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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION . . . 

Hhile Abraham's relation to God is relatively easy to study in 
the Abraham stories, his relation to Israel and mankind is 
difficult t o under stand. Abraham is the father of all Israel, 
but he is also the father of his immediate family which includes 
Ishmael and others whose descendants were not among the Covenant 
People. The tension between viewing Abraham's household as Israel 
in microcosm and the recognition that his household included those 
whose descendants were outside the Covenant, is never really 
resolved in the Abraham stories .. Even though the line of Isaac 
is specially chosen, the nations are not neglected. They will 
be blessed because of Abraham (12:1-3). At times it is made 
clear' that Abraham, as an individual, would be the source of 
blessing, but at other times Israel is to be the source. 
Frequently it is not made clear which understanding is meant. 

CHAPTER THO: THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE 

A. INTRODUCTION 

A scholar's view of the nature of the evidence will greatly 
influence his methodology and conclusions. 

B. 

1. 

THE WITNESS OF ARCHAEOLOGY 

The Albright School .... 
Followers of this school maintain that the socio-economic background 
of the Patriarchal narratives is essentialoy that of the second 
millenium B. C. 

2. Reactions to the Albright Approach 

The criticism of T.L. Thompson and J. Van Seters has done well to 
expose the tendency to draw conclusions from insufficient evidence. 
Nevertheless it remains true that Abraham could have lived in 
this period about which we know so little. Because it usually 
deals with the movements of peoples and other very approxi mate 
realities, Arch aeology cannot demonstrate that God made a Covenant 
wi th Abraham. 

C. 

1. 

THE HITNESS OF THE TEXT 

The Present State of Old Testament Literary Criticism 

Source Criticism claims to be able to distinguish the sources 
behind our present text, Form Criticism arises from the observation 
that each literary form corresponds to a Sitz im Leben, and 
Tradition History Criti cism represents an attempt at di scovering 
the process of growth which the text as we have it, went through. 
While the claims of Source Critici sm need to be modified as a re sult 
of work that has been done on ancient Near Eastern literary 
techniques, there could still be a lot of truth in their claims. 
However, because of the subjective nature of this kind of work, 
supporters should not be too dogmatic in their claims. This is 
even more true of the Tradition History approach. ~Ihile Form 
Criticism suffers from a similar defect it remains an indispensable 
tool for the understanding of the present text. It is the 
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meaning of the present text which will be the subject of this 
Thesis. While remaining tolerant towards attempts at getting 
behind the present text, the writer prefers to concentrate on an 
approach which offers more reliable rewards. 

2. The Question of History. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 
In the Abraham stories God is the chief actor"and they are written 
not by detached observers, but by men of faith whose aim is to 
convince, rebuke, and edify. These factors must influence the ~eaning 
gi ven to "hi s tory" when it is used as a descri pti on of the 
Abraham Stories. Because of the creative role that has been 
attributed to the cult and etiology in the formation of the 
narratives, over a lengthy per i od of oral transmission, many 
scholars have grown sceptical of the claim that the events 
described in the Abraham Stories really did happen. The 
attitude of the present writer will be to accept as historically 
reliable all the stories unless there is conclusive proof to the 
contrary. Not only is this a well tested principle of ancient 
Near Eastern studies, it takes seriously the genuine attempt by 
the Israelites to record their past. Yet although the hand of 
Moses must be recognized in the formation of the Pentateuch, a long 
period of growth and transmission has to be reckoned with. Because 
of this we can never get back to the events themselves, we must be 
content with later descriptions of them . 

D. CONCLUSION 

Both archaeology and the text need to be used in a study of 
Abraham. 

CHAPTER THREE: THE COVENANT MEDIATOR IN ISRAEL 

A. INTRODUCTION 

Because Abraham is described as a mediator of l\ \ I.::).. 
the most significant parallels are likely to be found in 
instances where God makes a covenant with an individual who is 
acting on behalf of a group. 

B. THE ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN BACKGROUND TO THE OLD TESTAI~ENT 
COVENANTS . . . . . . . . . 

1. Ancient Near Eastern Treaty Making 

The Treaty documents are so similar that it is possible to speak of 
them as a fixed literary type. They usually consist of a preamble, 
historical prologue, a list of stipulations, a list of gods, and a 
list of curses and blessing. The parties to the Treaty, 
particularly the vassal, commit themselves to keeping its provisions. 
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2. The Royal Grant in the Ancient Near East . . . . . . . . . . .. 30 
In form it is very similar to the Treaty. The Royal Grant represents 
the giving of a gift, frequently as a reward for loyal service. 
It thus constitutes an obligation of the master to his servant. 
3. The Law-Code in the Ancient Near East. . . . . . . . . . . 31 

In form it is also similar to the Treaty. Law-Codes of the Old 
Babylonian period were motivated by the desire for social reform. 
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C. THE COVENANT IN ISRAEL . . . 

The Covenants show the influences of various ancient Near Eastern 
forms. The Sinai Covenant seems to be partly based on the Treaty 
and Law-Code forms; the Davidic on the Treaty and Royal Grant 
forms, and the Abrahamic on the Royal Grant form. A study of the 
parallels is useful but it must be remembered that the Isralite 
Covenants are with Yahweh. His character gives to them their 
uniqueness . The Sinai Covenant in particular forms an integral 
part of Israelite religion. Israelite cultic worhsip makes a 
lot of use of the theology of Covenant. The prophets also appeal 
to it. 

D. THE MEDIATOR IN ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN TREATY MAKING AS A POSSIBLE 
PARALLEL TO THE COVENANT t~EDIATOR IN ISRAEL 

While the office is not nearly as highly developed as it is in Israel 
where the difference between the human and the divine demands a 
mediator, there are situations in Treaty making I'Jilere a mediator has 
a function. Because of the uniqueness of Israel's Covenants, too 
much {llumination ought not to be expected of the parallels. 

E. MOSES AS A COVENANT MEDIATOR 

Moses is God's spokesman to Israel. He also represents Israel 
before God. This is emphasized in the passages where Moses intercedes 
for Israel . But Num 14:12 shows that from God's point of view, 
a covenant with Moses which did not include the people is a 
possibility. 

F. THE KING AS A COVENANT MED IATOR 

The Davidic Covenant in 2 Sam 7 is promissory. The promi se of a 
dynasty would stand even if David's descendants disobeyed God. 
Nevertheless it is expected that future Davidic kings would obey 
Yahweh as did their ancestor. The kings are also expected to 
advance the cause of il-pi Y l\)') w 1) There 
were probably also covenants between the king and the people, as 
there were among the surrounding peoples (cf. 2 Kings 11 :17). The 
king represents the people and is at the same time chosen by God. 
Because of his unique position, his own private life can 
dramatically influence the welfare of his people. 

G. CONCLUS I ON . . . . 

Both Moses and kingship shed light on Abraham as a Covenant Mediator. 

CHAPTER FOUR: ABRAHAM'S CALL AND THE PROMISE MA DE TO HIM: 

A STUDY OF 12:1-3 

A. INTRODUCTION . . 

Many of the issues raised by the Abraham Stories are dealt with for 
the first time here in 12:1-3. This passage also serves as a 
commentary on many of the stories as in a sense the are a result 
of the vocation and promises Abraham receives in 12:1-3 . 
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THE CONTEXT: CHAPTERS 1-11 

The Universal Background 
The call of Abraham is an act of grace following the judgement at 
Babel and is significant for mankind. , 
2. The Relatives in Mesopotamia 

Their mention in 11 :10-32 shows Israel's 
kinships. 

A STUDY OF 12:1-3 

consciousness of distant 

C. 

1. The Covenant Relationship Established 

While Abraham's obedience shou ld not be overlooked, it i s God who 
takes the initiative and establishes the relationship. 

2. The Content of the Promise 

a) receive land (12:1) 
b) be a great nation (12:2a) 
c) be blessed (12 :2b) 
d) name wi 11 be made great (12:2c) 
e) be a blessing (12:2d) 
f) God wi 11 bless those who bless him and curse those who 

curse him (12:3a-b) 
g) people will be blessed or bless themselves because of 

him (12:3c). 

3. The Twin Ideas of Israel Being Blessed Because of Abraham 

and Herself Being a Blessing . 
In certain passages Abraham is understood as an individual, and 
his obedience is said to secure blessing for Israel and all men 
(26:5). On the other hand Israel can be described as be ing a 
blessing (22:18; 26:4). This is hardly surprising as not only 
is Abraham the head of his i mmediate family, but is the ancestral 
father of Israel. In a sense therefore he is understood as 
Israel in microcosm. Appeal can be made to t he notion of a 
"corporate personality" to explain the switch from understanding 
Abraham as an individual to seeing him as a group. 

4. The Background to the Call. . . . . . . 

The only reason given by the Abraham stories for Abraham's move is 
that it was God's wish. It could have been in protest against 
the local religi ous solution (Jos 24:2). While a certa in amount 
of Yahwism may have been read back into the Patriarchal narratives, 
the work of ~1oses would have been unthin kab le without the prior 
labours of the Patriarchs. 

D. CONCLUSION 

CHAPTER FIVE: WAITING FOR THE FULFI LMENT 

A. INT RODUCTION 

While the narratives nowhere give a clear-cut reason why God did not 
immediately fulfil His promises, part of an answer is to be found 
in the theme of testing. Neverthe less as the narrative builds up 
to a climax with the birth of Isaac the promises are clarified and 
emphasi zed. 
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B. THE ACCEPTANCE (12:4-9) ............ . 

Abraham and his family enter the Promised Land. It is made clear 
that he does not in fact possess it. Yet the building of an 
altar is a foretaste of the worship of Yahweh which would be 
enjoyed when Israel took full possession. 

C. THE PROMISE IN DANGER (12:10-20) 

The weakness of Abraham serves to emphasize the faithfulness of 
Yahweh as a Covenant Protector. 

D. THE SEPARATION OF LOT (13:lff. ) 

Whatever the practical reasons for the separation were, this event 
marks the beginning of the process of pruning which takes place in 
the househol d of Abraham. Separation from ,~braham always invol ves 
a separation from the future Covenant Kingdom. Lot ' s descendants 
are the Moabites and the Ammonites (19:37f.). 

E. THE RESCUE OF LOT (14:lff.) ...... . 

Al though Lot has moved away from Abraham, both Abraham and God 
continue to take an interest in his welfare. This concern for 
non-Israelites could also be indicated by the treaty that Abraham 
makes with some of his neighbours. In this rather unique story 
Abraham appears in a kingly role. 

F. THE COVENANT EMPHASIZED (15:1ff.) ...... . 

God takes the initiative in comforting the despairing Abraham 
through a ceremony in which He takes upon Himself the obligation 
of keeping the Covenant. This ceremony is probably the 
background to the expression 11 :)''13 

.. T : 

G. THE ISH~1AEL INTERLUDE (16:lff.) 

This Chapter serves to highlight the problem of the unfulfilled 
promise. In the context of the surrounding narratives the birth 
of Ishmael seems to represent an attempt at solving this problem. 
Even though Ishmael i s sent out, God continues to care for him. 

H. THE COVENANT REINTERPRETED (17: 1 ff. ) 

Again God takes the initiative and assures Abraham that the promises 
of land and progeny would be fulfilled. The changing of his and 
Sarah's names marks a change in their destiny. Abraham and his 
descendants are to circumcise the males of their households as a sign 
of the Covenant. Ishmael will receive numerous bl essings, but 
Isaac is spec ially chosen by God. 

I. PROMISE AND ABRAHAM INTERCEDES FOR SODOM 
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GOD CONFIRMS HIS 

(18:lff. ) ... 104 

God, in human form, assures Abraham that he will produce Isaac. 
Because of this unique relationship with Abraham, God tells him 
what is about to happen to Sodom and allows him to intercede on 
behalf of its people. 
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J. THE DESTRUCTION OF SODO~1 AND THE RESCUE OF LOT (19: 1 ff.) . . . . 108 

God saves Lot and his family because of Abraham. 

K. ABRAHAM DOES IT AGAIN (20:1ff.) 

The fact that he should have learnt from his previous experience 
serves to emphasize the frailty of man and the grace of God. In 
spite of his partial guilt, Abraham can still act as intercessor. 

L. THE CLIMAX: A CHILD IS BORN (21: 1-8) 

A son, who is specially chosen by God, is born to Abraham and 
Sarah . 

M. THE PARTING OF THE WAY (21 :9-21) 

The final exclusion of Ishmael, while fraught with human sin is 
nevertheless the will of God. Yet because he is Abraham's son, 
God continues to take an interest in him. 

N. THE COVENANT WITH ABIME LECH (21 :22-34) . 

This is another indication of a positive attitude towards non
Israelites. 

O. THE GREAT TEST (22:1-19) ............ ... . 

God seems intent on destroying what He had promised Abraham. Yet 
this major test, instead of breaking him, brings Abraham to the 
summit of his lifelong walk with God. 

P. FAMILY TIES (22:20-24) . ............. . 

These verses, in showing Israel's consciousness of distant kinships, 
indicate a positive attitude towards non-Israelites. 

Q. A STAKE IN THE LAND (23:1ff.) 

The acquisition of land is to be understood as a prophetic sign of 
what would be true after the Conquest. 

R. THE PROMISED LINE SECURED (24:1ff.) 

Abraham's insistence that Isaac's wife not be a local Canaanite 
_ woman is largely due to the religious threat of intermarriage. 

The guidance of God in finding the right wife indicates Hi s 
concern for the promised line. 

S. KETURAH (25:1-6) .... 

She is best understood as Abraham's concubine. Through her, 
Abraham has sons. While Isaac inherits all that Abraham had, the 
sons of the concubines are given gifts, and sent away from Isaac. 

T. THE CONTINUATION OF GOD'S BLESSING (25:7ff.) 

God honours his earlier promises about Ishmael. From now on the 
fortunes of the line of Isaac will engage the reader's attention. 

110 

112 

113 

115 

116 

119 

120 

121 

124 

125 



viii 

CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION . . . . 

The stories reveal a man caught up in the struggle of faith. But 
the God who took the initiative in establishing the Covenant shows 
that in spite of first appearances, He is faithful. The stories 
present various pictures of Abraham as a Covenant Mediator. 
Because he is in a sense Israel in microcosm it is not strange that 
he is described in the terms of Israel's most important institutions: 
prophet, priest, and king. Nevertheless the most significant 
Sitz im Leben is the family. While he is usually meant to be 
understood as an indiv idual representing his immediate family, his 
descendants, and even all nations, at times, because he is the 
founding ancestor of Israel and therefore Israel in microcosm, he 
is best understood as a "Corporate Person". He and Israel are to be 
a source of blessing to the nations. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

To a large extent the conclusions reached on the subject .will be 
influenced by the scholar's opinion of the nature of the evidence. ~Ihen 

this matter is discussed in the next chapter the writer will not claim to 

have refuted other approaches; he will merely argue that his approach is a 
legitimate one. The fact that the present writer chooses to view the 

stories about Abraham in Genesis 12-24 as a unity,l does not mean that he 

is unaware of important theological, literary and other differences between 

the various stories. 2 For this reason the stories will be exami.ned 
seriatim in Chs. IV and V. However in spite of the different pictures of 

Abraham as a Covenant Mediator, an attempt will be made in the final 

chapter to provide a synthesis of the various elements. Justification 

for this i s sought in the assumption that the Redactor(s) did not mindlessly 

combine the stories, but consciously blended them, making the whole greater 
than its parts. 3 Appeal will also be made to this assumption where the 

various stories are used to interpret one another. This is particularly 
the case with the promises of Genesis 12:1-3. Their meaning is sought 
in what seems to be their partial fulfilment in the stories that fol low. 

The stories do not present · the reader with arsing1e character sketch 

of Abraham, nor do they' contain a text of the Covenant or a systematic 

exposition of the theology of the Covenant. Instead the reader encounters 
the two main characters - God and Abraham. 4 God chooses Abraham, promises 

1. .Genesis 12-25 will form the basis of this study. There is a remarkable 

paucity of references to Abraham and God's Covenant with him in 

Israel's prophetic literature, cf. R.E . Clements, Abraham and David, 

p .lO. 

2. Our division of these chapters into stories wil l be based almost 

entirely on the differences in subject matter. This division will not 

automatically mean that the text is being divided into sources. 

Frequently however our division of the text into stories will 

coincide with the sources of Source- Criticism. 

3. Support for this assumption will be gathered in Chs. IV and V. 

4. Other characters , particularly Sarah, have their roles, but they 

are always in Abraham's shadow. 
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him certain things,l and eventually keeps His promises. As in the 
Royal Grants, Abraham's loyal obedience to God in a sense merits God's 

favoaur. Nevertheless it is clear that God is the one who establishes and 
maintains the Covenant. Although the stories leave much to the imagination, 
it is sometimes implied that the greatest danger to the Promise is the 
bearer himself. In all Abraham's doubts and the events of his life God 

is in control. Abraham's attitude to the mystery of Gid taking so l ong 

t o answer His promises is a dominant theme in most of the stories. Here 
the reader encounters the anger, amazement, doubt, and faith of a man 

confronted with the grace and IT1Ystery of God. Hhile most of what can be 
learnt about Abraham ' s role as a Covenant Mediator is through descriptions 

of what he did, the occasional description of his person is very helpful. 

Descriptions of his person often serve to crystallize what we know from the 
descriptions of his work. 2 In Ch. III an attempt will be made to define 

what is meant by the words "Covenant Mediator". It will be seen that 
parallels from ancient Near Eastern Treaty making are not particularly 

helpful as there are important differences bsetween their idea of a mediator 
and the Old Testament idea. The ideas of a Covenant Mediator to be found 

in the Moses story and in ideas associated with Israelite kingship offer 

much more illumination. The similarit ies between Moses as a Mediator, 

the king as a Med iator and Abraham as a ~lediator, do not in themselves 
show how these ideas influenced one another, nor can they show who 
borrowed from whom. 3 , l~hile ·ideas associated wi1:h t10ses and with kingship 

almost certainly influenced the understanding of Abraham as a Covenant 
Mediator, it will be argued that the idea of the head of a household 

acting as a Covenant Mediator (i.e. receiving the Covenant on behalf of 

his family), had a much more powerful influence on the interpretation 

given to the figure of Abraham. 

God's Covenant with Abraham would automatically include his 
immediate family and even descendants. 4 A problem arises at this point 

1. It is interesting to see how the content of the promises is gradually 

clarified as the stories progress. 

2. E.g . the description of Abraham as 

his work as an intercessor. 

helps to explain 
T 

3. The question of who borrowed from whom is usually decided on the 

basis of the scholar's opinion of the dating and the nature of the 

formation of the various works. 

4. Cf , below, pp.59-64. 
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because the Book of Genesis indicates that while Abraham is the father of 

all Israel, he is also the father of his immediate family which includes 

Ishmael and others whose de scendants were not among · the Covenant People . 

Tbe tension between viewing Abraham's household as Israel in microcosm, and 

the recognition that his household included those whose descendants were 

outside the Covenant, is never resolved in the Abraham stories. 1 The 
problem of Election is another way of describing this tension. . The words 

of St Paul, o'ub OT( tl'CTlV oliff)'''' 'Aflf<'lO.)' ) Tf(1,VLt.S Lf:K-.M 
CRom 9:6), are a suitable description of the process of pruning which 

occurred in the families of Abraham and Isaac. 2 However the attention 

that the Abraham stories as a whole devote to those who are sent away from 
the family indicates that they are far more important then being a mere 
negation of the true Covenant People. Both God and Abraham continue to 

care for them. The fact that th.ey are related to Abraham in itself gives 

them some significance. This posittve attitude towards non-Israelites is 

indicated by the structure of the book of Genesis: beginning with the 
creation and ruin of the world and of mankind the appearance of one man , 
seems to be something which is significant for all men if not all creation. 

The existence of severa l treaties between Abraham and his non-Israelite 

neighbours also lends support to a universalistic interpretation of 12:1-3, 
where Abraham is a source of blessing to the nations. 

A second unresolved paradox in the Abraham stories is that on the 

one hand because of him all men (particularly Israel) will be b1essed,3 
and on the other hand Israel (i.e. Abraham's descendan t s) is to be a 

source of blessing. Thus at times Abraham is the Covenant Mediator and 

at other times Israel is . This is partly explained by the fact that ther 
is a blood relationship between Abraham and his 2::,) 1 t ; and as the 

founder of a fam ily or nation he gives it his character.~ Yet the 

1. The tension is particular acute in Ch. 17 where Ishmael receives 

circumcision, the sign of the Covenant, and yet the Covenant is said 

to be not with Ishmael, but with Isaac alone. 

2. On the surface at l east, it appears that from the time of Jacob a ll 

the tribes of Israel are regarded as elect by the Pentateuch . 

3. 12: 1-3; cf. 26:5. The distinction that could be made between 

Abraham and Israel is clear in 15:12-16, where Israel and not 

Abraham would be reduced to slavery in Egypt . 

4. Cf. 22 :18; 26:4; 28:14 . 

5 . Cf. 16: 12. 
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distinction between the two remains,l together with their identification . 

An emphas i s on their i denti fi ca tion has 1 ed some scho 1 ars to vie\-I 
r 2 

Abraham as not much more than a symbol of the activity of a group. 

The fact that he is sometimes clearly distinguished from Israel should put 

us on our guard against seeing him merely as a "corporate person" and 

never as an individual. An examination of the stories will show that it 

is usually difficult to decide whether "Abraham" describes an individual, 

or Israel, or both. A study of the nature of the evidence available 

for studying questions like this will be of value. 

1. This is probably even more so ln the case of Moses as a Covenant 

Mediator; cf. below, pp.40-43. 

2. Cf . below, pp.63f. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE 
r 

A. INTRODUCTION 

In order to resolve what the text as we have it says on the subject 
of Abraham as a Covenant Mediator we shall have to decide whether we are 
presented with the Sitz im Leben of Abraham,l or the Sitz im Leben of 
Israelite tradition,2 or a combination of both. 3 Archaeology, Source 
Criticism, Form Criticism, Tradition History Criticism, Redaction Criticism, 
and other related approaches have made claims of being able to provide 
the answer. While absolute certainty is an unattainable goal ,4 we must 
attempt to overcome the situation described by John Bright where the 
absence of objective criteria, recognized by the various scholars, means 
that a scholar's work will seldom be acceptable beyond his own school. 5 

We begin by examining the contribution that Archaeology can make. 

B. THE WITNESS OF ARCHAEOLOGy6 

1. THE ALBRIGHT SCHOOL 

Over the past fifty years W.F. Albright has come to dominate the 
interpretation of ancient Near Eastern Archaeology. His disciples, 

1. This is the position of certain Fundamentalists. 

2. A minority of scholars believe this; they include T.L. Thompson, 

The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives. The Quest fo r the 

Historical Abraham. B Z A W LXXXIII (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 

1974), p.3l5 et passim. 

3. This view ·is characteristic of the Albright school; but it is also 
found in the work of a scholar like G. Von Rad. Cf. below for more 

details. 

4. Cf. K. Koch, The Growth of the Biblical Tradition. The Form Critical 

Method. (Trans. S.M. Capitt. New York: Charles Schribner's Sons, 1969. 
Was ist Formgeschicte? Neue Wege der Bibelexegese. 2nd ed. Neukirchener 
Verlag, 1967), p.76. 

5. Early Israel in Recent History Writing: 

in Biblical Theology XIX. (London: SCM 

A Study in Method. Studies 

Press, 1956), pp . l5f. 

6. The issues discussed here also apply to Social Anthropology, Sociology, 

and other related disciplines. 
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among them G.E. Wright and John Bright, are not so much characterized 

by a slavish assent to all his conclusions as a sharing of his general 

approach. 1 While recognizing that the evidence ;f Archaeology usually 

has only an indirect bearing on the Old Testament,2 they maintain that the 

socio-economic background of the Patriarchal narratives is essentially 

that of the early Second Millenium B.C. G.E. Wright sums up: 

Archaeologically-minded students claim only that 
sufficient evidence has now been accumulated ·to fix 
the era in which the bulk of the patriarchal 
narratives, and indeed the patriarchs themselves 
must have originated. That is in the 'Amorite' age 
of the first half of the second millenium B.C. 
In other words, the oral tradition behind the 
present written narratives has preserved sufficient 
background to make possible the assertion that the 
patriarchal tradition is at least authentic in the 
sense that it can be fitted into a~ actual 
historica l era of ancient history. 

2. REACTIONS TO THE ALBRIGHT APPROACH 

Two recent studies4 attack Albright on his home ground: the 

interpretation of archaeology.5 

summary of the standard arguments 

What follows is 
of the Albright 

an extremely brief 

School, together with 

some of the criticisms: 

1. For a full bibliography cf . J. Van Seters, Abraham in History and 
Tradition. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975), pp . 1lf. 

Z. They would agree with R. J. Thompson, Moses and the Law in. a Century of 
Criticism since Graf VTS , V:19. (Leiden:Brill, 1970), pp.93f. He 

writes: "Ar chaeology shows the possibili ty of a s tory having happened, 
but not that it did happen ... The confirmation it offers is usually at 
best indirect . II 

3. "History and the Patriarchs", Exp T LXXI (1959-1960), p.Z94. We shall 
see below that C.H. Gordon suggesta a mid-second mi l lenium B.C. dating. 

4. R.J. Van Seters, op.cit . i T.L. Thompson, The Historicity of the 
Patriarchal Narratives. The Quest for the Historical Abraham. BZAW 
LXXXIII (Berlin, Walter de Gruyter, 1974). 

5. The t endency to cast doubt on the contribution of archaeology to Old 
Testament Studies is becoming popular, cf. R.J. Thompson, op .cit. 
pp.135-l39. He devotes a whole section to an outline of mistakes made 
in the interpretation of a rchaeology . This is a timely warning. We 
must 'guard against overpressing the significance of the evidence we 
have, simply because we have it" (R.E. Clements, Abraham and David. 
Genesis XV and its Meaning for Israelite Tradition. Studies in 

Biblical Theology, second series [London : SCM Press, 19671, p.13). 
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a) Patriarchal names are indeed peculiarly Hest Semitic, but they 

are not only early as they are found well into the First Millenium B.C. l 
r 

Their early occurrence therefore does not necessarily imply an early 

dating. 

b) There is, according to T.L. Thompson, no philological evidence 

for a West Semitic migration from Mesopotamia. 2 Neither can the 

Execration Texts be used to support this theory of a migration into 
Palestine at the beginning of the Second Millenium B.C. 3 Archaeological 
evidence from Palestine also shows that the ~1iddle Bronze I period, far 

from being a period in which semi-nomads overran the country, was a period 

of extensive agricultural settlement. 4 

c) Al bright's attempt to find an alternative to the" Amorite 

Hypothesis" is based on the assumption that the Patriarchal narratives are 

reflected in the growing caravan trade during the period of the Twelfth 
Dynasty and is connected both with the Hapiru and hypothetical caravan 

stations .5 The weakest link in this argument is that the only connection 

the Hapiru are known to have with the caravans was antagonistic to 

peaceful trade. 

d) Family customs revealed by the Nuzi tablets have been seen to 

confirm the historicity of the Patriarchal narratives . 6 Tablets covering 

the period c.1480 to c.1355 B.C. are said to reveal family customs 

1. T.L. Thompson , op.cit., pp.17-36 has many examples of late usage. 

Cf. also Van Seters, op.cit., pp.39- 65 . 

2. Van Seters, op.cit., pp . 87 , 318. 

3. Idem, p .319. 

4. Idem, pp.319f. 

5. Cf. W.F. Albr ight, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan . A Historical 

Analysis of Two contrasting Faiths (London: Athlone Press, 1968), 

pp.56-64. 

6. Cf. E. A; Speiser, Genesis . Introduction, Translation, and Notes. 

The Anchor Bib le (New York: Doubleday, 1964). 
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remarkably similar 

explained by later 

to those of the Patriarchs, many of which could not be 
Biblical practice . This argument is better than the 

others because it is not based on an historical analogy, but is drawn out 

of the Patriarchal narratives themselves. An important criticism is that 
many of these customs can be shown to occur later. l There is also the 

point that Genesis is unique in its detailed description of family life 

and therefore differences between it and other Old Testament writings 

should not be magnified. 2 

T.L. Thompson and J. Van Seters have done well to expose the tendency 

of the Albright School to draw conc lusions from insufficient evidence. 

Neverthel ess, even though many of the "points of contact" between the 
Patriarchs and the witness of Archaeology have been removed, it remains 

true that Abraham could have lived in this period of semi-darkness. 

Von Rad's criticism of the Albright approach is far more to the 

point. 3 He questions the value of proving as historical very vague and 

very approximate realities like 

living conditions, and so on. 
is theologically speechless" .4 

the time when the Patriarchs lived, their 
This he says places us in "an area which 

He wr i tes: 

But when I turn to the stories of the patriarchs in 
Genesis, then everythi ng told there is very special 
and unique, concerning events which happened only 
once. These stories contain an inexhaustible 
richness of highly characteristic and essential ly ~ 
unique happenings between specific men and their God . . 

1. Cf. J. Van Seters , ~. c it., pp . 6s-104. 

2: J. Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis. ICC 

(2nd ed. Edinb urgh: T & T. Clark, 1951), p.xxxvii. 

3. "History and the Patriarchs" , Exp T LXXII (1960-61), pp.213-216. 

4. 

He is her e replying to G.E . Wright, "Histo ry and the Patriarchs", 

Modern Issues in Biblical Studies, Exp T LXXI (1959-60), pp.292-296. 

G. Von Rad, Genesis . A Commentary . The Old Testament Library . 

Ord ed . revised. Trans. J.H. Marks. London : SCM Pres s, 1972. 

Das erste Buch Mose, Genesis [9th ed., Gottingen: Vandenhoek & 

Ruprecht , 1972J) .p.21s· 

5. QE..cit., p.21s. 
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This quotation highlights the central problem of the Chapter - archaeology 
can never demonstrate that God made a Covenant with Abraham; can the text 

as we have it do this? 

C. THE IHTNESS OF THE TEXT 

1. THE PRESENT STATE OF OLD TESTAMENT LITERARY CRITICISM 

a) Source Criticism 

According to R. J. Thompson the Grafian view of the literary development 

of the Pentateuch still dominates di scuss ion. l Source Criticism cl ai ms 
to be able to distinguish t he various documents that underlie the text of 
the Pentateuch . This is done by the application of severa l criteria :2 

i) Vocabulary. The best known example of this is the use of 

Elohim in E and Yahweh in J. 

ii ) Style . J i s said to be lively, human, pi cturesque; E is also 
a good narrator, but i s more restrained; P is dry, statistical, 
genealogi ca l; while D is exhortatory . 

1. Op . cit ., p.162 et passim. Cf. J. Bright , A History of Israel (2nd ed. 

revised , London: SCM Press, 1972), p . 69; and K. Koch , The Growth 

of the Biblical Tradition. The Form Critica l Method. (Trans. S.M. 

Cupitt. New York : Charles Scribner's Sons , 1969. Was ist 

Formgeschichte? Neue \-lege der Bibe l exege se. 2nd ed. Neukirchen: 

Neukirchener Verlag , 1967), pp .77 f . 

2. \-lhat follows is a s ummary of K.A. Kitchen, Pentateuchal Cr iticism and 

Interpretation (No t es of lectur es given at the Annual Conference of 

the Theological Students' Fellowship, December, 1965), pp.5f; cf. 

also J. Van Seters , ~.cit., l 54f . and S.R. Driver, The Book of Genes is. 

Westminste r Commentaries . (London: Methuen , 1909) , pp.i-xxv. 

Different Source Criti cs emphasize different criteria. 
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Doublets of various kinds : iii) 
(a) duplicate narratives which are explicitly concerned with , 

the same events but are recorded separately in the extant text; for 

example Gen 15 and 17; 
(b) repetitious narratives, each a single narrative in the extant 

text, but separated by critics into two or more parallel accounts; for 

example the Flood story; 
(c) duplicate narratives on similar themes given as different 

events in the text, but considered by critics to be versions of the same 
theme or incident; for example a wife being passed off as a sister in 

Gen 12, 20 and 26. 

iv) Differing theological concepts. J is said to have an 

anthropomorphic view of God; E is more restrained - God acts through 

dreams and viSions; and P is even more restrained, expressing a very 

transcendent view of God. 

The cumulative weight of these and simi la r arguments is said to 

justify a div ision of our text into various sources. l The composition 

of these sources was said to be relatively late - J in the tenth or ninth 

centuries B.C., E in the ninth or eighth, 0 in the late seventh, and 
P, Post-Exilic. When we discuss Tradition History Criticism below we 

shall see how many scholars have ceased to speak of fixed "documents" 

or assign them to a fixed date. 

The use of criteria such as those discussed above has not gone 

uncha 11 enged. The strongest argument against their usefulness is 

based on the fact that criteria such as these are not appropriate in a 
discus sion of ancient Near Eastern literature. Moshe Greenberg asks: 

1. For a detailed list of the various sources, cf. S. R. Driver, op.cit., 

pp. iv-xii. 

For details of further subdivisions of J, E, D, and P, cf. J . Van 

Seters, op.cit., pp.125-l3l. E.A. Speiser's work on Genesis marks a 

move away from the excessive splitting up of the t ext (Genesis, 

pp.LIVf. et passim.) . Cf. also J. Van Seters, op.cit. 

While critics disagree over a multitude of passages, there is a 

certain amount of common ground . 
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Until we have soli.d studies of the styles of ancient 
Near Eastern wrtting, how can we speak with 1 
confidence about what is in and out of o~der ... ? 

To the present writer's knowledge, K.A. Kitchen has done the most in this 

direction with his attempts at showtng that the "irregularities" in the 
Pentateuch are not so irregular in other ancient Near Eastern literature. 2 

In spite of the soundness of this method, critics are probably correct in 

their claim that the ancient Near Eastern parallels are insufficient to 

explain away all the difficulties. 3 Even E.J. Young, regarded as a 

conservative by Conservatives,says that Moses probably used excerpts 

from existing written documents. He adds that this may account for 

of the difficulties surrounding the use of the divine name. 4 There 

some 

is a big difference between the caution of Young's approach and the confident 

claims of some to have discovered the identity of the original sources. S 

C.S. Lewis introduces a further note of caution into the discussion with 

his comment that it is virtually impossible for even the contemporary 
of a writer to discern the history behind a book . He therefore asks how 

Biblical scholars can claim to identify the sources used by a Redactor so 
6 many years ago. The words of D.J.A. Clines cannot be bettered as a 

concl usi on: 

1. " Response to Roland de Vaux, 'Method in the Study of Early Hebrew 

History"', The Bible and Modern Scholarshi p, ed. J.P. Hyatt (Nashville: 

Abingdon Press, 1965), p.42 . Ivon Engnel l' s familiar words are worth 

repeating ; 

II It is necessary that we free ourselves from the modern, 
anachronistic book-view and that we view the Old 
Testament realistically as a product of the ancient Near 
Eastern cu l ture , of which Israel and its national literature, 
the Old Testament, are a part" (Critical Essays on the Old 
Testament. Trans. J.T. Willis, and H. Ringgren. London: 
SPCK , 1970), p.4. 

Cf. also E.J. Young, An Introduction to the Old Testament (London: 

Tynda l e Press , 1949; rev . ed. 1960), p.163. 

2. Cf. Ancient Orient and Old Testament (London: Tyndale Press, 1966). 

3. R.G. Thompson, op.cit. , p.118 . 

4. QE.. cit., ~.163. 

5. On the other hand Kitchen is probably asking for too much when he says 

that the only method of verifying such claims is to have " the actual 
documents in separate copies before our eyes alongside the works that 

have utilized them" (Pentateuchal Criticism and Interpretation),pp.35ff. 

6. "Modern Theology and Biblical Criticism", cited by J. McDowell, More 

Evidence that Demands a Verdict (USA: Campus Crusade for Christ, 1975), 

pp. 34 l-344. 
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Since in the case of the Pentateuch we have little 
hard evidence concerning its historical and literary 
origins, we do better ... to rest the w~ight of our 
study largely upon what we do have - the work itself 1 

Work being done in the field of Redaction Criticism is to be we l comed. 2 

While those using the method do not usually neglect Source Criticism, 

they maintain that the exegete must come to terms with the complex unity 

of the present form of the text. 3 Related to the question of the unity 

of the Pentateuchal narratives, is the problem of Mosaic authorship . 

