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GOD’S DEALINGS WITH ABRAM
The Call of Abram (Genesis 11.27b-12.9)

11.27b-29 ‘Terah begat Abram, Nahor and Haran, and Haran begat Lot. AndHaran died in
the presence of his father Terah in the land of his natity, in Ur of the Chaldees. And Abram
and Nahor took wives for themselves, the name of Abram’s wifgas Sarai, and the name of
Nahor’s wife Milcah, the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and the father of Iscah.’

Like Noah (5.32),Terah haghree sons, seen as a sign of completeness. The detailed infation
given in this section is typical of the Ancient Near East aatroductory to the covenant that
follows. It stresses the importance of Abram

Haran dies comparatively young, but before he dies Haran begetot. The mention of Lot
here is because he represents Haran in the family. Theed has not died out. Harars daughter
Milcah marries Nahor. We have no further mention of Iscah, buthe mention here
demonstrates a good knowledge of the family records.

The names of Terah, Abram, Nahor and Haran can all be paralletein the area in the third
and second millennium BC. (Not of course as representirtgese individuals but as typical
names of the period).

It is quite clear that the family home is Ur of the Chaldes. The family are not just semi-
nomads wandering from place to place, they are inhabitants of Ualthough probably even at
this stage with large herds and flocks. Ur of the Chaldeasas an important and highly
sophisticated city of ancient origin, where the brothers wdd have access to a good education.

But they were probably not full city-dwellers as such. Urs principal deity was Nannar, the
moon god, who was also worshipped at Haran, and probably worshippdxy Terah. This
worship in fact included a number of degrading elements whh Abram would have found
disturbing. The description ‘of the Chaldees’ was probablyadded much later to identify which
Ur it was (there were a number of Urs - for Ur means ‘a¢y’).

There is clear evidence that in Ur there was a belief ithe afterlife. In the royal ‘death pits’
servants had gone into these royal burial places, had taken updir positions and had then
drunk poison from cups, sometimes golden ones. This couldlgrhave been because they were
expected to serve their masters in the life to come. Bute must not read too much into this. W
do not know what kind of ‘life’ they expected and there i310 specific mention in the

patriarchal narratives of such a belief.

It is interesting that details of Nahor’s wife’s relationshp are given and not those of Sarai even
though later she is described by Abraham as ‘the daughter ohy father but not the daughter

of my mother’ (20.12). This again may have been in order to emphasise that Haran wastful
even though he died comparatively young. Or it may be because Saveas barren. While it is
clear later that Sarai is an outstandingly beautiful woman, shbeears the shame of
unfruitfulness. Rebecca, the later wife of Jacob, was desuded from Milcah (22.20-24).

The inter-marrying suggests a sense of exclusiveness, confirmed whenif@ is sought for Isaac
from within the ‘family’. Sons of Terah could not just marry anybody. Such marriage practis
are confirmed elsewhere.

Later narrative (31.53), where the God of Abraham is distinguised from the god of Nahor
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(Yahweh was not‘'the god of their father), suggests that Nahor continued to worship hi
father’s gods (see also Joshua 24.2). He was not affected byln@her’s conversion.

We note that Ur of the Chaldees was destroyed around 1950 BC. Shherefore points to the
fact that these events took place before then. Possibly Godemmand to Abram was also a
warning of what was to come on Ur.

11.30 ‘And Sarai was barren. She had no child.” The matter istated quite starkly to explain
why no information is given as to Abram’s seed. Abram and Saratood out from the others in
that they had no children, which in those days was a matter gfreat grief and shame. It also
caused problems in thematter of inheritance (15.3). It is quite possible that tts was seen by h
family as being the result of Abram not worshipping the famy gods. But the writer clearly has
future events in mind. The starkness here brings outie wonderful joy when this is at last
remedied.

11.31 ‘And Terah took Abram, his son, and Lot, the son of Hararhis son’s son, and Sarai, his
daughter-in-law, his son Abram’s wife, and they went forth with them from Ur of the Chatlees
to go into the land of Canaan. And they came to Haran and dwelt #re. And the days of Teral
were two hundred and five years. And Terah died in Haran.’

The repetition of detail is typical of ancient narrative. Thedescription of Sarai is interesting.
Not Terah'’s daughter but his daughter-infaw. She was childless! How deeply this was felt. N
even her outstanding beauty could make up for that. Alternativig it may stress her status, not
just a daughter but the wife of Abram. Haran is well atteseéd to as an ancient city existing we
before this time and being on a regular trading route.

We do not know what caused Terah to determine to go to Canaan. Wagshe constant urging
of his son Abram who had received a divine command (12.1)? But eh they arrived at Haran
Terah decided to stay. Perhaps it was too nice a place to leawe perhaps it resulted from his
zeal for the moon god. So he exercised his authority as ‘princaf the family. Thus they settled
down there and made it their home to such an extent that was later looked on as their
motherland (24.4; 29.4).

We are not told at this stage what Nahor did, but certainly latehe is found at Haran. The
writer is not concerned with the motives and doings of Teraland Nahor. His thoughts are
centred on Abram. For the covenant around which the documens written (12.1-3), which is
the reason for the writing of the record, is with Abram.

‘And the days of Terah were two hundred and five years. Anderah died in Haran’. Such is
the detail of Terah’s life. He bore children and he diedHe never reached Canaan, never even
realised what he was missing, - to be a part in the greatemtlventure of all time, the beginning
of the long history of salvation, and to miss out. How easy it is fail to recognise our
opportunity! But the days in Haran were beneficial to Abram r he established his
independence and built up his own family tribe and wealtl{12.5). When it seems to us that
God’s plans for us have come to a stop we must take the opponities that are on our
doorstep.

12.1-3 ‘And Yahweh said to Abram, “Leave your country and your kinsblk, and your father’'s
house, for the land that | will show you. And | will make ofyou a great nation, and | will bless
you and make your name great, and you be a blessing. And | willdss those who bless you ai
the one who curses you | will curse, and in you all the fafies of the earth will be blessed”.’

This is the first appearance of Yahweh to Abram of which wéearn, and it is spoken as matter
of fact, without introduction. We are not told how Abram had cone to know of Yahweh, but
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possibly we are to recognise that he would come to know Himdim the family records, Genesi
1.1 -11.27a. Later appearances draw attention to the awesome nature ottie experiences the
Abraham has with God.

We note again at this point that all the records which are pmed together in the account of
Abram’s dealings with God are built around covenants. They areovenant records, and only
incidentally history. Thus they would be recorded in writhg immediately as evidence of the
covenant with Yahweh. (We do not have a ‘life of Abraham’, we hava record of covenants in
which Abraham was involved. This is why so much is missingdm his life story. This is also
why knowledge of Isaac’s life is so limited. He did not havihe experiences with God that
Abraham had).

It is easy through familiarity to fail to recognise the stupendus nature of these experiences of
Abram. Here was a man, in a family where other gods were proment, who had established
himself semi-independently, and was now experiencing an awespiring theophany which
would determine his whole future. The whole of what has g@before has been leading up to
this.

We must not have the wrong idea about Abram. He was already a piee of his own family
tribe, well-to-do and with many servants (12.5). He would ndbe going alone, for his family
tribe would go with him. But he was called to leave his farlyi and all his ties, for only then
could he establish an exclusive community of Yahweh, (thedt ‘church’). It required faith -
no longer would he enjoy the protection of the larger tribal conections and the place ahead
was unknown - and obedience, for the decision lay with himnd with him alone. Sometimes
much is required of one to whom much will be given.

‘Leave ---- for a land that | will show you’. He is called toventure into the unknown. The way
ahead will be revealed to him as he takes the path of obedan His part is to trust and obey.
What a crucial moment this is in his life. It will detemrmine his whole destiny. Indeed it will
determine the destiny of the world.

God does not hold back on what is being demanded. It is sfs& out clearly. He must leave his
land, to which by now he has become tied by a sense of belangiHe must leave his kinsfolk,
those whom he knows so well and has relied on so often. Heghleave his position in the
family hierarchy, his father’s house, those who are most impdant to him. The thoughts are
progressive.

But in return he is promised what every man dreams of. Hes to enjoy a new land. He will
become ‘a great nation’. He will experience God’s special ptection. He is to become ‘a
blessing’. Indeed the whole earth will be blessed tbugh what he does, or rather what God
does through him. The ideas are in parallel. He must leaveland to receive a land. He must
leave kinsfolk in order to become part of a great nation. He muaiseave his close family so that
all the world might become his family. This is God’s covenanObey, he is told, and you will
receive abundantly and flowing over. And Abram believes and obeys

It was against all natural common sense. Surely his opportunitp become a great nation lay i
inheriting his father’s position over the combined family sb-tribes? But God knows that
unless he breaks free he will not be truly free, for alays he will be held back by tradition,
connections with his father’s gods and responsibility to othre. Only when he has fully broken
free to become master of his own destiny will he be able teceive and to offer the fullness of
blessing. When God chooses a man He strips him of all that ddyrevent his usefulness. But
sometimes we are not willing to let go. Abram was willing tcet go.

‘I will make you a great nation’. This thought is prominent in all the promises to Abram. He
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will have many descendants, and in 17-6 (compare 17.20) the promise is expanded to becol
‘nations’ (see 13.16; 15.5; 17.5 on; 18.18; 22.17; 26.4, 24; 28.14; 35.11).

‘Make your name great.’ There is a deliberate contrast here ith those who went to Babel
(11.4). They went out from their family background to make therselves a name, but it ended
in miserable failure, for they built what was only temporary,and they brought division to the
world which would only result in further misery. Abram wi ll build what is permanent, which
will result in blessing. He builds no city but what hebuilds, a household of faith, will be a
blessing to the world. The choice the world always facesspelled out clearly here. God or
mammon? The ‘pleasures of civilisation’ or joy in God? It is wiere the heart is that really
matters.

‘Be a blessing’. The covenant is full of blessing. Blesgjfior Abram. Blessing for his friends.
Blessing for the world. Abram is to be the earthly source dhat blessing. He is not given the
narrow view of seeking to achieve blessing for himself. He e seek tobe a blessing. And as he
does so he will be blessed himself. What a contrast thsswith those who sought to build
‘civilisation’ only for their own ends.

‘I will bless those who bless you, and the one who cursgsu | will curse.” There is a deliberate
contrast between the plural and the singular. His friendsvill be many, his enemies few. But
enemies he will have for he seeks to serve God and thiglhalways result in those who react to
such an attitude. But Abram is assured that God will be atching over his relationships and
acting accordingly.

12.4 ‘So Abram went as Yahweh had spoken to him, and Lot wentithr him. And Abram was
seventy five years old when he left Haran.’

Abram obeyed the voice of God. Lot, his nephew also went wihim. It is very probable that
through Abram’s witness Lot too had begun to worship Yahweh.tlis possibly difficult to
comprehend what a major step for Abram this move was. To the aents membership of the
tribe was a sacred duty and to leave it was to dismember tiebe. But Abram has the call of
Yahweh and his act is therefore a declaration of faith.

Abram’s age at leaving (seventy five) indicates according to theddrew text that Terah was
still alive when he left. Terah was ‘seventywhen he begat Abram (11.26). Seventy plus sevel
five (12.4) is one hundred and forty five. Terah died at two hudred and five. Thus he would
live for another sixty years.

However we have already seen that the ‘seventy’ indicates a dively perfect birth and the
seventy and five here may suggest the divinely perfect timgefven intensified) plus five (the
covenant number). It is explaining why Abram acts at this poinhin time. Thus the numbers
may not be intended as literal numbers. Furthermore the &mnaritan Pentateuch gives Terah’s
age on death as one hundred and forty five. It thus sees Abraas leaving Haran on the death
of his father. This is the tradition known to Stephen irActs 7.

(The Samaritan Pentateuch, comprising the five books of Moses,a separate and very ancier
tradition of the Hebrew text, which, with a few particular alterations, was preserved by the
Samaritans).

12.5 *‘And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s sonand all their substance that
they had gathered, and the souls they had obtained in Haran, drthey went out to go into the
land of Canaan, and into the land of Canaan they came.’

The repetitive phrases at the end are in typical Ancienear Eastern style. They confirm that
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what they purposed to do, they did, unlike Terah earlier

It is clear that Abram has built up a family sub-tribe since arriving in Haran. He was a man of
substance and he has increased his wealth and obtained serngof his own. He has had this
moment in mind, and the time had now come to act. Lot too & man of substance, with his
father’s wealth handed down to him. Later their joint subgance is so great that they have to
separate (13.6), and Abram is able to field 318 fighting men ‘borim his house’ for battle
(14.14).

12.6 ‘And Abram passed through the land to the place of Sheame to the oak of Moreh. And
the Canaanite was then in the land.” The arrival at Shecherfa very ancient city) is mentioned
because it is here that Abram will have his first meetig with Yahweh in the land.

‘The oak of Moreh’ may be intended to indicate an oak forest @mpare 13.18 and
Deuteronomy 11.30). Alternately it may refer to a particularly famousoak, possibly with
religious connotations. Indeed the particular oak may have beeralled that precisely because
was there that God met Abram, and there that he built thdirst altar to Yahweh (verse 7
compare 35.4; Joshua 24.6).

Shechem was under the control of the Hivites (33.18-34.2). Thesdrawn to our attention by
the phrase that ‘the Canaanite was then in the land’. Hivié)s were seen as ‘Canaanites’, and
had associations with Lebanon (Genesis 10.17; Judges 3.3; 2 Samuel)2Z4.hus ‘the Canaanite
was then in the land’ is probably not a phrase written long aér, looking back, but is one
pointing out that by thistime Shechem was Canaanite. It had previously not been so. The
presence of people called Canaanites in the area is mentidrfer the first time around this

time in external documents. Thus the writer has an intimte knowledge of the recent history of
Canaan.

Some take the other view in which case we have a typical expédory note of the kind often
introduced into records as an updating comment, without changig the narrative. But the
former explanation is more likely. Whichever way it is it cannotbe used to date the whole
record.

