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CHAPTER 4 

THE INTERTEXTUAL RELATEDNESS OF THE ABRAHAM NARRATIVE 

 

4.1. Introduction: Methodological Considerations 

The present work has been proceeding in favour of a hermeneutical hypothesis that the 

Abraham narrative is a single literary unit of the Pentateuch, which composed of the 

smaller and larger compositions (i.e., narratives, poetries, and law codes) according to 

the compositional strategy of the author/the final composer. The compositions are not 

simply the arrangement of sources, but are strategically composed in such a way that 

one can discern relationships among its parts. That strategy is the key to the theology 

of the Pentateuch. They, thus, reflect the theological characteristics and the direction, 

goal, and tendency of the author/the final composer of the whole work. As such, they 

are also a clear indication of the author’s hermeneutic. In the interweaving of these 

literary components into a whole, a discernible strategy can be traced throughout the 

entire work. 

In the compositional strategy of the Pentateuch, the Abraham narrative not merely has 

been effectively shaped, but has been intentionally structured to uncover an inherent 

relationship between the past and the future in lying behind the final shape of the 

Pentateuch. To say it another way, the narrative is a part of a larger typological scheme 

of the Pentateuch intending to show that future events are foreshadowed and 

anticipated in the past events (Cassuto 1992:309-344; cf. Samilhamer 1992:35-44).355 

                                                   

355 As stated already in the section of ‘the composition criticism’ in the chapter 1 (see, pp. 20-32, esp. n. 
50 and 59), it has called this feature “narrative typology.” 
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In this respect, one finds intertextual relationships between the texts in the Abraham 

narrative and the texts in the remainder of the Pentateuch, focusing on how the 

meaning of the earlier texts has remained the same. That is to say, the latter texts may 

be viewed as an explication or elaboration of the former texts, which become an 

assumed part of that of the latter texts.356 Thus, it hardly seems likely that so many 

verbal and thematic parallels between the Abraham narrative and the remainder of the 

Pentateuch could be a mere coincidence. In this chapter, these textual correlations are 

more than mere happenstance will be investigated at the level of theme, structure and 

meaning. Given the extent of the Pentateuch and the complexity of the Abraham 

narrative, however, it would be an almost impossible task to examine in detail all the 

relevant texts. To keep the investigation within manageable boundaries, some selection 

is essential. 

 

4.2. Thematic Links 

Since we have recognized the essential homogeneity of Genesis and the remaining 

books of the Pentateuch, we must consider the unifying theme of the work. As Clines 

1997) stated, the theme is not-yet realized promised of blessing for the patriarchs. The 

promissory blessing to Abraham in Gen 12:1-3 expresses the thematic material of the 

Pentateuch: 1) promise of descendants, and 2) promise of land. This blessing is 

repeated in varied forms for Abraham (Gen 15:4-5, 9-21; 17:4-7,19-20; 18:18; 22:17), 

                                                   

356 As stated earlier, texts do not exist in isolation but are always in relation with one another (cf. Carroll, 
Intertextuality and the Book of Jeremiah, 57). Texts echo and allude to each other. Similarities and 
difference between texts both invite ‘conversation’ between them and allow ‘each text to be affected by 
other’ (D. N. Fewell, “Introduction: Writing, Reading and Relating,” in Reading Between Texts: 
Intertextuality and the Hebrew Bible [Louisville: Westminster & John Knox Press, 1992], 13). 
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Isaac (Gen 26:3-4), and Jacob (Gen 28:13-14; 32:29). This thematic linkage between 

the Abraham narrative and the remaining of the Pentateuch binds the whole in terms of 

the not-yet realized blessings of the patriarch. 

 

4.2.1. The Seed 

The theme concerning the promise of the son is found in the Pentateuch (Gen 12:1-3; 

13:16; 15:2-4,5; 16:10,11; 17:2,5,6,15-16,19-21; 18:1-10,14,16,18; [21:3]; 26:2-5,24-

25; 28:3,14; 32:12[Heb. 13]; 35:11; 46:3; [47:27]; 48:4,16,19; [Exod 1]; 32:10; Num 

14:12, Deut 1:10,11; 6:3; 13:17 [Heb 18]’ 15:6). In the patriarchal narratives (Gen 12-

50), the promise is confined to the Abraham narrative, where it dominates the accounts. 

This theme occurs in a variety of forms. It is not found alone but together with the 

promise of a son (Genesis 18) of land and blessing, of assistance and blessing. In 

particular, in Genesis 18, it is the central feature of the story, a promise made to a 

childless person in order to solve the problem the patriarch faced. In the announcement 

of pregnancy and of a birth, Gen 15:1-6 is closely connected with the promise of 

posterity in Gen 17:15:21, where the covenant promise states that Isaac will be 

preferred above Ishmael. The birth of a son is recounted in Gen 21:1-3, a short time 

after it had been promised (Westermann 1976:690-693). In it, the patriarchal narratives 

features the promise of descendants, and although the tension of a son born to Sarah is 

resolved, Genesis closes with a mere “seventy” persons descended through Jacob. 

Joseph’s final words announce the return of Jacob’s seed (Gen 50:24; cf. Exod 6:3-8). 

The prologue of Exodus (1:1-7) back-references the ending of Genesis by recalling 

Joseph’s death (Gen 50:26) again and describing the circumstances of Jacob’s 
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offspring in Egypt. It does so by including a genealogical listing of the sons of Jacob 

who migrated to Egypt, the favorite structural device of the Genesis composer. It is 

significant that the cessation of one generation, namely, Joseph’s generation, and the 

inauguration of a new is at the juncture of Genesis and Exodus, for this is a thematic 

interest in Exodus-Deuteronomy, which portrays the succession of Moses’ generation 

by Joshua’s new wilderness generation. 

In the meantime, the comparison of the number of Abraham’s seed to that of the stars 

of the heavens occurs several times in the Pentateuch: twice the promise was reiterated 

to Isaac (Gen 22:17; 26:4), and then again by Moses at a crucial moment when God 

was on the verge of destroying the whole nation (Exod. 32:13). Deut 1:10 alludes to 

this promise in reference to the great multitude that came out of Egypt, but as Deut 

28:62 makes clear, the promise remained to be fulfilled in a future generation. It is 

possible that the image of the “star” which is to arise out of the house of Jacob in Num 

24:17 owes part of its sense to this particular feature of the promise to the fathers.357  

 

4.2.2. The Land 

In Genesis God promised a land to the ancestors of Israel (Gen 12:7; 13:14-15,17; 

15:7-2117:8; 24:7; 26:3-5; 28:4,13-14; 35:12; 48:4; 50:24), a theme picked up in the 

Pentateuch that follow (Exod. 6:4,7-8; 13:5,11; 32:13; 33:1;Lev 26:42; Num 10:29; 

11:12; 14:16,23; 32:11), especially Deuteronomy (Deut 1:8,35; 4:31; 6:10,18,23; 7:8; 

                                                   

357 In it, the narrative of Numbers also recounts the transition in the descendants of the promise, closing 
out the old generation, now dead and buried, save Moses himself, as the Lord had said at Kadesh (e.g., 
Num 14:29-35). Cf. D. T. Olson, The Death of the Old and the Birth of the New: The Framework of the 
Book of Numbers and the Pentateuch, BJS 71 (Chico: Scholars Press, 1985), 186-91. 
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8:1,18; 9:5,27; 10:11; 11:8-9,18-21; 26:3,15; 28:11; 31:7,20; 29:13; 30:20; 34:4). The 

Abraham narrative begins with a divine promise of the gift of land. At first, this 

promise is articulated in rather vague terms as the patriarch sets out from his homeland 

(Gen 12:1-3), but it is later made more specific (Gen 12:7), and is repeatedly affirmed, 

with varying formulations, both to Abraham himself (Gen 13:14-17; 15:18-21; 17:8) 

and to his descendants (Gen 26:3f.; 28:13-15; 35:11f.). The promise of land, although 

sometimes appearing in isolation, is frequently interlaced with other promises, which 

have been variously analyzed and categorized, namely, the promise of a 

son/descendants/progeny (Gen 13:16; 15:1-6; 16:10-12; 26:4), the promise of God’s 

presence/blessing (Gen 26:24; 28:13-15), and the promise of a new relationship with 

God (Gen 17:4-8).358 Of all the promises, however, it was the promise of land that was 

to prove the most important and decisive for Israel, for this promise was reiterated and 

reinterpreted from one generation to the next in such a way that it became a living 

power and a seminal force in the life of the people.359 

As can be seen from Gen 15:7-21 and 13:14-17, the emphasis lies on the promise made 

to Abraham. The story in Gen 15:7-21 concerns only the promise of the land. The 

passage depicted God alone moving between the halves of the sacrificial animals after 

                                                   

358 The distinction between the promise of a son and the promise of many descendants is emphasized by 
Westermann, Promise to the Fathers, 11ff., and the promise of a new relationship with God as an 
independent category is advocated by von Rad. See, G. von Rad, “The Promised Land and Yahweh’s 
Land in the Hexateuch,” in From Genesis to Chronicles: Explorations in Old Testament Theology, ed. K. 
C. Hanson (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005), 59-60. 
359 From the viewpoint of the Pentateuch faith, the promise was significant for two reasons: 1) it 
emphasized the fact that the people did not dwell in a land to which the changes and chances of history 
just happen to have brought them, but in a land which had been destined for them by Yahweh before 
Israel even became a nation. Israel’s occupation of Canaan was therefore not to be regarded as an 
historical coincidence, but as part of God’s purposive action in history; and 2) the promise served to 
remind Israel that it was not native to the land of Canaan, but had been granted it by the will of God. 
Thus, the land that was to become Israel’s possession was not one, which Abraham had inherited by 
natural right from his ancestors, but one, which had been freely granted as Yahweh’s gracious gift. See, 
W. Zimmerli, “Land and Possession,” 67-79. 
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sunsets as “a smoking furnace and a flaming torch” (v. 17). Thus, God obligated 

himself and only himself to fulfill the terms of this oath. Abraham was not asked or 

required likewise to obligate himself. The total burden for the delivery of the gift of the 

land fell on the divine provider but not on the devotion of the patriarch. As if to 

underscore the permanence of this arrangement, Gen 17:7,13,19 stress that this was to 

be a ~l'_A[ tyrIåb. (“an everlasting covenant”).360 The promise is probably the basis for 

an accepted formula for the legal transfer of land (cf. Gen 48:22). Such an adaptation is 

suggested by Gen 13:14-17. In the formula “to your descendants I will give this land,” 

Abraham received a promise that would be fulfilled only for his descendants, and so 

this presupposes a period later than those of the patriarchs. This promise probably was 

formulated when possession of the land was a life-and-death matter for the tribes that 

settled in Canaan. At the end of the patriarchal stories (Gen 50:24), it is stated that the 

promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob refers to the gift of the land of Canaan to the 

Israelites who leave Egypt. Here, the promise functions to tie the history of Israel to 

the patriarchal narratives (esp. the Abraham cycle). 