While there is a growing recognition of the role of Moses in the 

origins of the Pentateuch, there is still an unwillingness to say that 
he was in some sense the author. 4 In Biblical Studies, as in most fields, 

one has to choose a theory which accounts for more of the evidence than 
its rivals. 5 The present writer's theory of the literary development 

1. "Theme 1ll Genesis 1-11': CBQ XXXVIII:4 (1976), p.SOS. 

2. Recent studies on the final form of the traditions include, 

R. N. Whybray, "The Joseph story and Pentateuchal Criticism", VT, 

XVIII (1968), pp.S21-S28; D.J.A. Clines, CBQ XXXVIII:4 (1976), 

pp. 483-S07. Unfortunat ely books are still being written with titles like that 

of P.F. Ellis, The Yahwist. The Bibl e 's First Theologian (London: 

Chapman, 1969). 

3 . Cf. G. Von Rad, Genesis (rev.ed ., Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972), 

p.7S; D.A. Knight, Rediscovering the Traditions of Israel. T~e 

Deve l opment of the Traditio-Historical Research of the Old Testament, 

with special Consideration of Scand inavian Contributions. Dissertation 

Series 1 (University of Montana: SBL, 1973), p.397. 

4. B.W. Anderson writes: 

"We cannot turn the clock backward and maintain tha t 
Moses was the author of the Pentateuch in the traditional 
s ense; yet in the present stage of historical research 
it is likewise unnecessary to go to the opposite 
extreme and say that Moses was only peripherally related 
to the origins of the Pentateuch. It is still true that, 
as the first prophet of Israel , Moses was in some sense 
the founder of Israel's religion and the fountainhead of 
Israelite Tradition.·' 

(Martin Noth's Tratidio-Historical Approach in the Context of 

Twentieth Century Biblical Research", introduction to: A History 
of Pentateuchal Traditions, by M. Noth trans. B. W. Anderson 

[Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 19721, p.xxxii). 

S. The weight given to the various pieces of evidence is the crucial 

area of debate. 
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of the Pentateuch is that t~oses had a key role in its composition. l 

role" must remain undefined because , there 
be 

What is meant by the words "key 

is so much that is not known. 2 A given passage will be assumed to 

Mosaic in some sense unless there is decisive proof for labelling it 
post-Mosaic. 3 The advantage of this method is that it avoids turning 

the entire tradition into a pile of fragments and then fitting them into 

some preconceived theory.4 

While the Grafian view of the literary development of the Pentateuch 

continues to dominate the discussion, there have been some significant 

modifications to the theory due to some new approaches to the study of the 
Pentateuch, instigated largely by the work of H. Gunkel. S 

1. For detailed arguments in support of Mosaic authorship, cf. M.H. Segal, 

The Pentateuch, its Composition and Authorship, and other Biblical 

Studies (Jerusalem: Hebrew University, 1967); R.K. Harrison, 

I n troduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: W.B. 

Eerdmans, 1969); cf. J.D. Douglas, et.~. (eds.), The New Bible 

Dictionary (London: IVP, 1962), especially the article "Moses", 

pp. 843-850. 

2 . In the Old Testament Moses is said to have been commissioned to write 

down certain divine words, Ex 17:14; 24:4; 34:27f.; Num 33:2; 

Deut 31:9, 24; 11 Chron 23:18; cf. Engnell, op . ci t., p.5l for 

comments on these references . These passages are sufficient to · 

establish a link between parts of the Pentateuch and Moses, who 

could well have been literate. For a careful discussion cf. J.A. 

Thompson, Deuteronomy. An Introduction and Commentary. The Tyndale 

Old Testament Commentaries (London: IVP, 1974), pp .47-53. 

3. Cf. M. No th, A History of Pentateuchal Traditions (Trans. with an 

introduction by B.W. Anderson. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: 

Prentice Hall, 1972. Uberlieferungsgeschichte des Pentateuch. 

Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1st ed . 1948, 3rd ed. 1966), p.24. 

Differences over what cons titutes "decisive proof " is one of the 

chief causes of scholarly disagreement. 

4. Y. Kaufmann makes this comment in the context of a discussion of the 

Conquest ("Traditions Concerning Early Israelite History in Canaan", 

Scripta Hierosolymitana, ed. C. Rabin [Jerusalem : Hebrew University, 

19611 ,p.303). Cf. R.J. Thompson, op.cit., pp .104f. 

5. R.J. Thompson, op.cit., p.140. 
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b) Form Criticism 

For the sake of clarity this branch of study 'is separated from 

Tradition History Criticism. l Form Criticism arises from the observation 
that each literary form corresponds to a setting in life or a Sitz im Leben 

as Gunkel called it. A comparison with other ancient Near Eastern forms 

has helped to understand certain Old Testament forms. 2 If a link can be 

established between the two, much can be learnt 
Forms from one Sitz im 

by examining 

Leben can be 

how Israel 
transferred altered and used them. 3 

to another. 4 Because of thi s secondary 

against a search for Sitze im Leben which 

use of forms one must guard 

is too mechanical. 

Few scholars would question the relevance of Form Criticism as it 

has been outlined above. The majority do their Form Critical work after 

their Source Criticism. Hhere the procedure has been reversed, as 
5 

Van Seters insists that it ought to be, contradictions between the two 

disciplines have sometimes arisen. Th e claims of those using Form 

Criticism has also on occasions conflicted with the claims of those 
6 

using the Tradition History Method. 

1. Knight, op.cit., p.30. K. Koch maintains on the other hand that they 

should not be separated (op . cit., pp.39f ., 53). 

2. Cf. below, esp . Ch. III where the relevance of the Treaty, Law-Code, 

and Royal Grant Forms will be discussed. 

3. Koch, ~.cit., pp . 22f., 51. 

4 . Koch, op.cit., pp.36f. A good example of this is the use of the 

Covenant idea in the cult although it had an original legal 

5. 

Sitz im Leben , cf . below pp.36f. 

Op. cit ., pp. 157, 312, et passim. He insists that Structural Analysis 

also precede Source Criticism. What is meant by "Structural Analysis" 

is still being debated. In general terms , just as the science of 

linguistics has taught us to discuss the structure of a sentence , 

Structural Analysis seeks to discuss the structure of larger units -

paragraphs , chapters , books (R.C. Culley, "Some Comments on Structural 

Analysis and Biblical Studies", Congress Volume, Upsalla 1971. 

VTS, V:22 [Leiden: Brill, 19 721 , pp.129f.). 

6. Cf. J.A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and the Old 

Testament. The Tyndale Le cture in Biblical Archaeology, 1963 

(London: Tyndale Press, 1964), pp.33-35. 
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c) Tradition History Criticism 

r 

While there are different understandings of what Tradition History 

most of those who claim to use this method would agree wlth Knight's 
statement of the presuppositions of this approach: 

The majority of our Old Testament underwent a 
(often lengthy and comp lex) ' process of growth in 
real life situations, the result being a body of 
cumulative, multiplex traditions which reflect the 
life and religion of the community ' in various periods 
of its history.2 

. 1 
1 s, 

Following Gunkel, the individual story which is regarded as being complete 

in itself has been the starting point for discussion. 3 Only by removing 

it from its context can we understand it.4 Thus we must attempt to get 
behind the present text and examine the various 

tradition - much like peeling an onion. 5 This 
stages in the growth of a 
task is made easier because 

of the various redactors' reverence for the tradition: they usually do 

little more than provide the framework into which the traditions are 

fitted. 6 Whether these traditions were oral or written is not such a 
crucial issue as it might appear from the vigorous polemics of some 

1. Cf. D.A . Knight, op.cit. , p.24. 

2. Ibid., p.2. Cf. R. de Vaux, The Bible and the Ancient Near East 

(Trans. D. McHugh. London: Darton, Longman & Todd , 1972. Selections 

from Bible et Orient. Les Editions du Cerf , 1967) , p.113 , says that 

"it is now an indisputable fact that both documents and traditions 

were used in the composition of the Pentateuch and that the process 

extended over several cent uries", 

3. Cf . J. Skinner , op.cit., pp.iii,iv, X1V , et passim. 

4. Idem, p.xiv. 

5. K. Koch, op.cit., p.53. The Form Critic who accepts this has to 

exam1ne the forms at each level (idem). Source Criticism is always 

an ally of Tradition History (R.G. Thompson, op.cit ., passim). 

6. K. Koch, ~.cit., p.59. Irregularities resulting from this are 

usually the starting point of our reconstruction of the process 

(idem, p. 52) . 
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Tradition 
period of 

Historians. l It is generally maintained 
time these traditions developed, gathered 

r 

that over a long 
together around 

themes, were worked on by redactors - all in response to the various 

situations facing groups of Israelites. These tradition frag me nts in 
their earliest form are said to have been often attached to geographical 

locations, particularly shrines, for example Shechem and Bethel. 2 

The creative power of tradition has usually been attributed to two 

factors in the life of Israel: etiology and the cult. 3 

i) Etiological narrative has been defined as, "a narrative which seeks 
to explain why something has come to be, or why it has become such and 

such". 4 It is an answer to the hypotheti ca 1 Ki nderfrage. In spite of 

the confidence of Noth and others in their use of etiology to explain in 

part the Patriarchal narratives, its use remains problematic. B.O. Long 
emphasizes the need for more precise work on means of identifying cases 
of etiology. 5 Until this is done discussion in this area will simply 

be a case of each scholar's personal preference. 

1. D.A. Knight , op . cit ., p.36fn . The theory of Tradition History can 

easily accomodate written traditions as long as they are malleable 

and only relatively stable, capable of being changed and reinterpreted 

to meet the needs of the transmitters. 

2. Among others, J. Bright has been a little sceptical of this theory . 

3. 

He argues that the fac t that something is recorded as having happened 

at a place does not necessarily make the tradition of it the property 

of the people of that shrine . More evidence is needed befo re the 

link can be made. (Early I srael 1n Recent History Writing, pp.lOl-103).-

R. de Vaux, "Me thod in the Study of Early Heb r ew History". The 

Bible and Modern Scholarship,(ed.) J.P. Hyatt, p.23. 

4. B.D. Long, The Problem of the Etiological Narrative in the Old 

5 . 

Test ament (Berlin: Verlag Al fre d Topelmann, 1968), p.l. 

Op_cit., p.94. 

this mat ter. 

His work is a positive but limited cont ribution on 
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ii) Just as with etiology, hardly anyone is willing to deny altogether 

the role of the cult in the formation of the traditions. But again the , 
extent to which this is the case is difficult either to prove or disprove. 

Thus De Vaux can insist that the cult merely celebrates an already 
existing tradition;l and with equal conviction T.L. Thompson can mainta in 

that the cult has far more of a creative role than this. 2 

On the usefulness of the Tradition History approach J. Van Seters 

comes to a very definite conclusion: ' 

The idea held by some scholars that one can 
reconstruct a multilayered history of the tradition 
into early preliterary levels, then guess correctly 
what the meaning and function of these various levels 
were, and go on to reconstruct certain histo§ical aspects 
of those periods is surely a great delusion . 

D.A. Knight, a keen Tradition Historian, expresses a similar but much less 

extreme opinion: 

Despite all our efforts to carry out this 
examination with as objective, thorough, and 
sophisticated means as are at our disposal, we 
must have no illusions about the fact that we are 
working in a domain of hypotheses and conjectures. 
Certainty is elusive, if not even unattainable; 
the great variations among suggested solutions to 
certain prob lems give silent witness to this fact . 
This hypothetical character of traditio-historical 
work makes caution essential also in our attempts 
to draw historica4 and theological consequences 
from our resu lts. 

1. R. de Vaux, op .cit., p.25. Cf. al so G.E. Wright, "Cult and History. 

A study of a Current Problem ln Old Testament Interpretation", 

Interp XVI (1962), pp.3-20, esp. p.7. 

2 . The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narrat i ves , paSSlm. 

3. 

4 . 

Op.cit., p . 263fn . He is referring t o R. E. Clements, Abraham 

and David. Genesis XV and its Meaning for Israelite Tradition. 

SBT, II (London: SCM Press , 1967). We have already noted the 

opinions of C.S. Lewis which are very similar to those exp r essed 

here; cf. above, p.ll . 

Op.cit., p.31. Cf. J. Bright, A History of Israel, p.73, who says 

that attempts to reconstruct a comp lete trad ition history are too 

speculative. It would be wrong t o use the statements of D.A. Knight 

and Bright to reject Tradition History. While both realize its 

limitations, they believe that Tradition History Criticism has a 

positive contribution to make. 
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At the risk of sounding like a Posit;y;st the writer concludes that 

because of the problem of the absence of sUfficient objective control in 
r 

this area he will concentrate rather on approacnes that offer more 

reliable rewards. l Involved in the matter is the question of history. 

2. THE QUESTION OF HISTORy2 

There are several problems associated with the use of "history" to 

describe the Patriarchal Narratives. Firstly, while the generally 
accepted meaning of "history" does not incl ude God as a participant,3 

in the Patriarchal Narratives God is the chief actor. 4 Secondly, while 

the modern historian is expected to be as objective as possible, the 

Patriarchal Narratives were written not by detached observers, but by 

men of faith whose aim was to convince, rebuke, and edify . 5 

These features have led to the use of "Legend" to describe the 

Patriarchal Narratives. 6 One advantage of using "history" as a 

1. Cf. above, pp.10-13. 

2. "History" is an ambiguous word; cf. B.W. Anderson, A History of 

Pentateuchal Traditions by M. Noth , p .xxiii. The next few pages will 

demonstrate how the word is to be used in this Thesi s . 

3 . F.M . Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, p.viii. 

C.M.N. Sugden gives the underlying reason for this. He writes: 

" A historian asks how he understands the world today and 
then by analogy with current experience proceeds to 
interpret events in the past ("The Supernatural and the 
Unique in History", TSFB LXVII ( 1973), p.l). 

4. H. Gunkel , The Legends of Genesis. Biblical Saga and History 

(trans. W.H. Carruth , New York: Shacken Books, 1964), p.18. 

The Israelites, like their neighbours,b el ieved that Heaven contro lled 

all history; cf. Speiser, "Historiography and Historical Sources 

in Ancient Mesopotamia", Patriarchs. The Wo rld History of the Jewish 

People, Vol. II; ed. B. Mozar (Israel: J ewish History Publications, 

1970), p.4. 

5. Cf. G. Von Rad, Genesis, p.69; Gunkel, op.cit., p.10. 

6. For the German Sage , "Le gend", has no uniform meaning and therefore 

needs careful defini tion; cf. R. M. Hals, "Legend: A Case Study in 

Old Testament Form Critical Terminology", CBQ XXXIV:2 (1972), 

pp.166-l76. 
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description of the patriarchal Narratives is that it implies events that 

actually happened in space and 

between what happened and what 

time. But a distinction must be recognized 
r 

has been wrItten down about the event. 

We have to be content with later descriptions of events. Therefore in 
any historical writing the role of the interpreter has to be recognized. l 

This is much more the case with the Patriarchal Narratives where past 
events are dramatically reconstructed in the form of verbatim utterances 

and the end result shows s igns of selection and arrangement for theological 

reasons. 2 It is therefore almost impossible to distinguish between the 

original event reported in a factual way, and that which has been 
transformed by the interpreter. Occasionally it is possible to detect 

the difference, but the danger is that, in the absence of recognized 

independent criteria, scholarship degenerates into a statement of personal 

preferences. John Bright writes: 

To pick and choose from the traditions, therefore 
according historicity to this while denying it to 
that, is a most subjective procedure reflecting no 
more than one's own predilections. 3 

The approach in this Thesis will be to give the Patriarchal Narratives 

the benefit of the doubt and to accept everything as historically 
reliable unless there is conv incing proof to the contrary.4 According 

to K.A. Kitchen this is a well tested principle of ancient Nea r Eastern 

1. "The event does not become a part of History until it is interpreted" 

(R. De Vaux, "Method in the Study of Early Hebrew History" , The 

Bible in Modern Scholarship, ed. J.P. Hyatt ( Nashville: Abingdon 

Press , 1965], p.lS) . 

2. Cf. lV.F . Albright, " In troduction", The Legends of Genes is, by 

H. Gunkel, p.viii; R. K. Harrison, op.cit., p . 302. Von Rad writes: 

liThe content o f the patriarchal narratives was 
broadened because all events of the patriarchal 
period were connected with al l Israel by being 
oriented toward the conquest under Joshua" (Genesis, p. 23). 

3. A History of Israel , p . 76. Unfortunately his own work is not entirely 

free from this kind of criticism. He says that the only history that 

can be extracted from the Patriarchal Narratives is history in very 

broad outline, not history in any precise detail; cf . J. Bright, 

Early Israel in Recent History Vlri ting., p . 126 . 

4. Because of the present writer's world view, this includes descriptions 

of the activity of God. 
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Studies. l B.S. Childs, discussing the role and source of etiologies 

warns against implying 

that the li nk between cause and effect is 
artificial and unhistorical. Only in those cases 
in which elements of the mythical causation can 
be clearly demonstrated is there an adequate warrant 
for such a move. Far more li kely is a position 
which takes seriously Israel's attempt to describe 
a genuine sequence of events, even when the attempt 
is not always successful according to the canons 
of modern historica l criticism. 2 

The Israelites are called to have confidence in the future because God 

can act as He has in the past. 3 It is on the basis of the Exodus that 

the theological hope of a New Exodus i s formulated in Isaiah.4 Von 
Rad says that Israe l only learned this attitude to history during a long 

process of tradition. S This claim is to a large extent governed by 
his presup pos itions . He sees a sharp distinction between the actual 

course of Israel's history and the Israelite records of it. 6 The effect 

of radically applying Tradition History criteria is a substitution of 
the history of tradi t ion s for hi story proper . ? In reply to this 

criticism Von Rad says: 

1. Cf . Ancient Orient and the Old Testament, pp.28- 30, fo r a bibliography 

in support of this clai m; cf . also D.A. Knight, op.ci t., pp.209-2ll 

f or a summary and a bibliography of this point of view in Old 

Testamen t studies. 

2. "The Et iological Tale Re - Examined", VT XXIV (1974), p. 397. Cf . 

J. Bright, Early Israel in Recent History Wr iting , p . 94. 

3. D.C.T. Sheri ffs , Empire and the Gods. Mesopotamian Treaty Theology 

and the Sword 1n the Firs t Millenium B. C. (Unpublished D. Litt. thes i s ,' 

Department of Semitic Studi es , University of Stellenbosch , 1976), 

pp.236f. 

4. Cf. B.W. Anderson , "Exodus Typo l ogy in Second Isaiah" , Is r ael 's 

Prophetic He ritage, eds. B. W. Anderson and W. Harrelson (New York, 

1962). 

5. Cf. D.A. Knight, op . cit. , p. 129 . 

6. Cf . D.A. Knight, op.cit. , p .176. This Von Rad says in the face of 

the fact that the outline of events from Abraham through to the Exile 

is pr e sented as a fai rly harmonio us whole. 

7. B.W. Anderson, A History of Pentat euchal Tradi tions, by M. No th, 

pp. xxixf . Transmission history i s then regarded as part of the 

hist ory of Israel, cf . K. Koch, op. cit., p.105. 
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But I certainly do not want to deny that very 
concrete historical experiences of Israel lie 
behind the framework in which the individual 
tradit ions are embedded. 1 r 

His dlScussion of the sacrifice of Isaac wh1ch follows, shows that this 

"concrete historical experience " is not an event involving two historical 
characters, Abraham and Isaac, but Israel's experience of God-forsakenness!2 

If one recognizes the creative role of the cult, etiology, and other 

factors, and al l ows for a long period of oral transmission, as does Von 
Rad, then it is easy to understand why he does not venture to speak of an 

event involving two historical characters, Abraham and Isaac. 3 One 

way of solving the problem is to deny a creative role to the cu l t and 

etiology and to deny a lengthy period of oral transmission. 4 Another 
is to recognize that although a long and complicated process may lie 

behind the present text it i s better to t ake serious ly what the narratives 

are trying to say t han to be sceptical of their historical worth. 5 This 
is the opinion of 

of the historical 

Leben. 6 

the present writer. Closely related to the question 

value of the narratives is the issue of their Sitz im 

Van Seters says that J and the other sources of t he Pentateuch have 

an Exil ic Sitz im Leben. The narratives are therefore interpreted against 

1. "History and the Patriarchs", Exp T LXXII (1960- 61), p.213. 

2. Exp T LXXII (1960-61), p.21S. 

3. Comparative studies have shown that oral tradition, like etiology , can 

be both a reliable and an unreliable source of history; cf. R.C. 

Cull ey , "Oral Tradition and Historicity", Studies on the Ancient 

Palestinian World, eds. J.W. \,evers and D.B. Redford. (University 

of Toronto Press, 19 71) , pp.102-l16. 

4. E.g. E.J. Young , An Introduction to the Old Testament. 

5. Cf. above , p. 20, and J.A. Thompson , Deuteronomy, pp.49-S3. 

6. An assumption of the Tradi t ion History approach is that our present 

text is the product of many different periods and therefore Sitze im 

Leben. In this paragraph, Sitz im Leben is used to describe the 

period when most of the work is said to have been done in the gathering 

and arrangement of the traditions. 
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the background of a despairing people in 

T.L. Thompson is more widely accepted. 2 
'1 1 Th " f eXl e. e oplnlon 0 

He says that the Davidic-

Solomonic period is when the traditions behind J 

Both Van Seters and T.L. Thompson have plausible 
because the narratives can be made to fit fairly 

r 3 
were brought into order. 
arguments. 
comfortably 

Thi sis 
into either 

Sitz im Leben. In itself this indicates how difficult it is to produce 

objective criteria which are recognized byeveryone. 4 Just as a case 

can be made for setting the Patriarchal Narratives against an Exilic or 
early Monarchy background, so it can be argued that these narratives 

5 are best understood against a Mosaic background. 

D. CONCLUSION 

Because archaeology at present only offers indirect evidence it is 

less important than the direct testimony of the narratives themselves. 

Certain Tradition Historians add that the narratives as understood by 

the Tradi tion History method are more important than the witness of 

archaeology.6 Because of the hypothetical nature of Tradition History 
Criticism, which itself needs to be controlled by the more objective 

1. Q£.cit., passim. 

2. E.g. B. Mazar, "The Historical Background of the Book of Genesis", 

JNES XXVIII (1969), pp.73- 83. 

3. Op.ci t .,pp.324-326. 

4. Cf. Sherif f s, op . cit., pp.413f. 

5. Unfortunately, Conservative Scholarship has yet to produce a 

thorough tre atment of this subject. 

6. E.g. R.E. Clements, op.cit., p.12. 
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is not acceptable. l Neither the text nor 

r 

The question of the historicity of the Patriarchs could be dealt with 

by citing a list of reputable scholars who say that Abraham and even a 
divine Covenant existed in time and space. But an equally impressive 

(if not more impressive) list of scholars could be gathered who are 

sceptical of such a claim. The fact that there can be such differences 
of opinion introduces us to the heart of the problem: it cannot be proved 

2 conclusively that a theory is true or fal se. In this Chapter not one 
of the writer ' s arguments has been able to demolish a point of view with 

which he disagrees. ·All that the writer hopes to have shown are the 
reasons why he intends adopting a certain approach, rather than another . 

The lengthy discussion on the i ss ue of historicity might be que sti oned 
by some. Thus Von Rad in reply to the claim that the acts themselves 

are more important than the interpretation points out that history ~ 
interpretation . 3 This is absolutely true, but our minds force us to 

ask: did it happen?4 Nevertheless the body of this Thesis will not be 

so much concerned with the question of i f, when, and how it happened, as 

with the question of how whatever happened was understood and described 

by those who contributed to the formation of our present text. The 

concern will t hus be more with theology than history. 

1. J . Bright, Early Israel i n Recent History Wri ting, p .9l, et passim. 

The debate jus t mentioned has received class i c expres s ion in the 

controversy between No th and Brigh t . Roland de Vaux deserves praise 

for showing that the difference is not one of methed, because both 

use the Tradition History method and both make use of t he witness of 

archaeology, but of conclus i ons reached (The Bible and the Ancient 

Near Eas t, pp. 111-12l). 

2 . J. Bright, op .cit., pp.109f. 

3. Cf. D.A. Knight, op . ci t ., p.132; and idem, p.202 fo r Knight's own 

op~n10n. 

4. The fact that Yahweh had done something in space and time in the past 

was a constant source of faith for the Israel i t es that He would do so 

again. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE COVENANT MEDIATOR IN ISRAE~ 

A. INTRODUCTION 

Prophet, priest, and king were all mediators between God and man. l 

But because Abraham is descri bed as the med i ator of JI' J:f between 
God and his family,2 significant parallels to this function or office are 
most likely to be found in instances where God makes a Covenant with an 
individual who is acting on behalf of a group. Without a doubt the 
Israelite institution of Kingship is an important example of the office of 
Covenant Mediator, but it is the figure of Moses which towers above all. 3 

A study of Moses, a central figure in the Old Testament, and Kingship a 
central institution, ought to give a good idea of the role of the Covenant 
Mediator in Israel. This study will have to be preceded by an attempt 
to discover more about Covenant making in Israel. In this task, a careful 
use of parallels from ancient Near Eastern literary forms will help to 
illuminate some aspects of the Old Testament Covenants. 4 

1. A Il mediator" is used here to mean someone who represents God to men 

and men to God. 

2. Cf. below, pp.59-64. 

3. G. Widengren believes that the roles of Moses and Joshua as recipients 

and custodians of the law are retrojections of the King's office 

("King and Covenant", JSS II (1957), pp.1- 32). This theory which 

robs Moses of much of his uniqueness will be discussed in more 

detail below, cf. p.43. While Widengren stresses the "office " 

of Covenant Mediator, D.J. McCarthy stresses his vocation. He 

writes, "It is the circumstances which corrnnand this position of 

mediator" (Treaty and Covenant [Analect a biblica 21 ; Rome: 

Pontifical Bibl ical Institute, 1963], pp .169f.). It is important 

to recognize the tension that the re is between "office l1 and "vocationll 

in Israel without favourin g one at the expense of the other, cf. 

M. Noth, "Of fice and Vocat i on" , The Laws in the Pentateuch and Other 

Essays (trans. D.R. Ap-Thomas. Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1966. 

Gesammelte Studien zum Alten Testament [Munich: Chr. Kaiser Verlag, 

1957] ) , pp.24lf. 

4. Since G.E. Mendenhall's contribut i on in 1954 this question has 

received a great deal of attention ("Ancient Oriental and Biblical 

Law", BA XVII:2 (1954), pp.26-46 ; "Covenant Forms in Israelite 

Tradition", BA XVII: 3 (1954), pp.50-76). 
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B. THE ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN BACKGROUND TO OLD TESTAMENT COVENANTS 

1. ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN TREATY MAKING 
r 

Treaty making in the ancient Near East has been the subject of a lot 
of discussion over the past two decades. In a recent contribution 
D.C.T. Sheriffs has examined the war annals of t he As syrian and 
Babylonian Emperors . He shows that particula r ly in the case of the 
Assyrian annals, the ade acts as a definite organizational princip l e in 
their historiography.~ This investigation of Treaty theology in 
historical writing is a valuable supplement to the vast amount of work 
that has been done on the actual texts of the Treaties. Te xts available 
for study show that the Treaty Form was in use from at least the middle of 

the third millenium B.C. until the middle of the first millenium B.C. 2 

Because the Hittite Treaties are less scarce than the others, they have 
right ly tended to domi nate all discussion of the ancient Near Eas tern 
Treaty Form. 
typi cal Hittite 

There are 
Treaty: 3 

six principal feature s which are to be found in a 

i) There is a preamble, i dentifying the initiator of the Treaty. 
ii) The historical prologue mentions previous relations between the two 
parties involved. Past benefact i ons by the Suzerain se rve as a bas i s 
for the vassal's gratitude and future obedien ce. 
iii) The stipul ations are obligati ons laid on the vas sal, the most 
important being loyalty, particularly in time of war. 

1. Emp i re and t he Gods . Mesopot ami an Tr eaty Theology and the Sword 

in the Firs t Mill enium B.C. (D. Litt . Thesis presen t e d a t t he 

Unive r s i ty of St ellenbosch , 1976) . 

2. Cf . McCarthy , Tr eaty and Covenant , p . 12 for a chronological l i s t 

of Treaty texts . 

