:24-32). 

4. The Shechemites want Jacob to identify with them and in so doing Jacob would lose his 

per onal identity and forfeit his claim to the land of promise (34: 1-24). 

I As Wcstcnnann observes, 'Deut 7:3 expressly forbids what Hamor offers Jacob and his household' 

(1986a:539). However, Gcnesic; iL'>Clf would warn the reader that Jacob is in a precarious situation (cf. 24:3; 

27:46). 
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Jacob encounters these obstacles one by one and in every case he overcomes. In each 

situation the separation involves distrust and/or hostility with the notable exception of the 

encounter with the wrestler (32:24-32). In this instance alone the encounter leads to 

blessing for Jacob. Jacob is portrayed as having uneasy relations with the inhabitants of 

Aram (31 :26-55), Seir (33: 12-17) and Canaan (34:30), but the real key to security in the 

land lies not with Esau, Laban or the Canaanites but with the divine opponent whom Jacob 

met at Peniel. Jacob has received his blessing and this makes the other opponents less 

threatening. If God has given Jacob the land no one else can take it from him. Indeed in all 

of the encounters it is divine intervention which gives Jacob victory (cf. 31 :24; 32:9-12; 

35:5). 

4.5.5 Jacob's Journey to BetheJ and the Theme of Land (35:25:1-22). 

The tran ' fer of Jacob and his entourage to Bethel is necessitated by the slaughter of the 

Shechemites, but also encouraged by a theophany (35:1). The mention of Jacob's return 

journey from Padan Aram (35:9) makes this, in a sense, the completion of Jacob's return to 

Canaan. 1 The account of hi departure included promises and blessing at Bethel (28: 13-

15). ow J acob returns to that place and his presence there is, in itself, evidence of the 

efficacy of tho e promises (cf. 28:20-22). 

At Bethe1 Jacob's new name Israel is confumed (cf. 28) and there is a generous renewal of 

the promi~es of blessing and land (35:11-12).2 The land is identified as the land which God 

1 The commcnllhal Belhells in the land of Canaan (35:6) is nOllO be regarded as superfluous (cf. Gunkel, 

1966:387). It emphaslles the Importance of the Journey lO Bethel as the conclusion to Jacob's successful 

return lO Canaan . 

2 The slmilanty of these promIses to those gIven to Abraham in chapter 17 is striking (Holzinger, 

1898: 185; Procksch. 1924:540-541; Von Rad, 1972:339). Jacob receives everything that is promised to 

Abraham. The Imk between the two in made very clear. 
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has given (perfect tense of l!i~) to Abraham and Isaac and it is now given to Jacob and his 

descendants (35: 11-12). As Procksch comments, 

Durch die gottliche Zusage ist das Land bereits Eigentum Abrahams und 

Isaaks geworden; nun wird es auf Ja'kob und sein Geschlecht nach ihm 

vererbt (1924:541). 

Verse 12 begins and ends with fi~D-!i~. This underscores the narrator's intention to 

highlight continually the promise of land (cf. Westermann, 1986a:553). 

4.5.6 The Conclusion to the Jacob Cycle and the Theme of Land (35:22b-

37: 1). 

Earlier we saw how the narrator took great care to show that Jacob's homeland is Canaan 

while Laban belongs to Aram and Esau lives most of his life in Edom. The importance of 

this line of argument is seen in its repetition here (36:6-8). Like Abraham and Lot, Jacob 

and E au separate and it is emphasized by the repeated mention of the land of Edom and the 

land of Seir that neither Esau nor any of his descendants laid claim to the land of Canaan.1 

As Westennann points out the last three words of 36:6 reveal the main concern: 

:'~n~ ::JPV~ ~~~?:l 

'Esau cedes the promi ed land to his brother' (1986a:563). 

So then, how can we summarize the significance of the theme of land in the Jacob cycle? 

Jacob is portrayed as the one who inherits the promises made to Abraham, including the 

I According lO Coats, thIS passage is linked to the strife tradition and 'develops its distinctive contribution 

to that tradition by shIfting the cause of that division from Jacob to Esau' (1983:248). However, this is 

unlikely since thIS passage does not actually deal with the question of who caused the division. Rather it 

seems primartly interested in establishing exactly which land Esau laid claim to. 
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promise of land (28:4, 13; 35: 12). God's role in personally choosing Jacob as the one who 

would inherit Canaan is emphasized (25:23). The other main characters are shown to have 

no legal claim to any part of Canaan (31 :43-55; 33: 16; 36:6-8). Jacob, on the other hand, 

bought a piece of property there (33: 19). The importance of land is further accentuated by 

Jacob'sjourneys to and from Canaan with their accompanying divine encounters (28:10-15; 

32:1,25-32 ).1 

4.6 The Theme Of Land in the Joseph Cycle 

4.6.1 The Significance of Land in the Joseph Cycle 

Although fi~ occurs about 100 times in this cycle, most of the references are not 

connected with the theme of land but are connected with the famine in the land of Egypt (eg 

41:19,29,30, 31,33,34,36,41,43,44,45,46,47,48,52,53 etc.).2 There are also a 

few occurrences of i1tli~ and i1i'V' but they are not significant for the theme of land. 

A bridge passage is provided to serve as a turning point from the Jacob story to the Joseph 

narrative (37: 1). This reiterates the fact of Jacob 's dwelling in the land (fi~) of Canaan 

and it establishes the fact that this is also the land of his father's sojourning. 

In the early chapters of the cycle the only other reference that needs to be mentioned is the 

story about ludah 's eldest son who spills his semen on the ground rather than impregnate 

his brother's wife according to levirate custom (38:9). Possibly there is an allusion here to 

the story of Cain and his act of feeding the ground with the blood of his brother (4:11). 

Perhaps the sudden death of Onan is related to the expulsion of Cain from the ground. 

1 Fishbane stresses the significance of 'birth', 'land', and 'blessing' in the Jacob Cycle. He argues that the 

divine encounters on the borders of Canaan highlight the importance of the theme of land (1979:61). 

2 A full list of these references is given in appendix 3. 
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The main emphasis on the theme of land in this cycle relates to the events surrounding 

Jacob's departure from Canaan and his settling in Egypt. Previously, Abraham went to 

Egypt during a famine and, as a result, he put the future of the promised seed in danger. 

Isaac was warned by God that he should remain in Canaan during a famine. This time, 

however, the circumstances are different. The events that lead up to this migration, relate to 

the story of Joseph, whose involuntary transfer to Egypt and subsequent advancement to 

high office, is controlled by God (cf. 50:20). Through Joseph's key role in the provision of 

famine relief in Egypt, the way is prepared for Jacob to travel to that country under divine 

guidance. 

Jacob's journey to Egypt is given specific divine approval. God calls him by name and he 

an wers 'Here I am' just as Abraham does when called to sacrifice Isaac. In a similar way 

Jacob i now called to sacrifice the land. He is assured, however, that God will make him a 

great nation (''I 1) in Egypt and will bring him again to Canaan (46:4).1 

Funhermore, it i significant that Jacob's journey to Egypt is encouraged by a theophany 

2 
(46:2-4). Thi direct intervention by Yahweh in movement from one land to another is 

con onant with what we have already observed in the earlier stories (cf. 3:24; 4:12; 11:8); 

1 The promlsc thal Jacob will be broughl back to Canaan is taken by Gunkel to be: 'Anklindigung der 

Er/l1hlung von Jaqob Begr:lbnis in Kanaan' (\ 966:463). As Westermann points out, however, it is more 

likely thalthe return lO Canaan is nOl jusl referring to the return of a corpse but includes the promise of the 

return of Ja ob's de! cendanL~ (1986b: 156). Dillmann, likewise, is emphatic; 'The reference is to the return 

of hIS desccndanL~, and not to the bringing back of Jacob's dead body' (1897:412). 

2 Skinner POIOL~ out that the thcophany would remove Jacob's natural misgivings. He writes, 'The purpose 

of the revelation IS to remove the misgIving nalUralto an old man called to leave his hearth and his altar' 

(1930:491). While not dIsagreeing entirely with Skinner it is possible to discern another purpose for the 

thcophany. Its purpose is to remind the reader of the lessons learned in chapters 1-11 about God's overall 

authority and sovereignty in relation to land. 
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Abraham had originally been instructed by Yahweh to travel to Canaan (12:1-3); Isaac had 

been warned not to leave that country (26:2); lacob makes three major journeys: he leaves 

Canaan for Aram (28:1-22), he returns to Canaan (31:17-18) and he leaves Canaan for 

Egypt (46: 1-7). On each of these occasions lacob is encouraged by a theophany (28:12-17; 

31:11-13; 46:2-4; cf. Dillmann, 1897:412). These repeated incidents ofYahweh 

controlling migration from one land to another emphasize his control as creator over land 

and over the location where people live. This emphasis on Yahweh's control makes the· 

point that the eventual occupation of Canaan by the Israelites is part of God's plan. He has 

ultimate power to give or to withdraw land. 

The close link between lacob and the land of Canaan is also extended to his possessions. 

All lacob's possessions are significantly named as things that he has acquired in the land of 

Canaan (46:6). His children were born in Aram but only Canaan is mentioned. 

The negotiations regarding land for Jacob and his sons to occupy in Egypt are full of irony; 

the one who has been promised land by God is now being given land by Pharaoh in Egypt! 