Numbers’ attention is given to the land promise as preparations are underway for 

departure to Canaan (Num 1:1-10:11). Although the book opens in Israel’s second year, 

it closes thirty-eight years later, and the people have progressed only as far as the banks 

of the Jordan (Num 1:1; 10:11). Their efforts to obtain the land were thwarted by 

unbelief (Numbers 13-14), and the remainder of the account tells of Israel’s vagabond 

existence in the desert. Nevertheless, the land remained its hope and goal (Numbers 

20); a foretaste of their inheritance is enjoyed by the dispossession of Amorite kings in 

                                                   

360 W. C. Kaiser, “The Promised Land: A Biblical-Historical View” BSac 138 (1981): 302-11. 
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Trnasjordan (Numbers 22-24). After overcoming additional setbacks, the Israelites 

finally arrive on the plains of Moab (Num 33:48), anticipating the realization of the 

promises, and there they remain. 

There is no doubt that one of Deuteronomy’s central concerns is the land (cf. Mayes 

1979:79-81). This theme is basic to the book and permeates all parts and levels of it. In 

the book, the promise of the land is formulated as an oath and has the function of 

legitimizing the occupation of the land by the tribes (cf. Westermann 1976:690-693). 

The final work of this book continues the emphasis on the land element of the promise: 

“In the land the Lord your God is giving you to possess as your inheritance, he will 

richly bless you” (Deut 15:4; also 3:2, 18, 20; 4:1; 12:1). It is described a a land 

“flowing with milk and honey” which was promised to the “father” (Deut 6:3; 11:9; 

26:5, 15; 27:3). The last words of Moses reiterate the promise: “This is the land I 

promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob when I said, ‘I will give it to your 

descendants’” (Deut 34:4). In addition, Lev 25:23 (cf. Exod 19:5; Lev 20:22-24; Num 

36:7), in a context dealing with the Year of Jubilee, declares that the owner of the land 

is none other than the Lord. Indeed the God of Israel is the giver of whatever the land 

yields (Deut 6:10-11). Thus, one of the central theological affirmations about the land 

is that it is the gift of God to Israel (Deut 1:8; 4:31; 11:9, 21; 26:3, 15; cf. Exod 6:4, 8). 

Eighteen times the book of Deuteronomy (1:8, 35; 6:10, 18, 23; 7:13; 8:1; 9:5; 10:11; 

11:9, 21; 19:8; 26:3, 15; 28:11; 30:20; 31:7; 34:4) refers to the promise of the land 

made with the patriarchs, and all but three of these eighteen references emphasize the 

fact that God likewise “gave” it to them.361 In fact, it was in view of “going into and 

                                                   

361 See, D. Miller, Jr., Patrick, “The Gift of God: The Deuteronomic Theology of the Land,” Int 23 
(1969): 454. 
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possessing this land” that Israelites’ exodus from Egypt and journey through the 

wilderness took place (Deut 1:7-8; 6:23; 26:3, 5-10).362 This land was “a good land” 

(Deut 1:25,35; 3:23; 4:21-22; 6:18; 8:7,10; 9:6; 11:17), for it was filled with brooks, 

springs, wheat, barley, grapes, vines, figs, pomegranates, olives, honey, iron, and 

copper. Yet what God gave he then termed Israel’s hl'(x]n: (“inheritance”). It was “the 

good land which the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance” (Deut 4:21; cf. 

4:38; 12:9; 15:4; 19:10; 20:16; 21:23; 24:4; 25:19; 26:1). Whereas the land had been 

granted to the patriarchs by virtue of the divine word and oath, it was still theirs in 

theory and not in actuality. For over half a millennium it was only the land of their 

sojourning; they did not as yet possess it. The under Joshua’s conquest the ancient 

promise was to be made a reality. 

Since the land was a “gift,” as Deuteronomy affirmed in some twenty-five references 

(Deut 1:20,25; 2:29; 3:20; 4:40; 5:16),363 Israel had but to “possess” (vry) it (Deut 

3:18, 5:31; 12:1; 15:4; 19:2,14; 25:19). This does not mean that the idea of taking the 

land by force or conquest was contradictory to the idea of its bestowal as a gift. As 

Miller (1969:455) correctly reconciled the situation, God’s overthrow of the enemy 

would be the way in which God would finally allow Israel to take possession of the 

land. The two notions come together in the expression, “The land which Yahweh gives 

                                                   

362 von Rad, Problem of the Hexateuch, 1-78, has argued for a “historical credo” in Deut 26:5-10 from 
which the Hexateuch grew. 
363 The concept of the land as a gift is developed in Deuteronomy. Here, the land is described as a place 
filled in abundance with all the necessary provisions of life (Deut 8:7-10), which is compared with the 
land of Egypt, to which it is far superior (Deut 11:10-12). Its fertility is expressed by the recurring 
formula ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’ (Deut 6:3; 11:9; 26:9, 15; 27:3; 31:20). According to 
Deuteronomy, this land was the supreme gift, which Yahweh was to bestow upon Israelites, and it was a 
gift, which patently transcended all human expectation. Further, Deuteronomy emphasis that the land 
was a gift, which was imparted to all the people of Israel, which is the inheritance of them as a whole (cf. 
P. Diepold, Israels Land BWANT 95 [Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1972], 79f.; J. G. McConville, Law and 
Theology in Deuteronomy [Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1984]). 
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you to posses.” Thus, corresponding to the notion of the land as divine gift, there was a 

human dimension, which was to manifest itself in Israel’s response. Yahweh’s gift to 

Israel implied a requirement on his part, and throughout Deuteronomy there is a 

continued demand for Israel’s obedience, and an emphasis on the obligations, which 

the people owed to God. 

Meanwhile, it has frequently been observed by commentators concerning precise 

nature of the relation between the law and the land in Deuteronomy. In the laws 

(Deuteronomy 12-26) the theme is often expressed as the basis for the laws and 

institutions. The whole of the law code is viewed as a “constitution” given through 

Moses in anticipation to the people’s inhering the land. The law was viewed both as the 

norm of Israel’s life in the land and as the primary condition of its occupation. This 

view of the nature of the law, however, inevitably resulted in a certain tension between 

the concept of gift and that of commandment, for it is implied that without obedience 

to the law, there could be no land-gift, and consequently the gift itself appears to be 

made conditional.364 The commandments were given prior to Israel’s entry into the 

promised land, but their observance became meaningful only after the conquest and 

settlement. Here again, therefore, the indicative is made the basis for the imperative, 

and observance of the law is presented as their thankful response to the privileges 

granted to them by Yahweh. Once viewed in this light, Deuteronomy can be absolved 

from the charge of legalism, for its covenant theology ‘prevents the indicative from 

being reduced to cheap grace, and prevents the imperative from degenerating into 

works of righteousness’ (Diepold: 1972:100). Israel cannot earn its salvation by 

                                                   

364 L. Perlitt, “Motive und Schichten der Landtheologie im Deuteronomium,” in Das Land Israel in 
biblishcer Zeit (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Rupprecht, 1983), 46-58. 
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obedience to the law; yet, it is only when Israel hears and obeys God’s commands that 

it can fully realize its existence as the chosen people in the promised land. 

 

4.3. Textual Links 

As a literary unit, the Abraham narrative is not isolated, but forms a part of a greater 

narrative whole. Links to the following accounts in Genesis and the rest of the 

Pentateuch are particularly noticeable at the level of words and sentences. In this 

section, these connecting elements will be presented. 

 

4.3.1. The Divine Promise (Gen 12:1-9// Gen 49:8-21// Numbers 24) 

The divine promise made to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3) is a central not merely to the 

Abraham narrative but to the whole Pentateuch. Nevertheless, more important here is 

the question of the role the pericope plays in the overall purpose of the Pentateuch. 

When viewed in the light of their parallels with other parts of the books, the passage 

plays a strategic role in the overall message of the Pentateuch. Its placement in the 

books is part of the writer’s plan to develop a central theological thesis. 

In Gen 1:28, the author/the final composer reveals that at the center of God’s purpose 

in creating human beings was his desire to bless them. Even after they were cast away 

from God’s protective care in the garden caused by their act of disobedience, God 

promised that he would provide a means for restoring the blessing: a future “seed” 

would one day come and crush the head of the serpent (Gen 3:15). Gen 3:15 shows 

plainly that God’s original intention for the humanity was blessing and that his 
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continual concern for them remains the same. When God chose Abraham as the 

channel of the promised “seed” (Gen 12:1-3), his express purpose was to bless 

Abraham and all the nations of the earth through this “seed.” In this respect, the 

author/the final composer has figured Abraham and his descendants, like Noah, as a 

new beginning in God’s plan of blessing as well as a return to God’s original plan of 

blessing all humankind (Gen 1:28). This idea is developed in a number of other ways 

as well in Genesis in the light of the frequent reiteration of God’s blessing in Gen 1:28 

(cf. Gen 9:1) throughout the narratives of Abraham and his descendants (e.g., Gen 

12:1-3; 13:15-16; 15:5, 18; 17:6-8; 22:17-18; 25:11; 26:2-4; 27:27-29; 49:28).365 Like 

his original intent for Adam in the beginning, God’s intent for Abraham was that he 

would become a great nation and enjoy God’s good land. In this sense, Abraham is 

represented here as a new Adam and the ‘seed of Abraham’ as s second Adam, a new 

humanity. 