3. Wh i l e t here are several exceptions, a basic pat t ern may be di scerned 

in a ll of them , cf . McCarthy , ~.cit., p . 50. On the pattern , 

cf . D.R. Hi l lers , Covenant. The Histo ry of a Biblical Idea 
~~~~--~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

( Semi nars in the Hi sto ry of Ideas ; Ba l timor e : J ohn Hopkins 

Pres s, 1969) , pp . 29- 39 . 
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iv) Provision is made for the deposit of the text and for public reading. l 

v) A long list of gods, including those of the vassal, is added. 2 They 
are to witness the Treaty and take action against the Treaty breaker .3 

Infidelity would offend the gods as well as the injured party.4 In 
exacting retribution for a breach of the Treaty, the injured party is 

understood as an instrument of the gods. This is clear from the Hittite 

Treaty with Manapo-Dattas: 

Since Uhha - LV - is has broken the divine oaths, 
the divlne oaths selzed him and I, the Sun, destroyed him. 5 

vi) There is a list of curses, invoked upon the vassal if he breaks the 

Treaty, and a list of blessings if he keeps it. In an age which 

believed in the efficacy of the curse and the blessing, this part of 

the Treaty Form, together with the previous 
encouragement to the vassal's obedience. 6 

one, constitute a significant 
The inclusion of the 

1. D.J. McCarthy says that this clause is not a necessary part of the 

form because it occurs so rarely (Old Testament Covenant. A Survey 

of Current Opinions [Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1973],p.27 ). 

This is a valid objection. 

2. The Assyrians listed only their own gods. On the reasons for this , 

cf. McCarthy, op.ci~., p.93. 

3. Heaven and earth can be included as witnesses (McCarthy, Treaty 

and Covenant, p.8l; cf. Sheriffs , op.cit., p.462 for a discussion 

and a bibliography). On the role of human witnesses in Tre aty 

making McCarthy writes : 

"Human witnesses came into play when a treaty was 
restored or altered. They func tion as witness es 
to the authenticity of the new document, not the 
treaty relationship itself " 

(Old Testament Covenant, p.65). For a possible modification to 

this cf. Hillers, Covenant , p. 52 fn . 4. 

4. J.M. Munn-Rankin, "Diplomacy in Wes tern Asia ~n the Early Second 

Millenium B. C." , Iraq XVIII (1956), p.89. 

5. Cited McCar thy, Treaty and Covenant, p.94. 

6. Recen t work on the curse formulae includes F.C. Fensham, "Common 

Trends in Curses of the Near Eastern Treaties and Kudurru

Inscriptions compared with Maledictions of Amos and I saiah" , 

ZAW LXXV (1963) , pp.155-l75; D.R. Hillers, Treaty Curses and the 

Old Testament Prophets (Biblica et Orientalia, no. 16; Rome: 

Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1964). 
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vassal King's people, family, 

blessing and curse shows that 
he enters into the Treaty.l 

land, and possessions in the promise of 

the vassal represents not only himself when 
r 

The notion of corporate responsibility used 
here makes sense when it is remembered that punitive acts of gods tend to 
be natural calamities like the plague, drought, and famine, which strike 
the entire community.2 While the vassal King involves all his people 
in the Treaty , it is his i mmediate family which has more to gain or lose 
depending on his fidelity.3 This is because of idea of so lidarity is 

greater in the case of the family than the nation. 

The other extant ancient Near Eastern Treaties are very similar to 
those of the Hittites; so similar that K. Baltzer can write that "the 
present te xts make it possible to define the treaty formulary as a fixed 
1 iterary type". 4 Yet it is to be expected that each period and society 

will produce features that are peculiar to it. Treaties of the first 
millenium B.C . really emphasize the curses. They also mention clearly 
the rites which were visual aids of what would happen to the Treaty 
breaker. 5 The most controversia l difference is that the historical 

1. Cf. Sheriffs, op.cit., pp.14l fn.l. This is implied even in the 

treaties which do not specifically include the nation. 

2. G.E. Mendenhall, "Ancient Oriental and Biblical Law", BA XVII 

3. 

(1954), p.27. Cf. ANET, pp.394- 396. On the ancient Nea r Eastern 

notion of group solidarity in a Treaty setting, cf. Sheriffs, 

op.cit., p.153. 

For an example, cf. Hillers, Covenant, p.37 . Those closes t to 

the dis obedient vassal King were usually the first to feel the 

Suzerain's wra th. 

4. The Covenant Formulary (trans. D.E. Green. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 

5. 

1971. Das Bundesformular (Hi ssens chaf tliche Monographien zum 

Alt en und Neuen Testament, No.4 . 

Verlag: Neukirchen, 1964J ), p.16 . 

2nd rev.ed. Neuki r chener 

Idem, p.98. 

pp . 40f. 

On the Treaty ceremonies, cf. Hillers, Covenant, 
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prologue, a characteristic of the Hittite Treaties which are f rom the 

second millenium B.C., is almost entirely absent from Trea t i es of the 

first millenium B.C . l The difference has become ~ontroversial since 
Mendenhall used it as a means of dating the Mosaic Covenant. 2 

In reaction to this scholars have become very cautious of using the 
appearance of a form for hi storical dating since literary forms can and 

do have a complex and variable history.3 

The Treaty Form cannot be properly understood in isolation from the 
society that it belonged to. The Suzerainty Treaty was used by powerful 

kings who sought to control outlying lands without outright annexation. 4 

The vassal usually had no option but to accept. 5 In the Treaty 
established between the two parties it is the weaker who takes on 

himself most of the obligations. 6 While it is true that the weaker 
party takes on himself most of the obligations, the Suzerain does commit 

himself to keeping certain promises. Drawing largely from the Hittite 

1. The difference loses much of its sharpness when it is seen that a 

number of Hittite Treaties do not have the historical prologue 

(McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant, pp.26-28) , and some Treaties 

of the first millenium B.C . have the historical prologue (J.A. 

Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and the Old Testament 

pp .14£.) . There is also the fact that the Treaties we have for 

study are so few and are frequently incomplete; and there is some 

evidence that the complete documentation of a Treaty was not 

necessarily conf ined to a single document (idem, p.15) . 

2. BA XVII (1954), pp.56f. 

3. McCar t hy , Old Tes t ament Covenant, p.28. 

4. Idem , Treaty and Covenant, p.95. 

5 . Sheriffs lists three common situations: a) a forced oath after 

military conquest; b) submission motivated by fear of reprisals; 

c) diplomatic vassaldom entered into spontaneously f or its defence 

benefits (op.cit., p.73). 

6. On the Treaty as an ob ligation or pledge , c f. M. We infeld, "Berith-

Covenant vs. Obligation", Biblica LVI (1975), pp.120-l28. Parity 

treaties, which are less numerous than Suzerainty treaties, are 

little more than double Suzerainty treatie s with both parties 

committing themselves (cf. J.A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern 

Treaties and the Old Testament, p.12) . 
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Treaties, P.J. Calderone lists the following promises: l 

i) The protection of the vassal, his people, an~ his land from his enemies. 
ii) The recognition and protection by the Suzerain's dynasty of the 
vassal's son and sometimes even grandson. 2 The accession of a king's 
heir was a critical time in the internal politics of a state. The vassal 
would therefore certainly appreciate the assurance that his heir would be 
successfully and permanently enthroned. 3 Sometimes these promises were 
even more extensive and included the vassal's dynasty.4 The significance 
of promises like this is understandable in the light of the ancient Near 
Eastern idea that a man can possess persons in much the same way that he 
possesses property.5 Thus a promise of blessing to someone's descendants 
is very much a promise to the person himself. 

While the promises made in the Treaties were not simply verbal, 
they probably serve more as a motive for the vassal's obedience than as 
binding on the sovereign. 6 

The relation ship between the benevolent aspects of the Suzerainty 
Treaties and the Royal Grant is very close . 7 

1. Dynastic Oracle and Suzerainty Treat y. 2 Samuel 7, 8-16 (Ateneo De 

Manila University: Loyola House of Studies, 1966), pp.17-40. 

These promises usually occur within the list of s tipulations, but 

are twice found in the historical prologue (idem, p.23). 

2. Naturally the obedience of the vassal's son is a l so required. 

3. Cf. Calderone, op.cit., p . 30. 

4. It is interesting to note that while kings prayed for their rule 

to con tinue wi th t he ir sons and descendants, they received only the 

assurance of an immediate successor. Nowhere, it seems, did a 

god promise enduring kingship to a whole line (Calde rone , op.cit ., 

pp. 37f .). On the probable reasons for thi s , cf . idem, p.39 . 

5. Cf. J.R . Porter, "The Legal Aspects of the Concept of 'Corporate 

Personality' in the Old Testament", VT XV (1965), pp.361-380. 

6. Calderone, op.cit., pp . 19, 23f. 

7. Idem, p.33. 
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2. THE ROYAL GRANT IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

r 

The Royal Grant in its classical form is found in the Babylonian 
Kudurru documents. It also occurs among the Hittites, in the Syro

Palestine area, and in the Neo-Assyrian period. l It has almost the 
same form as the Treaty: historical introduction, stipulations, witnesses, 
blessings and curses. 2 The Royal Grant has several inter-related 
Sitze im Leben. J.N. Postgate lists some of these: 3 

i) Grants of land from the King to private individuals as a reward for 

loyalty and faithful service. 4 

ii) Grants of land from the King to private individuals, made in order 
to enable them to supply offerings to a temple. 
iii) Grants of land from the King to the priests for the benefit of 
the temple. 
iv) Decrees issued by the King determining 
by a temple, and who should give and receive 

the offerings 
them. 

to be rece i ved 

The promises of land and dynasty are the most prominent gifts of 
the Suzerain among the Hittite and Syro-Palestinian nations. 5 These 
promises are unconditional . In the treaty of Hattusilis III (or 
Tadhalyas IV) with Ulmi-Tesub of Daltasa we read: 

After you, your son and grandson will possess it, 
nobody will take it away from them. If one of your 
descendants sins, the King will prosecute him at his 
court. Then when he is found guilty ... if he deserves 
death he will die. But nobody will take away from the 
descendant of Ulmi-Tesub either his house or his land 
in order to give it to a descendant of somebody else.6 

1. Cf. M. Weinfeld, "The Covenant of Grant in the Old Testament and ~n 

the Ancient Near East", JAOS XC (1970), p. 18S. 

2. Idem, p.1 8S . The absence of references to swearing an oath in the Royal 

Grant may be a significant di fference with the Treaty Form which 

sometimes mentions the oath (Hillers, Cov~ant pp.lOSf.). 

3. Neo-Assyrian Royal Grants and Decrees (Studia Pohl, series 1; 

Rome, 1969), pp.2-7. 

4. Together with the promise of a dynasty, Weinfeld JAOS XC (1970) 

concent rates almost exclusively on this element. 

5. Weinfeld, op.cit., pp.184-203, esp. p.189. 

6. Cited idem, p . 189 . Weinfe ld says that this document ~s something 

between a Grant and a Treaty. 
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The Royal Grant constitutes an obligation of the master to his servant. 

Whereas in the Treaty, the curse is normally 

who will violate the rights of his master, in 
directed towards the one who will violate the 

directed towards the vassal 
r 

the Grant the curse is 

rights of the Kings vassal. l 

3. THE LAW-CODE IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

In structure, the Old Babylonian Law-Codes are similar to the Royal 

Grant and the Treaty.2 These codifications of the Old Babylonian period 

were motivated by the desire for social reform. The publication of a 
Law-Code was described as an act of misarum. 3 This was usually done 

shortly after the monarch ascended the throne. 4 These Law-Codes, 
especially the Code of Hamurabi, had a great influence on the literature 

of the ancient Near East . 5 There is therefore a possibility that this 

form had some influence on the people of the Old Testament. 

C. THE COVENANT IN ISRAEL 

In the Old Testament the evidence of Covenant making is not in 
specific texts but in narrative descriptions of what took place. With 

this limitation in mind we shall discuss attempts that have been made to 

compare certain Biblical passages with texts of Treaties, Royal Grants, 

and Law-Codes. It will be seen that seldom does a single form lie 

behind a passage: there is usually a combination of forms. The 
problem is further complicated by the claim of Tradition Historians t ha t 

the various stages of a developing tradition can make use of differing 

1. Weinfeld, op.cit., p.18S. 

2. I dem , Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1972), pp.148-1S0. They consisted of a preamble, historical 

prologue, laws, and blessings and curses. The witness of the gods 

is implied. 

3. Idem , p.149 fn. l. 

4. Idem , p.1S3. 

S. Idem , p.1SO. 
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forms. l In spite of these and many other difficulties in detail, there is 

clear evidence to show that Israel used 
her Covenant relationship with Yahweh. 2 

various secular forms to describe 
r 

Certain scholars claim to detect the Treaty Form in passages 
describing the Sinai Covenant. 3 There has also been a recognition that 
the Exodus tradition is an integral part of the Covenant at Sinai. 4 

Whatever the original stipulations of the Covenant were, they were 

broadened to include a vast amount of legal and cultic detail. 5 

1. McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant , p.14. McCarthy says that Form 

Criticism should not be used to cast doubt on the claims of Literary 

and Tradition History criticism (ibid., pp.15ff.). J.A . Thompson 

thinks otherwise (cf. The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and the Old 

Testament, pp.33f.). An example of this opinion is found in W.L. 

Mar an's commen t : 

"(The) separation of the Exodus and covenant traditions can 
no longer be seriously maintained. The covenant with 
Yahwe h demands in its very form an historical introduction 
and foundation, and this can only be the Exodus tradition." 

(Review of Das Bunde s fo rmular, hy K. Baltzer, Biblica XL (1962), 

p.I04). Great care ought to be exercised in the use of Tradition 

History criteria, cf. above, pp.17f. 

2. The existence of inter-human Treaties 1n Israel shows that the 

Israelites were familiar with the Treaty Form (Hillers, Covenant, 

p . 49), cf . J.A. Thompson, op.cit., pp.19f., for a list of probable 

inst ances. It is particularly significant that ~'I ~ is used of 
these as well as of the Divine Covenants. 

3. J.A. Thompson, op.cit., pp.2If. Other scholars who use a similar 
approach to that of Thompson, but who are not as detailed or confident 

in their conclusions are W. Beyerlin, Origins and History of the Oldest 
Sinaitic Traditions (trans. S. Rudman. Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1965. 
Herkunft und Geschichte der altesten Sinaitraditionen [Tubingen: 

J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1961] ), pp.49-67; Baltzer, op.cit. , pp.27-31. 

4. Moran, Biblica XL (1962), p.104; H.B. Huffmon, "The Exodus, Sinai and 
the Credo", CBQ XXVII (1965), pp.lOl-1l3. For the generally held 
opinions of the source division of the se chapters cf. B.S. Childs, 
Exodus. A Commentary (The Old Testament Library, London: SCM Press, 
1974); J. Muilenberg, "The Intercession of the Covenant Mediator 
(Exodus 33:la, 12-17)", Words and Meanings, eds. P.R. Ackroyd and 
B. Lindars (Essays presented to David Whiton Thomas on his retirement 
from the Regius Professorship of Hebrew in the University of Cambridge, 
1968; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968); p.162 fn. 1. For 
the present writer's opinions of the feasibility of such an approach 
cf. above Chapter II. 

5. The detailed instructions regarding the making of a Tabernacle are a 

good examp Ie of this. 
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There is therefore some justifica,ti,on for Weinfeld's claim that the Sinai 
Covenant is moulded pri,marily on the Law-Code For1l)..1 McCarthy has 

criticized the claim that the Treaty Form can be detected in the Sinai 
Covenant. 2 He would almost certainly have questioned \~etnfeld's 
argument 
that the 

3 about the Law-Code Form as well. 
Sitz im Leben is far more likely to 

This is because he maintains 
be cultic than legal. 4 

VJhile the secondary Sitz im Leben is probably cultic, the amount of legal 
material found in the narratives suggests that the primary Sitz ' im Leben 

is legal. 5 

In the case of Deuteronomy, McCarthy is far less hesitant. He 
writes that "it is pre-eminently a covenant document".6 To a greater 
extent than the Sinai Covenant, Deuteronomy makes use of both the Treaty 
and the Law-Code Forms.? One way of showing this is to sift specific 
formulae from the text. S Allied to this method is that of outlining the 
thematic structure of the book. Such an outline betrays features of the 
TY'eaty and Law-Code Forms, even in the order of the themes. 9 Because the 

1. Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, pp.156f. He believes that 

both the Treaty Form and the Law Code Form underlie the Sinai Covenant. 

2. Treaty and Covenant, pp.172f.; Old Testament Covenant, pp.17f. 

3. Cf. D.J. McCarthy, Revi ew of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, 

by M. Weinfeld, Biblica LIV (1973), pp.44B-452. While he does not 

accept Weinfeld ' s thesis in its entirety he certainly does not reject 

it altogether. 

4. Treaty and Covenant, pp.72f. He says that the references to 

Theophany and sacrifice indicate this. 

5. Cf. below, pp.36 f. 

6. Old Testament Covenant, p.22. 

7. Weinfeld, op.cit. , p.lS7; J.A. Thompson, Deuteronomy , pp. l B-2l. 

B. Cf . Weinfeld, op.cit ., p.66. 

9. McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, pp.109ff.; Cf. J.A. Thompson, op.cit. 

pp.14-2l for summaries of the important views on the sub j ect. (This 

work can also be consulted on the debate over the source analys is of 

Deuteronomy. ) Anyone who at tempts to draw up an outline of 

Deuteronomy will soon realize how difficult the interweaving and 

reptition of themes make this. This has l ed scholars to surmise that 

it consists of several cycles of covenantal structures (McCarthy, 

op.cit ., pp.llOff.). 



34 

study of forms must include a study of their content and Sitz im Leben, 
these methods need to be supplemented. l A study of the distinctive 

vocabulary and style of Deuteronomy reveals much that is reminiscent of 
the Treaties and Law- Codes. 2 An approach which gets even closer to the 

heart of the book is that of J.A. Thompson who examines the main 
theo 1 ogi ca 1 them.es of Deuteronomy. 3 He concl udes that Deuteronomy 

adapts some of the main ideas associated with Treaty-making to express 
Israel's relation to Yahweh. 4 Enough evidence has been gathered to show 

that Deuteronomy bears many features that can also be seen in ancient Near 
Eastern Treaties and Law-Codes. S The primary Sitz im Leben of at l east 

some of the material is probably l egal. A cultic Sitz im Leben is also 
likely for some of the material, but it is probably secondary.6 

1. An important criticism of the approach which concentrates almost solely 

on a formal likeness to the Treaty Form is that "formula criticism" and 

not Form Criticism is being practised (R . J. Thompson, Moses and the 

Law. A Century of Criticism since Graf, p.153). 

2. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, pp.320-365; 

3. 

4. 

5. 

J.A. Thompson, op.ci t., pp.30-35. Cf. also W.L. Moran, "The 

Ancient Near Eastern Background of the Love of God in Deuteronomy", 

CBQ XXV :l (1963), pp.77-87. 

Op.cit., pp.68-77. He list s the following: 

a) Yahweh the Lord of the Covenant; 

b) Yahweh the God of History; 

c) Israel the people of the Covenant; 

d) The worship of the God of the Covenant. 

Cf. esp . op.cit ., pp.68f. 

This is not to say that other forms had no influence at all. 

example, on the influence of Wisdom, cf. McCarthy, Treaty and 

Covenant, p.136. 

For 

6. Von Rad has done much to show that Deuteronomy is not codified law, 

but preaching about the Law, cf. Studies in Deuteronomy, trans. 

D. Stalker (SBT IX; London: SCM, 1953. Deuteronomuim - Studien 

[Gottingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht, 1948]), pp.1 5f . Cf. below, 

pp.36f . where it will be argued that material with an original 

legal Sitz im Leben could have been used in the cult . 
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As wtth the Sinai Covenant and Deuteronomy, Yahweh's Covenant with 
Abraham has been interpreted with the aid of the Treaty form. 1 Parallels , 
that have been found with the Royal Grant Form have cast a certain amount 

of doubt on the use made of the Treaty Form. 2 Scholars have come to 
realize that the Abrahamic Covenant is different from the Sinaitic Covenant: 
the Abrahamic is promissory wh.ile the Sinaitic is obl igatory. 3 The 
Davi di c Covenant 1 i ke the Abrahamic bears marks of the Royal Grant and is 
essentially a promissory Covenant. 4 

While Yahweh's Covenant wi:th David and his dynasty bears definite 
marks of the Royal Grant Form, a strong case has been made for the 
understanding of the King as Yahweh's vassal. S This is the case even 
though there are some important differences between the Suzerainty Treaty 

Form and the Davidic Covenant. 6 The combination of ideas in the Davidic 
Covenant is paralleled only in the Suzerainty Treaties.? 

l. 

2. 

Cf. Mitchell, "The Lord's Covenant with Abram", WTJ ( ), pp.24-48. 

Cf. M. Weinfeld, JAOS XC (1970), pp.184-203. The Covenant with 

Abraham, according to Weinfeld, is like the Royal Grant - a gift 

bestowed on an individual who has served his master well. 

3. Winfeld, op.cit., p.184. The distinction between the two Covenants is 

not an absolute one as they have a good deal in common. The difference 

is one of emphasis. Cf . below, pp.5lf. 

4. Weinfeld, op.cit., p.184, et passim. Cf. R.E. Clements, Abraham 

and David, on the similarities in theology. and even origin (according 

to Clements) of the two Covenants. On similarities with the Noahic 

Covenant, cf. Hillers, Covenant, pp.98-1l9. 

5. There is sometimes a close connection between the Royal Grant and 

the Treaty, cf. above, pp.29f . 

6. For example there are no conditional blessings and curses in the 

Davidic Covenant. 

7. Dc Vaux, "The King of Israel, Vassal of Yahweh", The Bible and the 

Ancient Near East, pp.152-180; Calderone, Dynastic Oracle and 

Suzerainty Treaty; Cf. NcCarthy, Old Testament Covenant, pp. 84f. 
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A number of parallels have been seen between the Treaty Form and certain 

Old Testament passages. l These claims have come under increasing attack 
from scholars who think that other parallels are often equally possible. 2 

This very necessary qualificati'on has been applied to the claim that the 

prophets consciously used Treaty concepts and language .3 Nevertheless in 

the case of the prophets. Clements ;-s probably too cautIous. The Treaty 

is the most probable parallel writes HIllers, "not because of t~e verbal 

parallels and the parallels i'n imagery tn themselves, but because there 
is such a similarity in function".4 Much of the prophetic preaching is 

based on God's Covenant wIth Israel. 5 This, taken together with the fact 

that the great figures in her past were related to Yahweh by a Covenant, 

makes it hardly surprising that the Covenant is an integral part of 
Israelite cultic worship.6 

LVhile it is difficult to know whether the Treaty Form itself was 
used,7 there can be no doubt that Israelite worship made a lot of use of 
the theology of Covenant. S The focal point of worship in the Temple 

was the "Ark of the Covenant" which was the throne of Yahweh and housed 
the two tablets of stone whereon were written the Covenant stipulations. 9 

1. Cf. K. Baltzer, The Covenant Formulary. 

2. Cf. McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant , pp.76f.; 88f.; et passim. 

3. Cf. R.E. Clements, Prophecy and Tradition (Growing Points in Theology. 

Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1975). 

4. Covenant, p . 138. 

5. Cf. the earlier Clements, Prophecy and Covenant (Studies 1n Biblical 

Theology XLIII. London: SCM Press, 1965). 

6. The Covenant is a key concept in I sraeli te theology. Hillers writes : 

"It [the Covenant1 combined in one scheme many of 
her [Israel ' sJ most important beliefs and held them 
1n a nicely adjusted balance" (Covenant, p.66). 

7. Baltzer says that it probably was (op . cit ., p.89). 

8. Cf. J.A. Thompson , The Ancient Near Eas t ern Treat ies the the Old 

Testament, pp.31-33; Baltzer, op.cit., p.88. Much of the evidence 

we have of Israelite worship is der i ved from the Psal ter. 

9. Ex 30:6, 36; 25:22; 29:42f.; cf. 1 Kings 12 : 26ff.; 2 Kings 11: 

4, 12, 17; 23:1- 3; cf. Hil lers, op . ci t., pp.74-78. 
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In worship the righteous acts of Yahweh were declared,l and Yahweh as 

Sovereign could command Israel's total allegiance. 2 While the Covenant " 
idea was clearly used in the cult the existence ofrregular Covenant 
Renewal Festivals is a debatable point. S. Mowi"nckel developed the idea 

that the Feast of Tabernacles which recalled the Covenant of Sinai, was 

origina ll y a New Year Festival at which Yahweh was acclaimed King. 3 

However, before the word "renewal" may be used tt needs to be carefully 

defined. Strictly speaking, a renewal of the Covenant is necessary only 
when it has been broken. 4 The idea of an annual reneVia 1 is contrary to 

the doctrine that the Covenant is concluded O')"\~ - ,Y ,. -
and its Its duration does not depend on a natural cycle and calendar, 

validity can be put in question on ly by historical events. S However, 

if by "Covenant Renewal Ceremony" is meant an annual ceremony at which 

the Covenant was remembered and taught, it is qui te poss i b 1 e that there 

was such a ceremony.6 This is one way of explaining the profound 

influence that the Covenant idea had on Israel. The instruction given 
to sons is another explanation.? A third explanation has often been 

overlooked; it is that historical events lie behind the narratives of 
the Covenants . Definite historical events are the only satisfactory 

explanation for later beliefs. 8 

l. 

2. 

Ps 78; 105 (esp. 

Ps 40:4; 92:9f.; 

vv. 12-41); 106; 

96:10; etc. 

107; etc. 

3. The Psalms in Israel's Worship, Vols I & II, trans. D.R. AP-Thomas 

(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1967. Offersang og Sangoffer [Oslo : 

H. Aschehoug & Co., 1951J ); cf. G. Widengren, "King and Covenant", 

JSS 11:1 (1957), pp.1-32 on the supposed role of the king in this. 

Cf. below, pp . 43- 47 . 

4. Baltzer, op . cit. , p.97. Cf. idem, pp . 39- 60 fo r examples. 'Renewal' 

is not to be confused with 'ratification'. The ratification of a 

covenant takes place when there is a change of leaders in Israel ( idem, 

p.97). Cf . idem, pp.63-81 for examples. 

5. Idem, pp.84f. 

6. The reference i.n Deut 31:9ff. at least points In this direction 

(McCarthy, Old Testamen t Covenant, p.7). Cf. Baltzer, op.cit., p.84, 

for examples of Treaties demanding regular recitation. 

7. Moran, Biblica XLIII (1962), p.106, cf. Deut 6:20-25; etc. , and Sefire 

IC, lff. It would be he lpful to know whether such instruction was 

purely private or whether it was also conducte d publicly. 

8. G.E. Wright, "Cult and History", Interpretation XVI (1962), pp.3-20. 
Cf. above pp.17,20. It is difficult to accept that the narrat ives could 

have been cr eated entire ly by the cult. 
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The 

Israel. l 
various Covenants exercised a profound influence on the life of 

It is also plain that there are significant similarities between 
the Covenants, and the Treaty, Royal Grant, and Law-Code forms of the 
ancient Near East. The similarities ought not to obscure the differences 
that there are. The central difference 1's that it is Yahweh who is the 
chief party in the Covenants. Ivhi'le the i'dea of a god being a party to 
a Treaty is rare, it is not unknown. 2 But the character of Yahweh gives 
the Covenants that He makes thei'r uniqueness. His love, mercy and moral 
integrity, are without parallel. 3 It is well that we remember this as 
we attempt to understand, with the help of ancient Near Eastern parallels, 
the nature of the Covenant Mediator in Israel. 

D. THE MEDIATOR Irj ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN TREATY MAKING AS A POSSIBLE 

PARALLEL TO THE COVENANT MEDIATOR IN ISRAEL 

The office of Mediator in ancient Near Eastern Treaty making is 
It is also doubtful whether the little that we do f b · 4 rom 0 V10US. 

far 

1. The Sinai Covenant was the most influential, although in certain 

circles the Davidic (and the associated Zion tradition) exerc i sed a 

profound influence. Throughout the period of the monarchy l i ttle 1S 

heard about the Abrahami c Covenant. Scholars think that it came into 

its own as a result of the Exile when a new basis for Israel's 

r elat ionship with Yahweh was needed. 

2. The misarum act of Urukagina is sanctified by a treaty with a god 

(Weinfeld, Deu teronomy and the Deuteronomic School, p.149). In 

Isa 28:15 a treaty is made with Death/Sheol. The Ugoritic epics 

demonstrate that Death can be regarded as a god (Hillers, op . cit., p.106). 

Ancient Near Eastern religion had a concept of a Lord-Servant 

relationship (J.A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and 

the Old Testament, pp.26f.). For a possible link between such thinking 

and Israel, cf. R.E. Clements, "Baal-Berith of Shechem", JSS XIII 

(1968), pp.21-32. 

3. Cf. J.A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and the Old 

Testament, p.38. 

4. For the sake of brevity and because most work has been done on the 

Treaties, only they will be examined in detail. 
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discover about the office will have much 

Covenant ~lediator in Israel. 

cou 1 d apply : 

There are 
relevance for a study of the 

five settings in which the word 

a) There are cases of mediation between two parties, usually by their 

Suzerain,l In the Old Testament Yahweh can do this .2 

b) In most Treaty making the Suzerai.·n speaks for himself even though 

he might employ ministers. These ministers can hardly be considered 
mediators in the proper sense as they are completely effaced by the 

Supreme Lord who is considered to have accomphished all. 3 Israel's 

Covenant is with Yahweh who usually makes use of a spokesman - a mediator 

who stands between Him and the nation. 4 Because of the infinite 

qualitative difference between God and man, a mediator is needed. 

c) In ente ring into a treaty, the king represents not only himself, 

but his immediate family, the people whom he rules, and his and their 
descendants. S This makes him a mediator of the Treaty in the sense that 

he acts on behalf of other people, standing between his family etc. and 
the other party to the Treaty. In the Old Testament Abraham is the 

best example of this. 6 

d) There are a few instances of double Treaties involving Suzerain, 
vassal, and vassal's subjects in various relations. There are cases where 
a Treaty between Suzerain and vassal is followed by a Treaty between the 

vassal and his subjects. 7 There is also a case of a Suzerain concluding 
a Treaty with the people in spite of a prior Treaty with the vassal king. 8 

This example i s in many ways similar to the position of Moses. 9 

1. Cf. J.M. Munn-Rankin, Iraq XVIII (1956), pp.78, 95f. 

2. Hos 2:18; Josh 24:25; 2 Kings 23:3. Cf. G. Von Rad, Old Testament 

Theology , I, p. 130 . 

3. McCarthy, Tr eaty an d Covenant, p.168. 

4. Idem, pp.168ff. 

5. Cf.above ,p.27. 

6 . Cf. below, Ch. III. 

7 . For examples, cf. Balt zer , op. c it., pp . 79 - 81. 

8. Cf. Calderone, op.cit ., p .22. 

9. Cf. below , p.42. 
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e) The suggestion that the Suzerain in imposing an oath by the 
the vassal acts as a mediator has been criticized by IkCarthy on 
that the Suze rain act s fo r himself and in hi s own fight. l Thi s 

gods on 
the ground 

criticism needs to be modified because 
named as the contracting parti:es, they 
the gods of their respective states . 2 

feature as prominently as does Yahweh 
Moses. 

even though the kings alone are 
are acting as representatives of 
Nevertheless the gods never 

when for example He is acting through 

E. MOSES AS A COVENANT MEOI ATOR3 

From t he fir st cha pter of Exodus to t he end of Deute ronomy ~1o ses 

is the dominant human being .4 To disobey Moses is to sin against God . 5 

He speaks the words of Yahwe h. 6 At times Aaron and even Miriam appear t o 

1. Tr eaty and Covenant , p. 169 fn .l. 

2. Cf . Munn-Ranki n , I r aq XVIII (1956), pp. 72 f. Responsibi lity fo r 

fo r eign and domestic po li cy res t ed u l timate l y with t he god , who as 

owne r and ruler of the s t a t e , made hi s commands known to t he k ing by 

means of omens ( cf . idem , pp . 70f .). 

3. Most of the discuss i on will dea l with evidence from the Book of Exodus . 

The p roblems of dea l ing with t h is, and other books of t he Pentateuch, 

are enormous. For the present wr i ter's appr oach, cf. above Ch . I . 

For a very useful summar y of the doctrine of Moses as a Mediator based 

on Source Critical assump t ions , cf . B.S . Childs, Exodus. 

A Commentar y , pp.35 l-360. 

4. Of cour se Yahweh is t he ch i ef acto r, bu t so often He acts t hr ough 

Moses. 

5. E. g . Num 32 : 23. 

6 . This i s made ve r y clear in Ex 32 : 20- 23 , 25- 31 . Deuteronomy on the 

other hand tends to represent the Law as having been given by Moses 

and not di r ec t l y by God . In i ts present form De ute r onomy is presen t e d 

as pr eaching about t he Law (J.A . Thompson, Deuteronomy , pp. 12, 24 , 60) . 
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have a role that might diminish that of Moses,l but Moses remains the 

leading figure throughout. 2 Only Moses could ascend the mountain and 
only he could persuade God to change His mind. 3 ~n the intercession 
passages the pattern usually i s that the people are suffering or are 
sinning and ~loses calls on God's mercy.4 There is also a definite 
plea-response pattern in this literary form. 5 ~loses certainly took his 
unique position seriously . In ex 32:33 he was willing to be vicariously 
blotted out, and in Deut 9:l8f. his intercessory activity looks very much 
like an act of propitiation. 6 It is in the context of his desperate 
pleading for the 1 ife of Israel that we learn most about Moses' part in 
the Covenant. 

In Ex 33:12, Moses reminds Yahweh that He had said, T)\'B~1~ 
o 4i -:;. It has been shown that ~ .., I , when used in 

Treaties and related texts, can be a technical term for legal recognition. 7 

Both Huffmon and Muilenbueg say that it is used in this sense in 33:12 .8 

1. Cf . Ex 28 :30; 15:20; Mic 6:4. 

2. Cf. Num 12:15 where his uniqueness is graphically demonstrated. 

3. Without doubt Moses is the intercessor par excellence in the Old 

Testament (cf. J.A. Thompson, Deuteronomy, p.143). 

4. Not always does Moses intercede (cf. Num 16:15); and at times when 

he does, he is not entirely successful (cf. Num 12:13-15). The 

following belong to the literary form : Ex 8:8- 14 (Heb. 4-10); 

32:11;14, 30-36; 9 : 27-29; 10: 16-19; 8:28-32 (Heb 24- 28); 

33: 12-17; 34: 8f. ; 

25-29; 10: 1Of. 

Num 12:9-16; 14:13-19; 21: 4-7; Deut 9:13;21, 

5. Cf. Muilenberg , Words and Meanings, eds P. Ackroyd & B. Lindars, 

pp .1 70f. 

6. His death outside the promised land is probably not meant to be 

considered vicarious (J.A. Thompson, op.cit., pp . 100f.). Cf. 

B.S. Childs who thinks that it was (op.cit., p.372). 

7. H.B. Huffmon, "The Treaty Background of Hebrew Y A D A ", BASOR 

CLXXXI (1966), pp.31-37; cf. H. B. Huffmon and S.D. Parker, "A 

Further Note on the Treaty Background of Hebrew Y A D A 

CLXXXIV (1966), pp.36- 38. 

" BASOR 

8. BAS OR CLXXXI (1966), pp . 34f.; Words and Meanings, eds . P. Ackroyd 

& B. Lindars, pp.180f. 
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This implies, says Mullenberg, "a personal realtionship, indeed a very 
personal inward relation" . l By itself Ex 33;12 does not i'mply that God 
had a separate Covenant with T~oses. But the incident described in 
Num 14: 12 shows that from God's poi'nt of view, a Covenant with t10ses wh I ch 
di d not include the people, was a poss ibil ity . 2 Ex 20: l8ff. also suggests 
some kind of a distinction between Moses and the people as far as God's 
attitude to them is concerned. 3 The disti'nction is even clearer if we 
read with LXX in Ex 34: 1 0, -;'{J}\' 1I '"7.';) As the more 
difficult reading it is preferable. 4 · 'This would imply that the Covenant 

was made firstly with Moses; the people participating only indi'rectly.5 

In much the same way, anc i ent 

as individuals, 