12.7 ‘And Yahweh appeared to Abram and said, “To your seed | wigjive this land.” And
there he built an altar to Yahweh who appeared to him.’

This is the first theophany (awesome experience of God) reed by Abram in the land. It
confirms that he has now arrived at the place to which God hasent him. This land is the land
promised to him, the land that God would show him (12.1). Thiis a postscript to the earlier
covenant. This also confirms our above view about the mention di¢ Canaanite presence. Th
mention is ominous. It is the Canaanites who will need toebdispossessed by Abram’s
descendants.

‘He built there an altar’. Noah had also built an altar to celdrate the ending of the flood
(8.20). The altar would be built of earth for the purpose of déring a burnt offering in
gratitude to God. We are not to read into it the later complica¢d sacrificial system. The
offering is predominantly an act of worship. But it remindsus that man’s approach to God
must be through the death of another. As head of the familyibe Abram would be its priest.

12.8 ‘And he removed from there to the mountain on the east &ethel (‘house of God’), and
pitched his tent, having Bethel to the West and Ai to th&ast. And there he built an altar to
Yahweh and called on the name of Yahweh.’

Abram is surveying the land and finding places for his herdand flocks to feed. But wherever
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he goes he does not forget the public worship of Go

‘Called on the name of Yahweh'. A technical term for Yahwelworship (see 4.26). Abram is
announcing to his family tribe that Yahweh is now the God oftte land. The writer's mention
of the two great walled Canaanite cities (both well attested$ deliberate in order to emphasise
Abram’s claim even in the face of these walled cities. i$ an act of faith. He does not doubt
that God can deal with the walled cities.

It is not said that he ‘called on the name of Yahweh’ at Slebhem. That was more of a
temporary altar, built because of the covenant confirmed thereThat was a more personal act
of worship. This one is more important and is recognised at¢ primary altar for worship by
the tribe at this time.

To Abram there is only one God. He is Yahweh, the Creator d@ll things and Judge of all the
earth (18.25, compare 13.13 where Sodom'’s sins are said to be ‘agalahweh’). He is
confident that Yahweh can work His will wherever He wisles, even in mighty Egypt (12.1@0).
He rarely needs to deal with the question of the gods of ottse When he meets Melchizedech
king of Jerusalem he is ready to accept that El Elyon, ‘the Maddigh God’, maker of heaven
and earth, is the same as Yahweh, for that is what he knowahweh to be (14.22). The same is
true of El Shaddai, ‘God the Almighty’ (17.1) and El ‘Olam ‘the Everlasting God’ (21.33). For
to him Yahweh is all. But this is because the descripins fit Yahweh, not because he is
prepared to equate Him with any god. He is not primarily a syaretist.

‘Pitched his tent’. The use of tents is paralleled byhe “seventeen kings who lived in tents”,
mentioned in a later Assyrian inscription, and the first ofwhom is referred to at Ebla (3rd
millennium BC). The Amorite tent dwellers of the earler myth of Martu, and references in the
Tale of Sinuhe (c.1950BC) also confirm the use of tents atightime.

12.9 ‘And Abram journeyed going on still towards the Negev.’

The Negev was the Southern highland, sloping southward betweg&lebron and Beer-sheba,
the southernmost part of Canaan, and very suitable for grazing. Alam has now passed
through the whole land, surveying it in Yahweh’s name, and g&ing pasture. It is his new
home. Archaeology testifies to the occupancy of this area by pdep similar to Abram around
this time. The route taken by Abram also fits in with whatwe know of such people from this
period, keeping to the hills and avoiding the great cities ithe coastal plain.

Adventure in Egypt, Increasing Wealth, Separation fom Lot,
God Confirms His Covenant (12.10-13.18).

This section is to be seen as a whole leading up to thealicovenant (13.14-17). It reveals God’
watch over Abram in all circumstances, and stresses that Yareh's power reaches even into
Egypt. Pharaoh was believed to be the earthly manifestation of a goout he is shown as
having no protection against Yahweh. The account helps to explaimow Abram and Lot
became so rich in herds that they had to separate.

12.10 ‘And there was a famine in the land, and Abram went dowimto Egypt to sojourn there,
for the famine was sore in the land.’

It is clear that by this time Abram has been some time i€anaan. A severe famine occurs

there. Canaan was always vulnerable to famine because it waststally dependent on rain, so
Abram makes for Egypt as would many others with herds to protdc Egypt exercised general
control over the area over this period. There is no suggestion bfame here about his going to
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Egypt. On the contrary the writer justifies Abram on the grounds of the severity of the famine

The well known mural painting of Beni-Hasan, dated about therear 1892 BC, portraying a
visit to Middle Egypt by a small caravan of travelling Semitic smihs and musicians, provides
background to this incident.

But this must have been a real test to Abrans faith. The land that God has brought him to ha
failed and he must leave it at least for a time. He needsree special reassurance of God’s care
and he receives it in what follows.

Because of the Nile, which overflowed its banks seasonally akept the ground well watered,
Egypt was usually protected from the worst aspects of faminajthough, rarely, they did
happen even there, and we know from external records thateople often sought refuge in
Egypt at such times and were accepted in (compare also 26.2; 41084 43; 47.4). Abram’s
intention was only to stay as long as was necessary.

As with much of the narrative it reads as though Abram weralmost on his own, but it is
commonplace in ancient literature to depict the activity of agroup in terms of its leader unless
there is an intention to make a specific impression (compare.g. 1 Kings 14.25; 2 Kings 12.17,
16.9). The action here is centred on Abram and Sarai, those wlare with him, including Lot
(but see 13.1), are unimportant to the narrative.

12.11-13 And it happened that when he was on the verge of enteringgipt he said to Sarai his
wife, “Look now, | know that you are a very beautiful woman. And vhen the Egyptians see

you they will say ‘this is his wife’, and they will kill me and save you alive. | beg you, say you
are my sister so that it may be well with me for your sake, ahthat my soul may live because «

[ AR}

you'.

Sarai’s beauty must have been exceptionally outstanding for Abraito have this fear, for he
would have had his retainers with him. But he has clearlyieard rumours about the way
Egyptians sometimes treated ‘foreigners’ and her beauty filleim with apprehension.

The Egyptians undoubtedly despised foreigners and saw thenhges as ‘men’, and foreigners
as mere ‘humans’, until they learned to speak Egyptian. Alam had nothing to judge the
Egyptians by except hearsay for he knew nothing about Egypt excefar what he had been
told, but he knew that they were a powerful nation and famie would have left him and his
retainers somewhat weak and frail. They were after all comingp beg for help.

Furthermore we learn later that this habit of describing Srai as his sister was a policy he had
settled on long before when he first ‘left his father’siouse’ (20.13). The statement was true in
terms of those days. She was in fact his half-sister (20.1R) fairness to Abram it must be
recognised that while this was undoubtedly because he wamcerned for his own life he also
has in mind Sarai’'s safety. He no doubt thought that if meniked him for his wife, his wife
would become their plaything. But if they saw the opportuniy of wooing Sarai respectably
they may well treat Abram well with a view to a respectable @rriage, giving them the
opportunity to move on in safety.

The plan may have worked well elsewhere but here it miséd. What he could not have
foreseen (because he was not familiar with great kings anddh ways) was the policy of
Pharaoh to have men constantly on the lookout for beautiful womerof his harem.

12.14-15 ‘And it happened that when Abram had arrived in Egypthe Egyptians saw that the

woman was very beautiful, and the princes of Pharaoh saw her, dipraised her to Pharaoh
and the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house.’
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The description fits well with what would be expectedd happen in a case like this. It bears a
the marks of genuineness. First the Egyptians in general gm to praise her beauty, and the
word gets around. Then the princes of Pharaoh, always eager torwhis favour, would hear
about her and have her appraised. Then she is ‘taken into Rhaoh’s house’.

This does not mean that Pharaoh ever saw her. He had many haremusd she was taken into
one of them. There would then be a period of preparation iwhich this ‘barbarian’ could be
fitted for her position after which she would be offeredo Pharaoh. It is clear, however, that
Abram is respected enough as a petty prince to have her trest properly.

‘Pharaoh.’ The title of the king of Egypt. It derives from the Egyptian term for ‘great house’
and originally signified the palace and court of the king. Thdirst known use of the king
himself is around 1450 BC. Some time after the time of Mosédegan to be connected with th
actual name of the Pharaoh. Thus we may see the use here asg probably the work of
Moses, changing an original ‘king of Egypt’ into the more modernitle.

12.16 ‘And he treated Abram well for her sake, and he had skp and oxen and he asses, and
menservants and maidservants, and she asses and camels.’

Great kings were often not ungenerous when a beautiful womasmas involved. Here he was
dispensing favours, and the courtiers would be well instreted in the matter. These gifts were
of course supplied by Pharaohs’ princes on his behalf. Pharadtimself would not get involved
in such a matter until the woman was presented to him. Téngifts show that Abram was
respected and the certainty the princes had of Pharaoh’asisfaction. They were munificent as
became a Pharaoh. They explain how Abram so quickly became ri@mough to have to
separate from Lot. Notice the stress on the expansion of erds and flocks.

Camels were a comparative luxury at this stage but there is rguestion but that the privileged
had them. Camels are attested in a cuneiform tablet from Alah (18th century BC), a kneeling
camel figure from Byblos (19th century BC), a 19th century BG@ext from Ugarit and a Middle
Bronze Age tomb at Nablus (1900 - 1550 BC), as well as at other @acFigurines of camels
have been found at Al-Ubaid, also at Uruq, Lagash and in Egypt.&nel bones and teeth have
been found in Palestine (1700 B.C.). When Abram wishes to jimess his far off relatives it is
camels that he sends (24.10).

But the size of his ‘household’ was also increased. Many mongen now served under him. His
power and effectiveness was thus extended.

12.17 ‘And Yahweh plagued Pharaoh and his house with great plagudscause of Sarali,
Abram’s wife.’

Presumably Pharaoh must have visited the particular palace wherSarai was in the harem
and some dreadful iliness clearly ensued there. Enquigenvould then be made as to new
arrivals to explain the problem, and diviners would be consuéd. God may have spoken to
them as he later spoke to the soothsayer Balaam. Certainly in serway they learned the truth
about Sarai.

It is even possible that Abram or one of his servants mighitave arranged for the news to reac
the ear of someone influential. He must have been devastat@dvhat had happened and not
have known what to do about it. But when news of the illness the palace reached him he ma
have seen it as a God given opportunity, and acted. Alternatelya&i may have communicated
the message to someone influential in the harem and spokernvdfat Abram’s God would do in
the light of the circumstances.
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However to the writer the most amazing thing was that Yahwehauld afflict Pharaoh.
Pharaoh was a distant and fearful figure not easily approached endy Egyptians, a god, and
one of whom to be afraid. But the incident demonstrates toiim that the gods of Egypt are no
match for Yahweh. His power is clearly all embracing. Thiss one of the main lessons of the
account.

12.18-20 ‘And Pharaoh called Abram and said, “What is this that you éve done to me? Why
did you not tell me that she was your wife? Why did you say ‘she my sister’. Now therefore
here is your wife. Take her and leave.” And Pharaoh gave men alge concerning him, and
they brought him on the way, and his wife, and all that he had

The words aptly bring out the superior status of Pharaoh. Theg is no discussion. Indeed the
message would probably be conveyed through servants, although ifagssible that, in the
circumstances, he might have been brought into the presemof Pharaoh with all the
preparations that that would entail (compare 41.14 which simplied a more complex
requirement).

It is clear that whatever the illness was it was sufficie to awe Pharaoh enough to prevent him
taking revenge on Abram. Rather than punish him he wants tls man with his powerful God tc
be well out of his way. Pharaoh the god is afraid of Yahweh. Theis the specific idea here the
Abram was at fault. The writer does not attempt to hide tle fact. But he also wants the reader
to know that Pharaoh is afraid.

So Abram is escorted to the frontier and firmly ejected fom Egypt. But he is allowed to take
his gifts with him. In the writer's eyes the superiorty of Yahweh is recognised by Pharaoh so
that he acts accordingly.

13.1 ‘And Abram went up out of Egypt, he and his wife, and allhat he had, and Lot with him,
into the Negev.’

The sentence confirms immediately that Abram had been accgranied by his family tribe and
by his nephew. They return to the Negev, to the land that @l had promised Abram.

13.2 ‘And Abram was very rich in cattle, in silver and in gold.

This is said rather triumphantly. The contest with Pharaohhas been to his benefit. We are
surely to see that this great wealth is at least partly duethis visit to Egypt. Rather than
destroying him it has enriched him, and this can only haveden because Yahweh was with
him. The mention of silver and gold suggests that Abram engagéaa trading as well as having
possession of flocks and herds.

13.3 ‘And he went on his journeys from the Negev, even to Bethto the place where his tent
had been at the beginning between Bethel and Aj, to thdace of the altar which he had made
there at the beginning, and there Abram called on the namef Yahweh.’

Relieved and full of praise in his heart to God for his preervation Abram takes his tribe back
to the cult’s altar, and there he leads the tribe in worip. At this stage Bethel (the area not the
city) is clearly looked on as their permanent ‘home’, in asafr as a tribe, whose main activity
was herding, and who thus had to continually seek pasturage, ddithave a permanent home.

This establishes that Abram and his family tribe are now sai-nomads. They make some place
their centre but move out from that place to pasture theifflocks and herds. They must seek
places where there is water. At times they must seekgher ground. When the fields in the
lowlands have been harvested they can, by agreement, pastureittflocks on the stubble. At
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the same time, as we shall see later, they are not avers@lanting crops and to some exten
settling down. Thus they must remain within touch of civilsation, for cities are built where
there is a good supply of water, and fields are usually sown wte there are men to eat its
produce, and civilisation has much to offer in the way of cultre and education. Yet they avoid
becoming too involved and they stay away from places where they bt be welcome.