Three verses describe these negotiations (47:4,6,11). lacob himselfis not involved; there 

are three main parties: Pharaoh, lacob's sons, and loseph who has interests in both sides. 

In each of the three verses the reader is alerted to the irony of the situation by the threefold 

repetition of land in each verse. The irony is increased by the contradiction between what 

the brothers ask for and what they are offered. Westermann draws attention to this, 

commenting, 

The sentence 'and he gave them property in the land of Egypt', contradicts 

the request of the brothers in verse 4, f,N::l li 17; if they possess land 

they are no longer 0"'11 (1986b: 171 ).1 

1 Westermann argues that this contradiction was caused by the insertion of a sentence from the Priestly 

source and, thus, he implies that the contradiction is accidental. (19R6b: 171). On the contrary I argue that it 
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Implicit in this contradiction is a subtle hint that the sojourning in Egypt could become 

pennanent. The narrative underscores the tremendous temptation for Jacob's posterity to 

accept the warm welcome of Pharaoh and to accept the land so freely given as a substitute 

for the land promised to Abraham. 

Although it is in the story of Jacob's transfer to Egypt that the theme of land is most 

prominent it is also implicit in other parts of the Joseph Cycle. In the account of the famine 

there are three interesting references to the land of Canaan in consecutive verses (47: 13-15). 

The land of Canaan, like Egypt languishes because of the famine (47: 13). Joseph gathers 

large sums of money from Egypt and the land of Canaan and puts it into Pharaoh's coffers 

(47:14). All the money is spent in the land ofCanaan and in Egypt (47:15). No comment is 

made on Joseph's actions here but the narrative clearly suggests that he allowed Egypt to 

prosper at Canaan 's expense. 

4.6.2 Jacob's Death-bed Pronouncements 

We now come to the accounts of Jacob's death-bed speeches (48:1-49:27). Important 

reminiscences are recorded here. The land of Canaan figures prominently, emphasizing that 

Jacob regards Canaan and not Egypt as his home. Jacob recalls the blessing he received 

from God at Luz (48:3) and he recites the promises which God gave him there, including 

the promi~e that his descendants will inherit Canaan as an everlasting possession (48:3-4). 

The fact of Rachel's death is also recalled and Jacob mentions specifically that she died in 

the land of Canaan (48:7). 

is a deliberate contradiction to draw attention to the danger of Jacob's posterity settling permanently in 

Egypt. 
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Two other references are made by Jacob to Canaan as the land of promise. In the first he 

reassures Joseph that God will take him back to that land (48:21), and in the second he 

requests that he be buried there (49:29-30). The narrative emphasizes that in spite of the life 

saving provision which he had received in Egypt, Jacob still regarded Canaan as his 

country. As Westennann writes, 

Jacob is an old man and feels a stranger in Egypt, and the strangeness 

weighs upon him and makes him anxious. He does not belong to Egypt; 

and so whatever life remains to him is taken up with the wish to be buried 

where he belongs, that is with his fathers (1986b: 183). 

It is also in Canaan where Jacob sees the future for his descendants. One way in which this 

is demon trated is in the piece l of land in Canaan which is bequeathed to Joseph (48:22).2 

Here Jacob exercises similar faith to that of Jeremiah when, many years later, the prophet 

bought a piece of land when Jerusalem was surrounded by enemies to demonstrate his belief 

that there still was a future for his country (Jer 32:6-15). 

Jacob's desire to be buried in Canaan gives the narrator opportunity to mention the property 

which Abraham had bought in that country (49:29-30). As Speiser suggests, this burial 

ground represents Abraham's 'legally valid foothold in that land' (1964:377). This means 

that all of the patriarchs could lay claim legally to a small piece of the promised land. 

Westennann develops this point and writes, 

1 Spcl<>cr reJccts thc usual translation of 'ridgc' or 'ponion' of land and instead he translates 'I give you as 

thc one abovc your brothcrs, Shcchcm which I captured from the Amorites with my sword and bow' 

(1964:356). 

2 Therc IS no othcr rcfcrcncc to thIS land and the fact that Jacob fought for it (48:22) distinguishes it from 

the land rcfcrrcd to In 33 :19 (cf. Westcrmann, 1986b:193). 
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The journey of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob comes to its 

conclusion in their common burial place. It was a wandering in the 'land of 

sojourning'; it ends in a grave that belongs to them in the land promised to 

their descendants (1986b: 198). 

After the death of Jacob, Joseph negotiates with Pharaoh's court regarding pennission to 

leave Egypt for the burial. There is an interesting discrepancy between the reason which 

Jacob gives for his desire to be buried in Canaan and the reason conveyed by Joseph (cf. 

Speiser, 1964:376). Jacob uses language which expresses his strong ties with the land of 

Canaan. In his speech he speaks of 'my fathers' and 'my people'. Joseph does not use 

this language but simply coveys to Pharaoh's officials the fact that his father has prepared 

his own grave and now wants to have it used. He does not wish to draw attention to the 

family's strong ties with Canaan as the land of promise. His wishes are honoured and it is 

stre sed that the entire community of Jacob's extended family travel to Canaan for the burial 

(50: ). 

The last word on land in Genesi is left to Joseph who reassures his brothers that God will 

restore them to the land of their fathers and he requests that when they return they should 

carry his bone with them for burial in Canaan (50:25-26). Joseph uses the word visit 

(..,-::>~) to assure hi brothers that God will not forget about his promises. This same word 

i ued earlier in connection with the birth of Isaac (21 :1) and again in the Exodus story (Ex 

3: 16). 

We can conclude, then. that the narrator leaves the reader in no doubt that Egypt is not the 

promised land and that Canaan undoubtedly is the land that God gave to the patriarchs (cf. 

Brueggemann. 1977 :26). 

4.6.3 ummary of the Theme of Land in the Book of Genesis 
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From the early chapters of Genesis, land is singled out for special attention. It is endowed 

with power that neither the sea nor the sky possesses (1 :24; cf. 1:20). Furthermore, man 

and land stand in a unique interdependent relationship (2:7-9).1 Man's relationship with the 

ground affects his relationship with God (4: 10; 6:5-12). As Martens concludes, 'Human 

conduct and behaviour are understood to have a bearing on land, and conversely, land 

occupancy demands a particular quality of life-style' (1981 b: 108).2 Sin can result in man's 

expulsion from the place where he is living (3:24) or from the earth completely (6:13). In 

chapters 1-11 there is a progressive alienation of man from the earth which deteriorates in 

line with man's sin and disobedience. The counterpart of this alienation is found in the 

Abraham Cycle. 

Adam begins with ideal land - Eden (2:8). Continuance in that ideal land depends on 

obedience to certain commands (2: 17). Adam disobeys (3:6) and suffers expulsion from the 

ideal land as a consequence (3:24). On the other hand, Abraham in obedience leaves his 

land and goes in search of a promised land which he gains by obedience (12: 1-7). Adam is 

given land but loses it whereas Abraham leaves his land in faith and gains new land. 

In the Abraham narrative the development from promise to land unfolds gradually. Each 

development in the promise of land is preceded by an act of obedience or an indication of 

faith by Abraham.3 When this land is revealed, Abraham discovers that it is already 

1 This IS implied, on the one hand, by the responsibility man is given to till the ground and to care for it, 

and on the other hand, by the fact that Cain's exclusion from the ground is seen as a very severe punishment 

(4: 13). 

2 While Martens summarizes very well the message of Genesis on land, he bases his conclusions, not on 

Genesis alone but on the OT as a whole. In particular he quotes, Deut 11:31-32; 4:5,14; 5:31; 6:1. 

3 The development of the theme of land m relationship to Abraham's obedience can be seen in the 

followmg table: 
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occupied (12:6). Nevertheless, God promises to remove the present incumbents because of 

their increasing sinfulness (15: 16). The Canaanites' behaviour places them in the same 

category as; Adam, Cain, the flood victims, the tower builders, and the inhabitants of 

Sodom. These are all guilty of disobedience or wickedness. The consequent punishment 

affects their relationship to the land/ground in varying degrees, ranging from expulsion from 

a particularly favoured piece of land to removal from the earth itself. 

Abraham, on the other hand, belongs to the same category as Noah (cf. Napier, 1955:62). 

As a consequence of his obedience and faith, Noah and his descendants become the 

inhabitants of the restored earth (8: 18-9: 17). They inhabit land from which the previous 

inhabitants have been removed because of their sinfulness (cf. 6: 13). By obedience and 

faith Noah experiences the alleviation of the curse and the blessing of the fertile earth (9:20-

23; cf. 5:29). Abraham's situation is similar. He inherits land through faith and obedience 

(12:4; 15:6). The original inhabitants will be removed as a consequence of their wickedness 

(15:16). Abraham's de cendants will inhabit the land and will bring blessing and 

con 'equently alleviation from the effects of the curse (12: 1-3). 

la. 

Ib 

2a 

2b 

3a 

3b 

4a 

4b 

12:1 

12:4 

12:7 

13:9 

13 : I 5 

15:6 

15:12-21 

22: 1·24 

23:1·20 

Initial command wilh an implicil promise 

Responsc in obedience 

The Land is promised LO Abraham's descendanLS. 

ACl of fallh in allowing LOl LO choosc his land. 

The Land IS promised lO Abraham and his descendanLS. 

Abraham believes God 

The Land is promised under oath. 