Near Eastern Treaties may appear to be 
between kings 
The fact that 

but in fact they are Inter~n~tional. 6 

Moses is acting on behalf of the Israelite people comes out 
particularly in the passages where he intercedes for their wickedness. 

1. . Ibid., p.l77. He adds: 

"It may not be without significance that some of the 
most illuminating parallels are associated with 
Abraham (Gen 18:19), Moses (Deut 34:10), and David 
(2 Sam 7:20)" (ibid., p.18l). 

2. The fact that Moses manage s to persuade God not to destroy the 

people need not i mply that this passage contradicts the idea of a 

double Covenant. All Moses asks is that God remain in a Covenant 

relationship with the people. 

3. Cf. McCar thy, Treaty and Covenant, pp.165f . 

4. Beyerlin, op.cit., pp. 78f. ; J.A. Thompson, The An cient Near Eastern 

Treat ie s and the Old Testament, p.34. 

5. Beyerlin, op.cit. , pp.78f . Referring to Ex 19: 10, Beye rlin points 

out that while everyone is to consecrate himself, Moses is to do so 

on behalf of the community; cf. Josh 7:13 (op.cit., p. l 40 fn .616). 

6. Cf. above p . 27 . 

In the li gh t of the key role that Hoses has in the Covenant, Hillers 

is surely wrong in his claim that the Covenant was concl uded with 

the heads of individual families (Covenant, p.63). Neither is his 

later qualification sufficient to explain the role of Moses . 

He writes that Moses had 

"a vital function at the conclusion of the pact with 
God, but, this concluded , he does not continue to 
stand between the people and God as an indispensable 
mediator" (ibid., p. 79). 
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All that we are told about Moses indicates that he was one of the people. 
In Ex 20:18-21 his call is confirmed by the people. He is thus not 
simp ly God's mouthpiece, but represents Israel before God. l The elders 
can also be considered as representatives of the people. 2 They shou ld 
be viewed as scaled down versions of Moses. 3 Moses is the chief 
representative of the people and of God. 

The Mediator Form found in the Moses ' stories is be lieved by many 
scholars to have had its Sitz im Leben in a Covenant Renewal festiva l, 
or some other ceremony, in which Hoses functioned as the prototype of 
the Covenant Mediator between Yahweh and the people.4 The Davidic 
king in Jerusalem is said to be the Covenant ~1ediator of which Moses is 

the type. S 

F. THE KING AS A CO VE NANT MEDIATOR 

In speaking of the king as a Covenant Mediator it is important to 

state which Covenant is being referred to. The Davidic Covenant, of 

1. Childs, op.cit., pp.371f. 

2. H. R. Jones, commenting on Ex 24 :1, says that Nadab and Abihu (sons of 

Aaron), and the seventy elder s are representatives and witnesses of 

the peop le (NBC, p.134). Sheri ffs says tha t in Treaty contexts the 

elders are usually the representatives of the people (op.cit., 

pp.465-467). On the role of the elder in early Israel , cf . fur ther 

Beyerl in, op.cit ., pp.27f. 

3. Cf. e.g . Ex 18:14ff . This reference indi ca tes that the elders are 

also representatives of God. 

4. Muilenberg, op.cit ., p.1 68 ; Widengren JSS 11:1 (1957), pp.17-2l; 

Beyerlin, op.cit ., pp.l39f .; Chi ld s , Exodus , pp.355- 360. 

5. Wha t is to be made of the similarities between Moses as a Covenant 

Mediator and the Davidi c Monarchy is far f rom clear. Was one moulded 

on the other ; and if so, whi ch? To a l arge extent the scholar ' s 

presuppositions will guide his answer to these questions. For the 

present writer's view of the relation between cult and history, cf. 

above , pp . 17, 20, 37. 
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which David is the mediator, should not be confused with the Sinaiatic. l 

Weinfeld has evi.dence for his claim that the promise of a dynasty to 
David was formulated in the style of the Royal Grant to outstanding 
servants. 2 Thus even though references to David's relation to Yahweh 
point strongly in the direction of Yahweh's gracious election of David,3 
place is given for descriptio~s of the servant's loyalty.4 The promise 
of a dynasty would stand even':if David's descendants disobeyed God. 5 

Nevertheless it is expected that future Davidic kings would obey Yahweh 
as did their ancestor David. 6 Indeed the Deuteronomist put the promise 
of David under condition of obedience.? Not only was the king expected 

to obey the Law 

ilV"~\ 
himself, he was expected to advance the cause of 

t.l OJ UJ1) 8 During the coronation ceremony he was 

1. On the difference between the two cf. esp. Weinfeld, JAOS XC (1970), 

p.184. 

2 .. Ibid., passim. Cf. above,pp.30f. on the Royal Grant Form. 

3. E.g. 2 Sam 7:8, d. Ps 89. 

4. 1 Kings 3:6; 14:18: 15:3: 2 Kings 20:3. Cf. Weinfeld, op.cit., 

5. 

pp.lR6-188. for close parallels of concepts and even terminology 

with the Royal Grant. On the King as a vassal, cf. above, p.35. 

Cf. 2 Sam 7:13-16. For a parallel example, cf. above, p.30. 

While in the Northern Kingdom the idea was kept alive that only he 

who was personally called by Yahweh could legitimately be king, ~n 

the Southern Kingdom it was believed that David's whole dynasty had 

been called (M. Noth, "Office and Vocation", The Laws in the 

Pentateuch and Other Essays, p.241). 

6. This is the case even in 2 Sam 7 "here the Sinai Covenant which 

includes all Israelites, is presupposed (Calderone, Dynastic Oracle 

and Suzerainty Treaty, pp.60-66). 

7. 1 Kings 2:4: 8:25: 9:4f. Cf. Ps 132:12 which shows that in some 

circles at least, during the monarchic period, there was the idea of 

conditionality associated with the promise existing alongside that of 

unconditionality (Weinfeld, JAOS CC (1970), p.196). 

8. Cf. A.D.H. Mayes, "The Covenant on Sinai and the Covenant with 

David", Hermathena CX (1970), pp.37-51. After an examination of the 

use of the Sinai Covenant in the Jerusalem cult, and its use in 

prophecies originating in the Southern Kingdom, Mayes concludes that 

in spite of differences between the two Covenants, both could have 

been preserved in Judah and Jerusalen throughout the monarchy period. 
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handed the n ·1. ~ together wi th 

early resistance to kingship (J Sam 8l. 
rejection of the Lord of the Covenant. 

the crown. 1 Apart from an 
the institution was not seen as a 

r 

Expectatrons concerning the ro l e 
of the king as a ~1edi. ator of the Covenant Law is expressed in propbecies 

about the advent of an ideal ruler from the house of David. 2 The 
Judean monarchs descri.bed by the Deuteronomists as doi ng .., uJ I n 
in the eyes of Yahweh like their father David, are those who do . 

lI\>rX1U ~W1) 3 The king's special responsibility is 

to ensure that Yahweh's commands are obeyed. This meant that political 
and religious loyalty were very close in Israel. 4 There must have been 
specifically formulated covenants between the king and the people of 
Israel, as there were among the surrounding peoples. S In 2 Kings 11:17 
there are at least two covenants .6 In the first,both king and people 
pledge allegiance to Yahweh, and in the second, the people pledge 
abedi ence to the ki ng J Von Rad cuts through all the debate when he says 

1. 2 Kings 11:12. "Covenant Stipulations" is a satisfactory rendering of 

:i1'II~ cf. Kitchen, Ancient Orient and the Old Testament, 

pp.106-109; Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, pp.85f. 

Cf. Widengren, JSS 11:1 (1957), pp.1- 32 , on the giving of the Law 

in this c eremony . 

2 . E.g. Isa 9 :6; cf. 16:5; 11 :1-5; 23 :5-6 . 

3. 1 Kings 3:3; 15:11; 22;43; 2 Kings 18:3; 22:2. Cf. Weinfeld , 

Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School, p.154. Weinfeld likens 

the king's expected concern with social justice to the acts of 

misarum (ibid., pp .154f .). 

4. Deut 13 treats religious treason as if it were political (Weinfeld, 

5. 

op.cit., pp.91- 100). Similarly, Assyrian thought could not separate 

obedience to gods from obed i ence to the king (Sheriffs, op . cit., p.42) . 

Weinfeld, op.cit., pp.89f. 

examples. 

He lists several ancient Near Eastern 

6. Baltzer, op.cit ., p.79 favo urs two, bu t Moran suggests th r ee 

(Biblica XLIII (1962), p .106) ! 

7. Other possible examples are 2 Kings 23:3; and 1 Sam 12, which up to 

v.14 re semb l es a covenant between king and peop l e , and then looks 

like a covenant between the people (including the king) and Yahweh 

(McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, p.142 fn.4). 
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that he suspects dittography.l 
double treaties in other nations, 
McCarthy has pointed out that the 

On the basis of alleged parallels with 
. "-

Baltzer questions such a moye. But 
parallels are not exact. 3 Nevertheless 

it remains possible that a double covenant is referred to in 2 Kings 11 ;17; 

a rel igious one between God, and the king and people; and a political 

one between the king and the people. 4 While the king is respons i b 1 e for 

seeing that ,rp"l..Y I t)~WO are practi sed by his people, 

because of the uniqueness of his position~ his own private life can 
dramatically influence the welfare of his people. 

The historical books present the king as very much of a mixed 

blessing, but the Pslams, as recent study has shown, reveal the king as 
the focal point in Israel's 1 ife. 5 While a bad king brings a curse on 
the people, a good king brings nVIY 11 "],-:l , and 
much else. 6 A.R. Johnson has argued that this concept of the king as a 

1. Studies in Deuteronomy. SBT, IX. Trans. D. Stalker, from rev.ed. 

(London: SCM, 1953. Deuteronomium-Studien Gottingen: Vandenhoek & 

Ruprecht, 1948 ), p.64 n.l. 

The Chronicler also excludes the second covenant (2 Chr 23:16). 

2. Op.cit., p.79. Cf. above, p.39. 

3. Treaty and Covenant, pp.142f. fn . 4. 

4. Weinfeld, op . cit., pp.87f. Weinfeld says that the Chronicler omitted 

the reference to a political covenant for theological reasons (ibid ., 

pp.87f. fn. 8). 

5. Whether the king was thought of as divine, charismatic, or anything 

else, is not the concern of this The s is. For Methodological 

principles which should govern such discussion, cf . M. Noth, "God, 

King, and Nation in the Old . Testament", The Laws in the Pentateuch 

and Other Studies. For a thorough survey of the problem, cf. 

D.J.A . Clines, "The Psalms and the King", TSFB LXXI (1975), pp.1-6. 

6. 2 Sam 21:1-14; 24:10;25; cf. 2 Sam 3:28f.; 14:9; Jer 15:4; and 

Ju 17:6; 21:25. Psalm 72 is the best known of many references 

in the Psalms. Cf. A.R. Johnson, Sacral Kingship in Ancient Israel , 

(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1955), p.3. 
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source of blessing is based on the idea of the king as a corporate 

personality. I l~hile there could be some truth in this claim, it has 

been pointed out that what he calls the "psychical'community" in Israel, 
does not extend much further than the family.2 Nevertheless whatever 

the precise reasons are, there 1's a defi'nite link between the lifestyle 
of the king and that of his people. 3 The Davidic Covenant was therefore 

potentially a great source of blessing to the Israelites, expectally 
those in the south. The king served as the chief medtator between 
Yahweh and Israel. On the one hand he was chosen by Yahweh and on the 

other he represented the people. 4 

G. CONCLUSION 

The function of the mediator in ancient Near Eastern Treaty making 

is not as highly developed as it is in Israelite Covenant making. The 

main reason for this is that Israel's Covenant is with Ya hweh who i s holy. 

The institution of kingship and the figure of ~loses are the most important 
instances of the office of Covenant Mediator in Israel. While both 
Moses and kingship shed light on Abraham as a Covenant Med iator, it is the 

family, with the father as head, which provides the most s ignificant 

Sitz im Leben. 5 This will be the subject of some discussion in the 

next chapter. 

1. Ibid., p.6. 

2. J. R. Porter, "Legal Aspects of the Concept of 'Corporate Personali ty' 

in t he Old Testament" , VT XV (1965), p.368. Fo r a f ull d iscussion 

of the notion of a " Corporate Personali ty", cf . below , pp .63f. 

3. Cf. the examples 'above p.46 fn.6. 

4 . Cf. 1 Sam 12:13 where both e l ements find expression. 

5. For the average Israelite , the family was the most significant 

institution to whi ch he belonged. 
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CHAPTER IV r 

ABRAHAM'S CALL AND THE PROMISE MADE TO HIM: A STUDY OF 12:1-3 

A. INTRODUCTION 

Many of the issues raised by the Abraham stories are dealt with for 
the first time here in 12:1-3. This passage also serves as a commentary 
on many of the stories as in a sense they are the result of the vocation 

and promises that Abraham receives in 12 :1-3 . Coming immediately after 
Chs 1-11, this passage is very significant, marking the transition from 
Primaeval to Sacred history. While it provides the key to understanding 
Primaeval history, Primaeval history is the key to understanding Israel's 
election. Abraham is specialiy called so that he would be a blessing 

to Israel and to all men. Even though his obedience in a sense merits 
God's call and promises, the emphasis is on God's gracious activity. As 
a mediator of blessing, the person and work of Abraham are at times 
described in terms usually associated with kingship. While kingship 
ideology is used to describe the role of Abraham, it is the family which 
provides the most important background. Abraham is the head and as such 
the representative of the members of his family. The relation of 
Abraham's call to the history of the Second Mi llenium B.C., and the 
religious beliefs of Abraham are difficult matters . But the most 
perplexing problem is the extent to which Abraham is to be understood as 
an individual and as a "corporate person". A study of the universal 
background to 12:1-3 will serve to introduce the problem. 

B. THE CONTEXT: CHAPTERS 1-11 

1. THE UNIVERSAL BACKGROUND 

These chapters begin with the creation of the world and of man. 

The stories reveal God's intimate and personal concern for all men. 
Unfortunately man rejects God's way. Yet in spite of this God repeatedly 



49 

reveals His mercy by for example clothing Adam and Eve and providing the . . 

sign of the rainbow. But this element of grace is absent at the end of 
r 

the Primaeval history when the nations are dispersed and judged. The 

call of Abraham (12:1-3) which marks the transition from Primaeval to 

Sacred history is thus meant to be understood as God's act of grace . l 

The reader's attention is moved from mankind in general to this one man. 

This rapid switch in itself indicates that somehow this one man is 
2 significant for all men. Just as in the tenth generation after Adam 

there arose Noah, a righteous man who became father of the new humanity 

after the flood, so in the tenth generation after Noah comes Abraham. 3 

Dequeker writes: 

The answer. to the questi on: "why was Abraham, the 
father of Israel, elected?" is to be found only in 
the history of mankind, as it is described in the 
primaeval history. Abraham was called to become a 
blessing for all the peoples on earth. As long as 
the primeval and universal dimension of Gen 1-11 is 
not taken into accoun4' Israel's salvation history 
will seem outrageous. 

2. RELATIVES IN MESOPOTAMIA 

The mention of Abraham's relatives in 11 :10-32 is far from being 

only incidentally significant. The same can be said of 22:20-24. 

1. G. Von Rad, Genesis, pp . 152-l54. Cf. N.E. Wagner, "Abraham and 

David?", Studies on the Ancient Palestinian World. Fetschrift to 

F.V. Winnet, eds. J.W. Weve rs and D.B. Redford (Toronto: University 

of Toronto , 1972), pp.12lff., who suggests that this view is acceptable 

only if one has decided that there is Yahwistic material prior to 

the Abraham story. 

2. G. Von Rad, The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays, p.67, says 

that Genesis 12:1-3 is the real conclusion and explanation of pre

Patriarchal history. 

3. On the link between the Noahi c and the Abrahamic Covenants cf. 

L. Dequeker , "Noah and Israel. The everlasting divine covenant with 

mankind", Questions dispute'es d'Ancien Testament, ed. C. Brekelmans. 

(Bibliotheca Eplemeridum Theologi carum Lovaniensium XXXIII. 

Gembloux: Leuven University Press, 1974), pp.126-129. 

4. Ibid., p .125 . 
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These passages show Israel's consciousness of distant kinships.l The 

twelve tribes of Israel are not only descended from Terah through 
r 

Abraham, but through Sarah (cf. 20:12), and through Rebekah, Leah, and 
Rachel of the lineage of Nahor, son of Terah. Abraham insists that 
these ancestral mothers of the Covenant people come from his old home 

(24:1ff.) . Thus even though Abraham is commanded to leave, there are 
still strong links binding him to his old home. The career of Lot, 
which receives a remarkable amount of attention in the Abraham stories, 
shows clearly that Abraham's relatives are the first recipients of blessing . 

The mention of Sarah's barrenness in 11 :30 makes the reader conscious 
of the paradox of God's initial speech to Abraham. 2 The reference to 
Abraham's age in 12:4 has the same effect. 

C. A STUDY OF 12 :1-3 

1. THE COVENANT RELATIONSHIP ESTABLISHED 

Unlike the nations who set out to make a name for themselves by 
building a great tower , Abraham is ca11ed!3 Muilenberg writes: 

Now a nation is to be born under the direction 
and prov idence of the God of history, and i n Him 
it wi 11 fi nd the source of its 1 ife and the 
mean ing of its des tiny.4 

1. D. Kidner, Genesis, p.144. 

2. G. Von Rad, Genesis , p .159. There was no greater sorrow for an 

Israelite or Oriental than childlessnes s . To die childless is a 

t errib l e fate (Num 27:4) . The t heme of the barren ancestress runs 

through the Patriarchal stories like a red line. The effect of this 

is a heightening of the grace of God in remedying a situation which 

man could not really solve. Cf. 1 Sam 1 where barrenness precedes 

the intervention of God . 

3. Cf. J. Muilenberg, "Abraham and the Nations. Blessing and World 

History", Interp. XIX (1965), pp.389f. 

4 . Ib i d., p.392. 



51 

Even though Tt',! ~ and other words for a Covenant are not used here, 
a Covenant is clearly implied. This is indicated by the fact that 

Abraham is chosen by God and that the provisions are essentially those 
which are found in the passages dealing specifically with the Covenant. 

like Chapters 15 and 17.1 This repetition of the Covenant promises 

in the Abraham stories is for the sake of emphasis: it shows that it 
is "fixed by God, and God will shortly bring it to pass".2 This is the 

main reason for the repetition of the promises throughout the Abraham 

stories. However, because of the changing context in which the promises 
are found as well as the slight changes in content, each promise will 
more than repay careful study.3 These promises provide the thematic 

bond uniting the Abraham stories as well as the whole Book of Genesis. 4 

The Covenant is renewed for every Patriarch. 5 Indeed Cassuto could 
be correct in saying that in Genesis 

We are presented with a picture of a single course 
of life, duplicated and triplicated both in its 
general outline and in the detailed events, which 
is strengthened and confirmed by the thre6-fold 
narration of the message of good tidings. 

The reason why God takes such an interest in Abraham is a mystery, but 

Abraham's obedience is one of the factors . 

In a sense Abraham can be said to have received the Promise as a 

result of his obedience,7 but God's grace is the dominant factor. S 

1. J.J. Mitchell, "Abram's Understanding of the Lord's Covenant", 

WTJ ( ), p.38. McCarthy says that the promises indicate a 
Covenant (Old Testament Covenant, p.81). 

2. U.Cas s uto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, Part II, From Noah 

to Abraham. A Commentary on Genesis VI 9 - XI 32. Trans. I. 

Abrahams (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, The Hebrew University, 1964), 

p.340. For ancient Near Eastern examp les cf . idem, pp.342ff. Cf. 
also Sheriffs, op.cit., p.137 for an example of the reiteration of 

a promise in order to allay fears that it would not be fulfilled. 

3. This will be done in the next Chapter. 

4. Wagner , Studies in the Ancient Palestinian World, eds. Wevers and 

Redford, p.l36; Von Rad, Genesis, p.166. 

5. Cf. 26:24; 28':3f., 13, 15; 32:12; 35:9-12; 48:16. 

6. Op. cit. , p.343. 

7. This idea of a reward for l oyal obedience is to be found in many of 
the Royal Grants, cf. above, pp.30f. 

8. Cf. McCarthy, Old Testament Covenant, p.54. McCarthy adds, 

'The continuation of such a covenant is not dependent upon 
the obedience of the human party; it remains pure grace on 
God's part"(ibid., p.54). 
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There is a combination of Law and Grace throughout the Abraham stories. 

While the Sinai Covenant emphasizes Law, the Abrahamic and Davidic 

Covenants emphasize Grace. l Because the Davidic and the Abrahamic 
are similar in this respect, Van Seters and others maintain that the 

Abrahamic Covenant was moulded around the Davidic promise to a dynasty.2 

There certainly are simi l arities between the two Covenants but the 
evidence does not show who borrowed from whom. The fact that much of 

the thought and language common to both is also found in the Royal 

Grants means that too much should not be made of the similarities. 

2. THE CONTENT OF THE PROMISE 

a) The promi se of Y'}.'\' is the fi rst to be menti oned 

(12:1 ). At this stage the promi se is only implied . He 'is to leave 

home and go to a land which God would show him. This promi se is made 

specific in later passages . 3 The theme of the Promised Land, says 

Speiser, is prominent with all the Patriarchs, and central to the mission 
of Abraham. 4 This can be accepted as long as it is remembered that 

without an heir the inheritance of the land would not be possible. 

This is made acute because the promise of land was not fulfilled in 

Abraham's lifetime. Promises are made to Abraham which would only be 

fulfilled in his descendants (~,t) Von Rad puts it well: - .: 

The relation of the patriarchs to the land in which 
they 1 ive appears as something temporary; indeed,the 
entire patriarchal period thus becomes theological ly a 
peculiar intermediate state, a wandering from promise 
to fulfilment which gives to all events the character 
of temposariness and at the same time mysterious 
portent. 

1. Cf. Hillers , Covenant, p.10S. Because of the di fference between 

the Sinai Covenant and the Abrahamic, the Abrahamic cannot be simp l y 

described as a pale reflection of the Sinaitic. 

2. Op.cit., p .274; cf. R.E. Clemen ts, Abraham and David, passim. 

3. Cf. 12:7. 

4. Speiser, Genesis , p.L. 

5. Genesis, p.22. 
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Von Rad presents some reasons based on the Tradition· History method 

which partly explain this phenomenon. He says that the original 

promise was for the immediate possession of cultivated land by these 
semi-nomadic Patriarchs . l Thus originally it did not recknon with a 

stay in Egypt and a second conquest under Joshua. The reader of the 
Hexateuch is now meant to understand the Land Promise as referring to 

the Conquest. While there is probably a lot of truth in this, 
15:12-16 ought to be taken more seriously. The existence of a grand 

promise side by side with its non-fulfilment is not so strange. It 
is a description of the problem of waiting for a promise to be fulfilled. 

Throughout her histo·(J' Israel had to face this test of faith. In 
the next Chapter it wi 11 be seen how men wrestl e wi th thi s problem. 

b) As with all 

?i,J 'i~ 
the promises, the promise that God would make him 

is also subject to the tension of what Karl Barth 
T 

described as living 

and not (J ~ 

in the "not yet". 

O~ refers 

, • :J The term is significantly Irt 
primarily to relationships of 

consangui ni ty. 
people".2 The 

Thus one speaks of a dead person as being "gathered to his 

word '\~ ,unlike O.Y ,requires a territorial 
3-

base, since the concept is a political one. The fulfilment of this 

promise, that is, the evolution of Os) into '\;l, is affirmed 
in the confession of faith of Dt 26:5-9. 4- Abraham will indeed be made 

That Israel is to receive more than national 

greatness is made clear by 17:20f. 

c) God promises Abraham, ~ ~'l.l-\~:l The main 

presupposition of the Israeli te understanding of II ~"13. is that 
.,. T : 

1. Ibid., p.22. Cf . R.E. Clements, Abraham and David, p.34, who say s that 

it was originally a promise of land by the god of Mamre which the 

Yahwist transformed into a promise of Israel ' s future greatness. 

2. E.g . Gen 25:8, 17. 

3. Cf. 17:20; 18:18; 21:13, 18; 46:3; Ex 32:10; Num 14:12; Dt 26:5. 

Notice the inextricable link with the Land Promise. On the distinction 

between OJ,) and \ i 7 , cf. E.A. Speiser, "'People' and 'Nation' 

of Israel", JBL LXXIX (1960), pp.157-l63; R. de Vaux, The Bible and the 

Ancient Near East, pp.lllf. 

4. R. de Vaux , ~.cit., p.112. 
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Yahweh is free to give or withhold it. l It is usually associated with a 
material increase in life. The promise of innumerable descendants is a 
primary ingredient of this blessing. 2 In the conlext of what follows 
this also implies the birth of a son. Another aspect of the promised 
blessing is material prosperity.3 The original Sitz im Leben could be 
cultic;4 but it could also have something to do with the blessing for 
those who keep the Covenant Law, that is, obey God. 5 The blessing 
promised here in 12:2 could well be the result of Abraham's obedience. 6 

d) The next aspect of God's promise to Abraham is 

7Jl?Lfi In contrast to the story of the 

-;-) 'J -on ,\ \ \ 
r : - -:-

Tower of Babel, 
Yahweh now intends to give what men attempted to secure arbitrarily 
(cf. 11:4). This could be an allusion to the royal names given to the king 
at his coronation. 7 More likely is an interpretation which recognizes 
that the idiom "win a (great) name" is connected in the ancient Near East 
particularly with victory over enemies. 8 To receive a "great name" is a 
consequence of Yahweh's highly effective Covenant protection. 9 

1. Von Rad, Genesis, p.159. 

2. Cf. Gen 13:16; 15:5; 17:5f.; 18:18; 22:17; 26:4, 24; 28:14; 

35: 11. Cf . Von Rad, op.cit., p.166. 

3. J. Van Seters, op.cit., p.272. Cf. 12:16; 13:6; 24:35; 26:13. 

4. J. Van Seters, op.cit., p.272. 

5. Idem, p.273. Cf. Dt 7 : 12-14; 28: lff., and Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the 

Deuteronomic School, pp.116-157 . 

6. Cf. 22:1ff. where a similar act of obedience results in a promise of 

blessing (22:16-18). Cf. also below, p.1l8. 

7. There is insufficient evidence to demonstrate this, cf. Sheriffs, 

op.cit., p.161 n.2 . 

8. P.J. Calderone, Dynastic Oracle and Suzerainty Treaty, pp.45f. Cf. 

9. 

Jer 32:20; Isa 63:12, 14; Neh 9:10; Dan 9:15. Cf. the related 

theme in the Abraham stories of "possessing the gates of enemies" 

(22:18; 26:40). 

Idem, p.46. Calderone 1n his interpretation of 2 Sam 7:9 comes to 

the conclusion that there is a definite link between Yahweh's 

Covenant with David and the giving of a name (op.cit., p.46). In 

the light of a possible connection between 12:1-3 and royal ideology, 

2 Sam 7:9 is an interesting cross-reference; cf. Van Seters, op.ci t., 

p.275 . 



55 

e) 11 :rl -:1 
r T • 

il'\1\ .. : "." 
, is 

As MT points it, the translation of 

shall be", or "so that you will be", thus 
to the giving of a great name in 12:2c. 

more difficult to interpret . 
11 'il \ is either "and you .. : "; 

relating the blessing directly 
J.J. 11itchell says that it is 

not simply a promise but also a command and therefore must be recognized 
as an imperative. 1 There does not seem to be any reason for not linking 
12:2d to the making of a great name in 12:2c, and for seeing it as both 
an imperative and a promise. 2 Blessing will be the effect of being given 
a great name. The identity of the recipients of the blessing becomes a 

little clearer in 12:3. 

f) All attention is focused 

" ,,\\~\ TJ ~?\?"Q'\ 
on Abraham in 12:3. God says, 

~'-=rr=f1? I\~!,~\~~l 
Here again Von Rad captures the heart of the meaning: 

The promise given to Abraham has significance ... 
far beyond Abraham and his own seed. God now brings 
salvation and judgment into history, and man's 
judgment and salvation will be determined by the 
attitude he adopts toward3this work which God 
intends to do in history. 

The word ~~V can be used to call a formula of curse upon a person. 4 

The root q - L - L is used in the Tuku1ti-Nimurta Epic to mean the breaking 
of a Treaty. To despise one's oath is to belittle (qu11u1u) the gods, 
thus calling down the Treaty curse on one's head. 5 Apparently to belittle 

1. WTJ ( ), p.35 fn . 28, cf. Cassuto , op.cit ., p.3l4 . 

2. Speiser, Genesis, p.86 says that the pointing of the verb as a second 

person singular by MT and other ancient versions is syntactically 

unacceptable . He favour s a third person singular, "that it may be a 

.blessing". However 1n the light of the great interest shown in the 

man Abraham in 12:3 it is better to retain the problematic MT reading. 

3. Genesis, p . 160. 

4. 

5. 

2 K 2:24 ; 1 Sam 17:43; (Is a 8:21). It can also mean, "trifling 

with", II taking no notice ofl! . 

J.J. Mitchell, WTJ, ( ), p.35 fn. 27 uses this example. However it 

is not clear that there is a Covenant that can be broken by the outsider. 

On the other hand the use of ~ ~" here could indicate a very 

positive attitude to the Gentiles as it implies that there is a Covenant 

for them to break. 



56 

Abraham with whom the Lord has a Covenant, is to belittle God Himself. l 

The result of this is that God will "bind (the guilty party) with a curse".2 

Noticing that the MT has 7j'ttP1?, "him who curses you", in the 
singular while -;:r-:;;rl1-'1?, ';th'ose who bless you", is in the plural, 
Von Rad concludes that the thought of judgement is almost overarched by 

the words of blessing. 3 Apart from the fact that '1'7?\?1? is plural 
in some t4SS and ancient versions, the switch from plural to singular is 
probably only for the sake of diversification and variation in the 
parallelism. 4 The promise contained here in 12:3 indicates that mankind's 
relation to God will be determined by its attitude to Abraham. The 
Chapters that follow spell out more clearly the significance of Abraham's 
special and unique relationship with God. 5 l~hile Abraham's own 
obedience and faith must playa part in this, God's election of him is 

the crucial factor. 

g) The niph'al, -\-:),\:11\ ,in 12:3c is the subject of 
; : . ~ 

controversy. There are two main interpretations. The first, with LXX 
in support, argues that because it is niph'al, which is generally, though 

1. J.J. Mitchel l, op.cit., p.35 fn. 27. Similarly the bearer of the 

Royal threat in the con text of the Suzerainty Treaties is invested with 

all the authority of his master, cf. Sheriffs, op.cit., pp.111-114. 

To insult him is to insult the master. Sheriffs convincingly 

explains the incident of Elisha and the she-bears (2 K 2 :2 3ff.) along 

these lines (op.cit., p.156). 

2. This is the meaning of II~' (KB).. God curses , e.g. Gen 

3:14, 17; 4:11; and men curse,e.g. Gen 9:25; 27:29. Cf. Ak. 

araru, "bind, enchant". 

3. Genesis, p.160 . 

4. Cassuto, op.cit., p.315. 

5. Cf. 2 Chr 20:7; Isa 41:8. On Abraham as an " example of pi e ty", cf. 

Van Seters, op.cit., p.273; Von Rad, Genesis, p.175. 

J.A. Thompson writes: 

'The onomastica of the ancient Near East , as well as of 
the Old Testament, show that it was common for a clan 
chief to be associated in an intimate personal way with a 
dei ty and even to have his own name for the deity" (The 
Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and the Old Testament~.27). 
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not always, passive, it can be translated "they shall be blessed".l 

This implies that the privileges enjoyed by Abraham (and his descendants) 

would be extended to all men. Abraham is assigned the role of mediator 

of blessing in God's saving plan for Jrn~~-n ~"J 
11'01\\\11.2 This is a slightly expanded form of the teaching in 12:2b. 

T T -: T 

Those who support the second interpretation of .\ "]1-:J1) 
: ~. I 

point out that the niph'al can have a reflexive meaning. The translation 

would be, "they shall bless themselves". Support for this is received 

from the occurrence of the hithpa'el in parallel passages 22:18 and 26:4. 

This form can be reflexive or reciprocal, but is seldom passive. 3 Speiser 
says that this means that the nations of the world would point to Abraham 

as their ideal either in blessing themselves or one another. 4 This is a 
possible interpretation and the effect is not as trivial as Von Rad thinks. 

The reflexive meaning takes full account of the human response to God 's 

offer. 5 It is difficult to decide which of the two interpretations is 
correct. 6 It is possible that the writer had both meanings in mind. 7 

In the Abraham stories which follow it is clear that Abraham's life had a 

1. Von Rad, Genesis, p.160. Cf. the use of the niph'al in parallel 

passages, 18:18; 28:14. 

2. Speiser, Genesis, p.86, says that 

communities", rather than families. 

I1n~Li1? 
T T • 

means "political 

Cf. below, p.62. 

3. GK 54g. 

4. QE.. cit., p.86. For the proverbial use of names 1n blessing, cf. Gen 

48:20; Zech 8:13; Isa 65:16; Ps 72:17; and the opposite in Jer 29:22. 

Von Rad criti cally says that this interpretation "reckons with a reIInlant 

of the magical-dynamic notion of blessing" (op.cit., p.160). This 1S 

not necessarily the case . They could bless themselves because of 

Abraham (cf. 26:5) or he could be an example. 

5. The Covenant is open t o the Gentiles (e.g. 17:l2f.) but they must 

wholly belong to the community (cf. Ex 12:45), cf . Kidner, Genesis, 

p.l30. 

6. Cf. J. Muilenberg, "Abraham and the Nations", Interp XIX (1965), 

pp.392f. 

7 . This conclusion finds some support in the fact that the parallel 

passages use both the niph' a l (18:18; 28 :14) and hithpa' e l (22:18; 

26:4). This suggests that both senses could have been in the 

mind of the author;(Source division would naturally destroy this 

argument). 
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definite effect on those around him. This favours the first interpretation. 

It is interesting to notice that in this understanding of il-:J"1 J. 
T T: 

there is a link with the ideology of kingship.l 1t is through the king 
that blessings come on the whole realm. 2 Parallel passages 18:18; 

22:18; 24:4; and 28:14 show that the blessing extends beyond the nation 
itself and has imperial dimensions. 3 These passages also show that the 
blessing is mediated through Abraham ·and his offspring. In 18:18. 

Abraham is the blessing. and in 22:18 and 26:4 his descendants are, and 
in 28:14 both Abraham and his descendants are a blessing. But at this 
stage (12:1-3) only Abraham himself is mentioned. Although an heir is 
essential for the fulfilment of the promises in 12:1-3 this promise is 
left until later. 5 

3. THE TWIN IDEAS OF ISRAEL BEING BLESSED BECAUSE OF ABRAHAM AND 

HERSELF BEING A BLESSING TO OTHERS 

The idea of Abraham securing blessing for Israel and in turn the 
nations is clearly taught in 26:5, (24). Van Seters' comment is worth 
quoting in full: 

1. Cf. J. Van Seters, op.cit., p.274. 

2. Cf. above, pp. 44-47. 

3. Cf. the coronation blessing in Ps 72:17. Van Seters says that l2:3c 

and parallels) does not have in mind the Davidic or Solomonic Empires 

which never had such effective dimensions, but is an i mit ation of the 

great Empires of the eighth to sixth centuries B.C. (op.cit., p.275). 

While l2:3c could be patterned on the Empires, i t is not necessary 

that they be f irst millenium B.C. Empires. 

4. Cf. Ps 47 ; Jer 3:1- 4:4 ; Isa 19:23-25, and the commentary of 

Muilenberg , "Abraham and the Nations", In terp XIX (1965), pp.394-396. 

5. The promise of an heir is so important that if it be r emoved the 

narratives would fall apart (N.E. Wagner, op.cit., p.138). 
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Abr~ham's past obedience effects a blessing for 
the following generations as well. This;-s 
certainly a concept of the 'merits of the fathers' 
that ensures the destiny of the people as a whole. 
While one may regard the phraseology of 26:5 as 
Deuteronomi c it is quite a di fferent concepti"on 
of love and blessing . It suggests that in spite 
of Israel's sin, which brought about the exile, the 
promise of land and offspring made to Abraham are 
still good.l 

While the Abraham stories do not conceal the weak sides to Abraham's 
character, it is clear that the reader i s meant to be impressed by 
Abraham's obedience .2 The idea of one man's merits being effective for 
another is difficult to understand, but the idea of the ancestral founder 
of a family or nation gi ving it its character,3 as well as that of a 
corporate person,4 help to explain the phenomenon . 

The first hint that Abraham is not the only one involved in the call 
and the promise is found in l2:4f. where Abraham ' s nephew Lot, Sarah, all 
their possessions and l"lQ:;I ·lu.s~ -Iy.i~~ ui~ri] 
are menti oned. Abraham had 1 eft \ ''J. '\' ll'") 6 

• T 

his own \)' 3. . While the 1 iteral 
. - 7 

with a roof and walls, it i s frequently 
meaning 
used to 

He now forms 
of Jl '3 i s a house 
de scribe t~ family. S 

5 