At the close of the book of Genesis, the author/the final composer gives the reader a 

glimpse of the future seed of Abraham. That is to say, when Abraham’s seed was on 

the verge of entering into Egyptian bondage, God furthered his promise by giving a 

prophecy to the patriarch Jacob. The prophecy was about one of his sons, Judah (Gen 

49:8-12). Through the family of Judah, one would come who would be a king and 

                                                   

365 Genesis shows that God has a blessing for all living creatures as a creation ordinance (Gen 1:22, 28; 
cf. Gen 5:2; 9:1) but the “blessing” for the nations will be realized only by those who bless Abraham and 
his seed (Gen 12:1-3). A “blessing” presupposes a relationship between God and the persons blessed. 
Especially, in the patriarchal narratives, God’s blessing means proliferation and success (e.g., Gen 12:2-
3; 17:16; 22:17; 26:24; 39:5; 48:3-4). See, J. Scharbert, “%rB brk; hk'r'B. berākhāh,” in TDOT 2.279-308, 
esp. 284, 289, 294. Cf. also, e.g., Exod 20:24; Deut 1:11; 7:13; Ruth 2:4, 1 Chr 4:10; Isa 51:2; Pss 67:1, 
6 [2,7]; 115:12-15. %rB occurs in Genesis 8x in qal, 3x in niphal, 59x in piel; the noun hk'r'B. occurs 
16x, giving 88 occurrences of the root in Genesis, more than any other biblical book…. See C. W. 
Mitchell, The Meaning BRK “To Bless” in the Old Testament, SBLDS 95 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1987), Table 1, 184. 
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restore God’s blessing to Israel and all the nations. This one “seed” who is to come, to 

whom the right of kingship belongs, will be the “lion of the tribe of Judah” and “to him 

will be the obedience of the nations” (Gen 49:10). The importance which the author 

attaches to the connection of the fulfillment of the “blessing” and coming of this one 

from the tribe of Judah can be seen in the narrative framework given to the prophet 

poem of Jacob in Genesis 49. At the conclusion of Jacob’s words, the author/the final 

composer has repeated three times that his words are to be understood as a renewal of 

the theme of the blessing (Gen 49:28): 

 ‘~h,ybia] ~h,Ûl' rB,’DI-rv,a] tazOw>û rf"+[' ~ynEåv. laeÞr'f.yI yjeîb.vi hL,ae²-lK' 

~t'(ao %r:ïBe Atßk'r>biK. rv<ïa] vyai² ~t'êAa %r,b'äy>w : 
 

Having eliminated the older brothers as rightful heirs of the blessing, Jacob foretold a 

future for the tribe of Judah that pictured him as the preeminent son. In verse 9, Judah 

is portrayed as a “young lion,” which sleeping in its den after having just devoured its 

prey. In v. 10 the picture is filled out with a description of the young warrior as a king. 

He is the one who holds the “scepter” and the “ruler’s staff.” The point of Jacob’s 

words is that Judah will hold such a status among the tribes of Israel until one comes 

“to whom it belongs.” The most startling aspect of the description of this one from the 

tribe of Judah comes next: “and the obedience of the nations is his” (v. 10b). The use 

of the plural word ~yMi([; (“nations”) rather than the singular suggests that Jacob had in 

view a kingship that extended beyond the boundaries of the Israelites to include other 

nations as well. There may be an anticipation of this view in the promise of God to 

Jacob in Gen 28:3 and 48:4: “I will make you a community of peoples.” As God had 

forewarned Abraham (Gen 15:13-16) his people would first undergo a time of bondage 

and oppression until when the sin of the Amorites had reached its full measure (v. 16). 
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However, God promised that after four generations Abraham’s “seed” would return to 

the land and again enjoy his blessing. The future reign of this king and the blessing that 

is to ensue now is the focus of other poetic texts in the Pentateuch (cf. Numbers 24). 

With this backdrop of the historical narrative, the author/the final composer takes 

interest in the prophecies of Balaam (Num 22:1-24:25). Underlying the narratives, 

which tell the story of Balaam, is the author’s interest in the promise God had made to 

Abraham. According to that promise, those who bless his seed will be blessed and 

those who curse his seed will be cursed. The story opens with Balak’s dread of the 

great numbers of Israel (Num 22:3). The king Balak of the Moabites had hired Balaam 

to curse the seed of Abraham (Num 22:5-41), but as the story unfolds, God permitted 

him only to bless them (Num 24:10; cf. Num 23:8-9, 20). They show that God has 

already begun to fulfill his promise to Abraham and that his seed had become “a great 

nation” (Num 22:6). They also show that God was about to fulfill his promise to give 

Abraham’s seed the land. When Balak sent for Balaam to curse this people, Israel was 

poised on the plains of Moab ready to go into the land. Finally, the Balaam narratives 

show that the curses of the nations could not thwart God’s promise to bless the seed of 

Abraham. In spite of the nations’ attempts to curse God’s people, all that could 

ultimately happen is their blessing. Through Balaam the seed of Abraham is blessed 

and the seed of Moab is cursed (Num 24:17). Thus, inside the texts themselves we 

have an assertion that God’s will for a blessing to Israel cannot be resisted and 

certainly cannot be contradicted by a curse. In context, it is asserted that all the force of 

God’s sovereignty is a blessing for Israel. Thus, the texts are related, in their final form, 

to the initial blessing God makes to Abraham (Gen 12:1-3). The text, moreover, picks 

up on the Genesis theme that not only is Israel blessed, but through Israel other peoples 
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are blessed as well: “Blessed is everyone who blesses you, and cursed is everyone who 

curses you” (Num 24:9b). 

The narratives dealing with Balaam (Num 22:1-24:25), thus, play a strategic role in the 

overall message of the Pentateuch, particularly in the development of the themes of the 

Abrahamic covenant (Gen 12:1-3). Their placement at this point in the book of 

Numbers is part of the author’s/the final composer’s plan to develop a central 

theological thesis. As well as, they also serve as an inclusio to the Exodus-wilderness 

narratives. That is, the Balaam narratives restate the central themes of these narratives 

at their conclusion in a way that parallels the statement of these themes at their 

beginning. That is to say, the Balaam story, which lies at the close of Israel’s sojourn in 

the wilderness, parallels many of the events and ideas of the story of Pharaoh at the 

beginning of the book of Exodus. The parallels are striking. 

1. Balak and Pharaoh – kings of large and powerful nations which represented a 

major obstacle to Israel’s entering the promised land. 

2. Israel as a threat to Moabites and Egypt – Israel was a threat to these nations 

only because God kept his promise to the fathers and had given them great 

increase in numbers (Exod 1:7, 9; Num 22:3, 6). 

3. The plans of the two kings – Pharaoh’s plans were an attempt to stop Israel 

from returning to their land (Exod 1:10); that is, his plan was to block the very 

blessing, which God had promised to Abraham (Gen 15:16) – enjoyment of the 

promised land. Thus, what the writer attempts to show is that the promise of a 

great nation to Abraham (Gen 12:2) and the blessing of humankind (Gen 1:28; 

15:16) were beginning to be fulfilled in Israel’s sojourn in Egypt, and the 
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nations were set on thwarting that promise. Like Pharaoh’s plans, Balak’s 

plans is Numbers were also motivated by the fact that Israel had become “too 

numerous” (Num 22:6; aWh ~Wcï['-yKi( “for they are too mighty for me”). Also 

like Pharaoh, Balak was intent on keeping the Israelites out of the land (Num 

22:6). 

4. Pharaoh’s and Balak’s three attempts – Pharaoh made three attempts to 

counteract the blessing and hence to decrease the number of God’s people. His 

first attempt was that he put slave masters over the Israelites to oppress them 

(Exod 1:11-14)366; his second attempt was that he commanded the Hebrew 

midwives to kill the male children (vv. 15-21)367; and in the third attempt he 

commanded that every male child be thrown into the Nile (v. 22).368 Yet as the 

narrative unfolds, on each occasion, God intervened and Pharaoh’s plan was 

turned into a blessing. Whatever the particular scheme of the Egyptians, Israel 

increased all the more. Moreover, within the structure of the story unfolding in 

                                                   

366 The account of Pharaoh’s first attempt (Exod 1:11-14) is intended to show that “the more they were 
oppressed, the more they multiplied and spread” (Exod 1:12). In his first oracle, Balaam focused 
precisely on this point: “How can I curse those whom God has not cursed?” (Num 23:8), and he 
concluded by stressing the phenomenal growth of God’s people: “Who can count the dust of Jacob or 
number the fourth part of Israel?” (Num 23:10). 
367 In Pharaoh’s second attempt to thwart God’s blessing the midwives, who feared God and disobeyed 
Pharaoh’s command, express the central idea of the short narrative: “The Hebrew women are not like 
Egyptian women; they are vigorous and give birth before the midwives arrive” (Exod 1:19). To be sure, 
their words were a ruse to cover their disobeying Pharaoh’s orders; nevertheless, they find an echo in the 
theme of Balaam’s second oracle, Israel’s mighty strength: God brought them out of Egypt; they have 
the strength of wild ox…The people rise like a lioness; they rouse themselves like a lion” (Num 24:8). It 
may be of interest to note that Pharaoh’s plans were stymied by the apparent deception of the Hebrew 
midwives and that in Balaam’s second oracle he states, “God is not a man, that he should lie” (Num 
23:19). 
368 This third attempt also finds an interesting parallel in Balaam’s third oracle. In an ironic reversal of 
the evil intended by Pharaoh’s order to cast the seed of Abraham into the river, Balaam’s third oracle use 
the well-watered gardens that spread out along the banks of a river to speak of the abundance of Israel’s 
“seed.” A literal reading of Balaam’s remark in Num 24:7 is “Their seed is in the abundant waters.” Thus, 
what was once the intended means for the destruction of the promised seed, that is, the “abundant 
water,” has now become the poetic image of God’s faithfulness to his promise. 
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the narrative, it was as a result of Pharaoh’s third plan, that of casting the male 

children into the Nile, that the writer was able to introduce the announcement 

of the birth of God’s chosen deliverer, Moses. This narrative is remarkably 

similar to the narrative which deal with Balaam. Like Pharaoh before him, 

Balak also made three attempts to thwart God’s blessing for Israel (Num 23:1-

12, 13-26; 23:27-24:9), and each attempt was turned into a blessing (Num 

23:11-12, 25-26; 24:10-11). It should be noted that though Balaam gave more 

than three oracles, the writer has arranged the oracles into three attempts to 

curse Israel. Balak himself reflects the writer’s interest when he says, “I 

summoned you to curse my enemies, but you have blessed them these three 

times” (Num 24:10). As in the case of Pharaoh’s three attempts, after Balak’s 

third attempt the author/the final composer turns to the question of the birth of 

God’s chosen deliverer, the prophecy of the star that was to arise out of Jacob 

(Num 24:12-25).369 In view of this larger attempt by the author/the final 

composer to portray events at the beginning of Israel’s sojourn in the 

wilderness as parallel to similar events at the end, it is not surprising to find 

that Balaam’s first three oracles are thematically parallel to Pharaoh’s three 

attempts to suppress God’s blessing of Israel in Egypt, and that Balaam’s last 

oracle focuses on the coming of a deliverer. 