ACl of faith and obedience shown in the sacrifice of lsaac 

Ownership of land 
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In the Jacob Cycle, Jacob is portrayed as the one who inherits the promises made to 

Abraham, including the promise of land (28:4, 13; 35: 12). God's role in personally 

choosing Jacob as the one who would inherit Canaan is emphasized (25:23). The other 

main characters are shown to have no legal claim to any part of Canaan (31 :43-55; 33: 16; 

36:6-8). Jacob, on the other hand, buys a piece of property there (33: 19). 

The theme of land in the Joseph story is concerned mainly with the migration of Jacob and 

his family to Egypt. The move is sanctioned by a theophany. It is only a temporary move 

and the text emphasizes that Jacob and his sons regard Canaan as their home. It is the land 

that God is giving to them and their role is to wait patiently in Egypt until the gift is 

prepared. 

4.6.4 Significance of the Theme of Land and Conclusions 

We can conclude, that 'land' is a major unifying theme in the book of Genesis. It is 

prominent throughout the book and is developed in a consistent way in all the main cycles of 

the work. The basic concepts underlying the theme are introduced in the primeval narrative. 

It is established that there is a close relationship between mankind and the land/earth. The 

creator gives mankind responsibility over the land to care for it and to maintain it (1 :1-2:25). 

Wickedness introduces alienation between mankind and the land. Eventually, sinfulness 

may lead God, like an offended landlord, either to expel people from their land (eg., 3: 1-

24), or destroy them (6:7; flood). 

The same ideas about land are taught in the Abraham narrative. The people of Sodom and 

Gomorrah are destroyed because of their sinfulness (18:20-33). Furthermore, there are 

hints that eventually the Canaanites will be driven from their land because of their 

sinfulness. On the other hand, the Abraham narratives show that God, not only expels 

people from land because of their sinfulness, but he also provides land in response to 
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obedience and righteousness. Thus, because Abraham obeys the call to leave his country, 

God promises to give the land of Canaan to his descendants (12: 1-3, 7). 

The importance of Canaan is also emphasized in the Jacob stories. Jacob's father Isaac is 

commanded not to leave Canaan and as a result of his obedience, God blesses him in that 

land (26: 1-14). Jacob is forced to leave Canaan, but his departure is only temporary and is 

marked by a divine theophany assuring him that the land he is leaving will be the possession 

of his offspring (28: 10-22). Jacob's eventful return also involves encounters with God, 

which emphasize that God is giving the land of Canaan to J acob and his descendants (32: 1-

32). The Joseph story provides the context for the emmigration of Jacob from Cannan to 

Egypt. This is hown to be temporary and is attended by evidence that God's controlling 

hand is behind the events (46:1-7). 

The theme of land, then, is developed carefully throughout all four narrative cycles of 

Genesi . There i a clear progression in the development of the theme, from the concepts 

introduced in the primeval narratives, to the practical application of those ides in the 

patriarchal narrative. This draws attention to a very close link between Genesis 1-11 and 

chapters 12-50. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

THE INTERRELATIONSHIP OF BLESSING, SEED AND LAND IN 

GENESIS 

This study of the themes of blessing, seed and land has dealt with each theme 

separately and has shown that they are found in all four cycles of Genesis. We have 

observed that these themes, which are very prominent in the patriarchal narratives, are 

firml y rooted in the primeval cycle. This has underscored the unity between chapters I

II and the remainder of the book. 

This study has dealt with these three themes separately so that the distinctiveness of 

each one could be clearly seen. However, it is not intended to give the impression that 

the three themes run through Genesis like three parallel threads that must be examined 

individually. In this chapter the interdependence of the themes is highlighted, rather 

than the distinctiveness of each one. l We shall approach this task by examining briefly 

the three themes in Genesi as they occur together. This will enable us to see the 

interrelationship of the themes and it will also highlight what the themes have in 

common with each other. In particular, it is important to note the way in which all three 

themes are linked with the idea of a close relationship between God and the recipient. 

The e themes all acquire a deeper and richer significance when they exist in the context 

of harrnoniou relation between God and man. 

In approaching this task, I shall first of all review the main occurrences of the three 

theme in the primeval narrative with an emphasis on their interaction with each other. 

1 Westermann, on the other hand, in The Promises to the Fathers, argues that, 'each of the promises was 

once Independent and therefore, each must be studied by iL<>eW (1980: 161). In this chapter I take an 

opposing vIew argumg that the promises are interrelated to each other and interdependent. Ideally, they 

should be studied together with the focus on their interrelationship. 
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This will be followed by a brief discussion of these themes in terms of their 

interrelationship in the patriarchal narratives; in particular I want to highlight how 

blessing, seed and land occur together in the main divine promise speeches. It will also 

be necessary to consider how these same themes are integrated into the narrative plots 

in relation to the main characters in the patriarchal stories. 

Firstly, however, we must consider the primeval history. The theme of blessing is 

introduced first in this cycle. It is presented as a major aspect of creatorial concern 

(1 :22, 28). It is vi tal to note that this first occurrence of the concept is in the context of 

good relations between God and his creation. We have already observed the 

importance of harmony in blessing pronouncements. This is particularly evident in the 

story of the blessing of Jacob by Isaac. In preparation for the blessing, a meal is 

prepared and in the context of the harmonious relationships provided by the meal, the 

blessing i pronounced. Jacob shows an awareness that, should the deception that he 

perpetrating be discovered, the outcome would be cursing rather than blessing. This 

interesting in the light of events in the primeval history. The good relations in which 

the ble sing i originally given are destroyed by man's rebellion against the creator. 

This brings cursing, instead of blessing (3: 14-19). While the initial creation blessing is 

not completely revoked, it is now accompanied by the opposing power of cursing. 

At thi point we can ob erve the interrelationship between blessing and seed. The 

pronouncement of the cursing i accompanied by the first promise of seed (3: 15). This 

mean that the promise of eed is a message of hope closely related to the 

ble sing/cursing tension . The cursing is directed against the aspects of human activity 

and life that received the benefits of the blessing originally. The promise of seed 

represents the creator's concern that the blessing will prevail in the world rather than the 

cursing. 
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Clearly, then, the themes of blessing and seed are closely related in the creation story, 

but what about the theme of land? We might expect that this theme would not be found 

in Genesis until it becomes relevant as an inheritance of the patriarchs. Surprisingly, 

the theme of land is very prominent in the primeval narrative and it is clearly linked with 

the themes of blessing and seed. When Adam enjoys close communion with God in a 

relationship dominated by blessing, he is also in harmony with the ground/land from 

which God formed him (2:7). Cursing, on the other hand, not only alienates him from ' 

God, but it also adversely affects his relationship with the land (3: 17 -19). This 

estrangement from land is manifest in two main ways. Firstly, cursing results in the 

land being less productive and more difficult to cultivate, and secondly, man's new 

relationship with both God and the land leads to his expulsion from the piece of land 

where the blessing had been so much in evidence (3:24). Land and blessing are thus 

closely related; both are introduced first in the context of harmony between God and 

man, but both arc adversely affected by man's alienation from God. The only hint of 

hope in this situation is provided by the the third theme; seed (3:15). The seed of the 

woman will bruise the serpent's head and, presumably, limit the adverse effects of the 

disobedience that the serpent has encouraged (cf. 3: 1-6). 

We have seen, then, that in Genesis 1-3 the themes of blessing and land are introduced 

in two ways. In the first, both of these themes exist in the context of a good 

relationship between man and God. However, in the second level both themes are 

affected by the consequences of man's disobedience. This leads to both blessing and 

land being affected by the effects of cursing. 

The theme of seed is introduced in a similar way. Just as both blessing and land are 

portrayed in a context of harmony between man and God and also in a context of 

hostility, seed also relates to both contexts. Eve has descendants (seed) through Cain 

and these are listed in the appropriate genealogy (4:17-22). However, this line of 

descent is characterised by continued rebellion against God (cf. 4:23-24). The promise 

in 3: IS, and Eve's expression of hope after the birth of Seth (4:25), represent the theme 
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of seed and indeed a line of descent through which peaceful relations with God may be 

restored. 

Both land and blessing are linked with the concept of seed by the important pericope in 

5:29. The naming of Noah is linked with the line of chosen seed who would alleviate 

the suffering caused by the curse on the ground. Lamek's yearning for 'comfort' gives 

the reader an insight into the desperate plight of mankind now struggling to eke out an 

existence from the recalcitrant earth in a situation where cursing seems to be more 

evident than blessing. 

The flood witnesses the virtual extinction of every evidence of blessing from the earth 

(6:21-23). Only inside the ark is there hope of future blessing. The potential for 

procreation remains possible through the male and female members of the animals, 

bird and man (8: 1). The human occupants not only make future blessing possible but 

they also keep alive the hope of the seed expressed in 3: 15. The interrelationship 

between. eed and land is also prominent. The corruption of the earthl1and has been the 

cau e of the cursing manifest in the flood (6: 11-13). Those leaving the ark step on to 

land that has been cleansed and purified through the judgment of the flood waters 

(8:8: 18-22). 