1. Op. cit., p .273. As this quotati on h i n t s, Van Se ters se t s 1 2:1~ 3 

again s t an Exilic background. The Exi le was proof tha t t he Coven antal 

r el a tionship bas ed on the obedien ce of the I sraeli t es was broken , and 

with it t he l egitimate claim t o the land. According to Van Seters , 

12 :1-3 establishes a new bas i s fo r t he r elat ion sh ip ( op . ci t., p.265). 

2. Cf . be l ow Ch.V . 

3. Cf. 16 :12 . 

4 . Cf. below , p. 63. 

5. Cassuto s ugges t s t ha t these wJ ') J coul d have been conve rt s .: .: 

(op . ci t., pp . 320f .); bu t t hey a r e probably slaves . Cf . esp. Ch . 17 

fo r t he f r equen t men tion of s l aves as part of the fami ly unit . 

6. 12 :1; cf. 24 : 38 . 

7. Cf. 12: 15; 19: 2 , 3 , 4 , 10, 11 ; 24 : 32 ; etc . 

8. Cf . 12 :1; 14 :14 ; 15 : 2 , 3 ; 17 :12 , 13 , 23 , 27 ; 18:19 ; 20 : 13 , 18 ; 

24 : 2 , 7, 23 , 2 7 , 28 , 38 , 40. On a s imil ar usage of ~11'\' 
cf . Skinner, op. cit . , p . 251 . 
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However the distincti.on is not always clear. l Jl'.~ when understood 
as a sodal unit is a community centering on one man, the father of the 
house. He has absolute authority over his house Which in early times 
included life and death (38:24).2 It is in relation to him that its 

members are viewed. J . R. Porter says that the Israelite famtly usually 

consisted of the following: 

The head of th.e family and his wife, his father and 
mother, step-mothers, s i sters land sometimes their 
husbands) , sons and daughters and their spouses, 
grandsons and grand-daughters (and sometimes perhaps 
their husbands ), the father's sisters (and perhaps 
their husbands), the mother's sisters (and perhaps their 
husbands), the father's brothers and their wives, the 
head's brothers and their wives, and his mother-in- l aw 
or mothers - in-law. 3 

This outline of the possible members of an Israelite family i s based 
largely on Porter's study of Lev 18. 4 The position of the slave i s an 
interesting one. Because they are not mentioned in the absolute 
prohibitions of Lev 18, Porter concludes that they do not belong to the 
group in t he full sense. S The tension of belonging and yet not quite 
belonging is seen clearly in 17:1ff. where s laves are to re ceive the 
sign of the Covenant like Isaac, but the promise about Ishmael i s not as 
grand as that about Isaac. He is al so compelled t o leave t he Covenant 
family, something which could not have happened to Isaac.6 Strictly 

1. Cf . 12:1; 19: 2 ; 24:2 7; etc. 

2. No t e the wil es of the women in the Pa tria r cha l n ar r atives who use 

c r af t to ove r come th is l i mitat ion on t hem . 

3. The Exten ded Fami ly in t he Old Te s tament (London: Edutex t Publications, 

1967) , p . 21. Membersh i p i s as much determi ned by cornmon dwel l ing 

pl ace as it is by Cornmon bl ood ( i dem , p .21) . 

4 . He says tha t t he r egul a ti ons fo und he r e ar e primari ly designe d t o 

prese r ve t he group's peace and wel l - being (ib i d., p . 9) . These 

absolute prohibi t i ons show the ext ent of t he family . 

5. I b id., p. 21. Cf. R. De Vaux, An ci ent Is r ae l. Its Li fe and Ins titutions . 

Trans. J. McHugh (Lon don: Har t on, Longman & Todd , 1974 Les 

In s titutions de l' Anc i en Tes t amen t [ Pari s: Le s Edit ions du Ce r f , 

n. dJ ) ,p. 85 , who s ays that slaves were a r eal par t of t he f amily . 

6. Cf. below, pp . 99-102 . 
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speaking, the slave is a chattel, belonging to his master by right of 
conquest, purchase or inheritance. l ·Yet slaves did have certain rights 

and while it depended largely on the character of his master, his lot 
was usually tolerable. 2 A distinction is sometimes made between 

'i)~-:J I''J~ and outsiders who are bought. 3 The W.~ -1'~: 
ranked close enough to members of the family to be entrusted with tasks 
of considerable importance and responsibility, cf. 24:2ff. 4 Nevertheless 
they had the same social status as those who had been bought. 5 Because 
female slaves could among other things be concubines to the master of 
the house, they are a special case. 6 The mothers of the twelve tribes 
is Israel include concubines (cf. 35:23-26). It is therefore likely 
that concubines were full members of the family, in this early period 

at 1 east. This world which consisted merely of family groups, where 
servants lived with the master of the house, had to a large extent 
passed away by the eighth century B.C. A new social class had made 

7 its appearance - that of wage earners. 

The Patriarchs knew no society other than the family unit as they 
did not participate to any great extent in the society of their neighbours. 8 

In the sphere of an independent family events like a quarrel or the birth 
of a child have a special importance. 9 For most of Israel's history the 

1. De Vaux, ~.cit., p.84. 

2. Idem, p.85. 

3. 17:12, 23, 27; Lev 22:11; Cf. Jer 2:14. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

Speiser, Genesis, p.104. Cf. De Vaux, op.cit., p.82, where he says 

that the expression could al so refer to all those who have ce rtain 

obligations to the master of the house when it is necessary to take 

up arms , cf. 14:14. 

De Vaux, op . ci t. , p.82. 

Ide m, p . 86. 

De Vaux, op.cit. , pp.22f. , 

dating of the narratives. 

Cf. Holt, op.cit., p.92. 

73. This is of s ome importance ~n the 

Chapter 14 ~s an exception t o this. 

9. Cf. Von Rad, Genesis, pp.34f. 
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family is the sod a 1 uni t of whi ch peopl e felt themselves to be really 

a part. It was the most significant unit to which he belonged. l 

r 

j)':l is very flexible and may even include the entire nation,2 
or a conside-rable section of the people. 3 11 Q~~1? 
found in 24:38, 40, 41, usually refers to something a little bigger than 
a household, but more limited than the tribe. 4 However the line of 
distinction between ';l ~~ and 11 n 'JuJ1) is fluid. S 

'" T : • 

The close 1 i nk between fI '.:J and T1 0~4i '() can be seen in 
24 :38 , 40 where the two are used interchangeably. In the case of an 
[J~ the kinship link becomes even weaker as the Yet 

still they 

together. 6 
have their focus on an ancestral fath er; 

group expands. 
he binds them 

This can also be said of ") 7 Beginning with the 

promise 
expands 

to make Abraham a "great nation" in 12:2 (cf. 18:18), the promise 
to include . 8 (17.4-6). Sarah also comes into her 

a mother of own as an ancestress with the promise that she would be 
nations (17:16). 

1. J.R. Porter, The Extended Family in the Old Tes tament, p.7 . Cf. 

Pederson, op. cit., p . 274, where what he calls the "psychic a l 

community" in Israel is said t o confine itself largely to the family 

group. 

2. E.g . "the house of Jacob" or "the house of Israel". 

3. E.g. "the house of Joseph" or "the house of Judah". 

4. Pederson, ~.cit., p.46. 

5. Idem, pp .46f. Cf. Porter, op.cit., pp.6f., especially his comment 

on the danger of using Jos 7:16f. as a st andard . 

6. 

7. 

Pederson, op.cit., pp.55ff. 

describe the kinship group. 

:J. ,', 3)' :J. 1S often used to 
T 

In the mouth of the daughter 0 ~\ ))'::J 
is just as appropr iate, cf. 25:23; 

Seters, op.cit., p.246). The word 

to describe one 's kindred, 

Cf. also ill~ in 
T T 

On the differences between 

ct. 24 :4; 

Yl. ,\~ 
o~ 

Ruth 1:8; Song 3:4; 8:2 (Van 

T11~iD is also used , . 
31:3; 32:10; 43:7; etc . 

1n 24 :7; 31:13; e t c . 

and "l~ f b A ,c . a ove, p.53. 

8. It is never made absolutely clear in the Abraham stories whether this 

promis e refers simply to a blood-link between Abraham and nations, 

which would be his descendant s , or whether the idea of the 

conversion of the nations is implied as well. 
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As the head of a family wh i ch is in one 
Abraham represents hi s family before God. l 

this regard. Van Seters writes: 

sense Israel in microcosm, 
Isa 41 :8f. is of interest in 

r 

Here God's election and call of Abraham from a 2 
distant land is viewed as Israel's election also. 

Thus in the Abraham stories, Abraham is at times the source of blessing to 
the nations and at other times it is Israel. 3 This tension is summed up 
in J.R. Porter's definition of what i's usually meant by the expression 
"corporate personal ity": 

"Corporate personal ity" may be taken to imply that, 
in certain spheres and on certain occasions, the 
individual is considered as indistinguishable from 
the group to which he belongs.4 

This idea has been worked out in some detail by J . Pederson,5 H.W. 
Robinson,6 and A.R. Johnson. 7 Criticism of this means of interpretation 
has shown that it has to be used prudently.8 An example of an overuse 
of the method is the theory that the individuals one meets in the 
Patriarchal narratives are in fact tribes. 9 Driver's balanced criticism 
can hardly be improved upon: 

1. This idea of representation ~s found in a highly developed form in the 

Treaties and Royal Grants where the parties make arrangements on 

behalf of their whole dynasty; cf. 21:23. 

2. Q£.cit., p.265. 

3. Muilenberg, "Abraham and the Nations", Interp XIX (1965), p. 393. 

Cf. above , p.58. 

4. "The Legal Aspects of the Concept of 'Corporate Personality' in the 

Old Testament", VT XV (1965), p.36l. 

5. Israel. Its Life and Culture I - II (London: Oxford University Press, 

1926) . 

6. Esp. "The Hebrew Conception of Corporate Personality", BZAW LXVI 

(1936), pp.49-62. 

7. Esp. The One and the Many in the Israelite Conception of God 

(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1961). 

8. J.R. Porter , VT XV (1965), pp.36l-380; J.W. Rogerson, "The Hebrew 

Conception of Corporate Personality: A Re-Examination", JTS XXI: 1 

(1970), pp.I-16. 

9. Hardly anyone still supports the theory in all its details. 
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An unsubstantial figure, such as Canaan (9:25-27) 
might be an example of a personified group of 
peoples .. . but the abundance of persona) incident 
and detail in the patriarchal narratives as a 
whole seems to constitute a serious objection to 
this explanation of their meaning: would the 
movements of tribes be represented in this veiled 
manner on such a large scale as would be the 
case if this explanation were the true one?l 

Bearing this criticism in mind I. Engnell says that in the Abraham stories 
there is an oscillation between the individual and the group.2 H. Gunkel's 

theory is more sophisticated. He says that while caution is needed, we 
must reckon with the possibility that some of these figures do not 
originally represent tribes, but only came to do so in later times. 3 

While there is some evidence for an oscillation between the individual and 
the group in the Abraham stories,in the present text it is primarily an 
oscillation between Abraham understood as an individual and as all 

Israel. Thus Israel and the nations are blessed because of Abraham, 
and Israel is herself a blessing to others. 

4. THE BACKGROUND TO THE CALL 

work 

A theory closely related 

of the Albright school. 

to the one just discussed is implied by the 

In their concern to 
background to the move of Abraham from Mesopotamia 

provide the historical 
they have given much 

1. Genesis, p.lvii. Cf . Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel . From its 

Beginnings to the Babyloni an Exile, trans. M. Greenberg (London: 

George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1961. 

, D' D )) , ';:J '\' -, ijJ' Tl 

'1UJ J)\:J 1lC .., ~ 0 l\> 
Dvir, 1937fL]) , p.2l9. 

1 f) :)'fP ?~\ll\1' 
il ]\0,"11 31)1L;]))) 

[Tel-Aviv: Bialik Institute-

2. Critical Essays on the Old Testament, p.54. 

It is along these lines that he explains the apparent contradiction 

between 18:11 and 25:11. He says that in the first passage Abraham 

is an individual while in the latter he represents a collective group. 

3. The Legends of Genesis, p.20. 
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attention to the migration of peoples from Mesopotamia. l The problem 

is that very often these reconstructions obscure what the text is actually 
saying. 2 Speiser, while agreeing that the context of the call of 
Abraham is to be found in the migrations from Mesopotamia, rightly says 
that "the stated reason for the journey should nto be dismissed off-hand".3 
Tbe reason given is staggering in Hs simplicity - God told him! We 
are not even told by the text what Speiser says about the migration being 
in protest against the local religious solution. 4 Indeed the Abraham 
stories as a whole carry no hint of a battle with paganism and idolatry.5 
Neither does Abraham appear to have that much missionary zeal. 6 

The question of the religious beliefs of Abraham has been the subject 
of much debate.? Almost all modern scholars accept the theory that later 

Yahwism has been read back into the Patriarchal narratives. 8 While there is 
probab ly a lot of truth in the theory, the prob 1 em 1 ies in deci ding what is ori gi na 1 
and what is a later interpretation. One thing that is clear is that the 
monotheistic world view had no real antecedents in paganism. 9 Add to this 
the fact that the work of Moses would be unthinkable without the prior 
labours of the patriarchs,lO and it has to be recognized that the Patriarchs 

1. Cf. J. Bright, A History of Israel, pp.85-91. 

2. Cf. e.g . below, p . 81. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Genesis, p.XLV. But it ~s only with the eye of faith that we 

discern the initiative of divine providence (Holt, ~.~i~., p.173). 

Op. cit., p.LVI. Jos 24:2 , however, suggests this. 

Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel, p.222. The refusal to intermarry 

with the local inhabitants is the on ly hint of this, cf. below, pp .121f . 

6. Segal, The Pentateuch, p.139. 

7. For a thorough dis cussion of the subject, cf. M. Haran, "The Religion 

of the Patriarchs. An Attempt at a Synthesis", Annual of the Swedish 

Theological Institute IV (1965), pp.30-55 . Unfortunately he neglects 

the work of Conservative scholars including J.A. Motyer, The 

Revelation of the Divine Name (London: Tyndale Press, 1959). 

8. E.g. Von Rad, Genesis, p. 198. 

of Canaan, pp.94f. 

9. Kaufmann, op.cit., p.2. 

10. Speiser, Genesis, p .L . 

But cf. Albright, Yahweh and the Gods 
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and Abraham in particular did ~ome valuable work. l 

(cf. l4f.) ' we are told that Abraham's ancestors were 
In Jos 24;2 

pagan. 2 On the 
other hand the blessing that Noah bestowed on Shem implies that knowledge 
of the true God was preserved by the descendants of Shem. 3 Abraham is 
presented as the inheritor of thi s tradition. Abraham as head of an 
independent family would have been a leader in the family cult.4 It is 
possible that the concept of a "father's god" has a connection with the hou 
house and personal gods of Nuzi and Ur. 5 

Whatever the exact nature of Abraham's faith, the request that he 
leave home and break ancestral bonds was to expect of an ancient man 
almost the impossible. 6 The accumulation of expressions, "your country 
your kindred '" your father's house" indicates that God knew that He was 
making no small demand on him.7 Abraham obeys blindly and without 

b · t' 8 o Jec lon. 

1. Haran writes, "It is probable that the religion of the anc i en t Hebrews 

contained something which made it close to Yahwism - something which 

helped to make the acceptance of the latter by the tribes of Israel 

2. 

3. 

so swift and easy" (op. cit. p.48) . 

Genesis contains faint hints of this, cf. 3l:l9ff. and 31: 53. On 

the as sociations of the names "Te rah" and "Sarah" with moon-worship, 

cf. Cassuto, op.cit., pp.266, 276. 

Cassuto, ~. cit., pp.30lf. This could explain why Abraham insisted 

that Is aac ' s wife be from his relatives in Mesopo t amia , cf. below,pp.12lf. 

4. J.A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties and the Old Testament, 

p.27. Cf. Sheriffs, ~. cit. , p.435 on the chieftains acting as 

cuI tic leaders in the covenan t ceremony . 

5. Cf . Haran, op.cit., p.50 fn. 28 for bibliography. For a summary of 

A. Alt's contribution to the understanding of Patriarchal religion, 

cf. Haran, op.cit., p.5l fn. 34. Alt says that the concept of the 

"father's god" is a very early layer of tradition. 

6. Von Rad , Genesis , p.161. 

7. Driver, Genesis, p.144. 

8. In spite of the fact that the promises that. God had made would have 

been very attractive, it was a courageous step to take. 
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D. CONCLUSION 

r 

Not only does a study of 12:1-3 introduce the reader to the themes 
which will run through most of the Abraham stories, but also to the tension 
in the understanding of Abraham's person. While he is usually meant to 

be understood as an individual representing his immediate family, his 
descendants, and even all nations, at times because he is the founding 
ancestor of Israel and therefore Israel in microcosm, he is best 
understood as a "Corporate Person". This explains the existence, side by 
side, of the ideas of Israel and the nations being blessed because of 
Abraham,and Israel herself being a blessing to the nations. 
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CHAPTER V 

WAITING FOR THE FULFILMENT 

A. INTRODUCTION 

The narratives nowhere give a clear-cut reason why God did not 
immediately fulfil His promises. l Part of an answer is to be found in 
the theme of testing which runs through all the narratives. Von Rad is 
correct in saying that the background to the idea of testing is to be found 
in the ritual of the ordeal. 2 The idea seems to be that God is seeking to 
bring to light guilt or innocence. In his capacity as the recipient of 
the promise, Abraham (and to a lesser extent Sarah and the other characters) 
is faced with a number of tests. "While the author is much too fine an 
artist to spell out the viewers' thoughts",3 it is clear that Abraham fails 
some of these tests. 4 But even more clear is the fact that he passes the 
two greatest tests - the call from Mesopotamia (12:1-3) and the command to 
sacrifice Isaac (22:1ff.).5 

The narratives are arranged in such a way that there is a constant 
switch from the climax of faith to the anti-climax of unbelief along with 
the switch from the climax of Promise to the anti-climax of non-fulfilment. 6 

The suspense is maintained throughout - will God's purpose be thwarted? In 
order to emphasize the reign of God the narrator places Abraham and the 
possibility of the fulfilment of the promise in a desperate situation. 7 

This is also the case with the subordinate characters. 8 The narratives 

1. 

2. 

Thus in lS :3 no reason fo r the sojourn in Egypt is given. The usual 

interpretation of exile as a curse following disobedience to the 

Covenant is absent. 

Genesis, pp.239f. 

On exile as a curse cf . e . g. ANET , pp.S32-S37 . 

On the ritual cf. Ex lS:2Sb; 1 Kings 8:31f. 

It is also applied to the history of Israel, e.g. Dt 13:3; Judg 2:22. 

Cf. M.G. Kline, "Oath and Ordeal Signs", WTJ XXVII (196S), pp . llS-139. 

3. Speiser, Genesis, p.143. 

4. E.g. 12:10-20. 

S. On the relationship between obedience and the Covenant cf. above Ch.III. 

6. E.g. 12:1-9 and 12:10-20; and 18:1ff. and 20:1ff., and also cf. 

below, p. 91. 

7. E. g. 12:10-20. 

8. Ishmael's career 1S an example, cf. the promises of 16:12; 17:20; 

21:13; but d. 21:1Sf. 
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show how human decisions, even sinful ones, are used by the sovereign God. 
Chapter 21, verse 12 is a brilliant example of this. The reader does not 
expect that God would be on Sarah's side, but rather on Abraham's. 
Commenting on this, Von Rad says that this shows how He "pursues his great 
historical purposes in, with, and under all the headstrong acts of men" 1 
As the story progresses the promises are emphasized by repetition2 as well 
as clarified. Thus the Land Promise hinted at in 12:1-3 is clearly 
promised in 12:7, and in 13:14-17, 15:17-20, 17:1ff.,and 23:1ff. it receives 
even more clarity. The same is true of the promise of a son and numerous 
progeny. What is implied in 12:1-3 is stated in 13:16, 15:4 , and 17:lff. 
Things begin to become even more definite with the mention of the name 
"Isaac" in 17:17; the promise of a definite time in 17:21,18:10 and the 
climax in 21:1ff. The continuance of the line is assured in 24:1ff. 

B. THE ACCEPTANCE (12:4-9) 

In these verses we find Abraham and his household entering the Land of 
Canaan. The bondage and unsuitability of the land is emphasized in 
12:6b (cf. 12:9). But in a theophamy God makes specific the promise of 
land (12:7). This is a sophisticated form of the Land Promise as it takes 
into account the fact that Abraham himself would never really own the land. 
The promise is made in connection with his descendants ( y, t ).3 

- -: 

The fact that the narratives mention various places which Abraham 
(and Jacob) visited is according to Cassuto highly significant. He 
maintai ns that Abraham's itinerary is presented as an "ideal conquest", 

1. Genesis, p.233. 

2. On repetition for emphasis cf. above, p .5l. 

3. .::,I. I has different shades of meaning in the Abraham stories - -: 

(cf. Speiser, Genesis, p.LXVII). This a llows the wri t er to veil 

what he is saying. The reader often finds it difficult t o know 

whether I saac or the descendants are being referred to. 
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during the Conquest. l Abraham a prefigurement of what would happen later 
moves from Shechem (12:6) to Bethel (12:8) and then on to the Negeb (12:9). 
These strategically important centres 
They occupied Bethel (Josh 7:2; 8:9; 
specifically Mount Ebal (Josh 8:30) ; 

were occupied by the invading armies. 
cf. 8:14)2, Shechem or more 
from there the invaders moved into the 

Nogeb region (Josh 9:1ff.). There could be some truth in Cassuto's 
theory but the parallels could exist simply because these were strategic 

positions. 

The building of the first altar in Canaan (12:7) is a highly significant 
4 act. It is a foretaste of the worship of Yahweh which would be enjoyed 

when Israel took full possession of the land. 

C. THE PROMISE IN DANGER (12:10-20) 

The reader holds his breath as the promise appears to be in ruins when 
Sarah is lost to Abraham. 5 The greatest enemy of the promise is the 

bearer himself .6 Abraham appears to have lost his vision of the promise 
so quickly'? 

The question of the morality of Abraham's action has been the subject 
of some debate. The dilemma facing Abraham was something like this: 

1. Genesis, Vol . II, pp. 204f. 

2. The actual reference occurring in both 12:8 and Josh 8 :9 is to a place 

between Bethel and Ai. 

3. This is the conclusion that Sheriffs comes to (op.cit., p.4l0). 

4. Cf. Von Rad, Genesis, p.162. 

5. The narratives imply that no other ancestress would do; cf. l7:l5f. 

6. Von Rad, Genesis, p.169. In the context of this narrative the 

statement is true, but it certainly is not true for all the stories. 

7. Cf. Kidner, Genesis, p.116. 
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i) If he were honest Sarah would be safe but he would probably be slain. 
This would mean the end of the promise. 
ii) If he were dishonest Sarah's honour would be endangered and he would 
probably lose her but his life would be spared. To give him the benefit 
of the doubt he could have thought that he must do all he could to preserve 
the possibility of the fulfilment of the promise. 

Abraham made the wrong decision - he is unable to reply to the heathen 
King's rebuke. l Instead of being a blessing to the nations Abraham had been 

2 a curse. It is easy to scold Abraham from the security of a few thousand 
years later, but he should have trusted God · to keep His promise. A point 
made very clearly in this story is that God is in complete control. 3 

Abraham had chosen what he thought to be the lesser of two evils but he had 
forgotten about God. Perhaps he should not have moved from the Promised 
Land at all even though "the famine was severe", but trusted God instead. 
Yet Abraham's weakness gave occasion for a manifes tation of the Lord's 
faithfulness as a Covenant Protector. 4 The story thus has a far more 

·powerful message than an exaltation of Abraham's shrewdness and Sarah's 
beauty. 

J~ost scholars today bel ieve that the three parallel passages are variants 

of the same tradition. S A recent contribution is that of J. Van Seters. 
He argues that 20:1ff. is based on 12:10-20 and 26:1 -11 is based on the 
first two. 6 On the other hand conservative writers still maintain that the 
three narratives describe three events. 7 It is impossible to evaluate all 
the opinions at this stage. All that we need notice is that the duplication 
of essentially the same story in the three narratives emphasizes their main 
theme - the Lord' s faithfulness as a Covenant Protector. S 

1. Skinner, Genesis, p.2S0. 

2. Wolff,OP.cit. , 

duplicity, cf. 

P .148. For the half-truth contained in Abraham's 

below p .lll fn . 5. 

3. In the other two forms of this story (20:1ff.; 26:1-11) the idea of 

the saving intervention of God is also of special interest (Von Rad, 

Genesis, p.170). 

4. M. Kline, NBC, p .9 3. Cf. ab ove p .31. 

5. E.g. Skinner, Genesis, p.31S. 

6. Q£.cit., pp.167-191. 

7. E.g . Kidner, Genesis, pp.115-117 . Cf. above Ch. II. 

8. On the i dea of duplication for emphasis cf . above,p.51. 
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D. THE SEPARATION OF LOT (13:1ff.) 

Coming after the shame of the Egyptian experience, the trip to Bethel 
could be viewed as a kind of pilgrimage. l Nevertheless the main function 
of 13:2-7 is to introduce the reason for the separation from Lot. The 
problem arose from the fact that "their possessions were so great that they 
could not dwell together" (13 :6b). Abraham had earl ier been promised 
that he would be 

others (12:2f.). 

blessed and that he would be a source of blessing for 
This part of the story partly fulfils the promise. 2 

The "'\'1;> ,~~of 13 :2 is in antithetic parallelism to the 
of 12:10~3 Abraham had brought some of his wealth with him 

-:l ),I,ll ,.:J:l 
1" .. r .0 T 

( 12 : 5) as we 11 

as gaining more by rather devious means (12:6). But this chapter implies 
a rather rapid increase in material bless ing, thus necessitating the 
separation. Lot's contact with Abraham meant that he received blessing 
from God via Abraham. 4 

The narrator usually devotes a lot of attention to the characters of 
those who leave Abraham's house. 5 The chief functions that the character 
of Lot has i n most of the narratives is to provide an example of what 
Abraham is not6 and to show how Lot receives bl ess in g, in spite of everything, 
because of Abraham.? Another reason for Lot' s prominence may be due to 
the possibility he offered Abraham of an heir. Adoptions like this were a 
fairly common practice. 8 

There are very practical reason s why a large group of semi-nomads 
should split up. 9 Strife between c!11\~\ o>uiF~, was intol erable for 
Abraham (13: 8). The way in which the division is handled by Abraham 

1. Kidner, Genesi s , p .117 . 

2. Cf. 24: 35f. 

3. Cas sut o , Genesis, p. 36 3. 

4. Cf. 30: 30. 

5 . For a charac t e r ske t ch of Lot, cf . Von Rad , Genesis, p .224 . 

6. Cf . Ch. 18 a s con t ras t ed with Ch. 19. 

7. In sp ite of h is weakness and i mp l ied involvement Ln the corruption 

of Sodom he was deemed worthy of sal vati on, cf. 19: 29. 

8. M. Kl ine , NB C, p.93. Cf. be low, pp. 92 , 99 fn.4 , 11 3. 

9. Cf. Von Rad, Genesis, p.171. 
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reveals his generosity.l The affair by way of contrast also reveals the 

greed of Lot in choosing the better part. 2 That it is the more fertile 
part is made abundantly clear by the first part of 13:10. But the reader 
knows what Lot did not know - that the Lord would destroy Sodom and 
Gomorrah (13:10b).3 The fact that a selfish decision actually benefited 
Abraham is another indication of the Providence of God. 

Separation from Abraham always involved a separation from the future 
Covenant Kingdom. Thus Lot's descendants are the Moabites and the 
Ammonites (19:37f.). Similarly Ishmael is excluded from the Covenant 
family (16:1ff.; 21:1ff.), and the sons of the concubines are sent away 
from Isaac (25:6). In all these instances Abraham takes the initiative, 
even in the case of Ishmael once he realizes that this is the will of God 
(21:12). This is the case with Lot as well - Abraham introduces the 
discussion! Yet in spite of this exclusion, both God and Abraham continue 
to take an interest in them. 

(14:lff.; 18:16ff.; 19:1ff.). 

This is especially true of the Lot stories 

From 13:14 the interest shifts to Abraham. In contrast 
chooses his own land (13:11), Abraham is given his by God. 5 

of land is given with great clarity. In 13:14 he is called 
land which he and his descendants would be given for ever. 6 

to Lot who 
The promi se 

to look at the 
The summons 

in 13:17 is a symbolic legal act by which the occupation of land is 
recognized in Law. 7 A new feature of the Land Promise here is that it is to 
remain O~ iy - I~ 8 The other promise mentioned here also makes 

• 

1. Skinner writes, "The narrator has finely conceived the magnanimity which 

springs from fellowship with God" (Genesis, p.252). Cf. Wolf who says 

that this is part of Abraham's being a blessing (op.cit., p.148). 

Skinner, ~.cit., p.253. 

2. If 13:13 is taken to i mply that Lot deliberately chose to live with 

wi cked men, then the narrative really does present him ~n a bad light . 

3. Speiser observes the irony of its appearance and what would become of 

it (~.cit., p.98). 

4. Cf. M. Kline, NBC , p.98. 

5. Cf. Von Rad, Genesis, p.173. 

6. From the heights of Bethel large stretches of Palestine are open to 

v.iew (Speiser, Genesis, p.97). 

7. Cf. Von Rad, Genesis, p.173 (and bibliography). 

8. On O?i~- i:y as a legal formula cf. Weinfeld, JAOS XC (1970),p.199. 
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use of a practical illustration in order to convince Abraham. His 
descendants, Abraham is told, will be as many as the dust of the earth. 
In this context "the dust of the earth" refers to a vast number. l 

This illustration is parallel to that of the innumerable stars of 15:5, 
and the sand which is on the seashore of 22:17. In all three instances use 
is made of the idea of confirming a divine promise by a sign. 2 These 
passages also contain a hint of a dynastic promise. 3 

E. THE RESCUE OF LOT (14: 1ff. ) 

On the question of the historical accuracy of this chapter there have 
been widely differing opinions. Thus while Speiser says that "the 
narrative has all the ingredients of historicitY",4 Von Rad can say that 
it "contains so much that is fantastic, historically impossible, and 
miraculous".5 The question of historicity is of secondary importance for 
this Thesis. Far more important is the unusual portrait of Abraham 
with which this chapter presents us. 

He appears as "a travel 1 ing prince 
the only time that Abraham is portrayed 
underlie some of the interpretations of 

of war". 6 

as a king. 
the person 

Nevertheless this is not 
Kingship ideology could 

and work of Abraham in 
the narrati ves J In 23:6 the "Hittites" call Abraham 

1. Cf. 28:14; 2 Chron 1:9; and Ex 8:16; 2 Sam 22: 43. It does not have 

the derogatory connotations that one finds in Isa 40:12. 

2. Cf. e.g. 2 Kings 20:8ff.; Isa 7:10-17. 

3. 

4. 

Van Seters, op.cit., p.2S6. 

132:11-12; cf. Jer 33:20ff. 

Genesis, p.109. 

Cf. 2 Sam 7:12,16; Ps 89:29ff.; 

On the idea of dynasty cf . above, p.29. 

S. Genesis, p.17S. Most r ecently cf. J. van Seters, op.cit., pp.296-308. 

6 . 

Much of Van Seters' discussion is directed against J.A . Emerton , "Some 

False Clue s in the Study of Genesis XIV", VT XXI (1971), pp. 24-47; 

Idem, "The Riddle of Genesis XIV", VT XXI (1971), pp.403-439. 

Von Rad, Genesis, p.17S. Cf. Speiser who says that he is portrayed 

as a powerful sheikh (Genesis, p.104). 

7. Cf. below, e.g., p.l07. 
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The term ~) i...IJJ ,says Speiser, "designates an official who has been 
. , 1 

'elevated' in or by the assembly, hence 'elected'" Skinner adds that 
the phrase "means one deri vi ng hi s patent of nobi 1 i ty s tra i ght from 
Almighty God". Von Rad says that in the context it has a double meaning. 
For the natives it was little more than urbane politeness , but for Israel's 
ears it was "a lofty title of honour with which faith revered Abraham".2 

In 14:1ff., although Abraham may at first appear as any secular king, 
he is far from it. Von Rad can be sceptical of the reported military 
achievements of so small a group,3 and Kidner can defend the historicity of 
the report on the grounds that Abraham had allies (14:13) and that there 
was an element of surprise in the well planned night attack,4 but both 
miss the main point of the narrative. The identity of the enemy forces 
is revealed with almost tedious detail in order to emphasize that Abraham's 
relatively puny side won a great victory over much stronger international 
armies. 5 This theme of God giving victory to His people against enormous 

6 odds runs through most of the Old Testament. God is with Abraham in a 
special way. This chapter illustrates the dignity of Abraham's position 
among the potentates of the earth. 7 

M. Kline finds the reason for Abraham's intervention in the stipulation 
contained in many vassal treaties that the vassal must dispatch forces 
to protect the overlord's interests at the report of trouble. And, 
according to Kline, "Yahweh's peculiar territorial claims were impinged 
upon by Chedorlaomer's claims on Canaan".8 This interpretation is 

probably accurate but Abraham's concern for Lot, his kinsman, is also very 
important. In 14:12 Lot is mentioned as the D1.:1\\\ - 'n,\' - l::+ 

T • - • -: • 

and in 14:14,16 he is described as Abraham's 'n'~: That these 

1. Genesis, p.170. 

2. Genesis, p.248. In Ps 105:15 = 1 Ch. 16:22 the Patriarchs are called 

tJ' uJ~ as well as While IJ ' uj ~ frequently describes 

royalty it is also used of other people who are specially called by 

God, cf . De Vaux, Ancient Israel, pp.104f . 

3. Ibid., pp .l77f. 

4. Genesis, p.120. 

5. Cf. Driver, Genesis, p.155; Skinner, Genesis, p.264. 

6. E.g. Jdg 7:1ff. 

7. Cf. Skinner, Genesis, p.255. 

8. NBC , p.94. 
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references to Lot occur both in the description of the situation of need 
(14:12) and in the description of what the expedition achieved (14:16), 
shows that the plight of Lot was the main reason for Abraham's action. 
God, like Abraham, clearly continues to show an interest in Abraham's 
kinsman even after they have separated themselves. 

The occurrence of 0/.:;1.'\' - ])'1:1 '~~::Z in 14:13 is 
T'. - . :.. ;_ 

the first recorded instance of a specific covenant between Abraham and his 
nei ghbours . It is trans 1 ated by Mi tche 11 as "free-citi zens of the covenant 
of Abram".l The important cross-reference is in Neh 6: 18 where 

i1:>./·I::zif -' ~~~ refers to those nobles of Judah who allied 
themselves to Tobiah. It (Neh 6:18) is not strictly a "Parity Treaty", 
but a voluntary allying of weaker men with a more powerful overlord. 2 

Similarly here in 14:13 it is a Parity Treaty but Abraham is the most 
important party. He alone gives his name to the Covenant. 3 It is also 
he who organizes and wins the battle and who speaks for all in the 
conversation with the King of Sodom (vv. 14-24). 

The exact theological significance of the treaties in the Abraham 
stories is left unclear. On the one hand they could have no more than 
the incidental significance comparable to those of David .4 On the other 
hand so much of the mundane in the everyday life of Abraham's family seems 
to have significance because this family is a scaled down version of what 
Israel became. At the very least these treaties indicate that Abraham 
was willing to co-operate with his neighbours. 

1. 

2. 

"The Lord's Covenant with Abram:' WTJ ( ), p.31. He maintains that 

? ~~ here refe rs to a free-man as distinct from a slave. This is 
- -

possible even though it is a lit tle rare. Cf. Akkadian, bel ade 

u mamit, "Participant in a compac t under solemn oath" (Speiser, 

Genesis, p.103). 

Mitchell, WTJ ( ), p.3lfn.21. On i1~·12LfJ ' cf.below, p.ll6. 

3. Mitchell says that in the ancient Near East "the covenant of X" 

normally implied that X was the superior party (WTJ, p.32fn.22). 

4. E.g. 2 Sam 8:6,14; 10:19. The terms "serve lT
, "servants " imply this. 

For more details cf. J.A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern Treaties 

and the O.T., pp.12-20. 
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is no reason why it should 
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be nothing more than diplomatic custom,? 

not be understood as a genuine blessing. Smith's 
comments on [Ji;Jwi as an indication of a 

.. r 

convincing and it is possible that 

location and a relationship. 
o';J ui 

•• y 

covenant relationship are more 
refers to both a geographical 

1. R.H. Smith and other Source Critics increase this problem by isolating 

14 :18-20 from their immediate context, cf. "Abram and Melchizedek 

(Gen 14:18-20)", ZAW LXXVII (965), pp.129-152. 

2. Smith makes much of these similarities with the Keret Legend. 

3. ZAW LXXVII (1965), p.145. 

4. Ps 76:3(2); 110; Cf. Smi t h . op .cit., pp .1 40f. for his comments. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

Ibid., p.142 fn.29. 

should be emended to 

Cf. W.F. Albright who says that 