Other features in the verbal texture of the two narratives also suggest that the above 

                                                   

369 An interesting implication of the parallels presented here between the account of the birth of Moses 
in Exodus 2 and the announcement of the “star” to arise from the family of Jacob in Number 24 is that 
Moses thus appears to be portrayed in these narratives as a prototype of the “star of Jacob.” Such a view 
Moses is consistent with the fact that elsewhere in the Pentateuch Moses is cast as a figure of the coming 
king (Deut 33:5) and prophet (Deuteronomy 18 and 34). This is also consistent with the fact that later 
biblical writers often saw in Moses a picture of the future Messiah (e.g., Hos 2:2). 
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parallels are part of the author’s/the final composer’s conscious intention. For example, 

the story line of both passages is guided by the same verbal pattern in the use of the 

Hebrew term for heavy (כבד).370 The narrative of Pharaoh’s opposition to releasing the 

Israelites is guided by the recurring reference to the “hardening” of his heart (Exod 

7:14; 8:11, 28; 9:7, 34; 10:1). At the climax of the story, by means of a wordplay on 

the notion of hardening Pharaoh’s heart, the Lord says, “I will gain glory for myself 

through Pharaoh” (Exod 14:4). It should be noted here that in Hebrew, the word for 

glory (כבד) has the same root as that for harden (כבד). Moreover, the story of Balaam is 

clearly guided by Balak’s promise to “reward” him richly if he would curse Israel 

(Num 22:17, 37; 24:11). Again the Hebrew root is the same as that for “to harden” and 

“to glory.” The two narratives, then, are linked at the thematic, structural, and verbal 

levels.371 

 

 

 

 
 

The author’s/the final composer’s purpose appears to be to view the reign of the future 

king in terms taken from God’ great act of salvation in the past. The future is going to 

be like the past. What God did for Israel in the past is seen as a type of what he will do 

for them in the future when he sends his promised king. 

                                                   

370 Hebrew narratives are often guided by a thematic verbal pattern. In this regard, Sailhamer presents 
two key-words as instances, “Shem/name” and “Isaac/laughed” which link the narratives of Genesis 9-
12 and that of Genesis 12-26 respectively. See, Sailhamer, Pentateuch as Narrative, 44. 
371 Ibid., 41-44. 

~Wcß['w> br;
(mighty/numerous,  

Exod 1: 9) 
 

 כבד
Pharaoh’s hardness 

~Wc[' br; 
(mighty/numerous, Num 

22:3, 6) 
 

 כבד
Balaam’s honor 

Exodus-Wilderness 
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Not only do Balaam’s final oracles allude to his own earlier ones, but also in speaking 

of the future king, Balaam alludes to and even quotes the earlier poetic sections in the 

Pentateuch. In the oracles of Balaam, then, we find the central messianic themes of the 

Pentateuch restated and expanded. For example, in Numbers 24:9, Balaam says of the 

future king about whom he gives his oracle: “Like a lion he [singular] crouches and 

lies down, like a lioness – who dares to rouse him [singular]?” This entire section of 

Balaam’s oracle is a quotation of Jacob’s prophecy of the king who will come from the 

tribe of Judah: “Like a lion he crouches and lies down, like a lioness – who dares to 

rouse him?” (Gen 49:9). When Balaam says of this future king, “Those who bless you 

will be blessed and those who curse you will be cursed” (Num 24:9b). He clearly 

applies to this future king the blessing to the seed of Isaac: “Those who curse you will 

be cursed and those who bless you will be blessed” (Gen 27:29), and that of Abraham: 

“I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse” (Gen 12:3). 

Finally, Balaam’s description of the future victory of the coming king, “He will crush 

the foreheads of Moab and the skulls of all the sons of Sheth” (Num 24:17), draw 

heavily on God’s words of promise and judgment spoken to the serpent in Gen 3:15: “I 

will put enmity between you and the woman and between your seed and hers; he will 

crush your head.” 

 

4.3.2. Abraham’s Itinerary to Egypt (Gen 12:10-20) 

One may find striking parallels and similar passages between the narratives of 

Abraham’s sojourn (Gen 12:10-13:4) to Egypt and Israel’s, concerning the migration of 
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the children to that land (Gen 42:5; 47:11-13).372 Sailhamer (1992:141) states, “the 

account of Abraham’s sojourn in Egypt bears the stamp of having been intentionally 

shaped to parallel the later account of God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt (Genesis 

41-Exodus 12).” Abraham’s encounter with Pharaoh foreshadows the last years of 

Jacob, who with his sons take up residence in Egypt where they are enriched by the 

court and thereby avoid famine (Gen 45:16-20; 47:1-12). Abraham’s experience in 

Egypt also offered a typology for the Israelites who were enslaved and free only after 

the infliction of grievous plagues, the tenth touching Pharaoh’s house through the death 

of his son. Such a correspondence between father and descendants is underlying the 

prediction of the Egyptian sojourn in Gen 15:13-14. As with Abraham, the Hebrews 

emerged after their ordeal with many possessions so that it was Egypt that was 

“plundered” (Exod 3:21-22; 11:2-3; 12:35-36). Thus, the parallels are striking: 

 
ABRAHAM (Gen 12:10-13:4) JOSEPH (Gen 41:54b-Exod 12:42) 

 #r,a'_B' b['Þr' yhiîy>w:
(v. 10): a famine 

tAcêr'a]h'ä-lk'B. ‘b['r' yhiÛy>w: 
(Gen 41:54b): a famine 

…hm'y>r"+c.mi aAbål' byrIßq.hi rv<ïa]K; 
(v. 11): when he drew near to go into 
Egypt… 

!v,GO* hc'r>a:ï WaboßY"w: 
(46:28): and they came into the land of 
Goshen 

ATêv.ai yr;äf'-la, ‘rm,aYO’w: 
(v. 11): he said to Sarai his wife 

wyx'a,-la, @sEÜAy rm,aYO“w:
(46:31a): And Joseph said unto his 
brothers 

…yKi² yTi[.d;êy" 
(v. 11): I know that … 

Hr'äm.ao)w> h[o+r>p;l. hd'yGIåa;w> hl,Þ[/a, 
(46:31b): I will go up, and show Pharaoh 
and say to him 

Wrßm.a'w> ~yrIêc.Mih; ‘%t'ao WaÜr>yI-yKi( hy"©h'w> …rm:ßa'w> h[o+r>P; ~k,Þl' ar'îq.yI-yKi( hy"¨h'w>

                                                   

372 Cf. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, II.334, Sailhamer, Genesis, 116-17, and Sarna, 
Understanding Genesis, 93. The case of Isaac, who also journeyed locally to Gerar differs from that of 
Abraham and Jacob, for the Lord prohibited him from descending to Egypt (Gen 26:1-2). In the Old 
Testament, famine is commonly understood as divine curse (e.g., Deut 28:23-24; Amos 4:6-8) or at least 
divine absence (Ruth 1:1, 6). However, there is no hint of divine disapproval of the patriarchs or any 
objection to their leaving Canaan in the light of the case of Jacob that it is specifically condoned by the 
Lord (Gen 46:3-4). 
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(v. 12): And it shall come to pass when the 
Egyptians see you, they will say 

(46:33): And it shall come to pass, when 
Pharaoh shall call you, and shall say… 

…yrIm.ai
(v. 13): Say… 

…~T,ªr>m;a]w:
(46:34a): Say… 

%reêWb[]b; yliä-bj;yyI) ‘![;m;’l. 
(v. 13): that it might be well with me on 
account of you 

!v,GOë #r,a,äB. ‘Wbv.Te 
(46:34b): that you might dwell in the land 
of Goshen 

h[o+r>P;-la, Ht'Þao Wlïl.h;(y>w: h[oêr>p; yreäf' ‘Ht'ao WaÜr>YIw:
(v. 15a): and the officials saw her, and 
commended her before Pharaoh 

…èh[or>p;l. dGEåY:w: é@seAy aboåY"w:
(47:1): Then Joseph came and declared to 
Pharaoh… 

h[o)r>P; tyBeî hV'Þaih' xQ:ïTuw: 
(v. 15b): and the woman was taken into 
Pharaoh’s house 

^yx,Þa;w> ^ybiîa' rmo=ale @sEßAy-la, h[oêr>P; rm,aYOæw: 
^yl,(ae WaB'î 

(47:5): And Pharaoh said to Joseph, 
saying, your father and your brothers are 
come into the land 

rq'b'W-!aco AlÜ-yhiy>w:¥ Hr'_Wb[]B; byjiÞyhe ~r'îb.a;l.W 
~yrIêmox]w:

(v. 16a): And he entreated Abram well for 
her sake; and he had sheep, and oxen, and 
he asses 

yli(-rv,a]-l[; hn<ßq.mi yreîf' ~T'²m.f;w> 
(47:6): then make them rulers over my 
cattle 

dao)m. WBßr>YIw: Wrïp.YIw: Hb'ê Wzæx]a'YEw: 
(47:27): and they possessions therein, and 
grew, and multiplied exceedingly 

At+yBe-ta,w> ~yliÞdoG> ~y[iîg"n> h[o±r>P;-ta, hw"ôhy> [G:“n:y>w:
(v. 17): And the Lord plagued Pharaoh and 
his house with great plagues373 

h[or>P;-l[; aybiÛa' ‘dx'a, [g:n<Ü dA[å 
(Exod 11:1): yet will I bring one plague 
more upon Pharaoh 

rm,aYO¨w: ~r'êb.a;l. ‘h[or>p; ar'Ûq.YIw:
(v. 18):374 And Pharaoh called to Abram 
and said 

…‘rm,aYO’w: hl'y>l;ª !roøh]a;l.W¥ hv,’mol. ûar'q.YIw:
(12:31):And he called for Moses and 
Aaron by night, and said… 