We have already ob erved the importance of harmony between God and man in relation 

to ble ing eed and land. There i also a close link between the preservation of those 

in the ark and the concept of a harmonious relationship between Noah and God. The 

rescue of those in the ark is clearly linked to the fact that Noah found favour in God's 

eyes (cf. 6:8). Indeed the central statement in the flood narrative is that 'God 

remembered oah' (8: 1). This personal relationship stands in contrast to God's 

relationship with the rest of the world (cf. 6:12), and it is within this peaceful 

relationship that God rescues Noah and his family. Indeed, after the flood, in the 

context of a covenantal relationship God restores to them the potential for blessing, land 
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and future seed (9: 1-17). In this covenant, blessing is renewed in terms reminiscent of 

the creation blessings and the earth is restored to mankind with a promise that it will not 

be destroyed again by a deluge. 

The establishment of the covenant is followed by the story of Noah' s success in 

viticulture (9:20-21). This story provides evidence that man's relationship with the 

ground has been restored. l The concluding part of this story draws attention to the 

third theme, seed (9:22-29). An important contrast is made between the son (seed) 

who merits and enjoys a harmonious relationship with his father resulting in blessing, 

and the son who dishonours his father and experiences the consequential cursing. The 

relationship of these sons reflects the relationship of mankind to God. Ham and his 

on Canaan represent those who are out of harmony with God and their relationship is 

characterised by cur ing. Shem, on the other hand, represents the line of promised 

eed who enjoy God's blessing within a harmonious relationship. 

The themes of ble sing, land and seed are inexticably woven together in the Table of 

ation in chapter 10. In common with all genealogical material the list of nations is 

evidence of the effectiveness of the initial creatorial blessing (l :22,28). Prominence is 

given to the line of Shem and this emphasizes the theme of seed 00:21-31). Unusual 

attention is paid to the subject of land in this table 00:5, 10, 30), with particular 

emphasis on delineating the land belonging to the Canaanites 00:19). This brings 

together at this important juncture all three of the major themes we are studying. 

The interrelationship of the themes of blessing, land and seed is very obvious in the 

patriarchal narratives. The creator still intends to bless the world. As mentioned 

I However, I am not suggestmg that the relationship between man and the ground is restored to the 

hannony that eXIsted before man's disobedIence. The original cursing still stands but the ground that has 

been cleaned by the flood is fertile once again. 
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above, harmonious relationships provide the appropriate context for effective 

benediction. The blessing is to be channelled through one family line with which God 

has a close relationship. This emphasis on one family line focuses attention on the 

theme of seed. Furthermore, the line of chosen seed will become a great nation (goy) 

and, by definition, will require land. Therefore, all three themes are on the agenda for 

the remainder of Genesis and are related to each other. The blessing will be lost if there 

is no chosen line through which it can be channelled to the world, and the chosen seed 

will have no influence in the world and will not appear blessed until they have land to 

occupy. Other nations will also have a share in blessing, seed and land in a general 

sense, but this does not include a special relationship with God. 

The importance of the divine promise speeches in the patriarchal narratives cannot be 

over-emphasized. In these speeches the interrelation sip of blessing, seed and land is 

clearly een. Genesis 12: 1-3 with its five-fold repetition of the root li::J is a good 

example. Although the leitwort establishes the importance of blessing in this pericope, 

the theme does not stand alone. The blessing is to be directed to the peoples of the 

world through Abraham and his seed (12:3) . Although the details are not given, there 

i al. 0 the implicit promi e of land; Abraham must leave his homeland but he goes to 

the land that God will show him (12: 1). Furthermore, the promise that his 

descendants will become a great 'goy' includes the implicit promise that they will 

occupy territory (12:2). The important concept that links land blessing and seed in this 

pericope is that they are promised in the context of a close harmonious relationship with 

God. This is emphasized by the high profile given to God's personal involvement in 

the fulfilment of the promises. Six times in 12:1-3 God uses verbs in the first person 

singular: 

'J~I~ V!J~ 1~i?~ i17"~~ i1~:-'l?~ i~~ 

Thi approach from God requires a response in obedience from Abraham for the 

continuance of the relationship (12:4). 
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The separation from Lot is the context for a more developed divine promise passage 

(13: 14-17). Abraham and Lot have been forced to separate because the land could not 

accommcx:late them both, together with the original inhabitants. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that the main emphasis of the promise is on land. The promises in this 

pericope commence and conclude with the subject of land (13:15,17). The 

interdependence of the themes means, however, that land cannot stand on its own. The 

land is for the promised seed and the promise of seed is given along with that of land 

(13:15). The theme of blessing is also present because Abraham's descendants will 

require the divine blessing if they are to become as numerous as the grains of dust 

(13: 16). Again, the promises are backed up by God's personal commitment to fulfil 

them (13: 15-17). 

The divine speech in chapter 15 begins with a promise of protection and of a great 

reward, promises that belong to the category of blessing. The intensly personal 

element in this promise of blessing is very significant. This is not blessing in a general 

sense. God specifically emphasizes that he himself will be Abraham's shield and 

reward. Thus, the blessing promised here includes the idea of close personal 

communion with God in a harmonious relationship. As we observed earlier, it was this 

communal aspect of the blessing that was disrupted by man's disobedience. 

Abraham's reply to God's generous offer, immediately links blessing to the theme of 

seed (15:2). Promises of blessing are not much comfort to Abraham since the question 

of an heir has not been settled. The promise of the heir and the related promise of 

numerous descendants is confirmed by God (15:4-5). The third main theme, that of 

land, is dealt with in the remainder of the chapter (15:7-21). The theme of seed is also 

reiterated (15: 18-21). The emphasis on God's personal involvement in the promises 

that we observed in the opening words of the dialogue (15: 1), is intensified in the 

establishment of the covenant between Gcx:I and Abraham. God is personally and 

actively involved in the covenant and his dealings with Abraham are reminiscent of his 
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dealings with Adam before the hannony between them was destroyed (15:12; cf. 

2:21).1 

The covenant that God establishes with Abraham in chapter 17 begins with an emphasis 

on blessing, which will be given to Abraham if he lives in close communion with God. 

If Abraham behaves himself blamelessly before God, his numbers will increase greatly 

and he shall become the father of a multitude of nations (17: 1). The divine blessing on 

Abraham means that many nations will trace their ancestry back to him (17:4). This is 

part of what is meant by the promise that God will greatly bless Abraham. However, it 

is not the whole story because there is also emphasis on a specially chosen line of seed 

that will enjoy blessing within a close relationship with God (17:21). This involves a 

clear distinction between the multitude of Abraham's offspring and the specially chosen 

line of seed. It is this line of seed that is included under the benefits of the covenant 

and it is to them that the land of Canaan is promised (17:8) and they must bear the mark 

of circumcision (17: 10-14). It is already clear in chapter 17 that although Ishmael is the 

son of Abraham and is circumcised by his father (17:25), he does not enjoy a close 

relationship with God (17: 18). Though God promises to bless Ishmael (17:20), it is 

blessing bestowed outside the covenant relationship. 

The pronouncement of blessing on Sarah (17: 15-16), brings together the themes of 

ble. ing and seed. Like Abraham, Sarah will be the mother of many nations and this 

will be evidence that she has been blessed by God (17: 16). However, this is only part 

of the promise; there will be a specific line of seed with which God will establish his 

covenant (17: 19). This nation will worship him (cf. 17:7). The offspring of Abraham 

in general is evidence of God's promised blessing and is represented by Ishmael 

(17 :20), wh ile the promise of a special line of seed is represented by the prophecy of 

1 God causes Abraham lO fall inlO a dccp slccp jusl a~ he had caused Adam to do. The same rare word is 

used in both ca<;es (-':i-J"l)). 
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the birth of Isaac (17 :21). Both sons may be called the seed of Abraham, both are 

promised blessing and both will beome great nations, which includes the idea of 

occupying territory (17:20-21). The difference between Ishmael and Isaac is that the 

concepts of blessing seed and land apply to Ishmael only in a very general sense, but 

they apply to Isaac within the terms of the covenant. Blessing, seed and land are 

promised to Isaac within the context of a harmonious relationship with God. 

The final pronouncement of divine promises to Abraham is located at the conclusion of 

Abraharn's expression of obedience in the offering of Isaac (22: 16-18). This 

significant pericope, presented as the divine response to Abraharn's obedience, 

reiterates the divine promises. These promises confirm that Abraharn will be greatly 

blessed and will have a multitude of descendants, presumably through both Ishmael 

and I aac. More specifically, Abraham's descendants will gain possession of the gates 

of their enemies (22: 17). This more specific reference is probably to the special line of 

eed and includes the implicit promise of land (possession of the gates of their 

enemie ). Thus, blessing, seed and land are all included in God's response to 

Abraham's obedience. Furthermore, the implicit promise of land is followed in the 

next incident by the acquisition of Machpelah by Abraharn (23: 1-18). 

Significantly, this same emphasi ,on blessing, seed, and land is found in the Jacob 

cycle. There i only one divne pronouncement to Isaac in the context of a famine (26: 1-

6). The divine 'peech encourages Isaac not to travel to Egypt but to stay in Canaan 

(26:2). This command lead naturally to a promise that if Isaac is obedient, he will be 

greatly blessed and the land will become the possession of his descendants (26:3). 

These de. cendants, who will occupy Canaan, are, of course, the special line of 

de. cent. This means that the promise of seed and land are once again combined in the 

promi e of land for Isaac's descendants. Furthermore, the final outcome of these 

promises is that all nations will receive blessing through Isaac's seed (26:4). In other 

words, the pericope begins by promising blessing to Isaac and this includes the 
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promises of land and seed, leading to a proliferation of blessing which will be 

channelled to the rest of the world (cf. 12:1-3). 