13.5-6 ‘And Lot also, who went with Abram, had flocks and herd and tents. And the land was
not able to bear them that they might dwell together, for the substance was so great that they
could not dwell together.’

The riches gathered in Egypt have altered the situation. Thie is no longer room for both sub-
tribes to stay together. This begins to cause friction be®en the two subkibes. The land is just
not sufficient. They must seek wider pastures.

13.7 ‘And there was strife between the herdmen of Abram’sattle and the herdmen of Lot’s
cattle. And the Canaanite and the Perizzite dwelt themithe land.’

Part of the problem is caused by the presence of othergrfthey must share land with
Canaanites and Perizzites. Thus what is available causes temsas each group seeks to look
after their own master’s interests. This leads Abram tolie only possible decision. They must
separate. This dissension cannot be allowed to go on, for idibes it may flare up into
something more serious.

13.8-9 ‘And Abram said to Lot, “Let there be no strife, | keg you, between me and you, and
between my herdsmen and your herdsmen. For we are closdatives. Is not the whole land in
front of you? Separate yourself, | pray, from me. If you will tale the left hand, then | will go to
the right. Or if you take the right hand then I will go to the left”.’

The greatness of Abram is brought out in these words. Asrser, and almost certainly leader
of the largest sub-tribe, he could have claimed precedend8ut he wants no rancour between
them. He is happy for Lot to choose which way to go and then kéll take the other. There will
be no hard feelings. They are still bound together as closelatives, but they must consider the
facts of the situation. It is therefore regrettably necessarfor them to separate. Abram trusts
in Yahweh to ensure that he will end up in the right phce.

13.10 ‘And Lot lifted up his eyes and saw all the Circle of Jolan, that it was well watered
everywhere before Yahweh destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, like tlgarden of Yahweh, like
the land of Egypt as you go to Zoar.’

Lot carries out his research carefully (he could not do thidy literally just ‘looking up’). He
travelled around and weighed up the opportunities. And as hstood in the hills and looked
down over the Jordan and its surrounds and saw how well-watereand fruitful the plain was,
the Circle of Jordan, with the Jordan running through it, and fed by other rivers, he was
impressed. Later this area would become spoiled by salt afitumen, but at this time it was
fair to look at and enticing. He did not take anything else ird consideration, especially the fact
that he was leaving Canaan the land of promise.

‘As you go to Zoar’, that is in the direction of Zoar, which isat the tip of the Dead Sea as it is
after the destruction of the cities.

There is a link in this verse with Genesis 2 and 3, fot is ‘like the garden of Yahweh’ with its
great lifegiving river; also with chapter 19, where we learn othe destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah; and with the land of Egypt, watered by the Nile, andruitful. The reference to
Egypt refers us back to the previous chapter. They have juseen the wonder of that land
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abundantly watered by so great a river. Here is a land that appearits equal.

The other two references show that this chapter is to b&een in a wider setting. The land that
Lot covets is almost a return to Eden, thus the writer know about Eden, but there is the
ominous shadow of temptation because of the two evil cities.i$ beautiful, but there is sin in
the land. And Lot does not realise it, for he is not spédeally under the protection of Yahweh
or thoughtful about His covenants. He thinks only in terms ofncreasing wealth.

13.11 ‘So Lot chose for himself all the Circle of Jordan, and Lgburneyed east, and they
separated themselves the one from the other.’

So Lot makes his choice. He will dwell among the cities tife plain. He is prepared to leave th
place that first welcomed them, to which God had led thepfor what he sees as better pasture
He does not realise what his choice is going to mean. How imgenmt it is that we make our
choices aright and with much prayer and thought about what mattes most.

13.12-13 ‘Abram dwelt in the land of Canaan, and Lot dwelt in tk cities of ‘the Circle’ and
moved his tent as far as Sodom. Now the men of Sodom were vadkand great sinners against
Yahweh.’

There is no doubt that the writer sees the significancef their choices. The one remaining in
the place allotted by God, the other unconsciously approaching gve danger because his eyes
feast on what seems so wonderful. He forgets the promises@dd. He approaches Sodom.
What more needs to be said? For Sodom is a centre of wickedaesd sexual depravity (see
Ezekiel 16.48-50 - where ‘pride’ and ‘fullness of bread wit prosperous ease’ are said to be at
the root of her sins). Note that although they are not worshipgrs of Yahweh their sin is said to
be against Him. He is judge over all and has the right to obeglce from all.

This description of Sodom is partially preparing us for what § to happen to Sodom in chapter
14. He is already preparing us for this, and giving us an explanatn as to why Lot is involved

in such a catastrophe. Those who consort with sinners mustt complain when they share the
consequences of their judgment. Connection with citiesag regularly seen as a downward ste

But note also the continuing theme of Genesis 4, 10 and 11. Abr dwelt in ‘the land’, Lot
dwelt in ‘the cities’. It is a recurring theme that asmen become involved with ‘civilisation’,
with its prosperity and opportunities for sin, they becomanvolved with its ways and forget
God.

‘Moved his tent.” This is in contrast with ‘pitched histent’ (12.8). Bethel (the house of God)
had been their centre, but now Lot moves his centre to Soth. How many have done a similar
thing and suffered thereby. Indeed, as we learn later, hiakes up abode in Sodom and becom
an important man among them (19.2-3). (This incidentally drawsttention to the fact that the
way of life of the family of Terah does not exclude dwelling i city. Thus it may well be that
Abram once dwelt with his family in a house in Ur ratherthan just camping outside. For
Terah was involved in the religion of Ur).

13.14-16 ‘And Yahweh said to Abram after Lot had separated from Im, “Lift up your eyes
now and look from the place where you are northward and southwardand eastward and
westward. For all the land which you see, to you | will givet end to your seed for ever. And |
will make your seed as the dust of the earth, so that if aan can count the dust of the earth
then shall your seed also be countable.’

Note the deliberate contrast with verse 10. Lot lifted ufnis eyes with his main concern being
how to extend his wealth and ensure his future, and beltethe Circle of Jordan, the way that
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finally led to sin. Abram must now lift up his eyes, buit is at the command of God, and he wil
see prosperity and blessing and a glorious future, for he hagalked before God. The land that
surrounds him will one day belong to his descendants who Wide numberless, and it will be
theirs ‘for ever’ that is, into the distant future. By leaving his future in the hands of God
Abram has triumphed, and his future is secure.

Once again we are aware that God has appeared to Abram in awesoh@iness, and renewed
with him the covenant of grace between them. And this ke reason why this whole history is
preserved in writing, because it was the background to thegpromises. Why did this man and
his family tribe carry with them these heavy tablets? Becaugiey were the evidence and
assurance of God’s promises about what mattered to them most.

To be abundantly fruitful was the longing of every man in thoséimes. Men lived on in their
sons. Yet Abram’s wife was barren, a grief of heart to thenboth. And the land on which he
sojourns belongs to others. So God promises that his seedlwite day be beyond counting, an
that the land will one day be his.

It is noteworthy throughout that Abram is faced with these o continual questions in his
mind. (1). Why is my wife barren so that | have no children? Ad (2). What does the future
hold for me in this land? Yahweh reveals His goodness and comgdy continually reassuring
him about them both.

That both these promises were fulfilled in part we knowrom the Bible. But who today can
count the seed of Abram? And as for his seed , both Jew aAdab, they now possess the land
that was given to him. They may at present misuse it, but vehcan now doubt that God has
been faithful to Abram?

13.17-18 ‘Arise, walk through the land, the length of it and th breadth of it, for | will give it to
you.’

Wherever Abram walks he can look around and say, ‘one day this wiall belong to my
children’s children, for Yahweh has given it to me’. Andwalk around he must for it is the
necessity of his manner of living. So every step he takes rgws him of the unmerited
goodness of God. Lot walked around thinking of money. Abram walkedround thinking of
God. That is the test of the true child of God.

13.18 ‘And Abram moved his tent and came and dwelt by the oaks bfamre which are in
Hebron, and built there an altar to Yahweh.’

Abram now transfers the centre of his activities from Betkl to Hebron, in the hill country of
the South. There he establishes his main camp and builds altar for the worship of God.
Trees denote water, and Abram has chosen well. It is a reasably safe part of the country and
will enable his family tribe to expand and grow.

The summons of verse 17 followed by the action in verse 18 iseani-legal act of taking
possession in the name of Yahweh so that the occupation isognised legally by those round
about, in accordance with the customs at that time. The fadf the occupation of Mamre
around this time has been established by excavations in theearwhich revealed the remains of
a Bronze age settlement. (While this cannot be specificalytached to Abram it demonstrates,
as does so much else, that the narrative is in accord withd times).

‘Which are in Hebron’. This is probably an added geographical nat. The town of Hebron
itself came into being around 1720 BC (see Numbers 13.22).
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This is the end of this covenant record. There is no coloph but there seems little doubt i
once formed a record of its own.

Abram, Lot, the kings of the North, the covenant wth
Melchizedek and others, Yahweh'’s renewed covenantitiy
Abram (14.1-15.21).

The initial record we now read ( chapter 14) is one of the ost distinctive in Genesis. It deals
not with a covenant with Yahweh, but with a historic episodevhere the wider world infringes
on Abram’s world and where he makes a firm covenant with ngihbouring kings as a result of
what ensues. It is this covenant which ensured that thesletails were put in writing.

The lives of Abram and his family tribe were rarely troubled from outside. Their comparative
strength meant that while they left others untroubled thg were untroubled themselves. The
main routes taken by more powerful peoples led through theoastal plain to their West or
along the King's Highway to their East. The central highlandavere left largely alone.

But it was different for Lot. The place he had chosen wasdeed fruitful but it was close to the
King’'s Highway coming down from the North and extending southwads, a regular trade
route. It was always possible that one day trouble would be seen the horizon on that road.
And so it proved.

The King's Highway was the name given to the direct road running from Daascus in Syria tc
the Gulf of Agabah, then downwards East of the Dead Sea artkde Jordan Valley. It was in use
between the 23rd and 20th centuries BC, and was marked along length by early Bronze age
settlements and fortifications. It was a crucially importanttrade route.

This period at the beginning of the second millennium B@as a time when Mesopotamia was
not one great powerful empire. Roving bands led by lesser ks would continually make their
forays in an attempt to seize wealth and slaves. And the Kirghighway was a convenient
route. It was just such a band which would prove the downfabf Lot. But the fact that control
was exercised afterwards for twelve years suggests that thésdlso an attempt to safeguard the
trade route.

14.1-4 ‘And it happened in the days of Amraphel, King of Shiar, Arioch, King of Ellasar,
Chedorlaomer, King of Elam and Tidal, King of Goiim, that they made war with Bera, King of
Sodom, and with Birsha, King of Gomorrah, Shinab, King of Admahand Sheber, King of
Zeboiim, and the King of Bela, the same is Zoar. All thegeined together in the vale of Siddirr
the same is the Salt Sea. Twelve years they served Chedorlaonaad in the thirteenth year
they rebelled.’

This description sets the scene. It is a typical openirig early documents and records. It is the
beginning of the explanation as to why the covenant is necessafe kings from the North
have come down and subjugated the cities near what is now tBead Sea in order to protect
the trade route, and exacted tribute from them. And nowhe cities are sick of the tribute and
‘rebel’, that is withhold their tribute.

This is not a battle between two equals, but a larger foraeverwhelming a group of small cities
on the way to further conquests. The writer is only concemrd with the local situation.

There is no question but that the names fit well into ta period. While not identifiable the
Northern kings bear genuine names typical of their backgroundThe name Arioch is
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paralleled by Ariwuku of Mari, and the Hurrian names Ariaku and Ari-ukku. Ellasar would
fit a number of places in Mesopotamia. Chedorlaomer, meaninglave of Lagamer’, an
Elamite deity, is genuine Elamite, and the name of Tidal cabe paralleled with the Hittite
Tudhalia. The name of Amraphel is uncertain but should prolably not be identified with
Hammurabi as it once was.

The alliance of kings in this way is a feature of that particlar period in history. It would be
much less probable later. Thus this whole episode confisra date for Abram at the very
beginning of the second millennium BC.

It is not said that the four Northern kings are all directly involved personally in the attack,
although it is always a possibility. These were not high kingaming to build an empire, but
rather comparatively smaller kings on a venture aiming to increaséheir wealth and safeguard
the trade route. The fact that the tribute was paid to Cledorlaomer suggests that he led the
raid, but was supported by troops from the other four kings vino would receive some of the
booty and tribute. This would explain why an Elamite king heldsuch prominence in the raid.
The number four is regularly symbolic of the world as a whol@and of world affairs.

Elam was not yet as powerful as it would be but it was certaly a growing power. The other
kings may have been leading invading bands elsewhere. They magwever, as petty kings,
have been involved here. It may be that Chederlaomer providedhé majority of the troops and
that the others came along for the ‘sport’. Chederlaomer isamed third, possibly because of
the importance of the other two before him. (The order islso alphabetical - but verse 9
demonstrates that this is probably not the reason for the segnce). However, it is he who
receives the tribute. This would suggest that those kinggere not actually directly involved as
main combatants. Thirteen years later he would be named fitsHis reputation had clearly
grown.

The names of the Southern kings are not identifiable, buhe fact that no name is given to the
King of Bela, a very minor king, brings out the accuracy of the arrative. At the time no one
could remember who he was. An inventor would soon have foundrh a name.

‘They rebelled’, that is, they refused their tribute. Possibly they hopethey were not important
enough to bother about. While they benefited from the tradeaute they probably did not
appreciate its importance to outsiders. Unwittingly Lot wasmvolved in this because he lived in
Sodom but he could not complain for clearly he was aware of trstuation.

‘The same is the Salt Sea’. This identifying remark, probaly added later, might be seen as
confirmation that the valley, (and the cities in the Plain?as known to have been engulfed by
the southern end of the Dead Sea.