\D i?~ l?P and translated 
o?~ 1~"9 

"a king allied 

to him", i.e. a king allied to Abraham ("Abram the Hebrew", BASOR 

CLXIII (1961), p.52. fn . 75). 

Op.cit., pp.143f . fn.32. 

Smith, op . cit., p.135. 

E.g. Amos 1:9 (cf. 1:6). 
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The meeting between Abraham and the King of Sodom has more to teach 
about Abraham's relation to God and his fellow men. In 14:22 he rejects 
the offer of loot "with proud and almost disdainful magnanimity".l The 
reason given by Abraham is that he had sworn2 to God that he would not take 
the smallest thing. The reason why he swore this oath to God, says 
Abraham, is that he di d not want anyone to say, "I have made Abraham ri ch" . 
This is a strong affirmation of faith in the God who shall provide the best 
for Abraham. 3 

F. THE COVENANT EMPHASIZED (15:1ff.) 

Whi 1 e Von Had can say that "there are too many contradi cti ons in the 
chapter for one to think of it as an organi c narrati ve uni t", 4 Van Seters 
has argued in favour of its unity.5 What follows will not only depend 
on this conclusion of Van Seters, it will to some extent prove it . 

The human partner in the Covenant ceremony is almost completely 
passive. 6 God plays the active role throughout, taking the initiative 
from 15:1. In 15:1-11 Abraham is fairly active: he doubts and complains 
(15:2-3), he believes (15:6), he doubts again (15:8), he provides the 
ingredients for the ceremony (15:10) and he drives off the birds of prey 
(15:11). But from 15:12 he is absolutely passive as he is in a deep sleep.7 

1 . Skinner, op.cit. , p.255; Skinner says that this 1S the climax of 

the narrative (op.cit. p.27l). 

2. Cf . Speiser, Genesis, p.l04 on ',' 'J)· ·O" i] Cf. Ex 8:8; 

Num 14:30; Ps 106:26. 

3. Abraham does not appear to have viewed the situation like this in 12:16. 

4. Genesis, p.182 . He adds that a satisfactory source analysis of the 

present text seems almost impossible because it is in such a mess 

(ibid., p . 183). 

5. Op. cit., p. 26 l, cf. idem, pp.249-278. 

6. Contrast with this the bargain-like covenant of say 2l:22ff. 

7. The state of 11 'O.".,.n excludes the sleeper from contact with his 
I'" ., : -

surroundings (e.g. 1 Sam 26 :1 2) . It is a supernatural sleep induced 

directly by God (cf. ';J ~ ) '31 in 15: 12) as a preparation fo r 

His work (cf. esp. 2 :21). 
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The subject of the Chapter is Abraham and his people. The only 
mention of the nations is in 15:14 where the Egyptians who enslaved the 
Israelites would be judged and despoiled and the "Amorites"l in 15:6 
would be punished for their sin. God curses those who curse Abraham. 2 

Abraham is the specially chosen recipient of revelation. 

In 15:1 (cf . 15:4) o 1 :;l ~,- J ,\~ i1 \ n \ - "1:Z"1 il • T1 
T. -. 3 - . TI' 

This prophetic formula is foreign to the Hexateuch. The same is true 
of the fact that it was Til' n-e:1 4 Indeed the combinati on 
of these two different 
Undoubtedly Abraham is 
20:7 God calls Abraham 
special relation to God 

modes of p;o;h;tic revelation is unusual. 5 

being described in prophetic categories. In 
,\' '.:1) 6 Like the prophets he stood in a 

and couid therefore act as an intercessor (cf. 20:17).7 
The same was true of Moses, the Covenant Mediator par 

(cf. Dt 34: 1 0) . 

excellence, who is 
also described as ~':JJ 

T 

The first thing God says to Abraham is that he must not fear. The 
fear being described could be that experienced on being directly confronted 
by God in an age when men really believed in the power of divinity.8 

• An even more probable meaning of '\'1 in this context is the fear that a 
•• T 

desperate situation will not be resolved. The command not to fear therefore 
indicates that God has come with salvation. God goes on to describe Himself 

1. \ .., . D '\' is normally the name of a specific people, but sometimes it is 

also a co llec tive t erm fo r the pre-Israelite population of Canaan. The 

wider usage is probably intended here (Speiser, Genesis , p.113). 

2. Cf. above, pp. 35f. 

3. Von Rad, Genesis, p.183. 

4. Baalam's v ision (Num 24 : 4, 16) is the only except i on. 

5. They are kept distinct except perhaps in Ezekiel (Van Seters, op.cit., 

p.253. 

6. Cf. Ps 105 :15. 

7. Cf. below, p.lli. 

8. E.g. Ex 3:6 . Cf. Sheriffs, op.cit., p.158 for ancient Near Eastern 

examples of this kind of fear; and idem., p.163 for an instance of the 

need for those outside a covenant to fear. 

9. E.g. 21:17; 26:24; 46:2f. Cf. Sheriffs, op.cit., pp.142f. for ancient 

Near Eastern examples. 
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as Abraham's 1 ~ q ,1 a metaphor of protection. 2 Following from this 

God says that Abraham's '/ ~ i.u shall be very great. Usually,:J i.u 
TT 3 "'l" 

means payment which has been earned. Von Rad has noticed that in later 
literature it can be used in the sense of God's free gift. 4 The context in 
which this word occurs should determine its meaning. Whil e Abraham's 

faith and obedience in a sense merit God's promises, as has been noted, 
it is God's election and grace which are by far the 
It is therefore reasonable to interpret ., ~ i.u 

T T 

more important factors. 5 

as a "free gi ft". 

including This free gift is described in the verses that follow as 
numerous progeny and land. 

Yet in 
He asks 

spite of thi s 

'~-l-BJ) 
assurance in 15:2, Abraham is still sceptical. 6 

71"9 Speiser translates it as, 
subject of his an xiety is 

"to what 
his purpose are your 

childlessness. 8 
gifts'?,,7 The real 

He is very dissatisfied that his heir will be 

'\"lil 'J)' ~ \l yi~ - H . The exact meaning of this 

1. Emendations have been proposed. For a detailed bibliography and 

discussion cf. R.E. Clements, Abraham and David, pp . 17, 64 . 

MT makes good sense as it stands. 

2. While the military setting is primary (e.g. 2 Chr 23:9) the metaphor was 

also used in the cult; cf. e.g. Ps 3:3; 28:7 ; 33:20. Cf. Von Rad, 

op . cit.p . 183. 

3. For the view that it here refers to the payment of soldiers, cf. 

Clements, ~. cit ., pp.17f. and Van Seters, op.cit. p.254 . From this 

Van Seters concludes that "this genre of oracle belongs to the sphere 

of the royal court and in this specific form fits the time of the late 

monarchy and exilic period" (ibid . ). This is not the only possible 

Sitz im Leben. 

4. E.g. Isa 40:10; 62:11; Jer 31:16 (~.cit.p.183). Even though the 

present writer doubts the claim that this passage is late, these references 

are not valueless as they could indicate a latent meaning in 

5. Cf . above,pp.5lf. 

6. Von Rad writes, "His despondent scepti c ism in the face of the assurance 

of divine protection and the exceptionally great divine gift borders 

almost on blasphemy" (~.cit.), p.183). 

7. QE..cit., p.lll. 

8. Van Seters, op.cit., p.255. Cf. Speiser, op.cit . pp.lllf. for a good 

attempt; cf . also H.L. Ginsberg , tlAbram's 'Damascene' Steward", 

BAOS CC (1970), pp.3l-32 for a suggested emendation. 
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phrase is extremely difficult to unravel. 
it are seldom convincing and nothing can be 
at three explanations of E1iezer's identity: 

As a result explanations of 

built on it. We shall look 

a) According to speiser1 we have 
which the patriarchs fo11owed. 2 

here another instance of Hurrian customs 
In Hurrian family law two kinds of heir 

were sharply distinguished: 

i) the ap1u or direct heir; 
ii) the ewuru or indirect heir whom the law recognized when normal 
inheritors were lacking. Such a person could be a member of a collateral 
line. and at times even an outsider. 

If subsequently an ap1u appeared he would replace the ewuru as chief heir. 3 

b) W.F. A1bright4 claims to have an even better explanation. He fi nds 
the background in a common practice of the day. well attested at Nuzi. of 
adopting a merchant in order to get capital. The adopted merchant would 
thus be entitled to inherit. Albright's explanation makes little sense 
in the context of 15:2 because as far as the present writer has been able 

to discover the adopted merchant's rights could not be violated by the 
arrival of a son. Abraham clearly believed that a son would be a genuine 
hei r: 
thinks 
that 

, , 
In 15:3 Abraham describes Eliezer as Sl .J -1.:;). Ginsberg 

5 " 
that it means "steward", but the evidence for this is slim. All 

can be said about the expression is that it reveals a close link with 
6 Abraham, although not as close as that with Isaac (15:4). 

1. Op.cit. pp.lllf. 

2. Von Rad says that it would have to be a Hurrian or some other custom 

because Israel does not know a general rule like this for regulating the 

3. 

4. 

inheritance (op.cit., p.184). 

Gods of Canaan, p.S8 fn.31. 

But cf. W.F. Albright, Yahweh and the 

M. Kline, NBC; p.9S. Cf. NBD, pp.362f. for a bibliography. 

Most recently cf. op . cit., pp.S7f. This explanation is to a very 

large extent dependent on his theory about Abraham as a donkey 

caravaneer. 

S. BAOS CC (1970), p.31 fn .l. 

6. The idea of a home -born slave is expressed by j)':J 
• T 

,.., , 
I !': (cf. 

17:12, 23). Therefore 'Jl'J - lJ 
. .' . 

probably does not mean a 

slave. 
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c) Finally, L.A. SnijderS1 compares T' qj -p with the 
of for example Isa 33:4 which describes the aggressive activity of locusts 
attacking crops. In line with this is the fact that in Israel's history 
Damascus is frequently mentioned as an adversary.2 From this he concludes 
that Eliezer is meant to be understood as a usurper who would take the 
place of Abraham's true seed. 3 

Out of the three understandings of the role of Eliezer, Speiser's is 
probably correct, Albright's is probably wrong, and Snijders' too speculative 
to evaluate properly. What is clear from 15:2f. is that Abraham did not 
regard Eliezer as a true son who would inherit the promise. 4 For a man of 
his time there was probably also the anxiety of not having a son to secure 

a restful afterlife. 5 

But again the Word of the Lord comes to him in his anxiety in 15:4f. 
El i ezer wi 11 not be hi s hei r but a son woul d. The words ,\I'y 1 ., LJi '\'. 

TJ ~ 9D mean 1 itera lly, "what comes from your own body". 6 .. The Ol'·d - . 

Testament can speak of a legal heir as a "son" (e.g. Ruth 4:17), so the 
emphatic expression settles a legitimate doubt for Abraham.? Abraham's 
own son, it is said, shall be his heir. 8 This word lJJ ., \ is a 

very significant one here and throughout the Chapter. 9 Frequently it 
suggests the idea of a violent transference of property and translations 
1 ike "subdue" or "take possession" are appropriate. 10 In most cases the 

1. "Genes i s xv. The Covenant with Abram", OTS XII (1958), pp.269-271. 

2. E.g. 2 Sam 8:5; 1 Kings 11:25. 

rende ring of II tit.?:! & HI 

"Damascene ll ~s probably the correct 

3. In 15:3 Abraham describes E1iezer as 1 • UJ 1 can 

have aggressive connotations, cf. below p.83. 

4. Ki dne r, op. ci t., p. 122 • 

5. Speiser, op.cit. p . 1l5 . 

6. O'~"{) means "(place of origin of man) belly, inward parts" 

(K.B.), cf. 25:23. 

7. Kidner, op.cit. , p.123. 

8. Note the similarities with 2 Sam 7:12 (Van Seters, op.cit., p.255). 

9. For a detailed study of its use cf. Snijders, op.cit., pp.267-271. 

10. E.g. 22:17; 24:60. In the se passages the possession of the gate of 

enemies is spoken of. 
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object of the verb is the land, especially Canaan. 1 The idea of a 
legitimate inheritance is certainly not absent. Thus Israel is 
the repeated assurance that the Lord has given the Land to it. 

given 
The 

tension between being given the Land and the need to go in and conquer it 
is found in many of the wri ti ngs whi ch theo 1 ogi ze about the conquest. 2 
Here in 15:4 the primary meaning of i.JJ1' is that of legitimate inheritance, 
as the son had it by right. His own son would occupy his place. 

The promise of a son is emphasized and expanded in 15:5 when God brings 
Abraham out of his tent and uses the starry sky to show him the extent of 
the promise. 3 This illustration is parallel to that of the dust of the 
earth in 13:16 and the sand which is on the seashore of 22:17. 4 So shall 
his descendants be. 

Abraham's response to this grand promi se is one of the key theological 

statements of the Old Tes tament. It is said that "he bel ieved" ( 1 '1?~.~ ~ ).5 
The brevity of the words conceals the total significance of the act of 

bel ieving. While they sum up the whole of Abraham's life (in spite of 
repeated falls), they refer in the context mainly to a specific moment. 
Descriptions of the act of believing are a very difficult historiographical 
problem. M.K1ine6 overcomes some of this difficulty with his theory that 

1. Other things that can be taken over are social position (cf . e.g . 49:3f., 

25:23; 27 :2 9) and religions tradition (18:19). These meanings are 

i mplied in W .,) even though the word is not used in all the 

r eferences . Cf. Snijders, op.cit., p.269 fn.15. 

2. E.g. Dt 1:8. 

3. The idea of God taking someone to a certain spot to view something IS 

more characteristic of later prophetic visions, cf. e . g. Ezek 8-11 

(Van Seters, op.cit. , p.256) . 

4 . Cf. above, p. 74; below, p.ll8. 

5 . Speiser says that the basic sense of this hiph'il form of the verb is 

"to affirm, recognize as valid" (op. cit., p.112) . 

6. "Abram's Amen" , WTJ XXI (1968), pp.l-ll. 
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1 'o~~~ can mean both "believe (in)" and "declare 'Amen,,,.l 

As a stock-phrase 1 -{)'\' is used in the confirmation of a Covenant. 2 

Because this chapter makes so much of the Covenant idea it is very possible 

that 1 't) »,~ TJ here in 15:6 not only shows an inward faith but also 
an outward affirmation of his acceptance of God's promissory Covenant . 
It is an act of faith T1 l11' J 3 Abraham's trust and affi rmati on 
were both personal (i.e. in the Lord) and propositional (i.e. in the promises 
of the previous verses).4 Following from Abraham's trust God 

II ~l-r i ~ iJ J. ~ ~ : 1 Von Rad' s defi niti on of "p.,.y . cannot be 
bettered: . . 

Every relationship brings with it certain claims upon 
conduct, and the satisfaction of these claims, which issue 
from the relationship and in which alone the relationship 
can persist, is described by our term "p"1 Y . 5 

The primary relationship in Israel is the Covenant of Sinai. In this as 
in other Old Testament covenants, the relationship between God and Israel 
is established before the giving of the Law. Obedience to the Law, while 
it cannot be used to establish the relationship, flows out of the 
relationship.6 Yahweh is the Righteous One,7 and He shows this by 
fulfilling His part of the Covenant relationship.8 In Ps l43:2b the 

Psa 1 mi s t wri tes, "no man 1 i vi ng is ri ghteous before thee", yet he appeals 
to Yahweh's righteousness (vv.l and II) for deliverance from his 
adversaries(vv.3,9, and 12). Particularly in the later writings of the 

1. On the notion of a stock-phrase being verbalized (or vice versa) 

cf. ibid., p.2. 

2. Esarhaddon's Nimrud Treaty , lines 494-512, and Deut 27:l5ff. 

3. 

Cf. also Ex 4:31; Isa 7:9; 28 :16; Hab 1:5; Job 29:24 cf.22; 

39:24 cf.25; Ps 116: 10; which could be understood in this sense. 

Frequently 1 ~\~ functions as a liturgical assent after praise and 

blessing of God, 

89:53(52). 

e.g. 1 Chron 16:36; Ps 41:14(13); 72:19; 

Cf. 21:23; Is a 65:16. To swear by His name is virtually the same as 

to fear and serve (Dt 6:13; 10:20; cf. Ps 63:12(11); Isa 48:1; 

Jer 4:2; 5:7; 12:16). 

4. Kidner, op.cit., p.124. 

5. Old Tes tament Theology, I, p.37l. For a similar interpretation cf. 

E.R. Achtemeir, "Righteousness in the Old Testament", lOB IV, pp.80-85. 

6. Cf. e .g. Dt 6:25; 24:13. 

7. E.g. Ps 7:9; 103:17. 

8. E.g. Ps 89. 
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01 d Testament 
salvation. l 

we find "righteousness" meaning virtually the same as 

There is a close connection between the Righteous and faith. 2 

Genesis 15:6 is an excellent example of just such a trust in God's 
Covenant promise which results in righteousness. God reckoned ( ~ LDn 
his faith to him as righteousness. This "reckoning" was, as Lev 7:18; 
17:4; and Num 18:27 show, an important judging function of the priests, 
whereby they, as those authorized by God, had to approve the offering that 
was presented. 3 In 15:6 God approves of Abraham. This is not because 
of any works but because of Abraham's faith alone. 4 

From 15:7 the promise of land receives attention. 5 In 15:7 the 
promise is preceded 
the Treaty Form. 6 

by a preamble and an historical prologue similar to 
Yahweh brought him out of Mesopotamia in order to give 

him this land to possess. 

down 
Coming 
to the 

so soon after 15:6 the doubt of Abraham in 15:8 has been put 
result of the conflation of various sources. It is not 

necessary to resort to such drastic conclusions once it is realized that 
the oscillation between doubt and faith goes on throughout the Abraham 
stories, and is in fact a characteristic of all honest belief in God. 
Abraham's doubt here in 15: 8 also acts as a stylistic device to introduce 
the Covenant Ceremony. 

1. Cf. Isa 50:8. 

2. The Righteous are those who wait for Him (Isa 33:2; Mic 7:7-9); 

who hope in Him (Pss 69:6; 71:5, 14; 146:5); who seek after Him 

(Ps 69 : 6, 32); who trust in Him (Pss 71:5; 143:8). 

3. Von Rad, Genesis, pp.184f . 

4. Thus writes Von Rad the Lutheran (ibid., p.185). 

5. Without land, the promise of descendants could hardly have been 

fulfilled. There is therefore a close link between the two (cf. 

Snijders, op. cit ., pp . 266f,) . 

6. M. Kline, NBC, p.95. Cf. Ex 20:2. This parallel has not gone 

unquestioned, cf. Clements, Abraham and David, who says that "I am 

Yahweh" is originally cultic (p.20). Nevertheless, Treaty making is 

probably the primary Sitz im Leben . For consistent attempts at finding 

the Treaty form in 15:1ff. and other Abraham stories, cf. Kline, 

WTJ XXVII (1965), p.116 and Mitchel l, WTJ ( ), pp.34-36. 
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The ceremony described in 15:9ff. is presented as a reply to Abraham's 
doubts. It is difficult to decide whether the ceremony is only an acted 
out cursel or whether there is also an element of a sacrificial offering 
to God. 2 There can be little doubt that the ceremony describes an acted 
out curse similar to that in Jer 24:18. 3 The idea behind the cutting up 
of the animals and passing through the pieces is, "so may it befall me if 
I shall not observe the words of the covenant". 4 If the two parties to a 
Treaty were equals then both passed between the sections of the dismembered 

animals5 and thus left themselves open to the fate of the animals if they 
violated the agreement. In the case of the Suzerainty Treaty it would 
be the weaker party who took upon himself obligationsof this sort. 6 

It is in Treaties of the first millenium that the dramatic act of this 
kind is a feature.? The sacrificial aspect of the Covenant ceremonies is 

1. E.g. Van Seters, op.cit., pp.10l-103; Kline, NBC, p.95. 

2. E.g. M. Weinfeld, "The Covenant of Grant", JAOS XC (1970), pp.196-199. 

3. While there are strong similarities between the two passages there are 

important differences. The most important being that Gen 15 speaks of 

God committing Himself to faithfulness, while in Jer 34 Israel had 

clearly committed herself and had failed! 

Old Testament Covenant, pp.60f. 

Cf. also McCarthy, 

4. For example, Bir Ga 'yah declared 1n his treaty with Mati I ilu, "(As) 

this calf is cut into two so may Matt' e1 be cut into two" (J .A. 

Fitzmeyer, The Aramaic Inscriptions of Sef~re, IA: 39-40). 

5. The writer in Archives royales de Mari, 11:37, 1S very concerned that 

the ri te of cutting up the animals be carried out correctly. This is 

because "the correct performance of the ritual grounds the efficacy and 

the validi ty of the bond between the parties" (McCarthy, Treaty and 

Covenant, p.55). For an example of the belief that the validity of the 

treaty depended on the use of the right kind of animal, cf. J.Munn

Rankin, "Diplomacy in Weste rn Asia in the Early Second Millenium B.C.", 

~XVIII (1956), pp.90f. And for note s on the kinds of animal used 

here in Gen 15 , cf. Speiser, Genesis, pp.112f. The careful cultic 

details are also reminiscent of the sacrificial system although the 

Covenant Ceremony is sufficient to exp lain the phenomenon. 

6. Jer. 34:19f. is a good example of this. Cf. Speiser, ~.cit. p.112. 

7. Weinfeld, op.cit., p.198. Van Seters uses this to say that Gen 15 

belongs to the first millenium (op.cit., p.258). McCarthy tentatively 

suggests that an earlier covenant had these new features adde d (op.cit., 

p.61). While we have to admit that a first millenium background for Gen 

15 has probability on its side, it is very dangerous to use literary 

forms for historical dating; cf. above, p.28. 
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on the other hand found mainly in the second millenium. l Weinfeld is 
probably correct in saying that the ceremony in Gen 15 is both sacrificial 
and symbolic. 2 The fact that God Himself3 passes through the divided 
carcases indicates this total commitment to His side of the Covenant. In 
other 01 d Testament passages th ;'s is call ed "swearing by Himself" 4 
There seems to have 
committed himself. 5 

been a tradition in Israel in which the superior 
Yahweh showed in the clearest way possible that He 

would remain faithful to His Covenant. 

The dread that creeps over the scene in the next few verses begins 

in 15: 11 . Here bi rds of prey ( t) ~ ~ ) threaten the ceremony. 
They could be an evil omen or power which would at the last moment 
thwart the concl us i on of the Covenant. 6 More probably they are a 
symbolic curse. 7 In addition to this we may well have a reference here 
to the omen contained in 15:13-16 as birds of prey were primary symbols 

of the Egyptian monarch. 8 Verse 15:12 first describes the sun going 

1. Weinfeld, op.cit., p.198. 

2. QE..cit.,p.198. For a thoughtful discussion, cf. McCarthy, Treaty 

3. 

4. 

5. 

and Covenant, pp.53-57. He concludes that the evidence is slightly 

more in favour of the acted out potential curse interpretation. 

Cf. below pp. 89f. for discussion of W\' -,'~ ~) lui ~ ,non 
Van Seters, :?!'..cit., p. 103; cf. Snijders, op.cit., pp.37f. E.g. 

22:16; 26:3; cf. Dt 32: 40; Jer 22:5. 

D.J. McCarthy, Treaty and Covenan t, p. 125. The elders of Israel 

swear to the miserableGibeonites (Josh 9:15), and more significant 

is Yahweh's Covenant (e.g. Dt 4:13; 7:12). As a result of a 

study of treaties in 21:22-24; 26:26-33; and 31:49-54, McCarthy 

concludes that the superior and not just the inferior binds himself to a 

treaty by oath (CBQ XXVI (1964), p.188). 

6. Von Rad, op.cit., p.187; Skinner, !2E..cit., p.281. 

7. With the possible exception of Job 28:7 all the other occurrences of 

\) ~~ are in the context of judgement (Isa 18:6; 46:11; Jer 12:9; 

8. 

Ezek 39:4). Cf. 

portray the final act 

CJ 'Oui1J . . .,. -
in the c urse 

~ iy of J er . 34: 17-20 which 

symbolism (M. Kline, NBC, p.95). 

On birds of prey as a curse symbol, cf. Hillers, Treaty Curses, 

pp.44f.; cf. Isa 34:11-17. 

Van Seters, op.cit., p.258. There must therefore be some significance 

in Abraham's act of driving them off. 
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1 down, and a deep sleep coming on him. As the verse proceeds the tension 
mounts and the symbol s become more terrifying. A terror2 and a great 
darkness3 fallon him. This is the context of the prediction that 
Abraham's descendants would certain1y4 be sojourners5 in a land that was 
not their own - Egypt as every reader would know. Being removed from 
one's homeland is often listed as a curse. 6 The same can be said for the 
prediction that they would be slaves there. 7 They would also be 
oppressed there. 8 This would happen for four hundred years . Von Rad 
says that the purpose of 15:13-16 is etiological, and is designed to clarify 
the riddle of a promise that was not fulfilled for many generations. 9 

Thus the Egyptian bondage did not come as a surprise to a weak God - He 
predicted it~lO Yet no reason for this exile is given . 11 The picture 

in 15:13-16 is not completely black. The blessing of Abraham's seed 
would be accomplished through the cursing of the Egyptians and the 
Amori tes who cursed them. 12 God would execute judgement and vindicate 
His peop1e13 and they would come out with great possessions. 14 For 

1. For darkness as a curse symbol, cf. F .C. Fensham, "Common Trends in 

Curses of the Near Eastern Treaties and Kudurru Inscriptions compa r e d 

with Maledi c tions of Amos and Isaiah", ZAW LIIV (1963), pp.170ff. 

2. Cf. Ex 16:16; Dt 32:25. 

3. Cf. Isa 8:22 where 11::J uj 1], is used together with , il, .r 
T T 

"distress",to describe the judgement of God, cf. above fn. l. 

4 . Note the use of the infinitive absolute of !:.iI' for emphasis, cf. l5:8! 

5. The I ~ is someone who on account of war or famine has been cons trained 

t o l eave his original place and tribe. He lacked the privileges and 

protection enjoyed by full citizens. Cf. De Vaux , Ancient Israe l,pp.74-76. 

6. E.g. ANET , pp. 532, 537 . 

7. Slavery is one of the implications of exile. 

8. On 11] Y cf. Ex l:l1f; 22:2lf. (used of the I), ); Dt 26:6; etc. 

9. Genesis , p.187. The text pre sen ts it as a genuine prediction: etiologies 

are not necessarily unhistorical. 

10. In Deuteronomy and the later prophetic books the fulfilment of prophecy 

becomes an i mportant proof of the true Word of God (Van Seters, ~.cit., 

p.259). 

11. Generally in Israel, exile 1S a punishment for covenant breaking. 

12. M. Kline, NBC, p.95. Cf. above, pp.55f. 

13. Cf. 1 Sam 2:10; Josh 3:13; Ps 50:4; etc . 

14. The despoiling of the pagan seems quite a popular theme, cf. 12:16; 

Ex 12: 35f. 
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Abraham himself there are three signs of blessing. Firstly, he would not 

face exposure of the dead which is a curse. 1 Secondly, Abraham would go to 
his fathers 2 Oi';lL.U:1. He would not be troubled by exile or 

T ' 

any other disaster. 3 Finally he would live to "a good old age".4 To 
die old was considered a special grace of God. 5 The strange mixture of 
b1 ess ing 
15:17. 

and curse found in 15:13-16 reaches its contradictory climax in 

Here a smoking oven ( 14J~'" HJ.:l ) and a blazing 
W'\' \' 'J ';J ) pass between the dismembered carcases. torch ( 

". . - 6 . 
These have usually been held as symbols of theophany. 1 W Y . yI 'f T 

and W'\' have definite connections with theophanies, but neither 
IBll nor 1'9~ suggest it. Itispossib1etointerpret 

these symbols as those of theophany, but by theophany we should not simply 
understand an appearance of Yahweh. The context of darkness and dread 
makes it likely that we should also read into the event the notion of the 
terror of the Lord which consumes unho1iness. 8 Another way of interpreting 
these symbols has been suggested by speiser. 9 He says that the oven and 
the torch are both details found in Akkadian texts pertaining to magic. 
They are listed together in an incantation against witches. He concludes 
that a combination that worked so well against witches would be no less 
impressive as an ominous feature in a covenant. Another suggestion is 

1. Cf. Hillers, op.cit., p.68. 

2. This phrase is strictly speaking associated with the family grave, but 

here it can be little more than a common expression, as Abraham's 

real family grave was in Mesopotamia. 

3. Cf. Speiser, Genesis, p.113. 

4. Cf. 25:8; Jdg 8:32; 1 Chr 29:28. 

5. Von Rad, Genesis, p.188. This shows, says Von Rad, that they did not 

see life as really being everlasting (ibid. p.262). 

6. E.g. Snijders, op.cit., p.274. 

7. On 14i~ d. Ex.19:18; 2 Sam 22:9; Ps 18:9; Isa 4:5f.; 6:4; 

14: 3l. Cf. Van Seters, op.cit., p.258 on a possible cultic b ackg roun d . 

On 4.i '\' , cf. e.g. Ex 3: 2. However it can also imply the fire 

of wrath and judgement, cf. e.g. Zech 12:6. (This passage in 

Zecharia could be an important cross reference). 

8. E.g. Ex 19:16ff. Cf. Sheriffs, op.cit., pp.164f., 168f. on the gl ory 

of the gods which terrifies enemies. 

9. Genesis, pp.113f. and refs. 
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that of M. Weinfeld. l He points out that sometimes an oath was taken by 
holding a torch or the party being in some association with a stove or 
brazier. The firepot and torch of 15:17 could therefore be part of the 
procedure of taking the oath. At the present state of research it is not 
possible to say conclusively which background is the right one. It is 
also possible that the writer intended more than one background. Whatever 
the exact meaning of the symbols was,from the parallel in Jer .34:17ff . it 
is likely that Yahweh Himself passed through the pieces, taking upon 
Himself the potential curses. 2 

The ritual of the previous verses is interpreted by 15:18a, "On that 
day3 the Lord made a covenant with Abraham" .4 Scholars have said that 
the express ion I\ " ::;. J)! ? is based on the idea of cutt i ng 
up an animal. 5 In support of this argument J'I,:;? in itself 
means "to cut". -')]=f ' "cut in pieces': which occurs twice 
in 15:10 means virtually the same thing. 6 In 15 :17 0'-,11, 
is another word used of the "pieces".? This is an interesti~~ ~oun 
because of its connection with the root -, t 1, which usually means 
"to cut" but also has associations with Treaty making. 8 From the context 

1. JAOS xc (1970), p.196 and refs. 

2 . Von Rad detects a certain r eticence in simply identifying Yahweh wi th 

these strange phenomena - His relationship to them is not discussed 

3. 

4. 

(~.cit., p .188). The description carries with it a feeling of awe 

and mystery (Speiser, op . cit., p.124). 

indicates the formal intention of a legal 

contract, e . g. 25:31. Cf. Weinfeld, op.cit., p.190 fn.55. 

On 3),::> _ T as a des cription of the strange ritual of 

15:17, cf . Von Rad, op.cit., p.188; Kline, NBC , p.95. 

It must also be connected with the Land Promise of the verses that 

follow; cf . above, fn.3. 

5. McCarthy, Treaty and Covenant, p.5 3; Hillers, Covenant, p . 4l. 

6. Speiser, ~.cit., p.114. The verb occurs only in 15:10 

and nowhere else in the Old Testament. -'lI3 .; '.' 
, "piece, part" , 

is also very rare,only occurring here (15 :10) and in Jer 34:l7f. 

7. Also a rare word, the only other instance is Ps 136:13. 

8. Cf. J.A. Fitzmyer, The Aramaic Inscriptions of Sefire, IA:7 where 

,~1, is used loU the sense of IIconclude" a "treaty; on the 

other hand in IA:40 it has the literal meaning of "cut in two". It 

could also be associated with circumcision, cf. the Ethiopic gzr. 
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as well as the associations of "I J) J and I r'1 with Treaty 
making it is probable that :i)'!::;l J)! ~ 

. 1 
has a 

background in the notion of cutting up animals. 

The Land Promise is reiterated and given new clarity in 15:l8b-2l. 
The delineation of the borders and the details about the land are also an 
important part of the documents of Royal Grant in the ancient Near East. 2 

The comforting details given to Abraham present the interpreter with a few 
problems. On the one hand some scholars claim that the dimensions of the 
land descriptions cor respond to the Davidic-Solomonic Empire (cf. 1 Kings 
4:21).3 On the other it has been pointed out that the dimensions are 
far from exact. 4 

G. THE ISHMAEL INTERLUDE (16:lff.) 

The person(s) who compiled or edited the Abraham stories had no fear 
stark contrast side by side. In fact it is of placing passages in 

probably deliberate. Coming immediately after the convincing demonstration 
of God's Covenant promise in 15:1ff. the blunt of the inviolability 

statement that "Sarai, Abram' s wife bore him no children" (16:1a) serves 
to highlight the problem of the unfulfilled promise. In the context of 
the surrounding chapters the effect of this Chapter is to retard the action 
of the main narrative and to he ighten the suspense. 5 While Skinner is 

1. It is still rather strange t hat 

the cutting . 

J\ I:) was not used to describe 

2. Weinfeld , JAOS, XC (1970), p.200 (and re fe rences). 

3. E. g . Von Rad, ~.cit., pp.188f. 

meaning of "the river of Egypt". 

Cf. Speiser, op.cit., p.114 fo r the 

4 . Kaufmann notes that l5:l8b-2l does not include Transjordan. From 

this he conclude s that the boundaries are a legacy from before the 

conquest (The Religion of Israel. From its Beginnings to the Babylonian 

Exile, p.202). Van Seters says that the major part of Syria, the 

Phoenician coast, and Philistia were neve r part of the Davidic or 

Solomonic Kingdoms (op.cit., pp.265f .). 

5. Von Rad , Genesis, p.196. 
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correct in saying that: 

The narrative itself contains no hint of a trial 
of Abram's faith, or an attempt on his part to 
forsta 11 the ful fil ment of the promi se. 1 

Yet in the context of the surrounding narrative this chapter does contain 
much more than a hint of what Von Rad calls 

a fainthearted faith that cannot leave things 
with God and ~elieves it necessary to help 
things along. 

Yet Sarah and Abraham should not be made to appear blacker than they are. 
What they did was in conformity with the family law of the Hurrians. 3 

In Hurrian society as in Patriarchal society a child born of the wife's 
maid was considered to be the wife's child. 4 The wife could then present 
the child to her husband. S 

Sarah complainingly says that God had restrained her from bearing 
(15:2).6 She seeks a way in which she could be "built up".? Thus in 
12:5 speaking to Abraham she says, "I I11Yself put I11Y maid on your lap."S 

Hagar is given 
wi th con tempt 

Tl ui \\' ';J '\ ~ 9 She concei ves and looks 
on her mist~es's '(16:4). This contempt was i11egal lO and 

1. 2£.cit., p.284. 

2. 2£. ci t., p .196. He adds that "a child so conceived in defiance or in 

little fai th cannot be the heir of promise" (ibid.). 

3. Speiser, Genesis, pp.119-121. The Patriarchs were well acquainted 

with Hurrian customs and often followed them (idem, p.12l). 

4 . Cf. 30:3,9, where the child was born "on the knees" of the wife, so 

that the child then came symbolically from the womb of the wife itself; 

d. Speiser, ~.cit., p.121; Von Rad, op.cit., p. 191. 

5. Cf. 17:23, 25, 26, where Ishmael is called "his (Abraham's) son". 

6. Cf. 20:18. The gift or denial of life is God's prerogative alone, cf. 

30:2; 33:5; Ps 127:3 . 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10. 

This use of n ) J. is confirmed by Dt 25:9. At the same time it 

is an obvious word play on 1::j. (Sp eiser , op. cit., p . ll7) • 

This is recognized l egal phraseology, cf. Speiser, op.cit., p.118. 

il 'Li \\' --
On this use of 't'. , cf. below, p. 124. 

Cf. Speiser, op. cit., pp .li 7f. for an appropriate reference to the Code 

of Hammurabi. 
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Sarah is thus invoking her legal rights when she holds her husband 

responsible for the offence (16:5). With Abraham's permission to do as 
she pleases, Sarah deals harshly with her and she flees (16:6). It is 
interesting to see what an important role Sarah plays in the affair. It 
is also significant that unlike the previous stories where Abraham listens 
to the voice of God, here he listens to that of Sarah. l 

Hagar flees with her unborn child, yet God2 is still very concerned 
with their welfare. He commands her to return to Abraham's household and 
submit to Sarah (16:9). What Hagar had done was a breach of the Law 
which God could not condone. Even more important is the thought conveyed 
by the story that the bond between Abraham and his family cannot be broken. 
Abraham's responsibility for Ishmael is emphasized,3 a responsibility 

further acknowledged in the next Chapter. 
Abraham who keeps the family together, it is 

Yet ultimately it is not 
God! As an indication of 

, which is given by God, this truth, Ishmael's name L;J ~\ ~ -0 W· ~ 
. ' T • 

means, "God hears". The reason for this is that God hears Hagar in her 

distress (16: 11). 4 In response Hagar calls Him ' \~ l , 'J ~\ 
"a God of seeing" (16:13).5 The name of a well also marks the occasion, 
'~'/ 'n ~ ,\\\:;1 , meaning literally, "the Well of the Living 

" - - "' "6 
One who sees me" (16 .14). For good measure Hagar is promised a vast 
number of descendants (16 :10) . 

l. 

2 . 

Cf. below, p. 

The manifes ta tion of God is called n 1 il' There is no 

clear distinction between the Angel of the Lord and the Lord himse lf. 

At times the Lord speaks and at other times the Angel of the Lord, but 

it is clear that the speaker is the same throughout. Cf. Von Rad, 

~.cit., ~p,193f., cf. below, p . 104 fn.3 . 

3 . Cf. e sp. 16:1sf . 

4. For a repainting and redivision of MT on this point cf. M. Dahood, "The 
Name yisma' 'iH in Genesis 16:11", Biblica, LIX (1968), pp.87f. Plausible 

as his argument is, it need not concern us here as the meaning remains 

the same. Since the name of a thing defines its essence, it r eveals 
the character and destiny of the bearer. Cf . De Vaux, Ancient Israel \ 

pp.43f. More particularly, in this case, it is a popular etymology 

referring to an inc ident in Ishmael's life. 

5. Cf. Speiser, op.cit., p.118, on the problem of the pointing of MT . 

6. Cf. Speiser, op.cit., pp.118f. on the problem of the pointing of MT. 
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H. THE COVENANT REINTERPRETED (17:lff . ) 

This Chapter is generally regarded as a reinterpretation of the 
Yahwistic l5:lff. by the Priestly Writer. l While these chapters could 