The first divine pronouncement of blessing to Jacob (28:12-15) is in contrast to that 

received by Isaac. Isaac stays in the land of Canaan and receives blessing as a result, 

but Jacob receives blessing by deceit and is forced to leave Canaan. The divine 

pronouncement made as he prepares to leave the promised land, emphasizes that this 

aspect of the promise still stands. Thus, the land on which he lies during his last night 

before departing from Canaan will belong to him and to his seed (28: 13). The link 

between land, seed and blessing here is unmistakable; one promise cannot stand 

independent of the others; the land cannot belong to Jacob in perpetuity unless he has 

descendants, and the promised descendants will not be prosperous without land to 

dwell on. The fact that the seed of Jacob will be blessed is emphasized by the reference 

to the seed being as numerous as grains of dust (28: 14). Once again the blessing is 

channelled through the promised seed to the nations of the world (28: 14). The divine 

speech conclude, as it began, on the theme of land; God will be with Jacob and will 

restore him to the land that he i now leaving (28: 15). 

Although Jacob ha a number of encounters with God, particularly on his return to 

Canaan, it i not until he returns to Bethel that there is a further comprehensive 

rehearsal of the promise in a divine speech (35:9-15). The divine speech commences 

with confirmation of the patriarch's change of name from Jacob to Israel (35: 10). This 

change of name is actually part of the blessing and it includes the idea of a close 

relationship between Jacob and God (cf. 12:2; 32:28). The blessing continues with an 

imperative reminiscent of the creation blessings: i1:J i' i1i~ (35: 11; cf. 1 :22, 28). 

The blessing, is not just a command to 'be fruitful and multiply' but includes the 

bestowal of power to fulfil these functions and to become 'a nation and a company of 

nations' 0'" l 'D . ... ;1. Blessing, however, represents, not only increased 

quantity but also increased quality and thus the assurance that kings will be among 

332 



Jacob's descendants (35: 11). The bestowal of blessing leads on to the promise of land 

and seed. The land that had previously been given to Abraham and Isaac is now being 

given to J acob and to his seed (35: 12). This links all three themes together; as a result 

of blessing Jacob will have numerous seed who will require land to inhabit and this will 

be given to them in accordance with the promises made to Abraham and Isaac (35:12). 

The final divine speech in Genesis is made to Jacob as he prepares to leave Canaan on 

his way to Egypt (46:2-4). This short passage does not use the terminology associated 

with blessing, seed, or land; neverthelaess there are allusions to all three themes. They 

are all included in the promise that God will multiply Jacob's descendants in Egypt and 

they shall return to Canaan as a great nation. 

So, we have seen that the important divine speeches in 12:1-3; 13:14-17; 15:1-21; 17:1-

27; 22:15-18; 26:2-6; 28:12-15; 39:9-15 and 46:2-4, all emphasize the themes of 

bles ing, seed and land. By repeating the same three themes in such important 

pas age a ' the divine promise speeches, the narrator provides structural and thematic 

cohe ion to the book and clearly emphasizes the importance of blessing, seed and land. 

These three themes must undoubtedly be seen as a major element in the message of the 

book. To under tand the message that the three themes are meant to convey, it is 

important to emphasize that in their most profound sense, these themes occur in the 

context of clo e harmonious relations between man and God. 

The interrelationship of the themes and their role as an integral component in the overall 

me sage of Genesis can be seen by a study of the main characters and the part played in 

their lives by these themes. We shall commence this brief survey of characters with 

oah. Some of this material has already been covered in this chapter in our discussion 

on the flood, so only a brief survey is necessary here to draw particular attention to the 

importance of blessing, land and seed in the portrayal of Noah as a person. 
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The figure of Noah represents the continuance and the preservation of blessing, seed 

and land (6:8), when all three are threatened. Through obedience he survives the 

cursing represented by the flood, and he and those with him experience the post-flood 

blessing (8: 18-9: 19). Noah is part of the promised line of descent (seed), which is 

continued through his son Shem (10:22-31). Furthennore, the characterisation of 

Noah as a master farmer experiencing the fertility of the land, epitomises the restored 

relationship between man and the earth, newly cleansed and restored (9:20). As always 

the land on which man laboured is shown as the provision of the creator. This makes it 

very obvious that the themes of blessing, seed and land are an integral element in the 

characterisation of Noah and in the plot concerning his achievements. It would be quite 

impossible to remove these themes from the story of Noah without destroying the 

internal structure of the narrative. 

We turn our attention now to Abraham, the central figure, not just in the Abraham cycle 

but in the patriarchal narratives as a whole. The way in which the themes of blessing, 

eed and land play a significant role in the characterisation of Abraham is seen most 

clearly in the comparison made between Abraham and Lot. It is in relation to precisely 

the e three theme that thi comparison is developed. The call of Abraham and the 

fivefold pronouncement of blessing mark him out as chosen by God in the special line 

of de cent (12: 1-3). Lot, through his association with Abraham, enjoys a share of the 

bles ing but he i not party to the special call to leave Mesopotamia and he only enjoys 

God' special favour because of his relationship to Abraham (cf.12:4). At first both 

men share the promised land but eventually, though Abraham has offered him first 

choice, Lot moves outside Canaan and lives in the Jordan valley (13:11). After his 

separation from Abraham, there is less evidence of blessing in the life of Lot. Although 

he ha eed, thi i brought about through an incestous relationship with his daughters, 

and, furthermore, the land that he chose is attacked by invaders and, eventually, 

de troyed by God (14: 1-12; 19: 17-38). Abraham, in contrast, gradually experiences 

the development in all three areas. He is increasingly recognized as one who has been 
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blessed by God; eventually the narrator claims that Abraham has been blessed in every 

way (24: 1). Moreover, the theme of land is also developed until Abraham gains 

possession of Machpelah (23: 16-18). However, this is just a foothold in the promised 

land; it is to Abraham's offspring (seed) that the land will be given in totality 

(cf. 12:7). Indeed both the promise of blessing and the promise of land are intended in 

their fullest sense for Abraham's descendants and in particular for his special line of 

descent. This means, in effect, that the future fulfilment of the promises of land and 

blessing depend on the fulfilment of the promise of seed. 

Although the promise of a special line of seed is slow in its realisation, the birth of 

lsaac clearly establishes Abraham as the father of God's chosen line (21 :3, 12). The 

theme of seed, however, is not just prominent in the account oflsaac's birth; it is kept 

continually before the reader's mind by the tension created between this promise and 

the barrennes of Sarah. Indeed the motif of barrenness serves to unite the three main 

theme in carefully controlled tension within the narrative; without the realisation of the 

promise of eed, the promi es of blessing and land will die with Abraham. 

The themes, of blessing, seed and land are developed in a surprising way in the life of 

Isaac. As in the story of Abraham, Isaac's privileges as the one chosen by God are 

highlighted by contrasting him with another character who does not receive the same 

privileges. The character who is contrasted with Isaac is of course, Ishmael. Before the 

birth of Ishmael, Hagar receives the promise of divine blessing; God will greatly 

multiply her seed (16:9-12) . Abraharn also is reassured by God that Ishmael will 

receive abundant blessing (17:20). Furthermore, there is probably a promise of land to 

I -hmael, implicit in the idea that he will become a great nation C"'l). This leaves the 

reader wondering what is the difference between Ishmael and Isaac. Both may 

legitimately be referred to as Abraharn's seed and as such are circumcised; both are 

promised divine blessing and both are promised that they will become great nations, 

which probably includes the idea of territory. 
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However, the difference between the promises to Ishmael and those vouchsafed to 

Isaac is clearly delineated and this is done in a way that further infonns the reader about 

the exact nature of the concepts of blessing, seed and land as applied to Isaac. Ishmael 

represents Abraham's seed outside the covenant, but Isaac represents Abraham's seed 

within the covenant relationship. It is this latter group to which the land of Canaan is 

specifically promised. Isaac belongs to that special line of descent, first hinted at in 

3: 15 and continued through Abraham and his son Isaac. It is this line of descent that is 

chosen for special blessing. This blessing is special because the recipients of it are 

commissioned by God to channel it to other peoples and nations. Furthennore, the 

special blessing includes a unique relationship with God (17:21). Closely linked with 

the promises to this chosen line is the specific guarantee that they will occupy the land 

of Canaan (12:7). 

We are now in a position to summarise the distinctiveness of blessing, seed and land as 

applied to Isaac in contrast to the same themes as promised to Ishmael. Both receive 

bles ing but for lshmael, this is blessing in a general sense, whereas, Isaac is promised 

ble. sing in a close covenant relationship with God. The blessing that Isaac receives 

will be channelled through him and his descendants to all nations of the earth. The seed 

of Abraham who receive this special blessing under the covenant are distinguished from 

A brah am 's descendants in a general sense. One of the main advantages of the special 

line is that the land of Canaan is promised to them specifically. 