%lE)w" xq:ï 
(v. 19): Take and go 

 Wkle_w" …Wx±q.
(12:32): Take…and go 

Al*-rv,a]-lK'-ta,w> ATàv.ai-ta,w> At°ao WxïL.v;y>w:¥375 
(v. 20): they sent him away, and his wife, 
and all that he had 

…#r,a'_h'-!mi ~x'äL.v;l. 
(12:33): to send them from the land… 

                                                   

373 Gen 12:17 highlights the contrast between Abraham’s welfare and that of Pharaoh. Meanwhile, 
“diseases” translates the Hebrew for “plagues,” which is the same word describing the ten plagues 
against Pharaoh (Exod 11:1). Cf. the verb and its cognate accusative noun, ~y[iîg"n>…[G:“n:y>w: , lit., “and (the 
Lord) plagued … plagues.” 
374 One may find the Pharaoh’s double role of judge and of one of the contending parties in Gen 20:10; 
26:9; 44:14-34; Exod 1:18-19. Furthermore, Pharaoh’s two “why” questions, in which he shares his 
indignation with Abraham, are but one illustration of many in the Old Testament in which several “why” 
questions occur in sequence, always with hM'l' (Gen 31:27, 30; 47:15, 19; Exod 5:22; Num 11:11). See, J. 
Barr, “ ‘Why?’ in Biblical Hebrew,” JTS 36 (1985): 29-30. Also, Hamilton, The Book of Genesis 1-17, 
385. 
375 The Hebrew word, xlv, occurs in earlier when God “sent forth” Adam and Eve the garden (Gen 
3:23) and also in later when Pharaoh releases the Israelites from his tight hold (Exod 6:1; 11:1; 12:33). 
See, Hamilton, The Book of Genesis 1-17, 386. 
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hB'g>N<)h;…~yIr;øc.Mimi ~r'’b.a; ûl[;Y:w:
(13:1): And Abram went up from Egypt 
toward the Negev 

ht'Ko+su sseÞm.[.r;me lae²r'f.yI-ynE)b. W[ôs.YIw:
(12:37): And the children of Israel 
journeyed from Rameses to Succoth 

AMß[I jAlïw> (( 
(v. 1): and with Lot 

~T'_ai hl'ä[' br;Þ br,[eî-~g:w>
(12:38a): And a mixed multitude went up 
also with them 

bh'(Z"b;W @s,K,ÞB; hn<¨q.MiB; dao+m. dbeäK' ~r'Þb.a;w>
(v. 2): And Abram was very rich in cattle, 
in silver, and in gold 

dao)m. dbeîK' hn<ßq.mi rq'êb'W 
(12:38b): and flocks, and herds, even very 
much cattle 

bh'Þz" yleîk.W @s,k,²-yleK. 
(12:35): silver, and gold 

hw")hy> ~veîB. ~r'Þb.a; ~v'² ar'îq.YIw: 
(v. 4): and there Abram called on the name 
of the Lord 

hw"ëhyl;( ‘hZ<h; hl'y>L:Üh;-aWh) 
(12:42): the is that night of the Lord 

 

The author/the final composer “has carefully worded the account of Abraham’s sojourn 

in, and deliverance from, Egypt with the greater sojourn and deliverance in mind” 

(Ross 1988:273-4). From these parallels between two events, one may see that the 

author/the final composer intended to use this story as a paradigm to teach Israel the 

nature of her departure from Egypt and return to Palestine.376 In this respect, it is 

noteworthy in the light such parallels that “by shaping the account of Abraham’s 

sojourn in Egypt to parallel the events of the Exodus, the author/the final composer 

permits the reader to see the implications of God’s past deeds with his chosen people. 

The past is not allowed to remain in the past. Its lessons are drawn for the future” 

(Sailhamer 1992:142). In addition to the similarities between two texts, one may also 

find some elements of contrast. Indeed, the texts are inverted in terms of “good guys” 

and “bad guys.” The Egyptians are not oppressors in Gen 12:10-20; they are not “hard-

                                                   

376 Instruction, teaching, and inculcation are for Cassuto frequently the essence, the true meaning of 
biblical narrative. The analogy between Gen 12:10-20 and the Exodus teaches that “the bandage of the 
children of Israel In Egypt was not an accidental calamity, but part of a plan prepared beforehand” and 
“that the Lord is ever ready to protect his faithful ones” (A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, II.336-
37). One the other hand, Westermann’s reliance on form critical reconstruction leads him to conclude 
that “there is certainly no direct link” between Gen 12:10-13:4 and the exodus events. See, Westermann, 
Genesis 12-36, 166. 
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hearted.” Indeed, Pharaoh is aware of the moral issues entailed once he learns that 

Sarah is Abraham’s wife. The Egyptians in Genesis are far from the Egyptians in 

Exodus. In conclusion, the relationship between Gen 12:10-20 and the Exodus 

suggests that Gen 12:10-20 is a powerful example of the effects of the paradigmatic 

possibilities of biblical narrative, of how it overloads a text and frustrate an attempt at 

clear, univocal reading, a final, definitive reading. The text explodes in all directions. 

 

4.3.3. The Instruction of War with Foreign Nation (Gen 14:13-16// Deut 20:1-15) 

In a number of points, the events of Genesis 14 reflect the same concerns as those of 

Deut 20:1-15, the instructions concerning carrying out wars with foreign nations: 1) 

Abraham’s actions are described in ways reminiscent of the conduct of warfare against 

“cities that are afar off and don not belong to the nations nearby” (cf. Deut 20:15); 2) 

He does not hesitate to go into battle against an army greater than his (Gen 14:14; cf. 

Deut 20:1; cf. Judg 7:7, MT[6]); 3) Abraham went into battle specially with only the 

“dedicated young men in his house” (Gen 14:14). The Hebrew expression used here 

for “%ynIx', dedicated” is not found elsewhere in the Bible, nor is its meaning clear 

within the context of ancient history and customs. The use of the word here, however, 

provides another link with Deut 20:5, which states that one who goes into battle should 

only be one who has already “%n:x',377 dedicated” his house; 4) Though he rejected the 

offer of a reward from the king of Sodom, Abraham laid claim to own rightfully that 

which his young men have eaten (Gen 14:24) as was prescribed in Deut 20:14, where 

                                                   

377 Since within the Pentateuch the verb occurs only in this passage of Deuteronomy, a link between the 
two texts by means of the terminology seems likely. 
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says explicitly that those who go into war with nations afar off may “eat” of the spoils 

taken in battle. Abraham also recognized that his three friends had their own rightful 

share in the spoil (Gen 14:24), which corresponds to the provisions of Deuteronomy 

20:14; 5) Nevertheless, Abraham flatly rejected the offer to take from the possessions 

of the king of Sodom (Gen 14:23), as was prescribed in Deuteronomy 20:17 for the 

spoils of those nations who live within the boundaries of the land of inheritance; and 6) 

Along these same lines it is to be noted that Deuteronomy 20:2 assigned to the “priest” 

the role of reminding the people that “the Lord your God is the one who goes with you 

to fight for you against your enemies to give you victory” (cf. Deut 20:13, “When the 

Lord your God delivers it into you hand”). In much the same way, Abraham was met 

by Melchizedek, “a priest” of the Most High God, who proclaimed to him that it was 

“the Most High God who delivered your enemies into your hand” (Gen 14:20). 

In the light of such similarities, it appears that the author has intended to show that 

Abraham lived a life in harmony with God’s will even though he lived long before the 

revelation at Sinai. Abraham was one who pictured God’s Law written on his heart. He 

obeyed the Law, though the Law had not yet been given. Such an understanding of the 

life of Abraham is not foreign to the author of Genesis. Indeed, one of the last 

statements made about Abraham in Genesis is that he kept God’s “commandments, 

statutes and laws” (Gen 26:5). These terms are well-known from the pages of 

Deuteronomy (e.g., Deut 11:1; 26:17), where they are the stock vocabulary for 

describing the keeping of the Torah revealed at Sinai. The author’s point appears to 

have been to show that Abraham, as a man of faith, “kept the law.” He did not have the 

Law written out before him; nevertheless, he kept it. In this respect, the picture of 

Abraham that emerges from Genesis 14 and 26 is much like that of the new covenant 
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promise in Jer 31:33, in which God has promised to write the Torah on the heart of his 

covenant people so that they will obey it “from the heart.” This is the same picture of 

Abraham that later emerges as the central figure in the NT writer’s portrayal of lie 

under the new covenant (e.g., Romans 4, Galatians 3). 

 

4.3.4. Gen 15:7-17 and Exod 19:1-24:11 (the Sinai Covenant) 

After Abraham confessed his reliance on the Lord in response to the king of Sodom 

(Gen 14:22-24), Abraham received a vision in which two divine speeches expand on 

the two earlier promises (Gen 12:1-3; 13:14-17) of a son whose prodigious progeny 

(vv. 1-6) will possess the land of Canaan (vv. 7-21). Only here are the covenant 

elements of land and children coupled by God with an elaborate ritual.378  Abraham 

receives righteousness through faith (v. 6),379 and divine oath and the rite of tyrIB. 

(“covenant,” vv. 9,18) confirm the promises. As for the significance of Genesis 15 for 

the Abraham narrative as a whole, Westermann remarks on its importance: “Genesis 15 

not only stands at the center of the external structure of the Abraham narrative, but also 

it regarded in the history of exegesis right down to the present as the very heart of the 

Abraham story.”380 It not merely provides a theological commentary on the promises 

foundational to the theme of the Abraham narrative, but establishes the promises in a 

                                                   

378 Cf. R. W. L. Moberly, “Abraham’s Righteousness (Gen 15:6),” in Studies in the Pentateuch, ed. J. A. 
Emerton (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 119. 
379 Most important in the dialogue between Abraham and God in Gen 15:1-6 is the statement expressed 
in the third person in v. 6 that because Abraham believed what God had said, “the Lord reckoned it to 
him as righteousness.” This is the only place in the Bible where the two Hebrew words for !ma 
(“believe”) and hq'd'c. (“righteousness”) are used together in a single sentence. Abraham’s faith in 15:6, 
which arches both forward and backward to cover both sections of Genesis 15, is his acknowledgement 
of Yahweh corresponding to that in Exod 6:7 and 7:5. 
380 Westermann, Genesis 12-36, 230. 
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broad historical vista by relating them to the exodus and conquest (vv. 13-16). As 

15:18 shows, vv. 7-17 recounts the establishment of a covenant between the Lord and 

Abraham. it is fitting that in many respects the account should foreshadow the making 

of the covenant at Sinai. 