well belong to two different sources. in the context of all the Abraham 
stories. the inclusion l7:lff. should probably be understood as a means 
of emphasizing what had already been said about the Covenant. 2 

initiative from the start. He appears 
. 3 (17.1). It is also He who closes the 

As in l5:lff .• God takes the 
to Abraham and identifies Himself 
conversation (17:22). God takes 
·new name. 

an interest in Abraham and gives him a 

that the change of name in 17:5 from 0,::1\\\ 
T : -

Von Rad has said 

to 011" J. \\\ is the result of the Priestly Writer's attempt at 
T T : -

theologizing a double tradition. 4 Thi s explanation is not necessary when 
it is understood that the change of name conveys an important theological 
idea. It is viewed 
person's destiny.5 

as the external sign of an important change in the 
The underlying concept was probably much the same as 

in a king's assumption of a special throne name. 6 Not only does the 

reception of a new name indicate the election of that person. it also 
is a mark of the bond of vassalage. 7 

1. E.g. Clements. Abraham and David. p.73. For recent criticism of 

arguments for the disunity of l7:lff .• cf. Van Se ters, op.cit., pp. 

280-287. 

2. On the idea of repetition for emphasis, cf . above , p.5l . 

3. Cf. the Preamble of the Treaty Form eM. Kline, NBC , p.96). 

4. Genesis, pp.199f. The original name is best explained 

as "the father is exalted" (cf. Speiser, Genesis, p.124). Linguistically, 

the medial T in is a secondary extension in a 

manner connnon in Aramaic (idem) ,p.124. The text, employing popular linguistics 

explains it by a sound-play on 

multitude". 

5. Cf. De Vaux , Ancient Israel, p.46. 

) "father of a 

This phenomenon is not to be 

Lonfused with the frequent word-plays on the origin of names such as 

in 17:17 (Speiser, op . cit., p.127). 
6. Speiser, ibid., p . 124. On the possibility of this in the case of the Judaean 

Kings,cf. De Vaux, op.cit., p.108. 

7. Cf. 2 Kings 23:34; 2 Kings 24:17; Gn 41:45; Dn 1:7. 
op.cit., pp.107f. 

Cf. De Vaux, 
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The renami ng of Sarah in 17: 15 from )! i.y to 
landmark in her career which brought her specifically into 
her own right. l She will be blessed with a son, and 

ilillJ isa 
T , 

the promise in 

o ~ i ~ will 

come from her as well as ) .1':\ ' -." I-. ..n o ~~ ~~':' Yet the promise 
is made to Abraham on her behalf! 
promise to Abraham. 

It is therefore in a real sense a 

It is against this background of God taking an interest in Abraham 
that the double imperative of 17:1 is to be interpreted. Firstly God 
says, ) J ')';1 :j ';l1l)1T1 Speiser translates this as, 

"conduct yourse,; ;n a wa; ~ ~p'prove'" 2 He is also commanded to be 

0' O.H Thi sis not to be understood so much in .the sense of 
• T 

moral perfection but rather as a relationship to God. 
complete, unqualified surrender to God. 3 

The words which follow, 

It signifies 

\ .n' l-:::l . . ~ 

of 17:2, indicate that in a sense the Covenant is established on condition 
that Abraham lives up to the mark. In response to this high calling and 
the promise of numerous descendants, Abraham falls on his face, thus 
expressing his submission. 4 In contrast to this act of faith and 
submission is 17:17 where Abraham again falls on his face, but this time 
it is more than a simple expression of faith as he l aughs ( V n y 
at the thought that an old couple like themselves could produce a son. 
Von Rad writes: 

Comb i ne d with the pathetic gesture of reverence i s 
an almost horrible laugh, deadly earnest, not in fun, 
bringing belief and unbelief close together. 5 

1. Linguistically Il"l iJ.J employs the common f emi n i ne ending , whe re as 
T T 

\ ., i.u prese rves an old and s pec ialized femini ne form (Spe i se r, 
- T 

££.cit . , p .125 ). The t ext it se l f gives no exp l ana t ion of the meanings 

of the names . 

2. Cf. 6 :11; 10: 9 . (Speiser, op. ci t., p . 124). 

3. Cf . Dt 18 :1 3 (Von Ra d, op .cit., pp.198f . ) . 

4. Von Rad, op .ci t ., p.199; c f. Ru 2 :10; 2 Sam 9:6 ; 14:22 ; et c . whe r e 

it i s an express i on of r espect t owards men; and Nu 14:5 ; Jdg 13 :20; 

etc., where it shows r eve r ence towards God. 

5. QE.. cit., p.203 . 
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Another interpretation of Abraham's laughter in 17:17 is that of Speiser 
who points out that ? n.Y has a wide range of meanings including 
"to play, be amused" and notably "to rejoice, smile on (a newborn child)". 
He admits that this last meaning .is not the normal use of the word but 
says that it is more true to the context. 1 This is the probable meaning 
of 21:6 but Sarah's laughter in 18:12 is not a nice laugh. It is probable 
that Abraham's, in 17:17 also has an element of doubt in it. 2 Yet God is 
gracious because Abraham's iln.Y anticipates the personal name 

vQ~~ 

God grants Abraham a Covenant (1 7:2). Von Rad says that the use of 

1 J)] and not J), ~ whi ch presupposes a cutting ceremony, 
emphasizes the fact that Abraham is a dumb recipient. 3 God's iniative is 
further emphasized by the use of the personal pronoun "11\Y" in 'J)I,::;l. 4 . " 

A feature of God's Covenant with Abraham which had been disguised is 
brought to light in 17:7. 5 This Covenant is not only "estab1ished,,6 with 

Abraham but also, says God, with D3J,"17 ~rl. l)~' 1~:-n 
This is similar to the Sinai Covenant where God makes covenants with 
Israel and with Moses. S Yet it is very different because Abraham is 

1. Genesis, p.125. 

2. The fac t that he mentions his and Sarah ' s ages (17:17) and has his hope 

se t on Ishmae l (17:1B) indicates that he had not r ea lly understood God's 

promise in 17:15f. 

3. Q£. c it . , p.199. The same cannot be said of a'\? iJ , ct. fn . 6 

below. 

4. Cf. above , p.76 fn.3. 

5. The only real exception is 13:15. 

6. For "confirm" as anothe r poss ible translation of O'I?D cf. 

7. 

Baltzer, The Covenant Formulary, p.53 f n. BO (and references). Together 

with it occurs in Gen 6:1B; 9:9; 11:17 ; 17:7; 19:21; 

Ex 6:4 ; Lv 26:9; Dt B:IB; Ezek 16:60, 62; 2 Kings 23 :3; Je r 34 :18 . 

This last reference to Jer 34:1B is important as it establishes a link 

between and the cutting ceremony. 

~ ~.., ! "Among his 

.' OJ1 ' '''''1~ . , 

Cf. 9:9 and 2 Sam 7:12 on 

contemporaries" is an acceptable rendering of as 

~ \~ is the age of a man from his own to his first son's birth 

(KB) • 

8. Cf. above, p.42. 

7 
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related to his descendants by blood and is in a sense Israel in microcosm. 
The Abrahamic Covenant is also similar to the Royal Grants which often 
involve a whole dynasty.l The Covenant established with Abraham will 

remain in force with his descendants after his death. Thus it can be 
descri bed as a o';Ji.'>' 2 It has been said that 

T 

because it is an everlasting Covenant it is necessarily conditionless 
because nothing can break an eternal relationship. True as this ' may be 
in the case of certain Royal Grants and indeed the Abrahamic Covenant,3 
similar language occurs also in for example the Parity Treaty between 
Hattusilis and Rameses 11.4 This Treaty could almost certainly be 
broken if one of the parties did not keep his side of the bargain. 
Another aspect of the Covenant as described in 17:17 (cf. 17:1 8) is 
that Yahweh will be "God to you and to your descendants after you". 
These words are like the "Priestly" formulation of the Covenant with Israel, 
"I wi 11 be your God and you shall be my peopl e" . 5 

1. Cf. above, p. 29 , and for more detail on dynasty in the ancient Near 

East cf. esp. P . J. Calderone, Dynastic Oracle and Suzerainty Treaty, 

pp.29-40. Cf. M. Weinfeld, JAOS XC (1970), p.199, for a detailed 

correlation of o i)' 1"1 ~ -;1' 1 Q \~ ~~:!! with 

conveyance and donation formulae from Susa, Alala~, Ugarit, and 

Elephantine. On the relation to Kingship, cf. esp. 2 Sam 7:12. 

Kingship is not the only setting, cf. Josh 14:19 (Weinfeld, op.cit., 

pp.200f.) . 

2. E.g. Ps 105:10; 9:16; 17:7, 11,13; Ex 31:16; Lev 24:8; cf. Num 18:19; 

25:13. This is described as a peculiarly 'p' phrase , cf. Driver, 

It also f requently occurs in conveyance and 

donation formulae cited by Weinfeld , ~.cit., p.199. 

3. Cf. e.g. Dt 9:26f., and Clements' comments (op.cit., p.68). The 

Abrahami c Covenant is immutable, even if the Sinai Covenant be broken. 

4. ANET, pp.201-203, esp. p.202. 

5. Ex 6:7; 24:45; Lev 11 : 45; 22:33; 25:38; 26 :12, 45; Num 15:41; 

Dt 24:13. It is also a characteristic though t of J eremiah, cf. 

7:23; 11:4 ; 24:7 ; 30:22 ; 31:33. 

It frequently occurs with, "and you will be my people". 
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Weinfeld says that these expressions of the God-man relationship 
are taken from the sphere of marriage/adoption legal terminology.l In 
17:8 interest has shifted from Abraham to his descendants: Yahweh will 
be "their God". While this shift in 17:8 is to some extent due to the 
influence of the theology of a delayed Land Promise fulfilment,2 there is 

here in 17:1ff. an emphasis on the privileges and duties of Abraham's 
descendants greater than in any of the other Abraham stories. 3 

The promise of numerous progeny in 17:2-7 is a familiar sight in the 
earlier Abraham stories. What is new however is that for a moment the 
emphasis shifts from one nation to many nations (17:4-6). He will be 
thei r father and he wi 11 also produce 0' ~ 'r'9 4 The second 
half of the promise looks like a promise of a dynasty.5 This two-fold 
promise cannot simply be interpreted as a reference to the two Kingdoms 
of Israel and Judah and their monarchies because it includes at least 
Ishmael and his descendants (17:20, cf. 25:12-81).6 Von Rad could be 
correct in seeing here the hope of a universal extension of God's 
salvation beyond the limits of Israel (cf. 12:3).7 Yet together with 
this emphasis is an interesting kind of nationalism. This is expressed 
in the difference between the promises given to Ishmael and Isaac. 
All the blessings that the ancient Near Eastern man sought were to be 

1. Weinfeld, JAOS XL:2 (1970), p.200. Cf. also the dynastic promise of 

2 Sam 7:14. 

2. Cf. below p.103 for the discussion on the sophisticated Land Promise 

here in 17: lff. 

3. In l7:lff . there is an interesting oscillation between the second 

person singular, when Abraham is addressed, and the second pe rson 

plural, when all Israel is addressed, e .g. 17:9 and 17:11. 

4. The language used suggests a blood relationship between Abraham and 

these nations and Kings, cf. 17:7 which comes immediately after these 

promis es . 

5. Weinfeld, JAOS XC (1970), p.200. 

6. Because a similar promise is made to Sarah (17:16) and Ishmael cannot 

be said to be her child, M. Kline argues that the promise is 

specifically for Israel (NBC, p.96). Much of the force of this 

objection is lost when it is seen that Sarah was the legal mother of 

Ishmael, cf. below p . 113. 

7. Genesis, p.200. The context of these promises could modify Von 

Rad's claim, as 17:7, 8 refer to Abraham's 

Canaan. 

~I t and to the land of - ": 
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Ishmael's (17:20).1 This is because God had heard Abraham's plea .2 

In contrast to the previous verse, 17:21 is very austere. 
on this Von Rad writes: 

Commenting 

From the contrast it becomes clear that the 
Covenant granted by God guarantees sometsing 
quite different from national greatness. 

Clearly indicated is the fact that the Covenant is only with Isaac and 
his descendants. Ishmael appears to be robbed of ~rights,4 but the 
answer ultimately lies in the mystery of Election. 5 In this process 
of election even the wiles of Sarah play their part. 6 The mention of 
the name "Isaac" and his date of birth in 17:21 bring new clarity and 
certainty to the promise of a son. In asking that Ishmael il \ n 
before God (17:18), Abraham shows that he would settle for Ishmael as 
the Kingdom heir. 7 In Treaty terminology, the aspirant to a vassal 
throne was made to "1 ive" if the Suzerain establ ished him on the throne, 
particularly when he had been "killed", that is, rejected in his claims 
by rivals. 8 The implication of 17:18f. is that Isaac is the one who 

1. He will produce numerous progeny, be the father of twelve princes and be 

made a great nation. On I1princes", cf. above, p.7S. 

2. 

Cf . 25:12-18 for the fulfilment • 

.>J 1) lJ.i 
p.123) . 

is a word-play on 

Cf. above, p.93. 

(Speiser, op.cit., 
• T 

3. .2£. cit. , p.203. 

4. The sons of the slave women Bilhah and Zilpah were given equal rank 

with those of Rachel and Leah (49:1-28) and had equal share with 

them in the land of Canaan, which was Jacob's inheritance. But the 

r eason is that they had been adopted by Rachel or by Leah (30:3-13). 

Sarah did not want Ishmael t o share the inheritance (21:10) so she 

pretended to forget that she had said that the slave child would 

be hers (16:2). Cf. 25:5f. Cf. De Vaux, op.cit., pp.53f. 

5. Cf. Jacob and Esau stories, and the comment in Mal 1:2£. 

6. Cf. 21:12. The woman is also active in the case of Jacob and Es au . 

7. Commenting on this Von Rad writes: 

"Ab raham attempts to side-step what is incomprehensible to 

him and to direct God 's interest to what is already a 

certainty, i.e. to Ishmael " (."'.E.. cit. , p.203). 

This incident clearly supports the interpre t a tion we have placed on 

16: lff. above. 

8. M. Kline, NBC, p.97. 
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will "live in the sight of God".l God will establish His everlasting 

Covenant with Isaac. A small problem arises here in 17:19 concerning 
the nature of the involvement of Isaac's descendants in 
As it stands MT reads that the Covenant is with Isaac 

the Covenan t. 
i ~,~~ 

: - : 

") n ,', 2 
T' -: -

is strong textual 
of the readi ng 

However there 
I " n '\' 

T - : -
i~llJ'\ 3 

: - : 

support in favour 
It is difficult 

to decide which is to be preferred as both interpretations of the Covenant 
relationship are used of the person and work of Abraham in the Abraham 
stories. , A good example of the first is 26:4f. (24) and of the second 
is 17:7. The mention of a specific Covenant with Isaac introduces the 
idea of a Covenant, based on the Abrahamic, made with all three Patriarchs. 
Th ese three Covenants are sometimes regarded as a single covenant. 4 

This Covenant is exclusive in the sense that God will only establish His 
Covenant with Isaac and no-one else, not even with someone who could be 
regarded as a legitimate son. 

The writer of 17:1ff. is torn between two understandings of who is 
included in the Covenant . On the one hand, because he is attempting to, 
explain the origins of Israel's uniqueness against a background of the 
origins of her neighbours, he has to maintain that God's Covenant was 
with Isaac and Israel and not with Ishmael and the later Ishmaelites. 
On the other hand he has to reckon with the fact that Ishmael together 
with an assortment of other male members of Abraham's house took part 
in the circumcision ceremony along wit h Abraham. 5 The circumcision 

1. The word can be translated as "if you so will it" 

(Speiser, op.cit. , p.125), or by the more usual "in your sight" 

(Von Rad, op.cit., p.202). 

2. Von Rad, op.cit., p.203 follows MT. 

3. When both the Samaritan Pentateuch and LXX are in agreemen t as they 

are here, then it is probable that their reading is the co rrect one; 

cf. BHS fo r more details. Speiser supports this reading (op.cit., p.123). 

4. E.g. Ex 32:13. Cf. R.E. Clements, Abraham and David, pp.66f . 

5. On the extended family in the Old Testament, cf. above , p.60. 

The men were of different status and spiritual experience . The 

inclusion of such people as foreign slaves indicates a kind of 
universalism. Yet it is t o be remembered that in the ancient Near East 

it was assumed that the slave would have the religion of his master. 
Kidner writes: 

"For Abraham it sealed an old transaction ..• , for others it was 
a sudden introduction into a bond with God and each other, whose 
implications must now be grasped and lived out" (op. ci t., p.13l). 

The fact that women were not circumcised does not mean that they were 
excluded. As was cus~mary, the ir menfolk represented them in imporcant 
ma tters such as this. 
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ceremony is . both the Covenant (17: 9f.) and the Jl i '\' of the Covenant 
(17:11).1 With the exception of the Philistines most of Israel's 
neighbours practised circumcision as a puberty rite. 2 In Israel the 
rite came to have a very deep significance. 3 M. Kline argues convincingly 
that circumcision is associated with the knife rite of 15:1ff. 4 The 
circumcision of the male organ of generation symbolized the cutting off 
of descendants, and even worse. The curse is expressed in 17:14 where 
the Covenant-breaker is to be "cut off". The use of J\i ~ in 

17:14 echoes the idiom of n' i. ~. f\i"3 5 It is not 
- T 6 

surprising then that circumcision symbolized consecration. It is this 
highly significant rite that is performed on Abraham and his household 
together. The fact that the Covenant is even open to foreign slaves 
hints at a universalism. Yet precisely at this point there is a strong 

nationalism - those coming in must wholly belong to the community by 
undergoing circumcision. 7 Davidson expresses the paradox of the Old 

1. Skinner says, "The writer's ideas are sufficiently vague and elastic 

to include both representat ions" (op.cit., p.294). 

case in most descriptions of Treaty making. 

This is the 

2. Van Seters says that the amb iguity in the writer's understanding of 

the participants in the Covenant could be due to an attempt to give 

Israel's neighbours some recognition for this (op.cit., p.291). 

This could have been a contributory factor but other more important 

factors were involved, cf. above p.lOO. 

3. De Vaux represents a large group of scholars when he says that it 

was only during the Exile that it became the distinctive mark of a 

man who belonged to Israel and Yahweh (Ancient Israel,pp.47f.). 

This is acceptable as long as it is not viewed as something which 

rece ived little emphasis prior to the Exile. 

4. "Oath and Ordeal Signs", WTJ XXVII (1965), pp.1l9-126; cf. above, p.90. 

- r 
as a descr iption of the cutt ing ceremony 5. On 

~n 15:1ff., cf . above, pp .90f. 

6. E.g. Jer. 4:4; 6:10; 9:24,f. 

7. Cf. Ex 12:43-49; and Kidner, op.cit., p.130. 
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Testament concept of mission very well: 

The 1ife of Israel under the hand of God is to be 
such that this peculiar community, by its very 
peculiarity, will be in itself a powerful missionary 
agency drawing others to share in the blessings it 
has received through election. l 

On the other hand, the limits of the Covenant are narrower than all the 
natural born Israelites, because those who do not circumcise their 
children cannot participate in it (17:14).2 

Not only is Abraham commanded to keep the Covenant, his descendants 
after him are to do the same throughout their generations (17:9). The 
command to do this by circumcising3 every male has led to some debate on 
the question of grace and works. On the , one hand there is Von Rad who 
says that circumcision here is only the act of appropriation, of witness 
to the revelation of God's salvation, and the sign of its acceptance. 
What Von Rad says is true, but from 17:14 the fact remains that the 
ma 1 e who is not ci rcumci sed has broken God's Covenant5, and he . sha 11 be 

1. "Universalism in Second Isaiah", SJT XVI (1963), p.176. 

2. Van Seters, ~.cit., p.291. Von Rad says that this emphasis on the 

conscious attitude of the individual toward the Covenant is a late 

development as all the older rites were collective, and the individual 

participated in them only as a member of the group (Genesis, p.201). 

For an important criticism of the clai.m that individualism is a 

late development, cf. J.R. Porter, VT XV (1965), pp.361-380. 

3. In 17:13 the niph'al i nf i n itive abs ol ute 'J i-011 emphasizes the 

4 . 

5. 

imperative function of 'IiO) (Speiser, op.cit., p.122). 

Genes is, p. 201. Hillers also maintains that ci r cumcision is not a 

stipulaticn but a sign of the Covenant. He writes: 

It is a mark to identify those who share in the promise 
God makes and functions like the rainbow to make God 
r emember his own (Covenant, p.104). 

is a hiph'il perfect from /19 or 

the verb is used of breaking, say fruit (Ecc l 12:5), but oft en it 

is used in the sense of l1invalidate due to disregard". Thus it 

occurs with 

Job 40:8); 

Ill-rn (e.g. Num 15:31); 

n / is) (e.g. Ps 119 :126); 
T 

U')WD 
, ! . 

(e.g. Job 15:4); i1 Y ~ 
\I ,\'-r 

J) i \ \' (e.g. 2 Sam 15:34); 
T . , 

Isa 44:25); JI''l:J (e. g. Isa 24: 5); etc. 

(e.g. 

of God 

(e.g. 
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cut off from his people. l Thus Kline has a point when he says that 
the Covenant is Law as well as Gospel. 2 

Abraham obeys God and he, Ishmael, and all the other males in his 
house are circumcised. 3 The communal performance of the circumcision 
ceremony served to consummate the ratificatory proceedings of this 
particular Covenant. 4 

The main message of 17:1ff. has been God's Promise of descendants. 
A discussion of the promise of land has been left until the end so that 
it would not disturb the main thrust of the Chapter. The promise of land 
is not as prominent as it was in 15:1ff. because it is presupposed. 5 

Yet the brief reference to it in 17:8 is loaded with meaning. As with 
the promise of numerous progeny it is associated with God's promise to 
be not only the God of Abraham but also of his descendants. The land 

of Canaan whi ch is descri bed as ~ 'l ~ D y!. ~ 6 is gi ven 

1. The present writer has not come across a modern scholar who suggests 

2. 

that the death penalty is involved here . For example, Driver sees 

it as "a strong affirmation of divine disapproval" (op.cit., p.188). 

Some suggest that it meant excommunication from the sacred community 

which in those days meant ruin f or the one concerned (e.g . Von Rad, 

op.cit., p.201; Van Seters, ~.cit ., p.291). On the other hand 

it could be that the community was not required to enfor ce the Curse, 

but that the guilty party would be dealt with by direct divine 

intervention (J.R. Porter, The Extended Family in the Old Testament, 

p.5), cf . Ex 4:24-26. 

NBC, p.96. Cf. 17:1 and above,pp . 51f. 

3. Abraham and Ishmae l are clearly the most important parties as 

17 :24-26 indicates. 

4. M. Kline, WTJ XXVII (1965), p.116. 

5. Van Seters, op.cit., p . 289. 

6. The plural stands for a collective abs t ract (Speiser, op. ci t., p.125) . 

0 , ....., , ""u 
Regarded as a " p" word ~ '\ ' occurs in 28: 4 ; 36: 7; 

37:1; 47:9; Ex 6:4; Ez 20:38; Ps 119:54; J ob 18:19. It 

represents a sophisticated attempt at defining Abraham's relation to 

the land . . 
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to Abraham and his descendants as o';li>J iH D-}~ 1 
r - ' .. 

1. GOD CONFIRMS HIS PROMISE AND ABRAHAM 

INTERCEDES FOR SODOM (18:lff.) 

Driver outlines the picture that this Chapter presents of Abraham 

with these words: 

Abraham is attractively depicted: he is dignified, 
courteous, high-minded, generous, a man whom 
accordingly God deems worthy of His confidence, 
visiting him as one friend visits another, 
bestowing upon him promises and disclosing to him 
His purpose: a strong contrast to the weak and 
timid Lot, and still more so to the profligate 
inhabitants of the cities of the Kikkar. 2 

The appearance of Yahweh in human form is difficult to comprehend;3 

1. Another lip" word is sometimes used in Genesis of a 

burial place (23:4, 9, 20; 49:30; 50:13). It is also 

context of God's promise of Canaan (48:4[together with 

and --, n \~ ::rn ]; Num 32:22; Dt 32:49; etc.). 

used in the 

O':J i.1l . 
While it 

does seem to have this technical meaning it also frequently appears 
in non-specialized contexts (e.g. 36 :43). 

2. Genesis, p.191. 

3. In l8:lff. there 1S a lack of clari ty in the exact relationship 

between Yahweh and the "Three Men". In 18: 1 Yahweh appears, but 

in 18 :2 Abraham sees "Three Men". Throughout the Chapter there is an 

oscillation between the singular and plural pronouns. Thus e.g . in 

12:9 "they said" and in 12:10 "the Lord said". The neatest answer 

to the problem is that Yahweh is one of the Three Men. Some support 

for this is offered by 18: 22 and 19: 1 which speaks of two 0'::> i\1 l;J-o 
• T : -

arriving 1n Sodorn. But this solution is not all that neat as 

in 18:21 Yahweh Himself has said that He will go down to Sodom. In 

19:1ff ., which is often seen as a different source anyway (cf. Von Rad, 
~.cit., p.204), the messengers who obey are at times identified with 
Yahweh while in 19:13 they are seen as distinct from Him. Thus in 
19:13 they have been sent to destroy Sodom, but in 19:24 God does it. 

On the significance of this oscillation from singular to plural cf. 
A.R. Johnson, The One and the Many in the Israelite Conception of God, 
esp . pp.28-34 where he discusses 11 \ T1 \ l~' ~ -if In conclusion 

Von Rad is surely correct in saying that, "one must not press •. • for 

a final rational clarification" ( . t 211) op.~., p. • 
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but it does emphasize that Yahweh is acting in a 

possible that the hospitality offered by Abraham 

persona 1 

is meant 

1 way. 
to be 

It is 
understood 

as a Covenant Meal and as such would serve to confirm the Covenant 
relationship.2 Von Rad suggests that this hospitality in a sense earned 
Abraham the promise of 18:9-15. 3 

The promise of a son has over the previous chapters gradually gained 
clarity and concreteness and now a son is promised in the near future 
(18:9-15). As a response, Sarah's laughter ( y n y ) and lack of 
faith show up the dignified silence of Abraham. 4 Her reason is not 
difficult to understand: she and Abraham were past the age of bearing 
children (18:11). Her doubt serves to introduce the climax of the 
narrative, "Is anything too hard for the Lord?" (18:14).5 

From 18:16 the focus of attention turns to the plight of Sodom. 6 

1. Op.cit., p.220. 

2. 

3. 

Cf. M. Kline, NBC, p.97. It is unusual for the inferior party to 

provide the meal (cf. R.H. Smith, ZAW LXXVII (1965), p . 136), but it 

is not unheard of, cf. Jos 9:14. 

Op. cit., pp.208f. We ought perhaps not to read too much into 

Abraham's hospitality as even Lot is fairly hospitable in the next 

Chapter (cf. Driver, op.cit . , p.198). 

4. According to Von Rad the woman as a negative figure of contrast was 

a favourite dramatic device (Genesis, p.208); cf. Job 2:9; 

Tobit 2:14; 10:4f. 

5. \\ ~9 may describe something "wonderful" (Ex 3:20; 2 Sam 1:26) 

or something "difficult", whether to unravel (Dt 17:8), to understand 

(Job 42:3), or as here and in Jer 32:17, 27, to effect (Driver, 

op.cit., p.194). 

6. Except for 18:20 where "Gomorrah" ~s us ed with "So dam", Sodam is 

used to describe the whole area. It is the prime example of the 

class which it represents. Therefore it ~s the only city 

mentioned (Speiser, op.cit., p.133). 
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The sin of Sodom is very great. l Because of this God has decided to 
punish them. He decides to inform Abraham of the divine secret because 
Abraham is in a special relationship to Him. This relationship is said 
in 18:18 to be important because Abraham's family, Israel, shall 

5'I::>lJ)) 40·\1").1) 3)"1;1 \i~~ 21\'1)\ "'T! 
• : • • 'r • .." • • 

Y l ,\' i) , ~, i ~ ';l . 'Z) T '"]' ' , So far the 

description of Abraham's calling is fairly familiar. Now in 18:19, God 
says, n::f-Jl~~ 8I1'l-¥~ 7'4i'\~ \~~7 6\'D~1.: ':) 

l\ i iu ~ ~ Ill\)' iTl n1?4i) 9 \'~D\~ "ll'1 -ll~ \ 

1. In Isa 1:10; 3:9; it is bad justice; in Ezek 16:49 it is pride, surfeit 

of food, and prosperous ease; in Jer 23:14, adultery, lying, and 

unwillingness to repent; but here in Genesis it is sodomy that is 

emphasized. This was regarded as a particularly heinous crime, cf. 

Lev 18 :22; 20:13. 

2. The infinitive absolute is used for emphasis. 

3. Cf. 12:2; 17:20; 21 :1 8. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

This is the only time this word meanlng "powerful" 1S us ed in the 

Abraham stories. 

Cf. above, pp.53£. 

The Samaritan Pentateuch, LXX, and other versions do not have the 

suffix. Either reading is possible. On ~I\ as a Covenant word cf. 

above, pp.4lf .; cf . Muilenberg, Words and Meanings, eds. P.R. Ackroyd 

and B. Linders , p.178 . 

7. BDB translates it as , "to the end" (p. 775); for similar usages, cf. 

Dt 27:3; Jos 3:4; 2 Sam 13:5; Jer 42:6. 

8. Cf. Ex 39:34 where God issues orders via Moses . 

9. This phrase refers not only to his immediate family but to his future 

descendants, Israel, as well, cf. above, p.98. Van Seters, who 

sets the Abraham stories against an Exilic backgr ound , says that by 

associating the Law with Abraham and constituting it as a family 

responsibility separate from any larger state authority, the writer 
overcome s the problem of a nation which had broken the Sinai Covenant 
and did not know where to turn (~.cit . , pp.273f.). Much of the force 
of his argument is lost when the Exilic background thesis is questioned j 
cf. above, pp.2lf. 
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2 U ? Lfi"'Qo1 1 \l~l:r The emphasis on right living 
which is strongly reminiscent of the Mosaic Covenant, is highlighted 
by the contrast with the lifestyle of the Sodomiteso The 
concluding words of 18:19 are interesting. 
descendants are to live in the way suggested 

the verse 0111:1\\' .?jI 1l111~ 

Abraham and his 
in the earlier part 

~":J V 3 l~ f:?"r 
It is difficult to know il?~ 4 T-;~1 - I~~ ~,\\o 

whether "\ ~ 1?? here means a strict condition implying that if 
the demands are not

O 

met God will not fulfil His promise. l~einfeld says 
that it suggests an expectation and not a condition,5 but Van Seters is 
probably more correct in saying that it is "at least partially conditional".6 
This is because even in the Abraham stories, which emphasize the grace of 
God, the idea of obedience is never absent. 7 Therefore in a sense the 
fulfilment of the Promise to Abraham depends on the lifestyle of his 
descendants. 

Because of the uniqueness of Abraham's relation to God, revealed 
in 18:18f., God discloses His will to Abraham. This relationship 
gives Abraham the right to act as intercessor. 8 Abraham's explorations 

1. On p,Y cf. above, p.84. It is the duty of the King to act as judge 

and to uphold righteousness (Hos 13:10). Thus in Ps 72 we have a 

picture of peace and prosperity when a King judges righteously. This 

is to be a charac teristic of the future King (and Mess iah), cf. 

Isa 9:7; 11:3-5; Jer 23:5-6; 33:14-16. 

2. It is what God does (18:25) . Cf. Ex 15:25 ff. where it 1S used together 

\> on \lo) ~"D ill?l~ llllH It 
T • 

also linked with the Sinai Law (e.g. Ex 21:1). 

3. Cf. 37:22; 50:20; Ex 1: 11; 9:16; 10:1; etc. 

4. It is frequently used in the everyday sense of "to speak" (e. g. 

20:8), but it is also frequently used to describe God's promise 

(e.g. 19:21); 21:1, 2; 24:7; cf. Dt 6:3 ; 1 Sam 25:30). 

5. JAOS xc (1970), p.195 fn.l02. 

6. QJ>..cit., p.274. 

7. Cf. above, pp.51f. 

is 

8. Cf. 20:7. In this, he is very similar t o Moses , cf . above,pp.41f. 

with 
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into the character of God, whi ch becomes more and more audaci ous ,1 is in 

a sense initiated by God Himself as He raised the matter (18:17) . 
. Abraham's reasons for taking on himself such a dangerous task is not 
simply a concern for Lot his kinsman,2 he is concerned for all the people 
of Sodom. This concern is part of what it means to be a blessing to 
the nations. 3 Abraham's question, "Wilt thou indeed destroy the righteous 
with the wi cked?" is not as some have thought a protest on behalf of 
individualism. If this were so then there would have been little point 
to the lengthy debate about the number of righteous people in Sodom. 
Abraham is not concerned wht the salvation of the righteous few , but with 
the question of whether the existence of the righteous few could cause a 
reprieve for the whole community.4 The conclusion is that an astonishingly 
small number of innocent men is sufficient to stem the judgement, "so 

predominant is God 's will to save over His will to punish".5 We are 
not told why the number stops at ten, but according to Speiser the 
implication is that fewer people can only save themselves. 6 This 
interpretation is supported by the events of 19:1ff. when only Lot and 
his family are saved. 

J. THE DESTRUCTION OF SODOM AND THE RESCUE OF LOT 

(19: lff. ) 

The outcry? against Sodom's sin (18:20) is investigated by the Two 
Messengers. The incident described in 19:4- 11 shows that the outcry is 

1. In those days men knew that they were but dust (18:27; cf . Job 9:12; 
Dan 4:32) . 

2. One must not minimize this concern as does Von Rad, op .cit., p.212. 
Cf. 19:1ff., esp . 19:29 where only Lot and his family receive the 

benefit of Abraham's intercession. Cf. also above, pp.75f. 

3. Wolff argues that the words of 18:25, "Judge of all the earth" , indicate 
that Sodom is to be understood as a type of al l the nations (Interp 
XX (1966), p.148). This is possible but not probable. 

4. Von Rad, op.cit., pp.211-215; Speiser, op.cit., p.135. 

5. Von Rad, op. cit., p.214. 

6. Op.cit., p.135. The next step is left until Isa 53. 

7. II ~ 4} r is a techni cal legal t erm and designates the cry for help 
which one who suffers a great injustice utters. Such a cry calls for 

an investigation (Von Rad, op.cit., p . 211). 
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justified. 1 The first object Of the visit has been achieved. The 

second is to rescue Lot because he is righteous (this is the implication 
at least). That Lot can escape with his family (19:12-14) indicates the 
family solidarity of Lot in God's eyes. However the members are also 
free to defy it as do his sons-in-law who think that Lot is jesting. 
The catastrophe comes,2 and the wavering Lot and his two daughters are 
the only ones who finally escape. Abraham's role in the rescue is dealt 
with in 19:29. Here we are told that God saved Lot because He remembered 

Abraham. The word -,:)t is frequently used when speaking of God's 
keeping His promise, especially His promise to the Patriarchs . 3 Sometimes 
it is a confident statement of what God does, but on other occasions it 
is a desperate plea. Here in 19:29 it shows that God honours the 
relationship He has with Abraham. The reason for this act of God is 
probably not only the intercession of Abraham but also the kinship link 

between the two men. Whatever the precise reason, God saves Lot 
because of Abraham. 4 

Lot moves from Zoar to a cave in the hil ls because he is afraid. 5 

His life becomes increasingly bankrupt. 6 The incest committed in his 

1. In 18:23-32 Abraham never doubted this. Indeed God had known all 

along (18:17). That everyone in Sodom is guilty is made clear by 19:4. 

2. There is an element of truth in the claim that the catastrophe is an 

etiology explaining why the area is barren. "Sodam and Gomorrah" 

was a well known example of Divine judgement on a sinful community, 

cf. Dt 29:23; Isa 1:9f.; 13:19; Jer 49 :18; 50:40; Ezek 16:46ff.; 

Hos 11:8; Amos 4:11; Zeph 2:9; Ps 11:6; Lam 4: 6. 

On the geography of the incident, cf . Kline, NBC, p.98. 

3. Ex 2:24; 6:5; 32:13; Lev 26:42,45; Ps 105:8ff., 42; 106:45; 

111:5; 1 Chr 16:15. 

4. Cf. 8: 1. 

5. This could be interpreted as an act of faithlessness, cf. 19:21. 

6. Note the contrast between the fine country in which he had dwelt 

(13:10) in a respectable house (19:2f.), and the squalor of a cave ; 

cf. Von Rad, op.cit ., p . 224. 
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1 household marked the final separation from Abraham and the Covenant 
Kingdom as it produced the Moabttes and 

frequently denounced by the prophets. 2 
the Ammonites, enemies who are 
Yet in spite of the people of 

Abraham and Lot going separate ways, the Abraham stories emphasize their 
common origin as well as Abraham's great concern for Lot. 

K. ABRAHAM DOES IT AGAIN (20:1ff.) 

On the brink of the birth of Isaac the an"cestress is threatened when 
Abraham again exchanges the possibility of the fulfilment of the promise 
for personal safety .3 It is clear that if the promise is ever fulfilled 
it will be in spite of man .4 The fact that he should have learnt from 
his previous experience (12:10-20) serves to emphasize the frailty of 
man and the grace of God. 5 

Abraham's fall from the height of his position as intercessor for 
Sodom is emphasized by Abimelech being cast in the same role. God speaks 

1. The narrative does not directly condemn the action of Lot's daughters. 

Neither is it an expression of national contemp t because Israel 

herself had the occasional skeleton in the cupboard, cf . 38:lff. on 

Judah. 

2. On the etymology of Moab and Ammon, cf. Skinner, op .ci t., pp.3l3f. 

3. On his moral di l emma cf. above, p . 7l . 

4. Cf. esp. 20:6 on how God protects Sarah in a ve ry difficult 

situation. It is God who takes the initiative by speaking t o 

Abimelech of his fate (20:3) and who in fact punishes Ab i melech 

and his household . 

5. The fact that he made the same mistake twice is used as an argumen t 

in support of the theory that the two accounts are variants of the 

same tradition. Cf. Speiser, op. ci t., p.1Sl. On the idea of 

r epetition fo r emphasis cf . above, p.S l. 