14.5-6 ‘And in the fourteenth year came Chedorlaomer and theikgs who were with him and
smote the Rephaim in Ashteroth-karnaim, and the Zuzim irHam, and the Emim in Shaveh-
kiriathaim, and the Horites in their Mount Seir, unto El-paran which is by the wilderness. Anc
they returned and came to Enmishpat (the same is Kadesh) @smote all the country of the
Amalekites, and also the Amorites that dwelt in Hazazon-tamatr.

This is more than a punitive expedition. The intention igo go wider afield and the attack is
powerful and far reaching. Chederlaomer has been increasing ipower and is now clearly the
leader. ‘The kings who were with him’ are the same kingmentioned previously, a
demonstration of the strength of the force.

They sweep down the King’s Highway, ignoring the rebels. Thidemonstrates their contempt
for the five cities. They did not feel any need to protedheir rear. Then they attack places on
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the route down as far as extreme South of East Jordan, then thenove round beyond the enc
of the Dead Sea and attack Kadesh, before finally coming back smite the Amalekites, and
the Amorites in Hazazon-tamar, prior to approaching the five kirgs who have refused tribute.

The Rephaim are mentioned in Genesis 15.20; Deuteronomy 2.11, 3t1, 13, and the Emim
in Deuteronomy 2.10, although there they are seen as in some waywcected, Emim being see
as Rephaim. The Rephaim are clearly a more widespread peogeen differing local names.
They had a reputation for great size. In Ammon they were knowms the Zamzummim
(Deuteronomy 2.20-21), who may be represented here as the Zumiiihe Horites in Mount
Seir are also mentioned in connection with them (Deuteronoy®.12). Thus we have
independent evidence of the close connection of these gosu

Horites were possibly connected with the Hurrians in théJpper Tigris, elements of whom had
filtered down into Canaan and the name had become applied momdely (see Genesis 36.20
on; Deuteronomy 2.12, 22). Here a specific group of Horites isddtified. These different
peoples would have presented a fairly formidable foe to the fokings.

The Amalekites are well known elsewhere as dwelling imé South. The attacking of trade
caravans was for them a way of life. The name Amorite indicatea mountain people and they
were spread throughout the country on both sides of Jordan. Theame Amorite could be
applied to the inhabitants of Canaan generally, including thenhabitants of Transjordan. In
this sense it had a wider meaning than Canaanite. These palar ones are identified as to
their connection. The names are therefore all genuine andhmisplaced.

The purpose of this attack was clearly to secure the tradeutes and gain booty, but it is quite
possible that some or all of these places had also refusetbtite. The five kings are only dealt
with as seemingly central to the situation because the weit is concerned with this aspect of tr
matter. The detail is put in the covenant agreement betwaeAbram and Melchizedek to
explain the final agreement.

The opinion the kings have of the five kings of the Jordan vallegomes out in that they attack
them on the way home when their troops are exulting in victoryput are probably somewhat
weary and longing to get home. They had had a number of fierce likgs against worthy foes
but they do not really anticipate any problem here. The numbefive (the covenant number)
suggests that because the kings are connected with Abrantésd they are to some extent
‘people of the land’, and therefore covenant people (it is &hweh'’s land).

14.8-9 ‘And there went out the King of Sodom and the King of Gmorrah, and the King of
Admah and the king of Zeboiim, and the King of Bela, (the samis Zoar), and they set the
battle against them in the vale of Siddim, against ChederlaomgKing of Elam, and Tidal,
King of Goiim, and Amraphel, King of Shinar, and Arioch, King of Ellasar, four kings against
five.’

The five kings know that they are next on the list and pickheir ground. They have no choice.
But the four kings are too powerful and their cause is hopebs.

14.10 ‘Now the vale of Siddim was full of bitumerpits, and the Kings of Sodom and Gomorral
fled, and they fell there, and those who remained fled tihe mountain.’

They had probably hoped that the particular site, with its elated problems with which they
were familiar, would offer them an advantage but they had no chase against a superior force
and the two main kings were killed while the remainderled to safety in the mountains.

We have already been told that Sodom was a wicked city (13.13) soidy well be that in the
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context of the narrative as a whole this is seen as C's preliminary judgment on Sodom.

14.11-12 And they took all the goods of Sodom and Gomorrah, and all their vinals, and went
their way. And they took Lot, Abram’s brother’s son, who dwet in Sodom, and his goods, and
departed.’

The mention of victuals is interesting for it suggests thatey were having some difficulties
with regard to food, but here they were able to restock to soeextent, and tired but
triumphant make for home. Their task was complete, their sccess was clear. And they knew
that they had little to fear. They were complacent. But thg made one error. They captured a
servant of Yahweh. The half repetition of verse 11 in verse 12 fypical of the Ancient Near
Eastern love for repetition in their literature.

We note that it is only this battle that is mentioned in anyletail for it is close to home for the
writer. This is because the covenant is about them. Howeveahe description of Lot is
interesting. A description by an outsider who knew Abram well, ‘his father’s brother’s son’.
Not the description that would come from a member of the faity tribes.

14.13 ‘And there came one who had escaped and told Abram the lbtew. Now he dwelt by the
oaks of Mamre the Amorite, the brother of Eshcol and brotheof Aner, and these were
confederate with Abram’.

Had it not been for this situation we might not have known othese wider relationships of
Abram. Mamre the Amorite has clearly been named after thedmous oaks in the area in whic
he lives which is only a problem to the very sceptical, isiin fact quite reasonable and feasible.
Many people in ancient inscriptions are named after placegle has two brothers, Eshcol and
Aner. They are all presumably petty princes like Abram. Hee we learn that the four of them
are in a loose alliance ready to come to each other’s aid in tino¢ need.

Abram is called ‘the Hebrew only here, a term which represents him as a statelessrpen and
as a (potential) leader of a military force who is part of a conféeration. As Abram was
stateless in contrast with Mamrethe Amorite this method of identifying him may be seen as of
some significance. It ties in with the use of the terntapiru and habiru elsewhere of stateless
military leaders. The writer is describing Abram as he ses him.

14.14 *‘And when Abram heard that his brother was taken captivée led out his trained men,
born in his house, three hundred and eighteen, and purgd as far as Dan. And he divided
himself against them by night, he and his servants, and smateem, and pursued them to
Hobah which is to the left of Damascus.’

The writer is clearly greatly impressed with Abram. He igrores the assistance of his
confederates (but see 14.24) and concentrates on Abram’s partthe affair, partly because he
is somewhat in awe of him as a ‘Habiru’, and partly because hs central to the following
covenant..

The word for trained men is hanakim, a rare word found also irnthe Egyptian execration texts
(cursing rituals) calling down curses on the Hittite chi&ains "and their hanakim". Later the
word became obsolete but it is correctly used in this detg.

Similarly, the idea of Abraham having 318 trained servants makes goaense. Details of an
inspection of private armies are recorded on a tablet datingotthe third dynasty at Ur
(Abraham's time). They range between 100 and 600 troops, one beimgde up of 301 men.
Abraham's 318 trained troops fits the background. With his Ur lackground and the constant
possible dangers to a small but wealthy family tribe such a foe would be seen by him as
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necessary, and he has clearly trained them we

Objections to Abram’s being able to act in this way treat himas simply another shepherd but
that is to ignore his unusual background. Some men are born tme leaders and fighters when
needed and Abram was one of them. Together with his confadgées he may well have had a
thousand men under him, some of whom have been highly trainednd, as we shall see later,
he possibly had more.

Abram is as aware as the critics that, in spite of his s#ingth, he has little chance against the
kings in a straight fight. They would have two or three timeshe number. But he knows that
they are weary after a hard expedition, laden with booty, and nagxpecting pursuit and that he
can catch them unawares, and he makes his plans accordinglpdeed the forces of the kings
may not have been keeping close together in formation. Therg mothing like an easy victory to
make an enemy complacent. And he may well have caught stragglenrsd forced them to
divulge where Lot could be found, so that he knew exactly vehe to attack.

He reconnoitres the section of the unsuspecting army hetamds to attack, and divides his
trained men into effective groups, supported by the men dfis confederates and possibly
others. He then waits for nightfall.

The enemy are taken totally by surprise. They wake in the dé&ness to find themselves under
attack by a grim and determined force of shadowy figures, traing men, coming in at them
from different angles. They do not know the size of the fae, but the enemy seem everywhere.
The make up of the force is uncertain. These are not theoft dwellers of the cities, and night
time and imagination does the rest. They panic.

They had been so confident of their security from attack, ando satisfied with themselves as
they rested their weary bodies, that the attack, which wasot only unexpected but from a
completely unknown source, throws them into disarray. All knds of possibilities grip their
minds. They are soon in full flight and the panic spreadsottheir fellow soldiers.

It is certainly not the only time in history that such a thng has happened. And once the flight
has begun their discipline is in tatters. Followed throughhe night by the grim, relentless
demons who pursue them they flee for safety, an easy prey teetterrible slaughter by their
pursuers of those who were tardy, not slowing down until thereach Damascus and the pursu
drops off. They still are not sure who has been pursuing #m, and their later tales would no
doubt make good reading. And so occurs Abram’s victory, a scenarso daring that it takes
away the breath, but is by no means impossible.

The mention of Dan may refer to a different one from the wéknown Dan in the Old
Testament. Alternatively it may be a scribal updating of Laish(whose name was later change
to Dan), so as to identify the site to readers.

14.16 ‘And he brought back all the goods, and also brought again hisdther Lot and his
goods, and the women also, and the people. And the king of $adwent out to meet him after
his return from the slaughter of Chedorlaomer and the kingsvho were with him, at the Vale o
Shaveh (the same is the King’'s Vale).’

The fleeing army in their panic have left behind much oflie booty they had collected and
Abram returns with it in triumph. (The description doe s not necessarily mean that the kings
are dead. The kings’ names stand for their people). But famore important to him is that he
has rescued his nephew Lot. This is why he had beend&termined. Family loyalty was a
powerful impetus. Nothing else would have made him take thesk he did.
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The description shows that what he brought back is carefullweighed up,‘all the goods, the
women also, and the people’, for there is to be a reckoninylessengers have no doubt gone on
ahead and the new King of Sodom comes out to welcome the raturg heroes, and to negotiat
as to what he can salvage from the affair. He recognises that a Hableader may well not be
sympathetic.

14.18 ‘And Melchizedek, King of Salem, brought out bread and wie, and he was a priest of El
Elyon (God Most High). And he said, “Blessed be Abram of BElyon, possessor of heaven and
earth, and blessed be El Elyon who has delivered your enemimto your hand”. And he gave
him a tenth of all.’

The sudden appearance of Melchizedek of Salem takes us hyise. If Salem is Jerusalem,
although that is not certain, it is not on the expected retn route from Damascus to Sodom,
and Melchizedek has not previously been obviously involved. Themust therefore be
something significant behind it. Clearly Melchizedek isnvolved somehow and sufficiently to
take the trouble to bring victuals to the returning troops. These would be needed as Sodom ¢
Gomorrah had had their victuals taken by the four kings (delilerately stated - verse 11) and
the ready food stolen would have already been eaten by the hungrgops returning to their
homelands. The obvious answer to the problem is a treaty situan.

We have now come to the nub of the narrative. Here in writings the confirmation of the
covenant between Abram and Melchizedek and the King of Sodoon the sharing of the booty
put into writing by Melchizedek’s recorder, of which a coyy is given to Abram (or copied by
his steward). We do not know fully all that lay behind it butit is quite clear that Abram is now
called on to pay a reckoning to King Melchizedek of Salem, anthat he knew what it was
about and was expecting it.

The ‘witness’ to the agreement is El Elyon (God Most Highthe god worshipped by
Melchizedek, and accepted by Abram who sees Him as Yahwtie Creator (14.22). The credr
for the victory is given to Him by Melchizedek. Abram can agredecause he thinks of Him in
terms of Yahweh. El Elyon is possibly also accepted by thaeng of Sodom. The payment as far
as Melchizedek is concerned is one tenth of the booty.

We can compare Melchizedek’s words with 9.26 where ‘blessé@ the Yahweh, the God of
Shem’ referred to a blessing on Shem. Here the two mairagies are mentioned. ‘Blessed be
Abram’ and ‘blessed be EI Elyon (the god of Melchizedek)meaning ‘blessed be Melchizedek’
These are the two main parties to the covenant.

There is external evidence of a cult of El Elyon and some spgrt for connecting the worship ot
El Elyon with Canaanite Jerusalem. He is involved here becausdéelchizedek is a major playe!
and is superior in status. (Melchizedek is also a good Canaamihame -compare Adonizedek ir
Josha 10.1). The fact that this incident is allowed to stand &gs indicates the essential
accuracy of the narrative and its ancient provenance.

But why should Abram hand over one tenth of all the booty? The awer, partly at least, lies ir
the provision of food. The returning heroes and the captors &y have delivered are supplied
with sustenance by the king of Salem as he comes to meaedrthon their return. This is
confirmed in verse 24 where payment for the food is speciity mentioned. But this in itself
indicates some kind of treaty arrangement between Abram and KBlchizedek. Why else would
he come with provisions?

This brings us to two other possible factors that we may nedd take into account.

The first is that in some way Melchizedek of Salem is regnised as having treaty rights and
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responsibilities with respect to Abram and his confederas. This may include the fact that the
used his fields for grazing when the harvest has been gatleerin, and they may have enjoyed
other benefits that they would know of, including rights ovethe area around the oaks of
Mamre, which could also be part of a treaty which includedhe sharing of booty. There may
also have been an agreement for the provision of military help veém needed, probably
reciprocally. Salem (compare Psalm 76.2), which would in fut@r centuries become Jerusalem,
may well have had great influence and exerted rights over tr®irrounding area.

Then secondly it could be that Melchizedek had provided nmeenaries to assist Abram in the
attack in return for a portion of the booty. They are not mentiored, but this might be because
his scribe is writing the account and with true Orientalcourtesy he is happy to give all the
credit to Abram and his men (which would also explain why Abam’s confederates have also
been ignored in the account, for the agreement is with Alam) while taking payment for his
own part in the project.