 
Gen 15:7-17 The Covenant at Sinai (Exod 20) 

~yDIêf.K; rWaåme ‘^yti’aceAh rv<Üa] hw"©hy> ynIåa]
I am the Lord, who brought you up out of 
Ur of the Chaldeans (15:7).  

^yti²aceAh rv<ôa] ^yh,ê_l{a/ hw"åhy> ‘ykiÞnOa'(
~yIr:ßc.mi #r,a,îme

I am the Lord your God, who brought you 
up out of the land of Egypt (20:2). 

wyl'([' tl,p,înO hl'Þdog> hk'îvex] hm'²yae hNEïhiw>… 
…and an horror of great darkness fell 
upon him (15:12) 

dyPiäl;w> ‘!v'[' rWNÝt; hNE“hiw> hy"+h' hj'Þl'[]w: 
hL,ae(h' ~yrIïz"G>h; !yBeÞ rb;ê[' rv<åa]

and it was dark, behold a smoking furnace, 
and a burning lamp that passed between 
those pieces (15:17) 

 Anv'[] l[;Y:Üw: vae_B' hw"ßhy> wyl'²[' dr;îy" 
…!v'êb.Kih; !v,[,äK.

the Lord descended upon it in fire: and the 
smoke thereof ascended as the smoke of a 
furnace… (19:18) 

…~dIªyPiL;h;-ta,w> tl{øAQh;-ta, ~yai’ro û~['h'-lk'w>
!vE+[' rh"ßh'-ta,w> 

And all the people saw the thunderings, 
and the lightings, … and the mountain 
smoking (20:18) 

~h,êl' al{å ‘#r,a,’B. ª̂[]r>z: hy<åh.yI ŸrgEå-yKi…
hn")v' tAaßme [B;îr>a; ~t'_ao WNæ[iw> ~Wdßb'[]w:

…that your seed shall be a stranger in a 
land that is not theirs, and shall serve 
them; and they shall afflict them four 
hundred years (15:13) 

lAd)G" vkuîr>Bi Waßc.yE !kEï-yrex]a;w>… 
…and afterward shall they come out with 
great substance (15:14) 
 

 

 

The opening statement in Gen 15:7: “I am the Lord, who brought you up out of Ur of 

the Chaldeans,” is virtually identical to the opening statement of the Sinai covenant in 

Exod 20:2: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you up out of the land Egypt.” The 

expression “Ur of the Chaldeans” refers back to Gen 11:28, 31 and grounds the present 

covenant in a past act of divine salvation from “Babylon,” just as Exodus 20:2 grounds 
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the Sinai covenant in an act of divine salvation from Egypt. In addition, the 

formulation of Gen 15:7 of reflecting a basic tenet of Israel’s faith together with 

Yahweh’s self-predication is found only in Exod 6:6; 7:5; 20:2; 29:46; Lev 19:36; 

25:38, 42, 55; 26:13; Num 15:41 and Deut 5:6 (Ha 1989:101-103).381 Particularly, its 

formulation of Abraham’s exodus bears a very close affinity with Lev. 25:38 not only 

in the choice but also in the order of words.382 The coming of God’s presence in the 

awesome fire and darkness of Mount Sinai (Exod 19:18; 20:18; Deut 4:11) appears to 

be intentionally reflected in Abraham’s pyrotechnic vision (Gen 15:12, 17). In the 

Lord’s words to Abraham (15:13-16) the connection between Abraham’s covenant and 

the Sinai covenant is explicitly made by means of the reference to the four hundred 

years of bondage of Abraham’s seed and their subsequent “exodus” (“and after this 

they will go out.” V. 14383). 

In addition, Gen 15 bears several major points of contact with the Sinai narrative. The 

first one has to do with the close association of the fire and smoke/cloud with the 

divine theophany on Sinai (Exod 19:18; 20:18). In fact, Exod 20:18 uses the words 

~dIªyPiL; and !vE+[' in the description of the theophany. This calls to mind the significance 
                                                   

381 From the texts listed above, it is obvious that the exodus tradition has acquired a somewhat 
stereotyped formulation: ~yIr"+c.mi #r,a,äme ~k,Þt.a, ytiaceîAh-rv,a] ~k,êyhel{åa/ ‘hw"hy> (ykinOa'() ynI©a] 
382 Cf. N. Lohfink, Die Landverheissung als Eid. Eine Studie zu Gen. 15, Stuttgarter Bibelstudien 28 
(Stuttgart: Verlag Katholishches Bibelwerk, 1967), 61; M. Anbar, “Genesis 15: A conflation of Two 
Deuteronomic Narratives,” JBL 101 (1982): 45. 
383 Gen 15:14 presents the exodus as a consequence of Yahweh’s judgment: lAd)G" vkuîr>Bi Waßc.yE !kEï-yrex]a;w> 
ykinO=a' !D"å clearly refers to the exodus event (cf. Exod 12:42; 14:11), the connection between v. 14ab and 
the events that led up to the exodus is not so obvious. The key word of v. 14ab is !D"å – a word not found 
in the narration of any of the events. On the one hand, there is an analogous situation between Gen 15:14 
and Exod 6:2-8 and 7:1-5. In all three texts, the Israelites were oppressed and Yahweh was bent on 
delivering them. On the ground of the analogous situation in the three passages as well as their reference 
to the same exodus event in the history of Israel, it seems clear that Yahweh’s act depicted by !D"å in Gen 
15:14 refers to the whole series of plagues leading up to the utter destruction of the Egyptians in the sea 
that Exod 6:2-8 and 7:1-5 announce. The point of Gen 15:14 is Waßc.yE !kEï-yrex]a; (“afterward shall they 
come out”). Thus, Gen 15:14 reflects the author’s/the final composer’s intention to recapitulate the 
entire exodus tradition. 
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of the flaming torch (vaeê dyPiäl;) and the smoking firepot (!v'[' rWNÝt;) in Gen 15:17 as 

representing Yahweh’s presence. Secondly, the Sinai narrative presents the Mosaic 

covenant being not only sealed but also renewed within the setting of a theophany 

(Exod 24:1-11; 34). The technical expression tyrIåB. tr;óK' is used in both passages to 

depict the act of “making” the covenant (Exod 24:8; 34:10,27). Gen 15:18a couches 

the divine promise of land donation in v. 18b in the same technical term tyrIåB. tr;óK'. V. 

17 of course sets this covenant making within a theophany so that the parallelism with 

the Sinai narrative is reinforced. The use of tyrIåB. tr;óK' in Gen 15:18a is significant. For, 

here it clearly refers to the divine oath promising donation of land to Abraham’s 

descendants. Elsewhere in the Pentateuch it denotes a bilateral covenant – either as a 

mutual pact between two human partners (Gen 21:27,32; 26:28; 31:44; Exod 23:32; 

Deut 7:2) or as the covenant Yahweh made with the Israelites binding both in a God-

people relationship (cf. Deut 26:17-19; 29:12) with obligations for both partners. 

Interpreting in this way, Gen 15:17-18 sum up Israel’s entire history recapitulated in vv. 

13-14, 16. For the two verses explicitly refer to the exodus and Sinai traditions through 

the use of the cultic implements to represent the divine theophanies in both traditions 

and the tyrIåB. tr;óK' that goes back to the covenant at Sinai. 

Such considerations lead to the conclusion that the author intends to draw the reader’s 

attention to the events at Sinai in his depiction of the covenant with Abraham. If we 

ask why the author has sought to bring in the picture of Sinai here, the answer lies in 

the purpose of the book. It is part of the overall strategy of the book to show that what 

God did at Sinai was part of a larger plan which had already been put into action with 

the patriarchs. Thus, the exodus and the Sinai covenant serve as reminders not only of 
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God’s power and grace but also of God’s faithfulness. What he sets out to accomplish 

with his people, he will carry through to the end.384 

 

4.3.5. The Compositional Resemblance (Gen 15-17// Exod 24-34) 

The choice of words in Gen 17:2 (“I will make my covenant,” RSV) poses a question 

of the coherence of Genesis 17 with the preceding narrative. Why did the author/the 

final composer include two accounts of a divine-human covenant? What function in 

the overall narrative does each pericope serve? How significant is this for the 

interpretation of the theological theme(s) of this section of Genesis and the book as a 

whole? With regard to these questions, Williamson (2000:26-77) represents four 

identifiable interpretations of the relationship between Genesis 15 and 17: 1) 

progressive states in the establishment of the same covenant; 2) the making and 

renewal of a single covenant; 3) different oral or literary traditions about the 

establishment of the same covenant; and 4) two separate covenant, each with its own 

particular emphasis. Clearly the degree of continuity and discontinuity is important for 

determining the relationship between the two covenant pericopes. Thus, it is reasonable 

to conclude – from the elements continuity and discontinuity – that these chapters 

focus on two distinct, yet related, covenants established between God and Abraham. In 

other words, when examined the context of the narrative as a whole, the divine-human 

covenants in the Abraham narrative are best understood as relating to different 

promissory aspects, which are held together by a common thread: God’s plan to 

                                                   

384 See, Sailhamer, Pentateuch as the Narrative, 152-53. 
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mediate blessing to all the nations of the earth through Abraham and his ‘seed’.385 

In this respect one may condensed that the former covenant in Genesis 15 concerns the 

promise of the land (Gen 15:18-21) and latter covenant concerns the promise of a great 

abundance of descendants (Gen 17:2).386 However, it should be noted that between 

these two covenants was the incident with Hagar. There may thus have been a need to 

reestablish the earlier covenant after that unsuccessful attempt to take the promise into 

their own hands. 

 

A similar line of argument can be seen in the narratives of the covenant at Sinai. The 

covenant is first established in Exodus 24 and then, again, in Exodus 34. Between 

these two accounts, however, is the narrative of the incident of the golden calf (Exod. 

19:16; 32:1-35), which implied a failure on Israel’s part in keeping the covenant. 

                                                   

385 See, Williamson, Abraham, Israel and the Nations, 260-67. 
386 Cf.Victor H. Matthews, Old Testament Turning Points: The Narratives That Shaped a Nation (Grand 
Rapids: BakerAcademic, 2005), 44-53. 