The interrelationship of the themes of blessing, seed and land can also be seen in a 

study of the comparison made between Jacob and Esau. The superior status of Jacob is 

established even before birth (25:23). He, and not Esau, is in line for special blessing 

and is to be reckoned in the line of chosen seed. Related to this is the promise that 

Canaan will belong to Jacob and to his offspring (28: 13). In contrast it is made clear 

that the land on which Esau lives and works is the Land of Edom (36:8). 
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There is a similar contrast between Jacob and Laban. The fonner becomes a source of 

blessing for his uncle (30:27). As we have seen this role as a channel of blessing is 

one of the marks of the chosen line of seed (cf. 12:3). Jacob's special relationship with 

God is emphasized by the divine protection he receives, which prevents Laban from 

hanning him (31 :24). When Jacob returns to Canaan, Laban, like Esau, occupies 

territory outside that land (31 :44-55). 

Blessing, seed and land are also closely relately in the Joseph cycle. There is a 

difference, however, in that these themes apply, in some measure, to all twelve sons of 

Jacob. All of them receive blessing from their father, and they are all descended from 

Abraham. In terms of land, they all can lay claim to Canaan as the land that will be 

inhabited by their descendants. Nevertheless, special prominence is given to Joseph 

and Judah. The e two sons receive very lavish blessings and their lines of descent are 

underscored as particularly significant. When Judah and Joseph are compared, it is 

Judah who bears special significance for the future of the tribes. After the failure of 

Reuben, Simeon and Levi to merit the blessing due to the firstbom, Judah stands next 

in line. Funhermore, in Jacob's blessing, it is Judah and his descendands who are 

envisaged as fulfilling the role of leadership among the tribes. 

We may conclude, then, that the themes of blessing, seed and land fulfil an essential 

role in the book of Genesis. At a basic level, this may be seen by the frequent 

occurrences of the key words in relation to each theme. Funhermore, these 

occurrences are found throughout all the cycles of Genesis. However, even more 

imponant than the frequent occurrences of these themes is the way in which they 

represent an integral component in the infrastructure of the book being found in the 

major divine promise speeches and playing an imponant role in the portrayal of the 

main character and the plots involving them. The unifying function that the themes 

fulfil is greatly enhanced by the fact that they are not three separate themes running 
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parallel to each other, rather, the themes are interrelated and interdependant. The theme 

of blessing requires a special line of descent through which it can be channelled and this 

chosen line requires land on which to live. Or looked at from the opposite direction, 

the promise of land is useless without the promise of inhabitants to occupy and 

maintain it, and inhabitants will be unable to fulfil this role without the power of 

blessing. We have also seen that the themes of blessing, seed and land are effective 

within the context of a harmonious relationship between the people concerned and the 

creator. The blessing is promised to specially chosen seed who enjoy a covenant 

relationshipwith God and who will occupy the land of Canaan. 

338 



CHAPTER 6: 

CONCLUSION 

This study has sought to show the importance of blessing, seed, and land as themes that 

run through all four cycles of the book of Genesis. It has been argued that these are not 

three separate parallel themes. In a survey of the primeval narrative and the divine 

promise speeches, the interrelationship of these themes has been shown. Moreover, the 

role played by the themes in the portrayal of the main characters in Genesis shows the 

integral nature of the themes within the book. 

The high profile of these themes and their role as an integral component in Genesis 

means that their contribution to the overall meaning of the book is extremely important. 

Indeed by carefully considering Genesis in the light of these unifying themes, it is 

pos ible to make a statement that embodies the overall message of the book. In this 

concluding chapter we shall discuss what this statement should include. 

We must consider what should be the essential components of any overall statement on 

the message and meaning of Genesis. Any such statement must take full account of the 

me sage of chapter 1-11. It i very easy to over-emphasize the distinctiveness of the 

primeval history in comparison to the patriarchal narratives. However, this study of 

themes has highlighted the thematic continuity that characterizes the entire book of 

Genesis and ha shown that all the unifying themes are introduced and developed firstly 

in chapters 1-11. A failure to grasp the basic connotation of these themes in the 

primeval narrative will lead to a consequential misunderstanding of their implications in 

the remainder of the book. A brief survey of the light shed on these key themes by this 

study will be helpful at this stage. 

A thematic study of the primeval narrative emphasizes the fact that, although certain 

promisorial elements in the book point towards the formation of the nation of Israel, the 
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concern of Genesis is not merely nationalistic. The book begins by showing the main 

concerns which the creator promotes on behalf of his entire created order. We have seen 

that blessing and land play a key role in the creator's provision for the continuity of life 

on eanh. The power to be fruitful and to multiply guarantees the continuance of the 

animal life produced through the creative word. The blessing, however, is pronounced 

in a context of a harmonious relationship between God and man, 1 and includes 

dominion over the created order. Furthermore, the role of land is essential in continuing 

the work begun in creation. The ground is actively involved in 'bringing forth' animal 

life (1 :24). Moreover, there is a close relationship between man and the ground. God is 

personally involved in forming man from the dust of the ground. Indeed, man's first 

task is to till the ground in the ideal setting of the Garden of Eden. So then, the initial 

introduction of these themes of blessing and land emphasizes their involvement in the 

continuance of the created order and prominence is given to the harmonious relationship 

between the creator and the created order. 

We have already observed that the disobedience of man had far reaching consequences 

for the relationship between man and God. The Canaanites are an example of man's 

continuing alienation from God. This may be seen in the occurrences of famines in the 

land of the Canaanites and also in the prediction that they will be removed from their 

land because of their wickedness (15:7-21). This raises the obvious question: can man 

ever again know God's blessing and occupy land in the context of a harmonious 

relationship? It is this question that Genesis answers in the affirmative by focusing on 

the theme of seed. Blessing and land will be made available in the context of a covenant 

relationship between God and a chosen line of descent. This line of descent is identified 

with the promised seed who will bruise the head of the serpent (3: 15). 

) The Idea that man is made in the Image of God is emphasized in this conlext of blessing. 
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Does this mean that the creator's concern for the world as a whole is diminished and 

redirected instead to one specially chosen family line? This is certainly not what Genesis 

suggests! Genesis teaches that the creator continues to be concerned for his entire 

creation and not just for one line of seed. Although the three main themes in the 

patriarchal narratives are focused on one family line, the concern of the narratives is 

much wider. This family is to be the vehicle of the creator's concern for the entire 

created order. Thus Abraham is blessed so that 'all the families of the earth' will be 

blessed through him. While the relationship between God and his creation suffered 

because of man's disobedience, there is no evidence that the creator's concern for the 

entire world is in any way diminished. 

This is shown in a number of ways in Genesis. For example, the covenant established 

with oah after the flood is said to be established between God and all flesh that is on 

the eanh (9: 17). The creator's concern for nations other than Israel is also demonstrated 

in the delay in giving Israel the land of Canaan until the sins of the inhabitants have 

reached the level that deserves the judgement of expulsion from their territory. A similar 

emphasis is made in the Joseph story. Joseph is portrayed as one specially provided by 

God to take care of the needs of many people during a time of severe famine (50:20). 

Joseph provides not just for his own family during this time of famine but for all the 

nations round about. 

So then, the creator is concerned to bring blessing and order to the universe in spite of 

man's rebellion . God does not abandon his concern for his creation; rather he redirects 

it through one specially chosen line of descent. This is where the themes of blessing 

and seed are closely related. The seed is the vehicle through which blessing will be 

channelled to the world. At this level blessing means more than just numerical increase 

though that is undoubtedly included. The blessing channelled through the chosen seed 

includes close harmonious relations with the creator. Although the original close 

relationship between man and God had been marred through the disobedience of Adam, 
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the process is reversed through the obedience of those who represent the line of 

promised seed. Through obedience they receive blessing, land and seed in the context 

of hannonious relations with God. While this is not a return to Edenic bliss, it 

represents an important step towards a restored relationship between God and mankind. 

We can see then that the themes of blessing, seed and land are linked to the creator's 

concern for the world. Genesis shows that his concern still exists even though the 

nations of the world are alienated from the creator. This creatorial concern is therefore 

channelled through one man and his descendants. This leads us to the following 

statement, incorporating the main aspects of the message of Genesis: 

'Creatorial concern for the world, disrupted but not diminished by man's 

rebellion, is now redirected to the world, through God's harmonious 

relation hip with one specially chosen line of descent'. 
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Appendix 1 

Occurrences of the Hebrew Root 1i:;:) in Genesis 

1:22 

1:28 

2:3 

5:2 

9: 1 

9:26 

12: 1-3 

14: 19 

14:20 

17: 16 

17:20 

18: 18 

22: 17-18 

24: 1 

24:27 

24 :31 

24 :35 

24 :48 

24 :60 

25 : 11 

26:3 

26:12 

26:24 

26:29 

27 :4 

27 :7, 10 

Blessing pronounced on the birds and fish 

Blessing pronounced on man 

Blessing pronounced on the seventh day 

God blesses mankind, male and female 

Blessing pronounced on Noah and his sons 

Noah blesses Shem 

Blessing pronounced on Abraham <1i:J is used 5 times) 

Abraham is blessed by Melchizedek. 

The Most High God is described as 'blessed' by Melchizedek. 

God promises Abraham that Sarah will receive blessing 

God promises Abraham thatlshmael will receive blessing 

Yahweh declares that all nations will be blessed through Abraham 

God pronounces blessing on Abraham 

Abraham has been blessed 'in every way' by Yahweh 

Yahweh is described as 'blessed', by Abraham's servant 

Abraham's servant is deseribed by Laban as 'blessed by Yahweh' 

Abraham's servant explains that Yahweh has blessed his master abundantly 

Abraham's servant blesses (praises) Yahweh 

Rebekah is blessed by her relatives 

lsaac is blessed by God 

Yahweh promises to bless lsaac if he stays in the land of Canaan 

lsaac reaps an abundant harvest because Yahweh blesses him 

Yahweh appears to Isaac and promises to bless him. 