While Abram had been gathering his own men he could well adshave sent messengers to
Melchizedek with whom he had a treaty arrangement, calling ohim to send him extra troops
per the previously agreed terms, agreed for whenever he woutted help against attack, and
probably vice versa. Now he has to pay the reckoning.

But there is also the question of the remainder of the bopt About this agreement has to be
reached, and this includes the King of Sodom. This is alsacorporated into the covenant as w
see in verses 21-24. Then, once agreed, the contract will'tigned, sealed and delivered’.

Full credit must be given to Abram, who generously declinelsis portion. The tenth part is
given to Melchizedek. Abram’s confederates are to receivedir ‘portion’, clearly a recognised
amount. And it is agreed that the remainder will be handedack to the representative of the
five kings.

(We can compare with this Abraham’s contract for the field aml cave at Machpelah in chapter
23. There the impression given is of the gift of the land anain equally generous Abram
insisting on payment. In fact we have the terms of a strictontract, again agreed in true
Oriental fashion. The same may be true here).

But could all the facts in the contract have been put toge#r so quickly to enable it to be put ir
writing as here? The answer is that they were already knowrT.he tributary status of the five
kings, and by whom, was a matter of history, the details of thattacks on the various peoples
would quickly spread by word of mouth through the land, and cold be confirmed from
released prisoners. They had seen the army march down thertg’s Highway. It was in the
interests of all the people to watch and know where the k@s might strike next. The final
details would come from the mercenaries themselves.

And now we come to the second part of the covenant agreement.

14.21 *‘And the King of Sodom said to Abram, “Give me the people anake the goods for
yourself”.” This was not generosity, this is the opening gambin his negotiations to rescue
what he can from the situation. Abram owes him nothing. Thusie asks hopefully for the most
he can expect. Can he have his people back? And he knows tAdiram could even get difficult
about that if he were not concerned about future relationsips.

14.22-24 ‘And Abram said to the king of Sodom, “I have lifted upmy hands to Yahweh, God
Most High, Possessor of Heaven and earth that | will not taketaread nor a shoe latchet nor
anything that is yours, lest you say ‘I have made Abram rich’, exapt only that which the
young men have eaten, and the portion for the men who went \witme, Aner, Eshcol and
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Mamre. Let them take their portion” .’

Abram’s reply is that he will not demand the major portion which is his due. Once his
confederates have received their agreed share, and the foodpided has been paid for, the
rest will be handed back to the five cities apart from whats given to other released captives
who may well have been allowed to return home.

What he has done he has done for Lot, not for gain, and herish enough. He is not a paid
mercenary leader, he is a servant of Yahweh. And he also prably does not want the King of
Sodom to think that he has any future claims on him (‘I have rade Abram rich’ could be used
in a number of ways, for example to suggest that future tribte may be owed).

So behind the account is a covenant in accord with local poks and customs, and the sharing
out of the spoils in accordance with them. This is therfin record of what has been agreed.
Abram comes well out of the whole matter in many respect8Ve can now understand even
more why he is treated with such great respect by the pelgpof the land who would never

forget his exploit. And he has shown generosity of spirit and sensible wariness of being seen
as indebted to anyone. To accept the king’s offer in a solensovenant might have been seen as
putting him under treaty obligation

The whole account is of course incorporated into the widerarrative of Genesis in order to
bring glory to Yahweh, the God of Abram, Who clearly has been behd his success. But the
lack of mention of this within the narrative, we note that atno stage was there a word from
Yahweh, is explained by its local covenant significance and tigentity of the scribe who was
probably in the service of Melchizedek.

(Note. The fact is that Melchizedek was priest-king of &@em and thus a priest and worshipper
of ‘the Most High God’ Whom Abram recognised as Yahweh. As siiche clearly had some
overlordship over Abram, even if only temporarily as a kind of landord. This is later taken to
demonstrate a superior High Priesthood to that of Aaron. Abram vas primary to Aaron,
therefore any priest he acknowledged must be superior to Aan. Thus in Psalm 110.4 the idea
of a Davidic priesthood is based on this, and upon the factahJerusalem was David’s city (by
right of capture) and not a part of Judah or Israel, so that Davidwas its king-priest. This is
also later taken up in Hebrews 7. End of note).

15.1 ‘After these things the word of Yahweh came to Abram ia vision saying, “Do not be
afraid, Abram, for | am your shield and your exceeding great revard.’

The phrase ‘after these thingsis used elsewhere as a connecting phrase between narratibes
always following ‘and it happened’. Thus its use here withauand it happened’ is distinctive,
signifying a specifically closer connection with what goes befer So the covenant about to be
received is intended to be directly connected with whadrecedes it and is Yahwels response t
Abram’s behaviour there, especially his refusal to take ricas for himself. In the combined
collection the two chapters are to be seen as one whole wiitle Melchizedek covenant
narrative used as background and explanation to the new covenant.

‘The word of Yahweh'. A unique phrase in Genesis for a uique situation. It arises here as a
contrast to his covenants with kings. The word of Yahweh is ane important than covenants
with kings. Here is a word that is permanent, that is eveasting, that is above kings.

It is also a prophetic word that is coming. The prophets comantly received ‘the word of
Yahweh'. Here such a word is given to Abram. He is now a prdyet (see 20.7). No wonder he is
filled with awe. This is confirmed by the words ‘in a vison’ (compare Numbers 12.6). What he
is to see is not natural, it can only be seen in vision, fap man can see God and live. He has
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repudiated earthly riches, now he is to have spiritual rices. We must not underestimate whe
this meant for Abram and also for his followers. He is theipriest, now he is to be a prophet.

‘Do not be afraid’. Although it is not yet mentioned this aleady suggests the beginning of an
experience which fills Abram with awe. But he need ndear. Yahweh is his shield and
protector so that he need fear nothing (for shield see Psali3; 28.7; 33.20). He is also
overflowingly abundantly his treasury above all treasuries and thguarantee of his future
prosperity and fruitfulness. He has refused wealth so thatone might say they had made
Abram rich. Yahweh will therefore Himself assure him ofriches of a far greater kind.

15.2 ‘And Abram said, “Oh Lord Yahweh, what will you give seeig that | go childless and he
who will be possessor of my house is Dammesek Eliezer?” Ahd said, “see, you have given no
seed to me, and see, one born in my house is my heir”.’

How the yearning of Abram’s heart comes out in these verses. Yes, Yahweh will rewldrim in
many ways, will even make him a prophet, but what is that tohis lack which cannot be
satisfied? He has no heir born of his flesh. Let Yahweh loolkde has promised him abundant
seed, but that seed will not be that of him and his beloglevife. We cannot avoid the suggestio
that he feels that God has disappointed him. God has only todk and He will see the cause of
his unhappiness. But there is also a hint of hope. Sure¥ahweh can do something about it?

‘He who will be possessor of my houseThe appointment of a steward as heir, to be replaced
a son is born, is well attested elsewhere. In returnehwould ensure a suitable burial for his
master. Similar situations are found, for example, in documds at 15th century BC Nuzi and
in Ur around 1800 BC. An Old Babylonian letter from Larsa stateghat a childless man can
adopt his own slave.

‘Dammesek Eliezer’. Names are nowhere else given to Abranfallowers in these narratives,
and the mention here stresses that this man is the he#s such he could not be anonymous ai
so must be named. We do not know the significance of Dammedak ‘the Damascene’ was
understood later. This is not certain (Eliezer was ‘bornn my house’) and further discoveries
may throw light on the matter.

‘See ----- see ----". The force of Abram’s feelings conawer in the repetition. Ancient literature
is constantly repetitive, sometimes almost monotonously so.vas written to be repeated alout
and the hearers loved to move along with familiar ideas. So thepetitions in verses 2 and 3 al
typical. Indeed the repeated ‘see’ (‘behold’) refers bdcto the previous statement, putting
emphasis on the thought.

This interruption in the vision is quite remarkable. Yahweh has come to confirm His promises
in an increasingly emphatic way, but Abram, in the midst ohis awe and fear, breaks in and
reveals the deepest yearnings of his heart. Although he lovéahweh and believes Him and Hi
promises, he is also human, and years of hurt, both on Sarapsrt and on his own, now come
through at this crowning point in his life. A prophet, yesthe founder of a nation, yes, but if he
is a prophet let him know, - why, oh why, must it be throgh the seed of another?

But Yahweh is aware of the longings of his heart. He is awadd what lies in the depths of his
soul, and He takes time off from His greater revelation to conaft His servant. What comfort

these verses should give to us. The faithful and redoubtab®dram has his weaknesses after
all, and his God bends to him in that weakness.

15.4 ‘And see, the word of Yahweh came to him saying, “This mamill not be your heir. He

who will be truly of your own blood (will come forth out of your own bowels) will be your
heir”.’
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We note that the writer himself responds to Abram. He rggonds to Abram’s ‘se¢ (‘behold’),
twice repeated, with a third ‘see’ (‘behold’). Three is the number of completeness and he war
us to know that what Abram was calling God to look at is complely answered.

‘The word of Yahweh came to him’. He has become a prophet ards first prophecy will be
concerning his own deepest desires. ‘This man will noebyour heir, one who is of your own
body and blood will be your heir.” This is what he had cravedand this Yahweh gives him. A
child of his own.

And yet it had not been a totally selfish craving, it had been craving that God would fulfil in
him what He had commanded in all, ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ (Genesis 1.28; 9.1, 7). He had
not only felt sick at heart, he had felt that he had failedsod. But now Yahweh Himself assures
him that this will not be so. He is to have a son and heir.

15.5 ‘And he brought him outside and said, “Look now towards heaveand name the stars by
number if you are able to number them.” And he said to him;'So will your seed be”.’

The repetition of ‘He said to him’ is to emphasise the c&inty of the promise. Abram may
grieve no longer, for of his own blood will be born countless uititudes, countless as the stars
above as seen in a clear Near Eastern sky with no artificiagiht of man to hide them.

15.6 ‘And he believed in Yahweh, and he counted it to hinof righteousness.’

What a remarkable verse is this, for it is the heart of th&ospel. As Abram looks at the
multiplicity of stars he believes, not in the stars, buin the faithfulness and goodness of
Yahweh. All his disappointment and bitterness melts awayof Yahweh has promised and He i
faithful. And Yahweh sees his believing heart and accounisto him as righteousness, as the
fulfilment of all that was required of him in the covenantof God.

To the men of those days, in tribes and nations of which tii@vere an essential part, the idea of
righteousness was very much founded in loyalty to the tribe aration. The truly righteous was
he who truly served his tribe. This did, of course, inclde a certain morality, for obeying the
laws of the tribe was part of his service, but it meant wre than that, it meant total dedication
to the tribe.

But here that thought is transferred to a man’s responseothis God. Abram had left his tribe
because of his loyalty to his God. Now in a supreme act of faitle responds to God’s promise,
the God who in his own heart had replaced his tribe. Andod accounts him as a worthy man,
both as one who has walked in obedience to all His requiremis and as one whose total loyall
is to Him.

But the vital point is that this is not because of his olakence, nor because of his loyalty,
although both had in fact been amply proved, but because of hissponse of faith, because he
accepted the impossible of which God spoke to him. For hidbedience could never be total, ar
his loyalty could never be total (we have seen how he has sommess failed in both) but God
accounts him as, and accepts him as, totally faithful and obesht because of his faith in God’s
promise. No wonder Paul uses this verse as the rock on whikis doctrine of justification by
faith is founded (Galatians 3.6).

The pointing to the stars by Yahweh is subtle. To other natins the stars were gods, but to
Abram they are to be the permanent reminder of the promise of Yahweh. Wherever he goes
he will see them and remember.

Now in verse 7 God returns to the point he had begun at in k& 1. This is the main revelation
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the ‘word of Yahwel', although in His goodness God has given Abram a second subsidi:
word of Yahweh to confirm the birth of a natural son. In a sase there has been a diversion
over the great concern of Abrams heart, but how blessedly it has been responded to, anthat
great blessing it means for Abram both with regard to the deee of his heart and in his
spiritual life, but now Yahweh must return to His primary purpose. This is no break in the
narrative. It is demanded in verse 1. Now will His covenant ith Abram be ratified as never
before. (Verses 2-6 were in one sense a break in the rative, to satisfy the deep yearning in
the heart of Abram).

15.7 *‘And he said to him, 1 am Yahweh who brought you out of Ur of the Chaldees to give yc
this land to inherit it.”’

This solemn declaration commences the giving of what follows. \an compare it with

Exodus 20.2, “I am Yahweh your God who brought you out of the land dEgypt, out of the
house of bondage”. It is a declaration of Yahweh'’s total sovereigngnd goodness in readiness
for a solemn declaration. Here is specific confirmation thait was in Ur of the Chaldees that
God began the calling of Abram.

‘To give you this land to inherit it.” Abram has spurned riches at the hands of the king of
Sodom, now Yahweh promises not only riches but total possessioiithe land. In the final
analysis land meant everything. While a semi-nomad Abram had manyléssings but he was to
some extent dependent on others like Melchizedek for these of land, now Yahweh promises
that the land will one day be his, all of it. For purposes hich only Yahweh knows the end of.

15.8 ‘And he said, “O Lord Yahweh, By what means will | know hat | will inherit it?”’

Moved by Yahweh’s goodness and compassion to him Abram asks a vitglestion. ‘And he
said, “Oh Lord Yahweh, how shall | know that | will inherit it?” This is not a question arising
from doubt, but arising from the faith that is welling from his heart as a result of his response
of faith to Yahweh'’s previous promise. Inspired as a new prdpet he is now bold to ask, for he
must convince his people. He wants to know what he can giveetn as a guarantee.

15.9 ‘And he said to him, “Take on my behalf a three year old hier, and a three year old she
goat, and a three year old ram, and a turtledove and a young pigeon”.’

As a prophet Abram is commanded to act on God'’s behalf. As reets it is Yahweh Who, as it
were, takes the animals and birds.