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to Abimelech and there is also a discussion about righteousness in 
20: 3-7. The "innocence"l of Abimelech highlights Abraham's guilt . He 
had done ,)iJ.J~' - ~\';J ""4i~\ 0' iu~'9 (20 :9), that is, things , " ': -: ,-: 2 
that are not sanctioned by the conventional code 'of morals. Abraham had 
betrayed a fundamental principle of hospitality,3 and had been a curse 
rather than a blessing. This makes his talk about O'lfJ 1\1 :i)\\Il' 

. -:; - : . 
in 20 :11 so ironical. 4 In spite of the narrator' s recognition that Sarah 
was really Abraham's half-sister, thus rescuing him from being a complete 
deceiver ,S there is a veiled comparison between his treatment of Sarah 
and Lot 's offer of his daughters (19:8).6 

In spite of his humiliation Abraham has a vital ro l e in solving the 
problem which he and Abimelech have created . Von Rad describes it as 
"Abraham ' s strange role as the guilty mediator".? God puts Abraham 
forward as the sol uti on because he is \\1']] and wi 11 pray for 
Abimelech (20:7) .8 After the full restora t ion ' of Sarah as commanded in 

1. Whi l e God r ecogni zes his s ubj ec t ive innocen ce (20: 6) he i s still 

obj e ctive ly gui lty of violating a marriage bond (cf. Von Rad, ~.cit., 

p. 22S). I n addition , this i s a s pecial mar r iage because of the 

Promise . Like the Prophets his pe r son and pr oper t y a r e inviolab l e, 

cf . above , pp. 55 f . 

2. Skinner , op. cit ., p.31S. Cf. e .g. 34 : 7; 2 Sam 13: 12 . I t i s an 

obl ique referen ce t o Tor ah . 

3. Kidner, ~.cit., p.1 3S. 

4 . Von Rad wr ites, 

"The ' f ear of God' must be unders t oo d he r e in the gene ral 
anc i en t sense of r eve r ence and regar d of t he most 
element ary moral n orms , whose severe guardian wa s 
everywher e considered t o be the di vini ty" (op. cit., p. 229 ). 

5. The pr actice is forb i dden i n Lev l S: 9 , 11 ; 20 : 17 ; bu t 2 Sam 13: 13 

indi cates t ha t i t was stil l prac ti sed . But cf. Cass uto , op . cit . , 

p . 276 , who says t hat Abraham and Sar ah we r e no t really bro the r and 

s iste r. 

6 . Kline , NBC , p . 9S. 

7. Op . cit., pp. 227f . On the amb i guous r ol e of a guilty prophet who was 

neve r the l ess authorized by God, cf . 1 Kings 13 : 11ff . 

S. For the idea of the true Pr ophe t as an inte r cessor, cf. Num 12 :1 3 ; 

21: 7; Dt 9: 26 ; 1 Sam 12 : 19-23. 
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20:7,1 it is reported in 20:17 that Abraham prayed to God, and God lifted 

his curse from Abi.melech. 

L. THE CLIMAX: A CHILD IS BORN (21 :1-8) 

Sarah's conception is said to have taken place exactly according to 
the Promise (21 :If.).2 The specific promise referred to is clearly that 
in 18:9-15 where the Lord promises to return at a definite time. The 
suspense of waiting is now over, only to be dramatically revived in 22:lff. 

Abraham names his son 

God has commanded (21:4). 

(21:3),3 and circumcises him as 
This is a reference to the Covenant in 

17: 1ff. 

Ishmae 1 
it is 

The uniqueness of 
in the next section. 

.y .., t 

Isaac is emphasized by 
Abraham is told that 

'\' -, if \> lJ .. ( + 

a comparison 

in contrast 
(21 :12). 

with 
to Ishmael, 
If - 0: 

the name of a thing defines its essence revealing the character and 
destiny of the bearer,4 then only descendants of Abraham via Isaac will 

have the special character and destiny . Ishmael is also called Abraham's 

~"11 in 21 :13, but his descendants are never known as such. 5 

1. The terrified Abimelech not only restored Sarah, but the gifts 

restored her honour complete l y (cf. Skinner, op.cit ., p.3l9). 

2. 

3. 

One of the verbs used to describe the event, means 

"visited" with favour and blessing, e.g. Ex 3 :1 6; Ps 80: 14 ; and 

esp. 1 Sam 2:21. 

The meaning of the name is related t o In the case of 

both Abraham (17:17) and Sarah (18:12) their laughter contained more 

than a touch of unbelief. The fact that this laughte r alludes to the 

name of the promised son shows 1n a dramatic way that God can work in 

spite of unbelief. This element of unbelief could also be present 

here in 21:6 al though the main idea is the devout, joyous thanksgiving 

of a once sterile woman, cf. 1 Sam 2:5; Ps 113:9. 

4. Cf. De Vaux, Ancient Israel, pp.43f. 

5. On the reasons for this tension, cf. above,pp.lOOf. 
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M. THE PARTING OF THE WAY C21 :9-21) 

The arrival of the 
exclusion of Ishmael. l 

child of the promise coincides with the final 
What he di d 

is not clear. If MT is followed on 
to merit Sarah's violent displeasure 
21 : 9 then all that \1 ry.t1;l 2 

need mean is that Ishmael was playing. But if LXX which adds 

-",frot 10-"'0<.1< rou u;ou ",'uc1~ , is followed, 3 then while 
"playing" is still appropriate,4 other meanings are also possible. 

"Mocking" is the most likely,5 but it could have sexual connotations. 6 

If these last interpretations are correct, they remove Sarah's actions 
from the realm of blind jealousy to that of righteous indignation. It 
is a crime to make a mockery of God's chosen. 7 But this interpretation 

is not all that likely in the light of the fact that Abraham did not 
originally think it justified (21 :11).8 Indeed her action could reveal 
a lack of faith in God's promise that Isaac would be the chief heir. 9 

The reader does no~ expect that God would be on Sarah's side, but rather 
on Abraham's. Yet God (21:12) is showing how He "pursues His great 
historical purposes in, with, and under all headstrong acts of men".l0 

L The earlier exclusion (16:lff.) is usually described as a parallel 

tradition. In spite of difficulties in some of the details, the 

text as we have it clearly means us to understand that the second 

incident happened some years after the first, cf. 16:16 and 21:5. 

2. Note the allusion to I'Hl.x' 
\ T, • 

3. For a thorough discussion of the textual problem cf. Speiser, op.cit., 

p.155 . 

4. E.g. Skinner, op.cit., p . 322. 

5. Cf. 19:14; Jdg 16:25. 

6. Cf. 26:8. This is not the usual mean1ng of the word . 

7. M. Kline, NBC, p.99. Cf. above, pp.55f. 

8. Abraham felt himself bound to Ishmael and Hagar. This was probably 

more than affection as legally Ishmael was entitled to a share in the 

inheritance , cf. above, p.99 fn.4. 

9. Cf . 17:lff. Legally a son by a slave woman could forgo his inheritance 

claim in exchange for freedom. Sarah compels them to do this 

(Kline, NBC, p.99)! 

10. Von Rad, ~.cit., p.233. 
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Not only does the story show Abraham's concern for Hagar and Ishmael, 1 

more than anything it shows God's continuing concern . The desperate 
situation in which they find themselves serves to magnify the act 'of God 

in answering their cry for help.2 As the reader has been so often in 
the case of the Promise of Isaac, he here is once again certain that God's 
promise would fail. 3 But no, all is not lost as God is in control. 
In the midst of the gloom .comes the promise to Hagar that God would make 

. 4 a great nation of Ishmael (21.18). Earlier in 21 :13 the same promise 
had been gi ven to comfort Abraham, but with a significant addition, 

\ \' .\ n 11 ~ ) 1 ' ? Abraham is the reason why God ta kes an 
interest in Ishmael. That the boy grows up amidst the perils and 
hardships of the desert is proof that God is with him (21 :20) . 5 However, 

his dwelling in the Sinai Peninsula and his marriage to an Egyptian 
girl indicates how far he has moved from his fat her's house. 6 It is 
also significant that in obtaining a wife for her son (21 :21) Hagar has 
taken over the responsibility of the father. 7 

1. 21 : l1, 14. 

2. On the textual prob lem of who di d the cry i ng i n 21 : 16 , cf . Speis er, 

op . cit., pp . 155f. 

Even Hagar had given up (21:15 f .), cf . I sa 49 :15. 

3. For earlier prom~s e s r egarding Ishmael, c f . 16:12 ; 17 : 20; 

21 : 13. 

4 . For t he f ulf i lment, cf. 25 :12-18. 

5. 

6. 

Ski nne r , op.cit., p .324 . On t he descrip t ion of "God being with 

s omeone ll
, 21 : 22 i s a most i mportant c r oss-reference . Cf. als o 

26: 3 , 24 , 28 ; 28 :15 , 20 ; 31: 3 , 5; 35 : 3 ; 39 :2, 3 , 21, 23 ; 

48: 21; Ex 3 :12 ; e t c . 

Von Rad , op . cit., p .234. On t he marriage customs i n Abr aham ' s 

house cf . 24 : 3- 4 ; 26 : 34 ; 27: 46 . 

be l ow, pp. 12lf. 

For a f ull discussion, cf . 

7. On t he custom, cf . Speiser , op . ci t., p. 156 . 
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N. THE COVENArn WITH ABIMELECH (21 :22~34) 

This passage records a Treaty between Abraham and Abime1ech. 1 
It 

is not altogether clear who is the superior party. While Abime1ech was 
almost certainly militarily stronger,2 there can be little doubt that 
his prev i ous experience had taught him a lot of respect for Abraham's 

God. In 21 :22 he says of Abraham that '1 i;).Y 0 ' IJ ' ';J~, 

il4r~ \lJ)~\ - I~~; l;r:J:f. 3 This is a profound description of 

Abraham's unique relation to God . Abraham's gift of sheep and oxen 
(21:27) cannot be used to show that he is the wea ker or stronger party.4 
The second group 
gift (21:28-30). 

of animals, Jl i.lI :J. :.) 
T , 

~:lW - .: 

These young ewe lambs would not be 
, was more than a 

slaughtered as 

1. It is usua l to s ay that because two groups of animals are involved , 

t wo legal settings and two et i ologies, t her e are a t leas t two sources 

which are comb ined he re (cf. Skinner, op . cit ., p.325; McCarthy, 

2. 

"Three Covenants i n Genesis", CBQ XXVI (1964) ,pp.179ff.). On the 

other hand Spe i ser, op. cit ., p.160,and Sheriffs, op . cit., pp.400ff ., 

maintain t ha t the whole narrative can be logically interpreted as 

it stands . This is to be preferred , cf. above, Ch.I. 

Because of the striking s i mi l a rit ies with 26:26-31 it has of t en 

been said that they are parallel traditions. For a careful stat ement 

of the Conservative point of view which sees t hem as consecutive , 

cf. Sheri ffs , op. ci t., pp.404-4l4. 

He brings his army chie f to show this (21:22). He also sl i ghtingl y 

uses the verb 11::1 t o describe Abraham's status in 21:23 

(Speiser, op .cit. , p.159). Abraham had been scared of Abimelech 

(20:11); this is probably still the case although at Beersheba , he 

is beyond t he immediate contro l of Ab i melech . 

3. The same is said of Isaac (26:28), Jacob (30 :27), and J oseph (39:3). 

4. Gifts were f r equently offered by the s uperior party, but occasionally 

the we aker offers a gi ft, usually i n the form of a bribe (cf. 

McCarthy, CBQ XXVI (1964), pp.182f. for examples). Cf. Sheriffs, 

~.cit., p . 401 for the theory that it was for a Covenant Meal (and 

partly for sacrifice) which the superior usually provided. 
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they would be used for breeding 711~~ '';1- ~;\lJ.) 1·IJ-¥~ 
In 21:23f. Abraham swears an oath and in 21:31 both do. The words of 

21 :27b :;)'l:;J))~:;> may be an alternative expression for 
~ J. W J used in connection with Treaty making. 3 The proceedings 

are linked to the dual etiology of the words :Y~ 4' and ~J.LU ] 
. 4 (21.31). 

It is difficult to decide who the superior party is although the 
fact that Abraham has a strong God on his side suggests that he is 

superior. Both agree in 21 :23 to deal loyally with each other. 5 

The Covenant is not with Abimelech alone but with his descendants as 
well (21 :23).6 

O. THE GREAT TEST (22:1-19) 

The suspense which has been woven into the narratives comes to a 
frightening climax as Abraham faces his greatest test. A harder test 
could not have been devised as all Abraham's hopes are centred on his 
only son Isaac - and God knows it! In 22:2 God describes Isaac as 

1. 

~ :J.I] '\' - , L,(i I~~ Tj Til: -}) 1\' "1 P -)) ~, 7 

For the meaning of il' Y as "witness", cf. McCarthy, CBQ XXVI 
T .• 

(1964), p.186; d . 31:44 where 

text (idem, p.186). 

I ~ ~s either a written or oral 

1 

2. For the custom in Israel of the superior swearing an oath, cf. above, p.87 . 

3. Mi tchell, WTJ ( ), p.33. McCarthy sugges ts that the two phrases 

were kept apart ~n the early per i od (op.cit., p.181). Sheriffs is 
rightly sceptical of this claim which depends so much on source 

analysis (op.cit., p.401 n.l). 

4. Speiser, ~.cit., p.160. 

5. On the meaning of -, 6 n , parti cularly in the context of Treaty 
making, cf. below , p. 

6 . The nouns 1 '1 and ., :;:>! both refer to progeny (Speiser, 
~.cit., p.159). Cf. Job 18:19; Isa 14:22. 

7. Cf. 22:12, 16. The regular adjective for "one" is not used, but a 
noun meaning "the unique one" (Speiser, op.cit., p.163). Isaac is 
not the only natural son (cf. 21:11) but he is the unique one, cf. 

above, p.lOO. 
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The frequent use of "\:) with the persona 1 pronoun in th i s Chapter 

emphasizes the relationship between Abraham and Isaac as well as indicating 

the cost involved in what Abraham plans to do (22:2, 8, 9, 10). 

. 1 The reader is told that God is testing Abraham (22.1). But he 
very soon finds himself caught up in the agonizing tension of Abraham's 

plight. 2 Von Rad's comment on the story deserves to be quoted in full: 

It concerns something much more frightful than child 
sacrifice. It has to do with a road out into God
forsakenness, a road on which Abraham does not know 
that God is only testing him. 3 

To Abraham God must appear bent on destroying the work which He has 

started. 4 Yet this major test, instead of breaking him, brings him to 

the summit of his lifelong walk with God. With the absence of comment in 
the text concealing and at the same time revealing the depth of his 

anguish; Abraham obeys without question. His "here am I" of 22:1 

(cf. 22: 11) shows that he is recepti ve to the wi 11 of God. The fact 

that it takes at least three days before he is in a position to do the 
strange deed (22:3) shows that his obedience stands firm. S Also 

h . I' 'b d' 6 notewort y 1S saac s pass1ve 0 e 1ence. 

1. 

2. 

This is the only time is used 1n the Abraham stories. I t 

means "to test in order to know", cf. Ex 15:25; 16:4; 20:24; and 

esp. Dt 8:2. 

Cf. Speiser, op.cit., p.16 4. The drama is heightened rather than 

decreased by the fact that so much is left unsaid. 

3 . .Q£. ci t., p. 244. 

4. The thought that, of all people, the temptation should come from the 

God of Israel, is emphasized by placing the noun "God" before the 

verb II b) in 22: 1 as well as a tt aching the definite article 

( 0' \\'J~~, D ), cf. Speiser, op.cit. , p.162. 

5. ' Von Rad, op.cit., p.240. 

6 . He is now old enough to carry wood (22:6) and ask intelligent 

questions (22:7). Yet there is no indication that he strugg l ed 

against what seemed to be his fate . 
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It is possible that in the midst of the blackness Abraham saw a 
spark of hope. l Kierkegaard's "Knight of Faith" knows well the de spair 

of the . "Knight of 
"by virtue of the 

Infinite Resignation", but at t he same time he believes 
. 2 

absurd" that all is not lost. True to Abraham's past 

experience of Him, God does not break His Promise. He stops the 
offering at the last minute and miraculously provides a ram as a sacrifice : 

i]:;l Tl n.:D 3 This gracious provision by God is emphasized by 
the use · of po~ular lingui st ics (22:14) .4 

In passing the test Abraham has shown that he fears God (22:12).5 

Because of his total obedience God promises Abraham certain things. 

The old promises of blessing and 
22: 17b is that 

numerous descendants are repeated 6 (22:17). 

A new promi se in 'l-rn 7 uq'. \ 

1. Cf. 22:5, 8. Kidner thinks it possib l e (op.cit., p.143). 

2. Johannes De Silentio [ So Kierkegaard] , "Fear and Trembling: A 

Di alectical Lyric", A Kierkegaard Anthology, ed. R. Bretall (London: 
Oxford University Pr ess , 1947). 

3. This is the logic of s ubstitution. An important parallel i s the 

belief that the fi rst-born in Israel belonged to God (e . g. Ex 22:29). 

God symbolically took the first-born, but gave it back to its parents 

upon payment of a redemption price (Driver , op . cit. , p. 221). 

4. The ve r b \l ,\', us ually means "to see ll
, but i t can mean Il to 

provide" (cf. 1 Sam 16 : lc). That it means "provide" here has the 

support of its use in 22:S. In 22:14 the firs t use of the verb is 

active "II \1,' and a lludes to 22 : 8 , whi l e the second is passive, 

11 :-..,,' ·~n'd· is connected by Speiser with Tl ',·0 in 22: 2 
~. T" " .. • 

(~. cit., pp.16 3f.). Cf. Van Seters who says tha t 11"'".·0 means 

something l ike "the l and of the fea r of Yah(weh) " (op.ci t., p. 238). 

This 1S possible but difficul t to prove. 

5. This is no t an emotional reaction to the reality of God, but the cause 

of his admirable obedience (Von Rad , op . cit ., pp.241f.); cf. 20 :11; 
42 :1S; 2 Kings 4 :1; Isa 11:2; Pr ov 1: 7; and esp. J ob 1:1, 8. 

Cf. further above , p.ll l fn.4. 

6. Note the use of the . inf in itive absolute of ll:J. and 1\ J.I 
for emphasis. On the image of the stars of heaven cf. above, p.83 

and on the dust of the earth, cf. below, p.llS. 

7. Cf. above, pp . 82f. 
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\ ''] ,. ~\ UJ 1 There is also the famil iar promise of ,,'~ ,~-
being a blessing to all men in 22:18,2 but signiiicantly for the first 

time it is Abraham's descendants who will be the source of blessin·g. 
All these promi ses are assured because 11 In' - 0,") 'H .Y 'J. tV ] 'J. 3 " , . : - : . 
(22:16). 

P. FAMILY TIES (22:20-24) 

These verses tacked on at the end of an exciting chapter, which are 
impatiently passed over by the reader, have an interest of their own. 

That it is recorded as an event in Abraham's life indicates that at least 
he was interested in the news and by implication Israel would be as well. 
They show Israel's consciousness of distant kinshiP.4 It is interesting 
to see how tribes spring up all around Abraham. S As with Ishmael twelve 
tribes are traced back to Nahor, Abraham's brother. 

Nahor's grand-daughter Rebekah (cf. 24:15) and great grand-daughters 
Leah and Rachel become ancestral mothers of the Covenant People. The 
omission of Laban (cf. 24:29) from the genealogy serves to centre attention 
on Rebekah. This focus on the Israelite ancestresses continues through 
the next two chapters. 7 

1. Cf. 24: 60 whe re I ':>! ~ is also used with To 

possess the gate of a city is to control it as it is the administrative. 

and military centre, cf. 14:20. 

2. On the meaning of .\ ) 'l '] J) il , cf. above, pp.56-58. 
- : T . 

3. Cf. above, p.87. 

4. Kidner, op . cit., p.144. 

5. Cf. those arising from his second wife Keturah (25:1-4), and 

Ishmael (25:12- 16) . 

6. Cf. 11:27 for the relationship be tween Abraham and Nahor. 

7. Kline, NBC, p.100. 
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Q. A STAKE IN THE LAND (23:1ff.) 

The death of Sarah serves as the occasion for the first legal 
acquisition of land by Abraham. The living could get by as sojourners, 
but the dead required a permanent resting ground. l This shows that the 
Patriarchs did not go entirely unrewarded. 2 It is possible that the 
acquisition of land in this Chapter should be understood as a prophetic 
sign of what would be true after the Conquest. 3 This Chapter describes 

a very worldly incident, but because of its association with the Land 
Promise it is a central part of Israel's faith. 

The loyal background to the Chapter has been discussed by several 
scho 1 ars. 4 On the one hand M. R. Lehmann sees in Ephron's offer of both 
the cave and the field (23:11) an attempt to subject Abraham to the feudal 
duties which pass from seller to buyer when an entire property is bought . 

This practice is recorded in the Hittite Code, 46 and 47. 5 G.M. Tucker 

1. Speiser, op.cit., pp.171f. In the ancient Near East all families of 

distinction had a family sepulchre (Driver, op.cit., p.225). The 

next Chapter emphasizes the importance of Abraham's family 

arrangements being carried out in a dignified and proper way. 

2. Von Rad, op.cit., p.250. Abraham is buried in the family sepulchre 

(25:9), as well as Isaac (35:29), Rebekah and Leah (49:31), and 

Jacob (30:13). 

3. Kline, NBC, p.lOO. Cf. Jer 32:6-25. The fact that this is not yet 

true is emphasized by the definite distinction made between the 

(23: 7), and the (23:12,13) ; 

Cf. Speiser, ~.cit., p.l72. 

Through repetition 

the land, J) n 
great 

\ ] :J 
stress is laid i n the text on the owners of 

- , (23:3,5, 7, 10, 18, 19). Their precise 

identity is something of a mystery. Speiser tentatively suggests 

that they were a non- Semitic as well as non-Canaanite people of 

pre-I s raelite Palestine (op.cit., p.172). 

4. The Chapter is not a legal text but a narrative; there fore it should 

not be expected that all the features found in ancient Near Eas tern 

contracts be mentioned. 

5. "Abraham's Purchase of Machpelah and Hittite Law", BASOR CXXIX 

(1953), pp . 15-18. 
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is critical of this theory because Abraham did not hesitate to buy the 

entire field, nor did he ever insist that he wanted only the cave. l 

Neither can we know whether the fteld was Ephron's only' possessio~.2 
Tucker maintains that the Chapter has characteristics common to ancient 
Near Eastern legal usage from many periods. 3 He is probably correct. 

Whatever the legal background be, the significance of the Chapter is 
that it shows Abraham receiving a foretaste of what all Israel would one 
day enjoy. There is therefore a reason for the inclusion of this Chapter 
in the Canon, even though it contains so much legal diplomacy. 

R. THE PROMISED LINE SECURED (24:lff.) 

The Abraham we meet in 24:1 has been blessed in all things,4 but 
he is obviously near the end of his life . If the promises of God are to 
be realized, the acquisition of a wife for Isaac is of utmost importance. 
In this matter Abraham again faces a testing challenge to his faith in 
God. His belief that Isaac's wife ought not to be one of the local 
Canaanite women, but as in 24:4 a woman from Abraham's 
kindred,S is mainly because of the religious threat of 

home land and 
. t . 6 
1 n ermarn age. 

1. "The Legal Background of Genesis 23", JBL LXXXV (1966), pp.77-84. 

2. Kidner, op.cit., p.145 fn.1. 

3. Loc.cit. 

4. The characte r of this blessing is r evealed in 24:35f. The narrator 

enjoys the fact that because of his prosperity, Abraham can manage 

the marriage of his son "according to his status and desire" (Von 

Rad, op.cit., p.254). 

5. 

6. 

On J\ ,1;1 \-0 cf. above, p.62 fn.6. 
': .: 

Von Rad, op.cit., p.255. Cf. Dt 7:3, 4; 1 Kings 11:4; Ezra 9. 

The relatives in Mesopotamia at least r espond favourably t o what God 
is doing. Laban recognizes that God has spoken (24:51) and their 
blessing of Rebekah (24:60) is very much like God's blessing of 
Abraham and his descendants (2:17). Cf. above, pp. 65f. for a 
discussion on the possible religious beliefs of Abraham's 

Mesopotamian relatives. 
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There is also an element of the idea that it is good to marry members of 
one's own tribe anyway,l thus in a ·sense preserving racial purity.2 

While Treaties of peace with local authorities are in order,3 a bond 
as close as marriage is not. This is one of the first signs of tension 
between Abraham and his neighbours. 4 One could possibly detect in this 
passage the inference that for the Patriarchs to intermarry with the 
Canaanites would be a rejection of God's promise to give all the land of 
the Canaanites to them. 5 Whatever his reasons were, Abraham felt very 
strongly that his future daughter-in-law should not be a Canaanite but a 
member of his kinship group in Mesopotamia . But equally strongly he 
believes that if the girl is not willing to leave her home, Isaac is not 
to leave the Promised Land to join her (24:6, 8). This is because God 
had called him and his family from his father's house and had promised 
them the Land of Canaan (24:7). There could be no going back on this. 
He must have agonized over the thought that a suitable wife would not be 
found and the promise would be in ruins. 6 But all these careful safeguards 
become unnecessary because Yahweh is clearly in control. 7 God does 
prosper the Servant's journey.8 

The In 24:12-14 the Servant places the situation in God's hands. 
answer follows like a miracle. 9 Not only does she turn out to be generous, 

fami ly agree beauti ful, and 
to the pl an. 

a member of the right family, but she and the 

1. Cf . De Vaux, Ancient Israel, pp.30f. 

2. Van Seters maintains that racial purity is the most i mportant 

factor here in 24:1ff. (op .cit., p.277). 

3. Cf. 14:13; 21:22-39; etc . 

4. Van Seters, op.cit., p.2 77 . References like 22:17 in particular 
suggest thi s as well . 

5. Van Seters maintains that this is the case (op.cit., p .27 7) . 

6. The fatali sm of 24 :6, 8 is softened in the Servant's description of 
the event whi ch has Abraham saying that the Lord will send His ange l 
with the Servant to bring success to t he miss i on (24:40). 

7. Guidance and divine control are the underlying themes of the whole 

Chapter (Van Seters, op.cit., p.241f.). This is not really found 
anywhere else e xcept in the Joseph stories (Von Rad, op.cit., p.259) . 

8. Cf. 24:21, 40, 42, 56. 

9. God's willingness to intervene is indicated by the fact that He 

answers even be fore the Servant has finished praying (24:15). 
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His Servant honours Abraham in the way he rel ies fully on God. l 

There is a relationship of extreme confidence between Abraham and his chief 

Servant . The oath sworn by the Servant is the expression of this. 2 

The Servant acts almost as a mediator between Abraham and God when he 

calls on Him to show to his master vJhen 
God grants him success he thanks Him for showing as well 

(24:12, 14). 

'<?D 
iC;:>Q :l) 0 ,), 

Servant is referring to God's Covenant Promise of numerous progeny.4 
as (24:27). Thus in his appeal to God's the 

With the arrival of Rebekah in the closing verses of the Chapter it 
becomes clear that Isaac and his new wife 
Thus the Servant call s Isaac '1, '\' . -~ 

are replacing Abraham and Sarah. 
(24:65).5 The words of MT 

1. Von Rad comments that he carries out his commission with "emphatic 

dignity and distinctions" (op.cit., p.254). 

2. In 24:3 Abraham says, ~ ~ ':J. Lfi \~\ I later in 24:8 it is 

summarized as ' J't.)J ::J. ill '0 and in 24:41 it is ' » ';J ~\ . .,. ". : ' T T 

Tha t an oath can constitute a Treaty, d. Gen 26:27ff. ; and above, 

Part of the taking of an oath in 24:3 is the ceremony in 24:2 where 

the Se r vant places his hand under Abraham's thigh. Speiser's 

interpretation of the rite is probably correct: 

"Since sons are said to issue from their father's 
thigh (48:26; Ex 1:5), an oath that involve d touching 
this vital part might entail the threat of sterility 
for the offender or the extinction of his offspring' 
(op.cit., p.178). 

p.1l6. 

The only other ceremony like this is also a death-bed scene (47:2 9). 

3. Cf. 24:49 where the two words als o appe ar to gether. Wherever the 

two occur together the quality of loyalty inherent in the concept of 

4. 

is emphasized (N. Glueck, ~esed in the Bible , trans. 

A. Gotts chalk, indrod. G.A. Laure, ed. 

The Hebrew Union College Pr ess, 1967], 

Ex 34:6; Dt 7:9; 2 Sam 2:6; 7:l5f.; 

E.L. Ep s tein (Cincinna ti: 

p .72), e. g . 32: 11; 47:29; 

15: 20 • 

Glue ck shows that ...,Dn , when describing the God - Israel 
.: ': 

relationship of lI" J , expresses the content of J)" "] . , . , 
(~E..cit., pp. 73f.). Cf. Dt 7:9, 12; Neh 1:5; 9:32; Dan 9:4; 

1 Kings 8:23; 2 Chr 6:14. 

5. This could imply that Abraham had died and that Isaac was the new 

master. On the other hand it could simply suggest that Isaac now had 

a position of authority as well. 
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in 24:67, \l,W , ~ 
are grammatically . . 

)0,\' Il-'W . 1 T T 

a scribal error and was moved up from the end of the verse. On the 

As a solution Speiser suggests that is diffi cul t. 

other hand Von Rad not only retains MT but says that it contains an 
important theological truth. He argues that the mention of Sarah's tent 
is important because it signifies that the new ancestress has arrived. 2 

As the less desperate solution, Von Rad's is to be preferred. 

S. KETURAH (25:1-6) 

Although 
Keturah (25:1),3 

11 U:i '\' 
~ . , which usually refers to a wife, is used of 

she is better understood as WAJ~ 
" .: . 

4 Abraham 

has several children by her . If this section is taken as chronological 

then Von Rad is correct in saying that it 
and extraordinariness of Isaac's birth. 5 

detracts from the uniqueness 
The Editor has probably 

allowed a topical arrangement to dominate the chronology at this point. 6 

The purpose of this Chapter is to show the various branches which grew from 
the Abrahamic stem. 7 Thus in 25:1-6 we are told of the Keturah branch, 
in 25:12-18 of the Hagar branch, and in 25:l9ff. of the Sarah branch. 
Because of her secondary importance, Keturah is only mentioned in the 
Abraham stories at this late stage. 

1. Op.cit., p.182. 

2. Q£.cit., p.259. 

3. \l W ,', does not always mean "wife" as even Hagar ~s i1 U"" 

4. 

~ . ~ . 
t o Abraham (16:3). 

1 Chr 1:32 describes 

Abraham had by 

her as such, and 25:6 speaks of the sons that 

0\ u.i rl ? \ ~ The plural could suggest that . : - . 
Hagar is included ~n the term, cf . Speiser, op . cit ., p.187, for a 

careful discussion. 

5. Q£.cit. , p.261. Note that Abraham is near to death (24:1; 25:8) 

and years previously he had been too old to bear a son, cf. 17:17. 

6. Kline, NBC, p.lOl . Keturah could thus well have been a concub ine in 

Abraham's house when Sarah was still alive. 

7. Cf. Driver, op.cit., pp.243f. 
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The teaching of earlier chapters is summed up concisely in 25;5f. 
Isaac inherits all that Abraham had, but the sons of the concubines are 

not neglected altogether - they receive gifts. We are also told that 
. 1 

Abraham sent them away from his son Isaac. 

T. THE CONTINUATION OF GOD'S BLESSING (25;7ff.) 

When Abraham has blessedly passed from this life,2 God's gracious 

activity continues to manifest itself, particularly in the life of Isaac. 
God blesses Isaac as he had blessed Abraham (25:11, cf. 24;35f.).3 He 
even l ived in a place specially associated with God's blessing, ,~,~ 

, '\\'" 'n ';J 4 

In 25:12-18 the reader's attention is focussed on Ishmael. The 
passage shows that God has indeed honoured his earlier promises . 5 Ishmael 
has produced 03)'-o\\\~ O~{lJJ 1 1i.Jj~- 0 '1~ (25:16). 
From Abraham's seed via Isaac t~eive tribes w~uld also arise!6 

Having dealt with this branch of Abraham's descendants, the narrator 
turns his gaze to the specially chosen line of Isaac (25:19ff.). From 
now on they will occupy his full attention. 7 

1. Cf. 21:14. Note the brief reunion after Abraham's death (25:9). 

This is paralleled by that of Jacob and Esau at Isaac 's death (35:29). 

2. On long life and a peaceful death and burial as blessings, cf. 

above, p.89. 

3. Even though in 17:20 God promises to bless Ishmae l, Isaac seems 

specially selected for blessing here. 

4. 25 :11, cf. 16:14. 

5. Cf. esp. 17:20f . 

6. Cf. also 22:20- 24 for another occurrence of the number twelve. 

7. It is interesting to see how the pattern of Ishmael is repeated in 

Esau. At first he t oo is discussed in great detail but after a while 

forgotten as Jacob is concentrated on. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The Abraham stories 
and the mYstery of God. 

present the reader with both the self-disclosure 

God takes the initiative in calling Abraham 
and in giving him a .superb selection of promises, as well as in showing 
His faithfulness by preventing Abraham from destroying the possibility 

. of the fu lfHment of the promi ses. In spite of his lapses into 
disobedience, Abraham shows a remarkable amount of faith in the purpose 
of God even when he is faced with the fact that God does not seem to be 
keeping His side of the promise. Nevertheless, even though the promises 
are partially fulfilled in Abraham's lifetime, the birth of Isaac is 
presented as the climax. His birth makes possible the fulfilment of the 
other promi ses. 

The reader of the Abraham stories is confronted with a series of 
pictures of Abraham as a Covenant Mediator. Hhile each story should be 
allowed to present its own unique point of view, it is just as important 
that the Abraham stories be seen as a whole. l Hhen this is done it 
becomes clear that there are certain themes which are common to most of 

the stories. The most notable theme is the sovereign control of God. 
This theme serves as the canvas on which the idea of Abraham as a 
Covenant Mediator is painted. What is known about him as the Mediator of 
God's Covenant is derived not only from the events of his life but also 
from descriptions of his person. These descriptions of his person serve 
to crystalize that which can be deduced from his work. 

Not only is Abraham called 
aspects of his work are expressed in 
describe a prophet (15:1; 20:7, cf. 

(20:7), but certain 
terms that could have been used to 

3 18:23-33). Although he is never 
called a priest , there are a few hints that suggest that he can be 
interpreted against a priestly Sitz im Leben (e.g. 13:18; 15 :9-11) .3 
There is a lot of evidence to show that Abraham is meant to be understood 
as a king. This is suggested particularly by the references to 

1. On the contribution of Redaction Criticism, cf. above, p.12. 

2. Cf. above, p.79. 

3. As the head of an independent fami ly in a .pagan country, Abraham 

would have played a leading part in the family cult. 
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Abraham as a source of blessing (12:1-3; 1 cf . 18: 18f. ) . That Abraham 
can be described in the terms of the three important institutions of 

Israel should not appear 
is Israel in microcosm. 2 

strange, because as the 
These and other Sitze 

ancestor of Israel, he 
im Leben have an 

influence on the overall understanding of Abraham as the Mediator of God's 

Covenant. 
fami ly. 3 

But the most important and obvious Sitz im Leben is the 
As the head of an independent family, Abraham enters into a 

relationship with Yahweh. Because of the current idea of the solidar ity 
of the family, Abraham's Jl~1 would automatically be involved 
in the Covenant. 4 While he is usually meant to be understood as an 
individual representing his immediate family, his descendants, and even 
all nations, at times because he is the founding ancestor of Israel and 
therefore Israel in microcosm, he is best understood as a "Corporate 
Person". This explains the existence, side by side, of the ideas of 
Israel and the nations being blessed because of Abraham, and Israel 
herself being a blessing to the nations. 

1. Cf. above, p.58. 

The promises made to him of land and progeny are very similar to 

those made to the king who is the recipient of a Royal Grant. 

They are also similar to the promise made to the Davidic dynasty 

(2 Sam 7) . Because these features are to be found in documents 

covering a vast stretch of time, they cannot be used for dating 

the Abraham stories. 

2. Isa 61:1 also combines the three offices, cf. M. Noth, The Laws 

in the Pentateuch and Other Essays, pp.248f. 

3. It is possible that the family is the primary Sitz im Leben 

and kingship "the secondary. Cf. 2 Sam 7 where language from the 

sphere of relationships within a family is used to express the 

God- king relationship. 

4. Because Abraham's immediate family includes those like Ishmael 

whose descendants are not among the Covenant People some of the 

st"ories make it clear that these people are not full members of 

the family. Allied to this is the practice of the sending away 

of those who are not truly Covenant People. 
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n J -, 3. is one of the main features of the Covenant. 
The stories' ar~ ';n a sense a partial fulfilment of 12:1-3. 1 They 
show how Abraham and his immediate family are the first recipients of 
blessing . Even though Ishmael and Lot are sent away from the Covenant 
family, Abraham continues to be a source of blessing to them.2 His 
intervention on behalf of Lot his kinsman shows that he and God are not 
only interested in Lot, but also in Lot ' s neighbours. This positive 
attitude to the pagan nations is also suggested by the mention of Abraham's 
kinsmen in Mesopotamia, the inclusion of foreign slaves in the 
circumcision ceremony, and the existence of treaties between Abraham 
and some of his neighbours . Yet even in 12:1-3 there is an element 
of particularism: the blessing of the nations is dependent on whether 
they respond positively to what God is doing through Abraham. This 
teaching about the universalism and particularism associated with the 
person of Abraham becomes very significant when it is realized that 
Abraham, as the founding ancestor of Israel, can be understood as Israel 
in microcosm. What is true of him will therefore be true of Israel too. 

1. Whil e t he stor i es can be used t o i nterpr e t 12 :1-3 , the f ac t tha t 

they are only in part ial f ulfi l ment shoul d preven t us from allowing 

them t o di m t he grandeur of these vers es . 

2. Ul t ima t e ly God i s the s ource of a ll , but i t appear s 

t hat all those a s soci at ed wi th His Chosen One are blessed as wel l. 

Yet the character of the bles sing i s di f ferent. God's Cho s en are 

blessed in a special way, cf. above, p.9 9 . 
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