Isaac is described by Abimclech as 'blessed of Yahweh' 

lsaac intends to bless Esau 

Rcbekah report') to Jacob that lsaac intends to bless Esau 
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27:12 

27:19 

27:23-29 

27:30-38 

27:39-40 

27:41 

28:1,3,4 

28:6 

28:14 

30:27, 30 

31:55 

32:26,29 

33: 11 

35:9 

39:5 

47:7-10 

48: 1-20 

49: 1-33 

Jacob is afraid to deceive Isaac because he may receive cursing and not blessing 

Jacob, claiming to be Esau, requests blessing from his father 

Jacob is blessed by Isaac 

Esau learns that Jacob has stolen the blessing and he expresses his deep regret 

Esau is blessed by Isaac 

Esau holds a grudge against Jacob because of the stolen blessing 

Jacob receives blessing from Isaac 

Esau's hears about Jacob's blessing 

At Bethel, God promises that all peoples will be blessed through Jacob and his offspring 

Laban has been blessed because of Jacob's presence 

Laban blesses his grandchildren and his daughters 

At Peniel, Jacob requests blessing and receives it 

Esau receives a 'blessing' from Jacob 

Report of the blessing Jacob receives together with the change of name to Israel 

Potiphar's house receives blessing because of Joseph 

Pharaoh is blessed by J acob 

Ephmim & Manasseh are blessed by Jacob 

Jacob blesses his sons 
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Appendix 2 

Occurrences of the Hebrew Root l'Ti i in Genesis 

1:11, 12,29 

3: 15 

4:25 

7:3 

8:22 

9:9 

12:7 

13:15 

13:16 

15:3 

15:5 

15: 13 

15: 18 

16: 10 

17:7 

17:8 

17:9, 10,12 

17:19 

19:32,34 

21:12 

21: 13 

22:17 

22:18 

24:7 

24 :60 

God creates seed-bearing plants which produce fruit with seed of the same kind 

There will be enmity between the serpent's seed and the woman's seed 

Eve declares that God has given her another seed (Seth) instead of Abel 

The purpose of the ark is to keep seed alive on the earth during the flood 

God announces that seedtime and harvest ete., will not cease 

God establishes a covenant with Noah and with his seed 

God promises to give the land of Canaan to Abraham 's seed 

God promises to give the land of Canaan to Abraham and to his seed 

Abraham's seed will be as difficult to number as particles of dust 

Abraham complains that God has given him no seed 

Abraham 's seed will be as difficult to number as the stars 

Abraham's seed will be enslaved in a foreign country 

God makes a covenant with Abraham to the effect that his seed will inherit Canaan 

The angel promises Hagar that her seed will be too numerous to count 

God e tablishes a covenant with Abraham and with his seed 

God promises to give Canaan to Abraham and to his seed as an everlasting possession 

Abraham and his seed must observe the covenant sign of circumcision 

God will establish hIS covenant with lsaac and with his seed 

Lot's daughters take action to produce seed 

A braha m 's seed will be reckoned through lsaac rather than Ishmael 

God will make Ishmacl a great nation because he also is Abraham 's seed 

Abraham's seed will be as numerous as the stars and will possess the cities of their 

enemies 

All nations on earth will be blessed through Abraham' s seed 

Abraham recalls the promise that God will give the land of Canaan to his seed 

Rebekah's family desire that her seed will possess lhe gales of their enemies 
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26:3,4 

26:24 

28:4 

28:13 

28:14 

32:12(13) 

35: 12 

38:8,9 

46:6,7 

47: 19,23,24 

48:4 

48: 11 

48:19 

'All these lands' are promised to Isaac and his seed. lsaac's seed will be numerous and all 

nations will be blessed through them 

God promises to increase the number of Isaac's seed for the sake of his servant Abraham 

lsaac blesses Jacob and desires that Jacob and his seed will receive the blessing of 

Abraham 

At Bethel God promises to give the land on which Jacob is lying to him and his seed 

Jacob's seed will be as numerous as dust and all nations will be blessed through them 

Jacob recalls God promise that his seed will be as numerous as grains of sand 

At Bethel God renews the promise of land to Jacob and to his seed 

Onan refuses to raise seed in his brother's name 

Jacob and all his seed go to Egypt 

The Egyptians ask Joseph for seed to sow in their fields and he gives it to them 

Jacob reminds 10scph that God promised to give his seed the land of Canaan 

lacob tells 10seph that he never expected to see him again but now he has seen his seed 

also 

Jacob blesses Ephraim and declares that his seed will be numerous 
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Appendix 3 

Occurrences of the Hebrew Root r iN: in Genesis: 

I: 1 

1:2 

I: 10 

1:11,12 

I: 15, 17 

1:20 

1:22 

1:24 

1 :25 

1:26 

1:28 

1:29 

1:30 

2: 1 

2:4 

2:5 

2:6 

2:11,12,13 

God created the heavens and the earth 

The earth was fonnless 

God ca11s the dry ground 'land' 

The land brings forth vegetation 

Sun and moon give light on the earth 

The birds fly above the earth 

The divine blessing includes the idea that the birds will mulLiply on the earth 

The land produces living creatures 

God made the wild animals (animals of the earth) 

Man IS given authority over the other creatures on the earth 

The dlvme blessing includes the idea that man will multiply and fill the earth and 

rule over other creatures on the earth 

God gives man every seed-bearing plant on the face of the earth 

To all creatures on earth, God gives the planLS as food 

The heavens and the earth were completed 

Toledoth fonnula relating LO the heavens and the earth 

As yet no shrub had appeared because God had not sent rain on the land 

Streams come up from the earth and water it 

References to the gold of the land of Havilah and LO the land of Ethiopia 

4: 12, 14, 16 Cam becomes a restless wanderer on the earth and lives in the land of Nod 

6:4 Theephilim were on the earth in those days 

6:5,6, 11, 12, 13 , 17 References LO corruption and violence on the earth. God will destroy the earth 

7;3 oah must kccp seed alive on the earth 

7:4,6, 10,12.14, 17.18.19.21.23.24 References LO the progress of the flood watcrson the earth 

and to the destruction of all living creatures on the earth 

8:1 God causes a wind to blow over the earth 
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8:3,7,9,11 , 14 The flood abates and the waters dry from the face of the earth 

8:17 

8:19 

8:22 

9: I, 7 

9:2 

9:10 

9: 11 

Three references to earth in relation to its restoration as the habitat of living creatures 

All the creatures that creep on the earth come out of the ark 

God promises that while the earth remains the seasons will not cease 

God blesses Noah and his sons so that they may fill the earth 

Fear and dread of mankind will be upon all the animals of the earth 

God establishes his covenant with Noah and with every living creature on earth 

God will not send another flood to destroy the earth 

9: 13, 14, 16, 17, 19 The rain bow is a sign of the covenant that the earth will not be destroyed again 

by a flood 

10:5, 8, 10, 11, 20, 25, 31, 32 References to the nations of the earth and to their respective territories 

11 :1 

11 :2 

11 :4 

11:8, 9 

11 :28 

11 :31 

12: I 

12:5 

12:6 

12:7 

12:10 

13:6 

13:7 

13 :9 

13:10 

13: 12 

13: 15 

The whole world has one language 

Reference to the land of Shinar 

The people do not want to be scattered over the face of the whole earth 

The languages of the earth arc confused and the people are scattered over the face of 

the whole earth 

Hamn dlcs in the land of hi birth 

Terah sets out to go to the land of Canaan 

Abraham must leave his homeland and to go to a land which God will show him 

Abraham sets out for the land of Canaan and arrives there 

Abraham passcs through the land, which is, at that time inhabited by Canaani\es 

Yahwch promIses Abraham 'To your descendanL<; I will give this land 

There is a severe famine in the land 

The land cannot support Abraham and Lot dwelling together 

There are Canaanites and PenlJilCS dwclling in the land 

Abraham asks Lot, 'Is not the whole land before you?' 

Lot secs that the Jordan valley is well -watered like the land of Egypt 

Abraham dwells in the land of Canaan 

Yahweh promises that all the land Abraham sees will belong to him and to his seed 
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13: 16 

13: 17 

14: 19 

14:22 

15:7 

15: 13 

15: 18 

16:3 

17:8 

18:2 

18: 18 

18:25 

19: 1 

19:23 

19:28 

19:31 

20:1 

20:15 

21:21 

21 :23 

21 :32 

21:34 

22:2 

22: 18 

23:2 

23:7 

23:12 

23 : 13 

Abraham 's descendants will be as the dust of the earth 

Yahweh commands Abraham to walk through the land 

Melchizcdek refers to 'God most high, maker of heaven and earth' 

Abraham refers to 'God most high, maker of heaven and earth' 

Yahweh declares that he has brought Abraham out ofUr to give him 'this land' 

Abraham 's descendants will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs 

Yahweh covenants to give the land to Abraham and his descendants 

Abraham has dwell ten years in the land of Canaan 

God promises to give to Abraham and his descendants the land of his sojourning 

Abraham greets his three visitors by bowing to the ground 

All the nations of the earth shall bless themselves by Abraham. 