‘Three years old’, three, the number of completeness, dicates one which is complete and full.
It is the equivalent of ‘without spot and blemish’.What follows takes some considerable peric
of time, lasting until sundown. Abram has asked, and now haust act deliberately on
Yahweh’s behalf, not knowing fully what He does.

15.10 ‘And he took on his behalf all these and divided them ihe middle and laid one half on
one side and the other on the other. But he did not dividéne birds.’

Abram does what God tells him. He takes the defined animslnd slays them and cuts them in
half and lays the halves on the ground to provide a way betweeneim.

15.11 *And the birds of prey descended on the carcasses, lmnat drove them away.’
This totally unnecessary description of a seemingly irrelevanncidence is an evidence of the

fact that this account came from an eyewitness. Yet it has it the seed of truth. For the birds
of prey are a reminder of those who will seek to prevent hidescendants’ possession of the
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land, who as it were are even now trying to prevent the eglishing of the covenant, and :
reminder that they too can be driven away. It also draws attentin to the awfulness of the fates
of the victims, not only dead but, were it not for the in¢érvention of the prophet, to be torn up
and eaten.

Are we also to see in this incident the sinister figurthat lay behind the snake in the Garden of
Eden seeking to intervene? He too desires to prevent theasishing of the covenant, for he
senses its importance.

But we may ask, what is the purpose of all this? The answes that it is following ancient
custom in the swearing of a solemn oath and the establishinga&olemn covenant (see
Jeremiah 34.18-19). The divided animals are saying, ‘let me dielibreak this

covenant’ (Jeremiah 34.20).

But we know that the animals are but a symbol, a type, for thblood that must be shed, for the
fulfilment of God’s covenant is to be His own blood, shed fahe sins of the world.

15.12 ‘And when the sun was going down a deep sleep fell onraim, and lo, a horror of great
darkness fell on him.’

Words fail to describe the sacredness of that moment, anddgtawe and even godly terror that
seizes hold of Abram. He falls into a deep sleep (compareesis 2.21; Job 4.13; 33.15-16), for
wakeful he could not see God and live. And the horror of dankess is an awareness of
inconceivable things that are occurring at this moment, whiclime can sense but cannot
comprehend. An awareness of darkness, of unbelievable darlss for before the light there
must be darkness; it is as though this was a new creatioG¢nesis 1.2-3) and one hovers near
who would destroy this symbolic act which speaks of somethinglthough he knows not what,
which will totally destroy him.

And Another will one day hang, with His blood shed, and heob will experience such intense
and unbelievable darkness so that even the skies around Himll become dark in sympathy.
But Abram knows nothing of this. Yet he is a prophet, and @rophet reveals better than he
knows.

Now before the symbolic act, the words of the covenant muselspoken over the dead
carcasses of the victims.

15.13-16 ‘And he said to Abram, “Know for a guaranteed certainty thatyour seed will be a
stranger in a land that is not their’s, and will serve themand they will afflict them, for four
hundred years. And that nation whom they serve | will also jdge. And afterwards they will
come out with great substance. But you will go to your fathersiipeace. You will be buried in ¢
good old age. And in the fourth generation they will come heragain. For the iniquity of the
Amorites is not yet full”.’

Yahweh reveals to Abraham something of the future. Firstly tht the certainty of him having
seed comes out in that God can speak of their future. Seay that their future will not be
straightforward. They will be aliens and slaves in a foreign lad. He has control of their
destiny. But it stresses that their land will not be tkirs for a long time to come. Thirdly there i
the implication that this will be followed by them receivng a land of their own. Fourthly it
brings out Yahweh’s power as the One Who can alone determinlee future of that foreign

land as their Judge. He is not a local tribal god. Fifthly Abratam has the guarantee that it will
not happen in his lifetime. Sixthly it brings out that Godis a God Who acts as Judge only in t
light of true moral necessity. His judgments are not arbitray, but on a moral basis, and He
will not punish or condemn any until it is necessary, and W judge according to deserts. Again
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there is the implication that all judgment is in His hand. He is over all. Other gods were
arbitrary and limited in what they could do and rarely took morality into account. They were
simply sinful super-humans.

This recognition of God’s power and goodness may be obvious to us. In the time of Abrahain
was very special revelation.

The Amorites here represent the inhabitants of the wholef Canaan and Transjordan. The
depth of their iniquity is spoken of in Leviticus 18.24-27 ware the full nature of their sexual
abominations, resulting from their debased religion, are digeetly described. But it has not ye
reached its pinnacle and therefore a period of waiting is m@ssary. Yahweh allots to nations
their times and seasons (Daniel 2.21). Thus again does theteriremind us of the universal
sovereignty of Yahweh.

The interchanging of the terms ‘Canaanites’ and ‘Amorites’ © describe the people of the land
(although they are not necessarily precisely synonymous) is téigtd to in Egyptian texts where
the inhabitants of the land can be called ‘Canaan’ or ‘the lad of Amurru’.

This is a time of prophetic revelation. Yahweh has previouglpromised the land to Abram but
now he is made aware of what will result before its fulfihent. Before that time Abram'’s seed
must be a stranger in a land that is not theirs. Already evenow they were strangers in ‘a land
that is not theirs’, a land where there were many nationsacontrast with what is to be), but
they will yet suffer under another single nation, who mustherefore be a powerful nation,
whom they will serve, and who will afflict them, and thiscondition will go on for four hundred
years. But it is the service and not necessarily the afftion that will endure for this time.

Abram may well have thought of some great king coming in and subgating the land, but the
later reader aware of the final complete narrative will know vhat is meant

Yet when it happened there could be no complaint, for Istel could have returned from Egypt
when things were going well, but they did not do so. They hatlis warning but they still did
not do so. They preferred the land of delights and plenty tthe land promised to them by God.
Thus it was also through their own disobedience that they ffiered. It is the result that is being
prophesied, not what should be.

But the promises of Yahweh cannot be hindered by men’s fare, or by great nations, and
judgment will come on the nation which enslaves them and &y will return to the land God
promised them with great substance, just as Abram had hine¢f come into the land with great
substance, for God never does things by halves.

The number 400 is significant. Neither 3, 5 or 7 could be uddor they would represent
completeness, covenant connection and divine perfection. Bour is certainly seen later as the
number which signified the world and is the number of ygdgment. Four rivers flowing from
Eden to encompass the known world outside the Garden (2.1@)) days of rain on the earth
producing the flood (7.12), 40 days still under judgment beforeelease (8.6), 400 hundred yea
signifying the decline of man (11.12-17 - each with another sidgisant number added on), four
kings who were the first invaders of the land (14.9), four leests who represent world empires
(Daniel chapters 2 and 7). Only four intensified could besed here. Thus it means a long
period connected with world empire and judgment.

‘But you will go to your fathers in peace, you will be buriedn a good old age’. Abram is
promised that while he is alive this will not happen. Unt he dies there will be peace. To ‘go to
one’s fathers’ was a stereotyped phrase meaning simply to caad be buried, for that is finally
where one’s ancestors were. ‘In a good old age’ (compare Job 5.ZR)is was considered a
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special gift from God (compare Genesis 25.8). So Abram learnsat the land will not be theirs
in his day.

‘In the fourth generation they will come here again’.Later a generation would be 40 years, bt
here it is a hundred years. Longevity was still rememberednd enjoyed. Yet again the
emphasis is on ‘four’. Thus the number may be symbolic andot necessarily to be thought of
as needing to be applied too literally. Once God’s judgmens iready for ‘the Amorites’, the
inhabitants of the land, then they will come back.

So finishes the prophetic ‘word of Yahweh’ to Abram (15.1). Nw its fulfilment must be finally
guaranteed.

15.17 ‘And it about that when the sun went down, and it wasaik, behold a flaming furnace
and a flaming torch that passed between these pieces.’

The covenant is finalised and sealed. As elsewhere thanfling furnace and the flaming torch
represent Yahweh Himself, although not directly. The menon of two signifies a twofold divine
witness. We can compare the two angels who will be witnesge the judgment of Sodom
(chapter 19) as Yahweh's representatives. Abram is not involvedhis is a gift of God’s grace.

The writer now summarises the covenant. The special natui what has occurred is clear.
Nowhere else is such a comment made on a theophany as ‘knovaslurety’. He recognises the
solemnity and totally unbreakable nature of what has happened.his can only indicate the en:
of the original tablet recording the covenant, finalising the gtent of the promised land.

15.18-21 ‘In that day Yahweh made a covenant with Abram “to your seeldhave given this
land, from the River of Egypt to the Great River, the River Riphrates”; the Kenite and the
Kenizzite and the Kadmonite, and the Hittite and the Paerzite and the Rephaim, and the
Amorite and the Canaanite and the Girgashite and the Jebusite

So the boundaries of the promised land are fixed in a genersénse, to be achieved in the day
Solomon. ‘The river of Egypt’ may not be the Nile but the Brookof Egypt (1 Kings 8.65), the
southernmost boundary of the land (it is in contrast with ‘he great river’, while the Nile is as
great a river as the Euphrates), probably the Wadi el Arish jst below Gaza, which reaches up
towards the Gulfs of Suez and Agaba, thus excluding the abst¢ desert. But etymologically it
would appear to speak of the Nile for a ‘brook’ fahal) is a torrent wadi arising after the rains,
while a river (nehar) is a river of more permanence. Therés no difficulty with seeing it as the
southernmost part of the Nile in a general sense, not nesasily applied too literally. (We do
not know how far south tributaries of the Nile came then)Either way the general boundary is
clear. The land reaches from Egypt to the Euphrates, two natal boundaries. In inscriptions
Sargon Il reaches the ‘brook of Egypt’ and establishes a governohére to Pharaoh’s alarm
(see 2 Kings 24.7).

The writer then summarises the inhabitants of the landhat is promised. There are ten in
number, a number which signifies totality. (Compare the Bts of ten patriarchs). This use in
this way of a group of ‘ten’ may indicate the great age of the naative. Later it would be
reduced to seven.

The Birth of Ishmael and God’s Covenant With Him (Genesis 16-14).
This chapter is a record of the covenant God makes with Ishael and the historical
background and theophany that seals it. Without the covenant, wth would be put in writing

on her return to Abram as evidence of Yahweh'’s covenant wittshmael, these events would
have disappeared into obscurity.
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16.1-2 ‘Now Sarai, Abram’s wife bore him no children, and she had a handmaid, an Egyiph
whose name was Hagar. And Sarai said to Abram, “Look, now, Yahwelals restrained me
from bearing. Go in, | beg you, to my handmaid. It may be that Wwill obtain a child by her”.’

Sarai knows of God’s promises to Abram, the covenant promiseBut she has reached the age
when it is unlikely she will have a child. As time passeshe grieves for the dilemma of her
husband. She has an Egyptian handmaid, probably one of those givienAbram by Pharaoh,
and she proposes that Abram has a child by her handmaid anddhthey adopt the child as
Abram’s heir.

She is aware what it has meant to Abram not to have an heir, dras they grow older together
she is concerned to give him satisfaction. What she proposeasan accordance with custom,
and it will remove her shame. It was an accepted practisbat a wife’s servant, being her slave
and not her husband’s, could bear a child for her through hehusband, and because the slave
was hers the child was hers also. If a natural son was borater many examples elsewhere
allow for him to replace the adopted son.

Thus the tablets from ancient Nuzi give an interesting neaparallel to this practise - ‘If
Gilimninu (the bride) will not bear children, Gilimni nu shall take a woman of N/Lulluland
(where the best slaves came from) as a wife for Shennim&he slave woman would improve ir
status but would remain of inferior status to the real wife (Compare 30.3, 9 - there the slave
woman bears ‘on the knees’ of her mistress. That is, hehild will be her mistress’s).

Nuzi dates later than Genesis (15th Century BC), but sifar records have been recovered
from other earlier sites such as Ur, Kish, Ebla, AlalakhMari and Boghazkoi. However
although there there was the similar practise of a barren vie arranging for a slave to bear a
child for her elsewhere, it was not necessarily always tlwase, for regularly the husband could
take his own action, or simply adopt a slave. But the way used ISarai preserved the wife’s
pride and possibly gave her greater rights.

A subsidiary wife and her child could in many cases not bgent away (compare Genesis 16:6
and 21:10,11), although there is an example where it is said thae freedom obtained by
expulsion compensates for the action.

But while these practises do confirm the authenticity ofhe background to the narratives, they
cannot be used for dating, as such customs continued unchadder hundreds of years, and
varied between groups.

16.2c-3 ‘And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. And Sarai, Alam’s wife took Hagar the
Egyptian, her handmaid, after Abram had dwelt in the land ofCanaan for ten years, and gave
her to Abram her husband to be his wife.’

Abram has shown great consideration for his wife by not acting ohis own. Probably his
confidence in Yahweh has caused him to delay action up to shpoint. He had probably hoped
for a son by Sarai. Here it is stressed that the initiativeaow comes from Sarai, and at his wifes
insistence he yields. He knows it is important for his ife to have a protector in the future, and
wants her to be satisfied in her heart.

‘Ten years’. A round number not to be taken literally. It means ‘a good number of

years’ (compare ‘ten times’ - 31.41). Probably the idea is thdhey have been in the land of
promise without a birth resulting and the ‘ten years’ indcates a sufficient and justifiable
length of time to justify secondary action in order to producean heir, descended from Abram,
as God had promised.
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The twofold stress on the fact that Hagar is an Egyptian is posdy intended to make us look
back and remember the first time that Abram pre-emptedGod, in Egypt. There too his faith
faltered.

16.4 ‘And he went in to Hagar and she conceived. And when shaw that she had conceived
her mistress was of little account in her eyes.’

The plan was successful. But Hagar was an Egyptian and not brougtp to tribal customs,
and her success made her feel superior to her barren nigess. She sees herself as now the
important wife and seizes the opportunity to take over that pason. She begins to act in a
superior way and to supplant her mistress as though her ntigss were now of little
importance. She does not accept her status as a producer aftald on Sarai’s behalf.