The 1st Covenant 
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to take the promise A need to reestablish the covenant 
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4.3.6. The Analogies Between the Hagar Episodes (Gen 16:1-16// Gen 21:8-21) and 

Related Texts in the rest of the Pentateuch 

The Hagar episodes in the Abraham narrative is a highly episodic nature. The 

pericopes, to some extent, stand on their own, and their contribution and relation to the 

rest of the Pentateuch in terms of inversion. Indeed, the annunciation and career of 

Hagar foreshadows Israel’s exodus (cf. Deut 26:6-7). The reversal between two texts is 

in evidence in the Hagar episodes. Hagar and Ishmael typify in reverse Israel’s 

experience of Egyptian hostility (Gen 16:6; Exod 1:11-12), expulsion (Gen 21:10; 

Exod 12:39), and flight (Gen 16:16; Exod 14:5). To put it concretely, Sarah, the 

Israelites, deals harshly with or “oppresses” Hagar, the Egyptian,387 who subsequently 

“flees” into the “wilderness” where she encounters the “angel of the Lord” (Gen 16:7-

14). There are parallels with both Israel and Moses. The Israelites are “oppressed” 

(Exod 1:11-12), subsequently “flee” (Exod 14:5) in the “wilderness” (Exod 13:8; 

                                                   

387 Plaut notes an Arabic tradition that Hagar was in fact one of the maidservants provided by Pharaoh. 
See, W. Gunther Plaut, Genesis The Torah: A Modern Commentary (New York: Union of American 
Hebrew Congregations, 1974), 131. 
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14:3,5,11) where the “angel of God” (Exod 14:19; 32:34) goes before them. In the 

second Hagar episode, Sarah demands that Abraham “cast out” (vrG) Hagar (Gen 

21:10). Abraham complies and “sends her away” (xlv); Hagar leaves and wanders in 

the wilderness (Gen 21:14-21). Moses and Aaron go to Pharaoh and demand, “Send 

my people away, that they may hold a feast to me in the wilderness” (Exod 5:1). 

Eventually, the people are “cast out” of the land of Egypt (Exod 6:1; 11:1; 12:39). In 

addition, Hagar and Moses share in a pattern of events: oppression (Exod 2:11-15a), 

flight in the desert where theophany occurs (Exod 2:15b; 3:2), return and expulsion 

when miraculous deliverance occurs (Exod 10:11; 11:1, 15:22-27).388 The historical 

irony in Hagar’s revenge is the Egyptian enslavement of Sarah’s descendant (cf. Gen 

15:13; 16:6). In addition, Hagar’s son, who taunts Isaac, foreshadows the Egyptian 

purge of the Hebrew children (Gen 15:13; 21:10; Exod 1:16). This observation does 

demonstrate that any reading of the Abraham narrative cannot be simple and limit itself 

to the narrative. 

Moreover, Genesis 16 alludes to three other important passages in the Pentateuch: Gen 

3:6; 12:3; and Deut 7:1-6.389 By bringing the events of Hagar and Abraham into the 

larger context of these other passages, the author enlarges the reference of the story 

beyond Abraham and Hagar as individuals and ties their actions to the themes of the 

Pentateuch as a whole. The first sign of an intentional interdependence of the Hagar 

story on surrounding texts is the notice at the beginning of the narrative that Hagar was 

an “Egyptian” maid of Sarah (Gen 16:1, 3). The second reference to Hagar as “the 

Egyptian” is strikingly different from the first. The adjective does not modify “the 

                                                   

388 T. B. Dozeman, “The Wilderness and Salvation History in the Hagar Story,” JBL 117 (1998): 23-43. 
389 Sailhamer, Pentateuch As Narrative, 153-55. 
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maiden” as in verse 1 (“Egyptian maid”), but stands alone as a substantive along with 

“maid” in apposition to the personal name Hagar (“Hagar, the Egyptian, her maid”). In 

verse 3, then, “the Egyptian” serves as a conspicuous reminder of Hagar’s identity in 

verse 1, “an Egyptian maid.” The mention of Hagar’s geographical origin appears to 

function as a connecting link with the geographical list immediately preceding the 

story (Gen 15:18-21), since in that list, the first geographical name is Egypt (Gen 

15:18). If such a connection is intentional, then it appears that the author is attempting 

to position the account of Hagar (Genesis 16) so that her story is representative of 

those nations in the preceding list. A way was thus opened for the events in the life of 

Hagar and Abraham to be interpreted within the larger theological context of Genesis 

and the Pentateuch where these lists of names occur. Particularly important in this 

regard are the similarities between Genesis 16 and Deut 7:1-6, the prohibition of taking 

foreign wives, a text, which had enormous importance to later generations of 

Israelites.390 The account of Sarah’s plan to have a son has not only been connected 

with the list of nations in Genesis 15, but also appears to have been intentionally 

shaped with reference to the account of the Fall in Genesis 3. Each of the main verbs 

(wayyiqtol forms) and key expressions in Gen 16:2-3 finds a parallel in Genesis 3: 

 
Gen 16:2-3 Genesis 3 
…~r'ªb.a;-la, yr;øf' rm,aTo’w: 16:2a

And Sarai said to Abram… 
…vx'_N"h;-la, hV'Þaih'( rm,aToïw: 3:2a

And the woman said to the serpent… 

yr'(f' lAqïl. ~r'Þb.a; [m;îv.YIw: 16:2b 
and Abram heard to the voice of Sarai. 

…è^T,v.ai lAqål. éT'[.m;v'-yKi(… 3:17 
…because you have heard to the voice of 
your wife… 

…rg"Üh'-ta, ~r'ªb.a;-tv,ae( yr;äf' xQ;úTiw: 16:3a …lk;_aTow: Ayàr>Pimi xQ:ïTiw: 3:6a 

                                                   

390 See, Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 114ff. 
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And Sarai Abram's wife took Hagar… He took of the fruit and did eat… 

Hv'Þyai ~r'îb.a;l. Ht'²ao !TEïTiw: 16:3b
                       hV'(ail. Alï 
and gave her to her husband Abram to be 
his wife 

…HM'Þ[i Hv'²yail.-~G: !TEôTiw: 3:6b 
and gave also to her husband with her… 

 hZ<ïmi-yae( yr;²f' tx;îp.vi rg"ùh' rm;ªaYOw: 16:8
ykile_te hn"a"åw> tab' 

And he said, Hagar, Sarai's maid, where 
have you come from, and where are you 
going? 

`hK'Y<)a;… 3:9 
…where are you? 

…%[E+r.z:-ta, hB,Þr>a; hB'îr>h; 16:10
I will multiply your seed exceedingly… 

tar'Ûq'w> !BE+ T.d>l;äyOw> hr'Þh' %N"ïhi 16:11
         …la[eêm'v.yI ‘Amv. 

Behold, you be with child, and shall bear a 
son, and shall call his name Ishmael 

…AB= lKoß dy:ïw> lKoêb; Adåy" 16:12 
his hand will be against every man, and 
every man's hand against him… 

hV'êaih'( !ybeäW ‘^n>yBe( tyviªa' Ÿhb'äyaew> 3:15
varoê ^åp.Wvy> aWh… H['_r>z: !ybeäW ^ß[]r>z: !ybeîW 

bqE)[' WNp,îWvT. hT'Þa;w>
And I will put enmity between you and the 
woman, and between your seed and her 
seed; it shall bruise your head, and you 
shall bruise his heel 

 

From the author’s vantage point, he shows Sara’s plan to deal with her own barrenness, 

like Eve’s scheme to be like God, to be an attempt to circumvent God’s plan of 

blessing in favor of gaining a blessing on her own. By placing the Hagar story after the 

story of affirming the promise of a child (Gen 15:4), the author suggests that Sarah’s 

scheme was intended to head off that divine promise by supplying it with a human 

solution. Thus, the story falls in line with the theme of the stories, which preceded it in 

demonstrating the unacceptability of human effort in fulfilling the divine promise.391 

At the same time that these parallels establish an association between the Hagar 

narrative and the Fall (Genesis 3), the repeated use of the verb llq (“curse”, “despise) 

in 16:4-5 appears also to mark an intentional association of the passage with the 

                                                   

391 Sarah’s plan (Gen 16:1-6), though successful, does not meet with divine approval (Gen 17:15-19), 
just as the plans and schemes of those in the previous narratives had ended in failure (e.g., Gen 3:6-8; 
4:3-7; 11:1-9; 12:10-20; 13:1-12; 14:21-24). 
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patriarchal blessing in Gen 12:3. This word (“to curse”) occurs with a similar meaning 

only in these two passages in Genesis. It is mentioned twice within Gen 16:4-5 that 

Hagar the Egyptian “despised” Sarah, the very thing which Gen 12:3 warned would 

end in God’s curse: “Those who despise you I will curse.” It is noteworthy that one of 

the few other occurrences of the verb is Deut 23:5, a passage with longstanding 

association with Deut 7:1-6 and the theme of “foreign wives” within the OT canon. In 

Deut 7:1-6, where is an explication of the second section of the first Commandment 

about separation from the gods of other nations, Moses accentuates the fact that Israel 

is called to forsake any possibility of following after the idols of the nations and to 

remember the only God who keeps “his covenant of love to a thousand generations of 

those who love him” (Deut 7:9). Moses appears intent on stressing the notion that 

separation from the gods of other nations necessarily entails separation from the 

nations themselves (Deut 7:2-3). Indeed, Deut 7:3 stressed the threat of marriage to 

“foreigner.” Moses’ concern, thus, is with the effect of joining in marriage and treaties 

with the Canaanites, who practice idolatry (Deut 7:4). 