Abraham refers to God as 'the Judge of all the earth' 

Lot bows before the angels with his face towards the ground 

The sun has riscn on the earth when Lot reaches Zoar 

Abraham urveys the land of the valley and sees smoke rising from the land 

Lot's daughtcr. lament that there is no one that they can lie with, as is the custom 

all ovcr the earth 

Abraham travclled toward thc Negeb region 

Abimclech tells Abraham, 'My land is before you' 

Ishmacl marnes a girl from thc land of Egypt 

Ablmclcch ask<; Abraham to make an oath about his future treatment of that land 

Abimclcch rcturns to the land of thc Philistines 

Abraham sojourncd many days in the land of the Philistines 

God commands Abraham to go to the land of Moriah 

By Abraham 's descendanL<; all nations of the earth will bless themselves 

Sarah dies in Hcbron In thc land of Canaan 

Abraham bows beforc thc people of the land 

Abraham bows before the people of the land 

Abraham speaks to Ephron in the hearing of the people of the land 
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23:15 

24:3 

24:4 

24:5 

24:7 

24:37 

24:52 

24:62 

25:6 

26: 1 

26:2 

26:3 

26:4 

26:12 

26:22 

27 :28 

27:39 

27:46 

28 :4 

28:12 

28: 13 

28: 14 

Ephron tells Abraham the value of the land. 

Abraham makes his servant swear by the God of heaven and earth 

Abraham sends his servant to Aram Naharaim, describing it as 'my country' 

The servant enquires whether he should take lsaac to Abraham's native land should 

the girl be unwilling to journey to 'this land' 

Abraham explains to his servant that Yahweh had taken him from the land of his 

birth and had promised to give this land to his descendants 

Abraham's servant relates his master's insistence that his son should not marry the 

daughter of one of the Canaanites 'in whose land I live' 

Abraham 's servant bows towards the earth before Yahweh. 

lsaac is dwclling in the region of the Ncgeb 

Abraham sends his othcr sons away from lsaac to the East country 

lsaac expericnccs a famine in the land 

God warns lsaac that he must 'live in the land where I shall tell you to live' 

God commands lsaac to live in the land of Canaan. God promises to give 'all these 

lands' to Isaac and hi descendants 

God promises to give 'all these lands' to Isaac's descendants through whom, all the 

nations of the earth will be blcssed 

lsaac cultivates the land and reaps a hundredfold. 

Aflcr digglOg a wcll ovcr which there are no quarrels, lsaac declares, 'Now the Lord 

has gIven us room and we shall flourish in thc land' 

lsaac asks God to give Jacob 'thc earth's richness' 

lsaac says thal Esau's dwelling shall be 'away from the earth's richness' 

RctlCkah dcslfcs that Jacob would nOl marry onc of the 'women of this land' 

lsaac rcqucSL'i God's blcssing on Jacob so that he and his descendants may possess the 

land of hIS SOjourning 

In Jacob's vision a stalIWay reaches from earth to heaven 

God promlscs to gIve the land which Jacob is lying on to him and to his seed 

Jacob's descendants shall be as the dust of the earth 
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29:1 

30:25 

31:3 

31: 13 

31: 18 

32:3 (4) 

32:9 (10) 

33:3 

33: 18 

34: 1 

34:2 

34:10 

34:21 

34:30 

35:6 

35: 12 

35:16 

35:22 

36:5 

36:6 

36:7 

36:16 

36:17 

Jacob arrives in the land of the eastern peoples 

Jacob asks Laban to send him back to his own country 

Yahweh instruclS Jacob to return 'to the land of your fathers' 

The 'God of Bethel' commands Jacob to return to his native land 

Jacob selS out towards the land of Canaan 

Jacob sends messengers to Esau in the land of Seir in the country (i1i'tr) of Edom 

Jacob recalls that he has been instructed by God to, 'Go back to your country ... 

and I will do you good' 

Jacob bows to the ground seven times as he approaches Esau. 

Jacob comes to Shechem in the land of Canaan 

Dinah goes out to visit the women of the land 

Harnor, the ruler of the land' secs her 

The Hivites assure Jacob that the land is open to him 

In relation to Jacob and his sons Hamor appeals to his subjeclS to, 'Let 

them live in the land ... the land has plenty of room for them' 

Jacob accuses Simcon and Lcvi of making him odious to the inhabitanlS of the land 

J acob comes to Luz, in the land of Canaan' 

God promises that the land which he had given to Abraham and Isaac would be given 

to Jacob. God would also give the land to his descendanlS 

Jacob and his entourage are still some distance <ri~) from Ephrath when 

Rachel goes into labour 

'While Israel was living in that region (ri~), Reuben went in and slept with his 

father's concubine' 

A list of the sons born to Esau in the land of Canaan is given. 

Esau takes all that he has acquired in the land of Canaan and goes to a land away from 

hiS brother Jacob 

The land they were staying in could not suppon them if they lived together 

A record is given of the chiefs descended from Eliphaz, in the land of Edom 

A record IS given of the chiefs descended from Ruel, in the land of Edom 
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36:20 

36:30 

36:31 

36:34 

36:43 

37: 1 

38:9 

40:15 

A rccord is given of the sons of Seir, who lived in that land 

A record is given of the chiefs of the Horiles in the land of Seir 

The kings who reigned in the land of Edom are introduced 

The land of the Temanites is mentioned 

The chiefs of Edom are mention in connection with 'the land they occupied' 

Jacob dwells in the land where his father had stayed - the land of Canaan. 

Onan spills his semen on the ground (fiX) 

Joseph complains that he was stolen out of the land of the Hebrews 

41: 19,29,30,31,33,34,36,41,43,44,45,47,48,53 References to the land of Egypt 

41 :52 Joseph names his second son, Ephraim because God has made him fruitful in the land 

of his suffering 

41 :54, 55,56, 57; 42:5, 6 References to the effccts of the famine in the land of Egypt and in the 

surrounding lands 

42:7,9,12,13,29 References to Joseph's brothers leaving Canaan and travelling to Egypt in search 

of food. Joseph accuses them of coming to spy on the land 

42:30, 32, 33, 34 Joseph' brothers report to lacob in the land of Canaan concerning their visit to the 

land of Egypt 

43: 1 

43: 11 

43:26 

44:8 

44: 11 

44:14 

45:6 

45:7,8 

The famine is severe in the land of Canaan 

lacob tells his sons to take the best fruit of the land as a gift to the ruler of Egypt 

Joseph's brothers bow to the ground (fiX) before him 

Reference to the land of Canaan 

Joseph's brothers place their sacks on the ground (fiX) 

Joseph's brothers bow to the ground (f-X) before him 

Joseph speaks to his brothers about the famine in the land 

Joseph tells his brothers that God has sent him before them to Egypt to 

preserve a remnant for them on earth 

45:) 0, 17, 18, ) 9,20,25,26 Arrangements are made for Joseph's family to leave the land of Canaan 

and come to Egypt 

46:6 Jacob takes the possessions he had acquired in the land of Canaan and travels to Egypt 
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46: 12 A reference is made to the death of Er and Onan in the land of Canaan 

46:20,28,31,34 References to Jacob leaving the land of Canaan, arriving in the land of Egypt and 

dwelling in the land of Goshen 

47: I 

47:4 

47:6 

47: II 

47:13,14,15 

47:20 

47:27,28 

48:3 

48:4 

48:5 

48:7 

48:12 

48: 16 

48:21 

49:15 

49:30 

50:5 

50:7 

50:8 

50: 11 

50: 13 

50:24 

Joseph tells Pharaoh that his family have arrived from the land of Canaan 

Mentioning land three times, Joseph's brothers request permission to live in Egypt 

Mentioning land three times, Pharaoh extends a welcome to Joseph's family 

Joseph arranges for his father and brothers to dwell in Egypt. He gives them a 

possession in the land. As in verses 4 and 6 land is mentioned three times 

References to the famine in the lands of Egypt and Pharaoh 

Joseph buys all the land of Egypt for Pharaoh in exchange for food 

Jacob and his family dwell in Egypt in the land of Goshen 

Jacob recalls his experiences at Luz in the land of Canaan 

Jacob recalls the promise that God would give the land of Canaan to his seed 

Reference to the fact that Joseph 's sons were born in the land of Egypt 

Jacob recalls Rachel's death in the land of Canaan 

Joscph bows to the ground (y- ~) before his father 

lacob calls on the Angel to bless thc boys and make them increase on the earth 

lacob a<;surcs Joscph that God will take him back to the land of his fathers 

In the 'blcssmg' of lssachar, Jacob says that he sees 'how pleasant is his land' 

lacoh rcqucSL'i that his sons bury him in the land of Canaan 

Joscph asks Pharaoh's permission to bury his fathcr in thc land ofCanaan 

All of the dignitaries of the land of Egypt go to Canaan to bury Jacob 

Only thc Oocks and children are left in the land of Goshen as Jacob's family mourn 

The mhabitanL'i of the land, thc Canaanites, witncss thc mourning for Jacob 

Jacob's sons carry hiS body to the land of Canaan 

loscph a'isures hiS brothers that God will takc them out of 'this land' and restore 

them to the land which he had sworn to Abraham, Jacob and Joseph 
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