16.5 ‘And Sarai said to Abram, “My wrong be on you. | gave my handmaiddr you to make
love to (into your bosom) and when she saw that she had conceivedas of little account in
her eyes. Yahweh judge between you and me”.’

‘My wrong be on you.’ This is an official plea for legal protecton. Sarai now wants Abram as
head of the family tribe to remedy the situation. She dareat act on her own. She has given h
slave to her husband and her slave is now no longer just a handid. He is the one who has th
authority, and all that is done in the tribe is in his hand. He must be the one to put right the
wrong done to her.

‘Yahweh judge between you and me.” She reminds him thatehmust consider what Yahweh'’s
verdict would be. Her insistence is that she be firmlyeinstated as his principal wife with the
authority going with such a position, a position that Hagar is undemining.

16.6 ‘And Abram said to Sarai, “Look, your maid is in your hand. Dowith her whatever is
right in your eyes.” And Sarai treated her harshly and she fld from her face.’

Abram passes his judgment. Sarai is given authority to act as slsees fit. The woman is still
her maid (it may be that this is an intentional downgrading oHagar who had become more
than just a maid). Whatever she does will be seen as havingsianction. He accepts her, in
accordance with custom, as still the principal wife. Hagar pssibly did not understand that
Sarah was unique as a child of Terah, thus being of the tréd aristocracy.

Sarai then makes clear her position to the tribe, who wilhave been watching the power
struggle and waiting to see what Abram would do, by her harstreatment of the slave who ha:
tried to rise above her station and who has responded badly tehmistress’s kindness. This
also was in accordance with custom. In the code of Hammuralhé punishment for a servant
girl who bears a child by her master and seeks to take advantagéthe situation is that she be
reduced again to the status of a slave.

The harsh treatment does not necessarily involve unfair treatent, it lay in the downgrading
that necessarily followed with all that that involved. But Sarawas human and felt she had
right on her side, thus it is probable that Hagar had a very had time.

Hagar cannot accept her new lack of status or her treatment anitees in the direction of
Egypt, her homeland. In many ways she had given Sarai little chze. (One of the things that is
said to cause the earth to tremble is ‘a handmaid who is hrdb her mistress’ (Proverbs 30.23))
Her attempt to supplant her had had to be treated harshly irorder to re-establish Sarais overt
authority.

Of course her flight exacerbates her wrongdoing. She has naghit to leave the tribe and she
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has not been turned out. Had she stopped to consider earligone of this would have
happened. She must have known the customs, even though aggyptian she was unwilling tc
subscribe to them. But she had made a bid to rise aboverlstation and the consequence of
failure was inevitable.

Yet the narrative is very sympathetic to Hagar, even though accordg to every custom she we
in the wrong. In the light of the fact that the covenant itwitnesses to, and establishes, is with
her and her seed, it is clear that it was written by a sypathiser in the tribe who records it for
her at Abram’s request (the whole narrative reveals what ateong minded woman she is).

16.7 ‘And the angel of Yahweh found her by a spring of water ithe desert regions, by the
spring on the way to Shur.’

There is no suggestion that she is in difficulties, (uikle the next time when she tries the same
move under totally different circumstances (21.15-16)). As a youngealthy and determined
woman she has made her way fairly easily and is almost on the berd of Egypt and safety.
(For Shur as close to Egypt see Genesis 25.18; Exodus 15.22; 1 Sa2u€). But Yahweh has
seen her flight and is cognisant of the fact that she cargeAbram’s son. Thus He will not allow
her to flee into anonymity in Egypt, and He therefore seek®otrestore her to Abram.

‘The angel of Yahweh found her’. He had been sent on a spiec mission and ‘finds’ her where
he knows she is. The angel of Yahweh is a somewhat mysteridigsire. In some ways he is
distinguished from Yahweh, yet in others he is identifie¢ with Him. He is as it were an
extension of Yahweh when a personal physical presence is vé@d, just as the Spirit of God is
seen as an extension of Yahweh when some remarkable invisibtgivity occurs. He is
preparatory to the revelation of Jesus Christ as God’s mediator ith men.

16.8a ‘And he said, “Hagar, handmaid of Sarai, from where have you conand where are you
going?”’

It is clear that by becoming what she has Hagar has been brougWithin the covenant and thai
God will not let her go. But note that she is addressed &sandmaid of Sarai’ not wife of
Abram. God accepts the customs of the people. Such an adssdrom a stranger (angels are
not usually recognised as such immediately) alerts her to tHact that this is an unusual
visitation. Yet it also reminds her she is in the wrong. I$ ‘belongs’ to Sarai and the tribe.

‘From where have you come?’ He wants her to recognise thataslshares in an unusually
favourable circumstance, that of being within Yahweh’s covenantAnd she is deserting it.

‘Where are you going?’ He also asks her to face the question aswhat kind of a future there
is for her and her child if she continues on her way. L& in Egypt will not be easy for a solitary
woman with child. But the writer also wants us to recogniséhat she is, as it were, leaving the
presence of God.

16.8b ‘And she said, “I flee from the face of my mistress Sar”.’

Hagar must have been appalled that at this stage, when she heesarly reached safety, she has
met someone who knows her status. She does not try to avoid theestion or lie. She admits
her guilt.

16.9 ‘And the angel of Yahweh said to her,Return to your mistress and submit yourself to he
hands.”’

That is the human side. She must acknowledge her statuschdo what is right accordingly. But
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in return her future is guaranteed.

16.10 ‘And the angel of Yahweh said to her, “I will greatly multply your seed so that it will be
SO great that it cannot be numbered”.’

If she returns her future will be most satisfying. Shevill become the mother of a great
multitude, the longing in those days of every woman. We note teethat the angel of Yahweh
speaks as God.

16.11 ‘And the angel of Yahweh said to her, “Behold you are withhdd and will bear a son.
And you shall call his name Ishmael, because Yahweh has heamur affliction. And he will be
like a wild ass among men. His hand will be against every maand every man’s hand against
him. And he will dwell in the presence of all his bréhren”.’

The covenant is split into three parts, each introduced bthe phrase ‘the angel of Yahweh said
to her’. This is deliberate. Three is the number of copleteness and the covenant is thus
recognised as being totally complete in itself.

The promise of a son is what she longed for and its fulfilnm¢ would seal the covenant. The
name Ishmael means ‘God hears’. It will ever be a remindeto her that God knows her
situation and has provided for her. She is under His proteémn and He will hear her cry.

‘He will be a wild ass of a man.” See Job 39.5-8. God of coutggows that Ishmael cannot
inherit leadership of the tribe for He knows that Isaac wil be born. Thus this is a prophecy
before the event. Like his mother, Ishmael will be strogminded and unwilling to submit
willingly to others. The idea is that he will not be satifsed with his position in the tribe but will
roam the desert places, free from all restraint and controlanswerable to no one except God,
and able there to do whatever he wishes. Yet he must haventact with others and they will
view him as ‘not one of us’. The inevitable result will atimes be conflict. To others he will
appear lawless. But his brethren will always be aware thatéis there. Even when not seen he
will be ‘in their presence’, never to be overlooked, a tygial Bedouin, sweeping in and out of
their lives. He will be like his mother, a free spirit unwilling to be dominated and very
resolute.

It should be noted that this promise assumes that thereillvbe a second leaving of the tribe.
The so-called ‘doublet’ of 21.9-21 is in fact therefore simpla fulfilment of this prophecy.

16.13 ‘And she called the name of Yahweh Who spoke to her, “YoueEl Roi (‘the God Who
sees’)”, for she said, “Have | even here looked after Him Whaess me?”’

She gives God a new nhame as being her personal God, for He basn her need and has
responded. She knows that she has met the One Who seeasdiways. These words emphasise
how dramatic her experience has been. She knows she hasezignced a theophany. From no\
on she is not only within Yahweh'’s covenant with Abram, shalso has her own personal
covenant. Yet that personal covenant is within the greater covant and acknowledged by
Abram.

‘Looked after’ i.e. followed with her eyes. The suggestiorsithat she saw a partial revelation of
Yahweh other than just the appearance of the angel of Yahweh human form (compare
Judges 13.20; Exodus 33.17-23).

16.14 ‘For this reason the well was called Beer-lahai-roi (‘thevell of the Living One Who sees
me’). Consider, it is between Kadesh and Bered.’
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We do not know whether this was a new name for the site or aid name applied to a nev
situation. It is possible that the name was originally given lmause it had been a lifesaver to
someone who had arrived there in great need who gave credit tiné Living One’ for
deliverance. Alternately it could mean ‘the well of he wheees me and lives’ referring to the
well. It had no doubt been a lifesaver to many. But either ay the name is given a significance,
or a new significance, through Hagar’s experience. If the nam&as old it was taken over and
converted so that it represented Hagar’'s God.

‘Between Kadesh and Bered’ identifies its position to thse unfamiliar with it, and shows the
writer, or someone who added the description as a subseaqueuide, knew it well.

The fact that this record is favourable to Hagar and yet retainedn the covenant records of the
tribe which became lIsrael, confirms its ancient origin. it was clearly recorded and kept in the
tribe at a time when Hagar and Ishmael were an integral part othat tribe, and the probability
must be that when Hagar returned to the tribe the covenanivas immediately recorded as a
part of God’s covenant with Abram, by a sympathetic scribe setted by Abram.

God Expands His Covenant With Abram Under the Sign of Circumision and Promises
Prosperity to All his Descendants and a Son to Abram (AbrahamBorn of Sarai (Sarah)
(16.15-17.27).

Events have gone forward and with the birth of Ishmael thinghiave become more
complicated, so Yahweh now renews His covenant with Abramyibnging in Ishmael and
promising the blessing of the birth of peoples and nationfitough him as well, while at the
same time signifying that the promised line will be througha son of Sarai. This is thus an
advancement on previous covenants. But at the same time the pios of Ishmael within the
covenant situation is made clear. He will enjoy the blessings the wider covenant, but the
original more direct and personal covenant is with Isaac (vers2l).

This change in emphasis is made clear in a number of waysotB Abram and Sarai have their
names changed, a sign of a new beginning, and Yahweh speakstsShaddai’ because He is
speaking to a wider group than the original ‘chosen line’, s@king to some for whom He will
not be Yahweh, the personal covenant God.

16.15-6 ‘And Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram called the name oisison whom Hagar
bore, Ishmael. And Abram was eighty six years old when Hagar boilshmael to Abram.’

The end result of Sarai’s planning was the birth of a son tBbram. Now his steward was no
longer his direct heir for he had a son of his own. In obaence to God’s words to Hagar (verse
11) he called his son Ishmael.

This birth took place when he was 86 years old. This figureimade up of 75 (12.4) plus 10
(16.3) plus the period to Ishmael’s birth. As with all nunbers in Genesis it is not necessarily to
be taken literally. As we have seen both the 75 and the 10 maglilbe expressive of ideas
rather than intended as literal numbers. Thus the 86 couldvell be simply a composite number
resulting from these two previous numbers. Its purpose he is to bring out Ishmael’s age at
the birth of Isaac when compared with one hundred. (The arients used numbers to express
ideas rather than just for numerical purposes. It is quesonable whether they even bothered t
keep a record of age, working simply on an approximate basis. Codsir how many of the ages
given end either with 0, 5 or 7)).

17.1-2 ‘And when Abram was ninety nine years old Yahweh appeatd¢o Abram and said to
him, “I am El Shaddai (God Almighty). Walk before me and be pefect and | will make my

”

covenant between me and you and will multiply you greatly”.
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Again the number is significant. It indicates that the miacle heir will be born when Abram is
‘one hundred’, in other words at God’s perfect timing.

(Note however that Abraham can at the same time describe hsealf as ‘a hundred years
old’ (17.17 - compare 17.24). We must not tie the ancients downdor exact methods of using
numbers. They indicated a different thing by them).

‘I am El Shaddai’ - ‘God Almighty’ - the One Who is ‘competent’ to perform what He
promises. Previously God’s covenant has been with His choseeople as Yahweh. But now He
will make a covenant that includes other peoples and other hians. To them therefore He is El
Shaddai, ‘God Almighty’. Previously every covenant has been froni¥'ahweh’, and very
personal, now Yahweh reveals Himself as not just Lord of ongation but of many nations.

This has, of course, been implicit in what has been reveal to Abram previously, but now it is
made explicit. He is not only Yahweh, their personal God, WElI Shaddai, God over all. He
will not only govern the destiny of the chosen nation but of o#fr related nations too to whom
He will not be known as Yahweh. This will include the dscendants of Ishmael, and also later
of the Edomites and the sons of Keturah (25.1 on). And to rayifthis covenant an outward sign
that can be seen by all nations is introduced, circumcisioon the eighth day.

‘Walk before me and be perfect ---’. Enoch and Noah walkedith God (5.22; 6.9). Those were
days when the presence of God was more intimately known thamow. Now Abram can only
walk before God as God watches over him. Being ‘perfect’ eans walking within the covenant
stipulations, fulfilling all God’s requirements, being a fithful liegeman (compare
Deuteronomy 18.13).

‘I will make my covenant with you ---". Abram is already a man ofthe covenant. But the birth
of Ishmael indicates the necessity for a wider and broadeogenant. Abram has failed in faith
and pre-empted God. Now God calls him back to obedience and willtablish a wider covenan
which will include Ishmael and his promised seed. Ofaurse, while Ishmael is with the family
tribe Yahweh watches over him. But once he leaves he wethme under the provenance of God
as El, -- El Roi (16.13), El Shaddai.

Here the impression given is that it is Abrams obedience that will result in the blessing. But v
must not forget that the blessing has already been guaranteediesponse to Abram’s faith
(15.6). Thus we have the perfect example of the fact that Gedcovenant is made with us as a
gift of grace in response to faith, but that as a result obeéice is expected through which the
blessing will be received. Genuine faith will always prodee obedience (‘works’).

As in chapter 15 Abram is the passive receiver of the covenart is Yahweh, El Shaddai, Who
determines its content and promises. It is the Great Kig Who speaks to His liegeman. And yet
Abram is more than a liegeman, he is the chosen of Yahweh.