 

4.3.7. “Walk with God” in the Pentateuch 

The genealogical list in Genesis 5 is nearly identical in form to the one in Gen 11:1-26, 

the genealogy of Shem. A comparison of the formal elements of the two genealogies 

shows that the only difference between them is the inclusion of the clause “and he 

died” at the end of each of the names in Genesis 5. Why would the author have felt it 

important to remind the reader specifically of the death of each of these patriarchs, 

whereas in the other genealogical lists he allows the matter of the individual’s death to 
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remain implicit in the statement of the total number of the years of his life? The answer 

is not hard to find in Genesis 5 because in this chapter alone one of the patriarchs, 

Enoch, did not die. The total number of the years of his life is given, as with the other 

genealogies, but only here is there an exception (Gen 5:24). In other words, the author 

purposefully underscores the death of each patriarchs in Genesis 5 in order to highlight 

and focus the reader’s attention on the exceptional case of Enoch. Why does the author 

want to point to Enoch so specifically as an exception? The author’s purpose can better 

be seen in the way he has emphasized, through repetition, that Enoch “walked with 

God” (Gen 5:22, 24). The phrase “walk with God” clearly has a special meaning to the 

author since he uses the same expression to describe Noah as “a righteous man, 

blameless among the people of his time” (Gen 6:9), and Abraham and Isaac as faithful 

servants of God (Gen 17:1; 24:40; 48:15). The sense of the author is clear. Enoch is an 

example of one who found life amid the curse of death. One can find life if one “walks 

with God.” For the author, then, a door is left open for a return to the Tree of Life in 

the Garden. Enoch found that door in his “walking with God” and in so doing has 

become a paradigm for all who seek to find life. It is significant that the author returns 

to this theme at the opening of Genesis 17, where God establishes his covenant 

promise with Abraham (Gen 17:1-2). To “walk with God” is to fulfill one’s covenant 

obligations. Abraham’s final response in Gen 17:23 shows that he obeyed the covenant 

as commanded in Gen 17:9 – he circumcised all male members of his household, “as 

God had spoken to him” (v. 23). This final remark about Abraham’s obedience carries 

the reader back to the beginning of the narrative where the injunction was given: “walk 

before me (%LEïh;t.hi) and be blameless (~ymi(t', v. 1).” This portrait of an obedient 

Abraham is reminiscent of the picture of Noah, who also “walked with God” (%L,h;t.hi) 

 
 
 



      240

and was “blameless” (~ymiîT', Gen 6:9). In the light of the scarcity of these terms in 

Genesis, it seems likely that the author expects the reader to make an association 

between these two great men based on the close recurrence of both terms. “Blameless” 

occurs in Genesis only in these two texts; “walk before God” occurs more frequently, 

but in carefully chosen contexts (Enoch, Gen 5:22, 24; Noah Gen 6:9; Abraham, Gen 

17:1; 24:40; 48:15 [with Isaac]). Thus Abraham and Noah are presented as examples of 

those who have lived in obedience to the covenant and are thus “blameless” before 

God, because both obeyed God “as he commanded them” (Gen 17:23; cf. 6:22; 7:5, 9, 

16). 

For the author/the final composer, “walking with God” is the way to life as Moses tells 

the people in the wilderness (Deut 30:15-16). It is important to see that for the author 

of the Pentateuch “walking with God” could not have meant a mere keeping of a set of 

laws. Rather, it is just with those who could not have had a set of “laws” that the author 

associates the theme of “walking with God.” By choosing such individuals to 

exemplify “walking with God,” the author shows his desire to teach another way to life 

than merely a legalistic adherence to the Law. We must not lose sight of the fact that 

from the author’s perspective the way of the Law at Sinai has not proved successful 

(e.g., Deut 31:27). A better way lay still in the future (Deut 30:5-16). For him the way 

to life is exemplified best in people like Enoch (“he walked with God,” Gen 5:22), 

Noah (“he walked with God,” Gen 6:9), and Abraham (“he believed God and he 

reckoned it to him for righteousness,” Gen 15:6). The point is clear enough: God 

delivers those who “walk with” him and who do not “corrupt his way.” In the 

repetitions, the author’s/the final composer’s message comes through most clearly. 
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Thus when the author repeats four times that those who survived the Flood were those 

who had done “as the Lord had commanded” (Gen 6:22; 7:5, 9, 16), his point is clear. 

Obedience to the will of the Lord is the way to salvation. In the way that Noah is here 

(Gen 7:6-24) an example of obedience and salvation, later narrative figures, such as 

Abraham (Gen 21:4) and the Israelites (Exod 12:28), will be called upon to exhibit the 

same lesson. 

 

4.3.8. The Woman-at-the-Well (Genesis 24, 29// Exodus 2) 

The parallels between the Rebekah story (Gen 24:1-67, esp. vv. 11-20) and the 

accounts in Gen 29:1-10 and Exod 2:16-22, where a wife is obtained in a foreign land 

have been observed by some critics.392 It is apparent that the author has related 

Genesis 24 to the whole of the Abraham narrative and knows also of the Isaac-Rebekah 

and Jacob-Laban narratives, indicating that the composition was conceived in light of 

the former. J. G. Williams has pointed out a literary conventions in the biblical text, 

such as that of the betrothal to a woman at a well (as in Genesis 24 and 29, Exodus 

2).393 He has isolated the example of the woman-at-the-well motif in the biblical texts. 

The three passages all contain the motif of meeting the wife-to-be at a well.394 Indeed, 

from analyses of the episodes meeting at a well, it is clear that in such encounters the 

                                                   

392 These intertextual relationships are usually attributed to a secondary editor whose purpose was to 
integrate disparate patriarchal stories into the epic account, e.g., Thompson, Origin Traditionl, 102; Van 
Seters, on the basis of chronological and other links, believes that the original arrangement was possibly 
Gen 22:20-24; 25:1-6; 24:1-67; and 25:11 (Abraham in History, 248). 
393 See, James G. Williams, “The Beautiful and the Barren: Conventions in Biblical Type-Scenes” JSOT 
17 (1980): 107-19. 
394 Kenneth T Aitken, however, has concluded, after a detailed study of the structure of Genesis 24 that 
aside from the marriage itself, therefore, the basic structure of the plot in Genssis 24 has no parallel in 
either Genesis 29 or Exodus 2. See, Aitken’s work, “The Wooing of Rebekah: A Study in the 
Development of the Tradition,” JSOT 30 (1984): 3-23. 

 
 
 



      242

emphasis is particularly on the main character who meets a woman (a daughter) 

coming to draw water. The main character does something for her and receives an 

invitation to come to her father’s home; a marriage ensues.395 

The similarity can be traced at the level of word choice and its theme. Firstly, at the 

level of word’s choice, raE)B.h;-l[;( bv,YEïw: (“he remained at the well,” Exod 2:15) suggests 

a similarity to the well stories in Genesis 24 and 29. In Gen 24:10-27, the servant of 

Abraham found Rebekah to be Isaac’s wife; in that pericope hqv (hiphil, “to give to 

drink”) occurs seven times (vv. 14[x3], 17, 18[x2], 19) and raE)B.h; (“the well”) three 

times. In Gen 29:1-14, at the meeting between Jacob and Rachel, matters are presented 

the other way around: raE)B.h; occurs seven times and hqv thrice. Similarily, in Exod 

2:15, Moses is sitting at raE)B.h; and gives the flock to drink (hqv, thrice). Secondly, 

there is also a thematic analogy between the accounts: a bride is acquired (for Isaac, 

Jacob and Moses) and a safe home is found after fleeing as the result of an 

unforgivable deed (Jacob and Moses). In addition, the servant (Gen 24:26-27) testifies 

that it was the Lord who “led” (hxn) him successfully (cf. v. 48). The servant may well 

be cast by the author in the image of Moses. In the song of victory Moses says 

similarly, “In your unfailing love (ds,x,) you will lead (hxn) the people” (Exod 15:13), 

and the divine command to Moses, “go (%lh), lead (hxn) the people…and my angel 

(ykiÞa'l.m;) will go before you (^yn<+p'l.)” in Exod 32:34 recalls the servant’s exultation (v. 

27) and Abraham’s promise of a guiding angel (v. 7) 

Further, the textual resemblance can be presented in terms of the continuation of life 

for a son. In Genesis 24 and 29, animals were given water: camels (Gen 24:14ff.) and 
                                                   

395 Cf. G. F. Davies, Israel in Egypt. Reading Exodus 1-2, JSOT 134 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), 146-
52. 
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the flock (Gen 29:3). In the first place, to be given water signifies life to these animals. 

Nonetheless, the context in which the stories take place and the special role of the 

daughters (cf. Gen 24:13; 29:6) make it clear that there is a more critical issue involved 

here. The continuation of Abraham’s line is at stake. The special place of raE)B.h; in the 

architecture of the biblical texts indicates that, besides being a source of life for the 

flock, it particularly has to do with the continuation of life for the ‘son’. This notion is 

also present in the story of Hagar, who named a well Lahai-Roi (Gen 16:14). The fact 

that Ishmael, the son of Abraham, could be born is due to the fact that this well was 

there. In this regard, H C White correctly maintained that the name of the well does not 

refer to the fact that ‘Hagar lived after seeing God, but rather to the life given to her 

child because of the sight.”’396 The well Lahai-Roi is again mentioned in connection 

with Isaac. Coming from that well when he saw the camels approaching, Isaac went to 

meet them and to receive Rebekah as his wife (Gen 24:62, 67). He was living nearby 

that well when Elohim blessed him (Gen 25:11). Between these two occurrences, the 

story of the death of Abraham is related (Gen 25:1-11), so that the well Lahai-Roi 

forms an enclosing framework around Abraham’s death and burial. At the well Lahai-

Roi, the critical issue concerns the life of Abraham’s offspring. In Exodus as well, 

more is involved than providing a flock with water. The announcement of the birth of a 

son, Gershom (Exod 2:22) and the scene at the well form an inclusio around Moses’ 

meeting with the priest of Midian.397 

 

                                                   

396 H. C. White, “The Initiation Legend of Ishmael,” ZAW 87 (1975): 267-87 (esp. 286, n 61). 
397 This ananlysis is heavily on the basis of Jopie Siebert-Hommes’ work, Let the Daughters Live!: The 
Literary Architecture of Exodus 1-2 as a Key for Interpretaion, Biblical Interpretation Series 37 (Leiden: 
Brill, 1998), 77, 121-23. 
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4.4. Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have recognized the essential homogeneity of the Abraham 

narrative and the remaining books of the Pentateuch. The close textual relationships 

between the Abraham narrative and the remainder of the Pentateuch, which we had 

observed above allude that the author/the final composer of the Pentateuch has 

deliberately shaped the texts in such a way that one can discern relationships among its 

parts. As stated in the section of the introduction, the narrative is composed as a part of 

a larger typological scheme of the Pentateuch, foreshadowing the future events. The 

episodes in the Abraham narrative, thus, prefigure events in the life of Israel in the 

eschatological perspective of the Pentateuch; it is ever looking forward to future 

generation, where appropriation of the promissory blessings can be reexperienced. 
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