17.3-4 ‘And Abram fell on his face, and God talked with hinsaying, “As for me, behold my
covenant is with you and you will be the father of a multitudeof nations”.’

The presence of Yahweh is so real and awe-inspiring that Adom ‘falls on his face’ as before a
great king (compare 17.22 - which demonstrates that this is am@ne theophany). The title
‘God’ is used because Yahweh is here representing Hintsas ‘God Almighty’ (El Shaddai). Sc
throughout this passage He is spoken of as ‘God’, that is ‘Bhaddar’ for it reaches beyond
those who worship Him as Yahweh.

17.5 “Neither shall your name any more be called Abram, but your ame shall be Abraham,
for | have made you the father of a multitude of nations.”
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The change of name indicates a new beginning. Now the thougstof more than one nation
The name ‘Abram’ is found in many contemporary ancient textspften in the form ‘Abi-ram’ -
‘my father is Ram - the exalted One’, it may also mean ‘my fatér is exalted’. The name ‘Ab-
raham’ is also similarly found and may mean ‘father of a multituce’ but there is a typical play
on words rather than the name necessarily meaning that. Thuke name change, although
being an alternative form rather than a new name, (it is likechanging Steve to Stephen),
indicates the extending of the promises to Abram.

17.6 “And | will make you exceeding fruitful, and | will make nations of you and kings shall
come from you.”

Now it is more than one nation that will come out of Abram andhis seed, and the added
promise is made of ‘kings’, rulers of peoples, re-emphasigy the extension of the promise to
many peoples so that there will be many tribes. It is to ras the point to see this as directly a
prophecy of the Davidic kingship, although later readers wouldead it so. This is not as
specific as that. It is the natural result of a man in Abam’s position producing many tribes
and peoples necessitating many rulers. Not one nation but mamfnd his descendants will rule
over them. This reaches its final culmination when all natins are Abraham’s seed in Christ
the king and all the nations of the world are blessed (12.3).

17.7 “And | will establish my covenant between me and you and yoweed after you
throughout their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be @od to you and to your seed
after you.”

Here God makes explicit what has previously been implicithat the covenant is with, and
includes, all generations of his seed to come. It is a coveh#mat will never cease. God will
never cease to be their God. The covenant is permanent arelérlasting’.

‘Me and you and your seed after you --'. The latter is repeatkthree times to confirm the
completeness of the covenant. His descendants are now sfeally brought in to the covenant.
But there is still a stress on Abraham’s favoured positionHis descendants are blessed because
of him. His seed includes all his seed, the nations thatll spring from him.

17.8 “And | will give to you, and to your seed after you, the land ofour sojournings, all the
land of Canaan, and | will be their God.”

At present they are dwellers in the land, but much offte land is owned by others. They are
sojourners, they merely have ‘temporary residence rights’. Buone day his descendants will
own and possess the land in the name of Almighty God Who can ddatever He will. There
may be a hint here that Abraham has been becoming concernedali the fact that his
reception of the land has seemed to be delayed. This s8es that God has not overlooked him.

And He will be God to them. His sovereign power will be>erted on their behalf and He will
rule over them receiving their homage and worship. It is iteresting that in Exodus 3-6 the
reverse situation applies. Here, as Yahweh, He is revealikimself in the name ‘El Shaddai’as
the God Who is over all because His new covenant includes tleasutside the original covenant
who will not be part of that covenant until all nations are blessed in Abram. In Exodus He
Who is their God (El Shaddai), as they dwell outside the lah Who will also reveal Himself as
the God of the covenant, as Yahweh, as ‘the One Who is theratting in history in the actual
fulfilling of the promises by possession of the land.

17.9-11 ‘And God said to Abraham, “And as for you, you will keep mgovenant, you and your

seed after you throughout their generations. This is my covenatiat you shall keep between
me and you and your seed after you, every male among you shall becamcised. And you
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shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskin, and will be a token of a covenant betwee

me and you”.

In chapter 15 a sign was given to Abram in the form of a covenanecemony where the blood
of animals was shed to seal the covenant. Here that is repldday the shedding of blood in
person in each one who would enter the covenant. By being speeally circumcised with a
view to membership in the covenant community they showed thigesponse to God’s covenant
with His people and their commitment to the God of the coveant.

We note here that the respective positions are made cleat.i$ God Who ‘establishes’ the
covenant (verse 7). It is Abraham who ‘keeps’ it (verses 9-1@ircumcision is not the making
of a covenant but the response to a covenant already establishgd®od.

The rite, which was restricted to males, was to be carrieout on the eighth day after birth
(verse 12) although any male who was uncircumcised and who wishi® join the covenant
community at any age was also required to be circumcised whethslave or free (verses 123).

We have unintentional confirmation of how ancient this ceremonys in Joshua 3.5 where we
are told that Joshua used flint knives for the performance othe rite at a time when the use of
metal was well known. It is clear from that that the ceremony was seen as so sacred that the
original methods had to be followed. Moses’ failure to circumse his son led to almost fatal
illness until the situation was remedied (Exodus 4.246). Again a flint was used. At the Exodu
it is stipulated that the Feast of the Passover could only leelebrated by circumcised males
(Exodus 12.44, 48).

Circumcision was an ancient institution not limited to thefamily tribe of Abraham and was
practised in Egypt in the Old Kingdom period. But there t was carried out during boyhood
rather than at infancy. A sixth dynasty Egyptian tomb relief depcts a boy being circumcised
and two prisoners of a Canaanite king depicted on a 12th centuBC Megiddo ivory were also
circumcised. But it is clear that in Abraham’s family tribe general circumcision was not
practised up to this point, and it was not generally practisg in Mesopotamia from where
Abraham came. Modern medicine has shown the value of circunston in protecting the health
of those who live in semi-desert conditions as it helps poevent foreign bodies becoming
trapped under the foreskin.

Later the peoples round Israel are also seen to be in theam circumcised for the Philistines
are disparagingly marked down as ‘the uncircumcised Philisties’ (Judges 14.3; 15.18),
because their state was considered unusual and despisddw far this arose from connection
with the covenant with Abraham (and later Moses) and how farrbm Egyptian and other
influence we do not know. It is to be noted that the inhatants of Shechem were recognised as
being uncircumcised at the time of Jacob (Genesis 34). Thug have here an example, as later
with the sacrificial system, of a more general practise whircis taken over and given specific
meaning.

Circumcision would also become the symbol of the need for aipfied heart - see Deuteronom
10.16; 30.6; Jeremiah 9.25-26. Just as ritual circumcision was the owtxd sign of entry into
the covenant, so ‘spiritual circumcision’ signified a genuia commitment of the heart to God’s
covenant and obedience to His commands. Without the latter tHermer was meaningless.
Moses spoke of himself as having ‘uncircumcised lips’ (Exodw6.12, 30). This is probably
metaphorical and demonstrates early usage of such an idea. It mayean that Pharaoh would
see him as inferior, or be a reference to his lack of altiji as an orator. It is signifying that he is
not fit to do the task required.

17.12-14 “And he who is eight days old will be circumcised amgryou, every male throughout
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your generations, he who is born in the house or bought withealth from any stranger, who is
not of your seed. He who is born in your house and he who isdght with your wealth must
necessarily be circumcised, and my covenant will be in yotlesh for an everlasting covenant.
And the uncircumcised male who is not circumcised inhte flesh of his foreskin, that soul shall
be cut off from his people. He has broken my covenant.”

To share in the benefits of Gods covenant circumcision is now required. It becomes thgmbol
of response to and commitment to the covenant. It applies tol@both slave and free. This is
confirmation that even the lowest of the low in the family tibe were seen as within God’s
covenant and therefore as His people. Refusal would mean exconmmication or worse, but this
is an emphasis on the totality of the requirement rather tAn being given as a practical
alternative. It is not really facing people with a choice. Thene who refused would be revealin
himself as deliberately blaspheming God, but there is alwayhe possibility of those who will
take an extreme position. Compare the seriousness with whidMoses’ lapse was treated
(Exodus 4.24-26).

We note again here how the covenant community was made up of nata&s from many
nations.

17.15 ‘And God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you will notcall her name Sarai,
but her name shall be Sarah (princess).”

The new name again stresses a new beginning in a new sitoatiSarah is to share in
Abraham’s honour and her position as the producer of the choseline is emphasised. She is
given a new dignity and brought directly into the covenant, redeing a personal blessing.
(Sarai is probably simply an older form of Sarah. It is the chage of name and not the change
of meaning that is significant).

17.16 “And | will bless her and give you a son from her. YesWill bless her and she shall be a
mother (princess?) of nations, kings of peoples shall be oéh”

God declares that Sarah is to have a natural son in spite of hage, and that she too will have
nations and kings who will look back to her as their source. fere is no word for ‘mother’ in
the original, it has to be read in. On the basis of the nanehange and the context it may be
that ‘princess’ is the idea to be read in. Not just a motér but a mother-princess. The promise
is of course an extension of the promise to Abraham.

17.17 ‘Then Abraham fell on his face, and laughed, and said inshheart, “Shall a child be borr
to him who is a hundred years old, and shall Sarah who is niteyears old produce a child?”
And Abraham said to God, “Oh that Ishmael might live before you™

The writer makes clear that Abraham'’s faith falters. He isclearly possessed with a mixture of
emotions. At the words he expressly renews his attitude obedient submission, he ‘falls on his
face’ (compare verse 3). But he laughs. The laughter may wék in his heart as are the words.
The context shows that it means he is incredulous (compat&.12). Whoever heard of such a
thing?

(This was Abraham’s view. It is of course possible for a hudred year old vigorous man to
beget a child. Who can say what was possible with a healthy bharren 90 year old woman
who was still vigorous and would live to 127, at a time when longeyitvas more the norm so
that the ageing process was clearly slower? But we are told thia¢r periods have ceased -
18.11. Whether this was to be a specific miracle or just amusual scientific phenomena we ar
not told).
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‘Oh that Ishmael might live before yot”. We cannot avoid the suggestion here that Abrahat
actually sees God as mistaken. Abraham himself has understaataly lost hope. He does not
want to have to wait any longer. He tells God that he is willigp to accept Ishmael as the
fulfilment of God’s promise. How often we accept second bebecause the best seems
impossible.

‘And God said, “No. Sarah your wife will bear a son, and you wilkcall his name Isaac (which
means ‘laughter’). And | will establish my covenant with hm for an everlasting covenant for
his seed after him. And as for Ishmael, | have heard you. Beld | have blessed him and will
make him fruitful, and will multiply him greatly. Twelve p rinces will he beget and | will make
him a great nation. But my covenant will | establish with Isaaavhom Sarah will bear to you at
this set time in the next year”.’

God understands Abraham’s doubts and confirms exactly what Heas promised. Sarah will
genuinely have a child of her own. The name ‘laughter’ unquéisnably has in mind the fact
that Abraham laughed in his heart, but it also has in mind e joy that the child will bring, not
only to Abraham and Sarah but to the world. His sceptical laugher will be turned into so greai
a joyous laughter, that in the end the first laughter is fogotten.

So the name Isaac signifies ‘do not doubt my promises’ butalso means ‘from him blessings
will abound'.

It is now made clear that the basic covenant for the chosemé¢ is with Isaac. But this will
withhold nothing from Ishmael. He too is part of the widercovenant and will produce a nation
and be the father of rulers. Indeed he will parallel IsaacTwelve rulers will descend from him.
(Twelve was another number that contained within it thedea of tribal completeness. As we
shall see later twelve was looked on as the ideal tribal codferation). Yet the use of

‘prince’ (nasi) rather than ‘king’ (melek) may hint at a slightly less exalted level of blessing,
although alternately it may more reflect Ishmael’'s prophesiedype of lifestyle (16.12).
Bedouins did not have ‘kings’. And it is only through Isaac tlat ‘all the nations of the world
will be blessed’ (12.3).

God now commits Himself as to time. Abraham does not have long wait. Isaac will be born
in a year’s time. This time note tallies with 17.1 demonstratg that this section is a genuine
part of this whole covenant narrative and not a later insertion.

17.22 ‘And he left off talking with him, and God went up fran Abraham.’

The order in the second phrase suggests that the first pise means it was God Who left off
talking with Abraham. The covenant was complete. Its various ramfications had been
explained. Now the theophany ceases.

‘God went up ---’. Compare 35.13; Judges 13.20. This indicatesdlend of a theophany. God
departs, but not to another place. He leaves this world for id own abode, away from this

world. His activity in this world is over for the present.It reminds us that Abraham received
more than messages in his heart. He experienced the visipawe-inspiring presence of God.

17.23 *‘And Abraham took Ishmael his son, and all who were born ihis house, and all who
were bought with his wealth, every male among the men of Abram’s house, and circumcised
the flesh of their foreskin on the selfsame day as God hadid to him.’

Abraham obeyed immediately. No doubt he gathered the men togethand explained the

wonderful theophany he had experienced and described thertns of the covenant, and then
the ceremony would take place as a dedication to the God of thevenant. But what matters is
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that the demands were fulfilled. Then the covenant wasup into writing and the following final
verses are the confirmation of the fulfilment of the demansl of the covenant.

17.24-27 ‘And Abraham was ninety nine years old when he was ainmcised in the flesh of his
foreskin, and Ishmael his son was thirteen years old wherelwas circumcised in the flesh of h
foreskin. In the selfsame day was Abraham circumcised angthmael his son, and all the men
of his house, those born in the house and those bought witlealth from the stranger, were
circumcised with him.’

Ishmael is mentioned separately as one named in the covenadis age shows that he is at the
beginning of manhood and thus old enough to participate in a covenameaningfully. So ends
another covenant record. But this time a covenant including lemael and offered to a number
of nations. It is significant that the circumcision of thefinal one of the trio, Isaac, is also

recorded. It is found in 21.4, the only other mention in Gessis of an individua’s circumcision.
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