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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week One: Th e Giv er Of  Lif e (Genesis 1-2) 

 
The book of Genesis provides the foundation for the rest of the Bible, by describing the early 
history of God's relationship with the humans he created.  Throughout Genesis, and especially in 
the opening chapters, we are constantly reminded of life and death, both physical and spiritual.  
The book begins with a brief but sweeping description of God as the giver and source of all life. 
 
In The B eginning (Genesis 1:1) 
 
The simple statement that opens the Bible is filled with profound implications.  If it is true that 
our world and our lives were created by the will of an eternal God, then it is not only atheists and 
unbelievers who have cause to tremble.  Even believers can become so preoccupied with being 
factually correct that they forget the humbling message of God as the giver of life itself. 
 
To the often-asked question of how everything in our universe began, Genesis provides a 
straightforward answer (1:1).  Questions of how things come to be and how they pass away (or 
cease to exist) lie at the heart of any genuine search for truth, whether spiritual, religious, 
historical, or philosophical*.  These matters arise throughout the book of Genesis, especially in 
the earlier chapters.  Again and again, we are reminded that God gives life as he is pleased to 
give it; we are reminded that we live and breathe by the grace of God; and we are reminded that 
God is eternal and that he will live long beyond the life-span of anything in this earth. 
 

* On Coming To Be And P assing Away is the title of a philosophical work by the ancient Greek philosopher 
Aristotle.  With his scientific mind, Aristotle was baffled and intrigued by the idea that something can exist 
when once it didn't exist, and that a thing can be "alive" one moment, and "not alive" the next. 

 
Most obviously, Genesis addresses matters relating to physical life and physical death.  Genesis 
tells us that the entire physical universe owes its existence to a decision by a God who is not 
constrained by time and space as we know it.  In Genesis and throughout the Old Testament, we 
see a panorama of human history; one generation after another fights its battles and pursues its 
goals, only to pass away in its time, largely forgotten by later generations.  We ought always to 
keep this in mind - many of the things that we ourselves consider crucial to our well-being (or to 
our state of mind) will later in their turn be revealed for the trivialities they truly are. 
 
Even more important, of course, are matters relating to spiritual life and spiritual death.  Such 
matters are inherently less obvious, less conducive to logical certainty, and easier to overlook.  
Yet they are vital to an awareness of God and to an understanding of his ways.  God has always 
been aware of our pre-occupation with the physical, and thus he has always taken the time to 
explain how his teachings apply even in the physical realm.  But the spiritual and the eternal 
have always been what really matter to God. 
 
This spring, we shall survey the contents of Genesis 1-36, with an emphasis on the things they 
teach us about life and death.  Here is an overview and a tentative outline of our topics: 
 
 Genesis 3-4 Sin & Its Consequences 
 Genesis 5-8 A Flood Of Sin & A Flood Of Water 
 Genesis 9-11 Starting Over 
 Genesis 12-14 Abram Leaves Home 
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 Genesis 15-17 God's Covenant With Abram 
 Genesis 18-20 The Holy & The Unclean 
 Genesis 21-24 Abraham, Sarah, & Isaac 
 Genesis 25:1-27:40 Future Nations 
 Genesis 27:41-30:24 Jacob & His Family 
 Genesis 30:25-32:32 Israel 
 Genesis 33-36 The Two Nations 
 
In the summer, we shall continue with a series of studies in Genesis 37 - Exodus 12, with the 
theme "Our Redeemer Lives".  In autumn, the topic will be "A Call To Holiness: Studies in 
Exodus 13-40".  Together, the books of Genesis and Exodus give us a framework with which to 
understand the rest of the Old Testament; and they introduce the basic concepts that are 
ultimately tied together in the gospel of Jesus. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What exactly does 'life' imply?  What is the 
difference between physical life and spiritual life?  What does 'death' imply?  What is the 
difference between spiritual death and physical death?  What relative emphasis is there in 
the Bible between the physical and the spiritual?  Does the Old Testament differ from the 
New in this respect? 

 
God  S aw That It W as Good  (Genesis 1:2-2:3) 
 
Amidst all of the fruitless debates between advocates for "evolution" and those for "intelligent 
design", even believers can lose sight of the real lessons of the creation account in Genesis.  God 
did not create this earth just to confound atheists.  This description of his creation shows us 
several important things; but in particular, it shows us that humanity was the culmination of it all. 
 
It is appropriate, in many respects, that the first words spoken by God in Scripture are "Let there 
be light" (1:2-10).  Even today, we remain dependent on God for physical light and for spiritual 
light: the light of the sun that he created, and the light of truth that we receive through Jesus.  The 
symbolism of light remains important throughout Scripture, and here it parallels the theme of 
orderliness being created out of formlessness*.  Notice that the presence of the Spirit of God is 
what foreshadows the end of emptiness and formlessness. 
 

* We generally emphasize that God created the world out of nothing (that is, in our realm).  Commentators 
often describe this as creation ex  nihilo (out of nothing).  But the Scripture itself puts more emphasis on the 
purposeful and methodical way that God designed the world.  Likewise, this idea is also more important 
than any literal, scientific details (many of which are deliberately omitted from the inspired account). 

 
Before God brought anything living into the world, he made some important separations.  
Separating the darkness from the light may not seem particularly significant, unless we keep in 
mind that the sun has not yet been created - we then realize that the day and night of verse 3 are 
meant figuratively and spiritually, rather than referring to our 24-hour days.  Distinctions 
between light and dark, good and evil, wisdom and folly, are essential in knowing God. 
 
Likewise, the separation between heaven and earth is a reminder that we now see only a tiny 
fraction of reality.  The separation between land and sea also has symbolic significance.  To the 
prophets, a rolling, churning sea was an image of the endless striving of the worldly for power 
and importance*.  We belong, symbolically, on the "dry land" of God's guidance and providence. 
 

* This is also the meaning of the "Beast From The Sea" in Revelation 13:1-10.  Using imagery known from 
the Old Testament prophets, this beast is an embodiment of all earthly kingdoms and rulers. 
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With these preliminaries done, God is ready to let there be life on the world he has prepared 
(1:11-25).  Plants are the first living things, and they shall serve as a food source for the other 
living things that God will make (see also verses 29-30).  God next creates the various inanimate 
celestial objects - the moon, sun, and stars* - that humanity has always used to calculate the 
passage of time, just as God expected.  Only now, after forming a complete physical and spiritual 
environment, does God create animals, animate beings with brains and the ability to move about. 
 

* That these were not created until day and night had already been defined, and until plants had already 
been growing, is an indication that we are not supposed to expect scientifically accurate detail.  In fact, only 
in very recent centuries did anyone try to force the Genesis narrative into such a framework.  The ancient 
Christians understood that the points of emphasis in Genesis 1 are spiritual, not scientific. 

 
Genesis only hints at the enormous variety of life that God created.  But it says enough to remind 
us of God's unlimited power of creation, and of his ability to grant life on a large scale or a small 
scale as he sees fit.  As we read over the simple story of the creation, we repeatedly see how 
small and humble we are on God's scale.  Does this mean that human beings are a trivial part of 
what God created?  Or should the massive scale of creation mean something different to us? 
 
God answers such questions when he lets the first humans walk the earth* (1:26-31).  By making 
us in his own image**, God clearly identifies humanity as a special part of what he has made.  
Though he put something of himself into everything he made, only humans were expressly 
designed to seek and to be like God.  This remains true despite all of our flaws and follies. 
 

* Genesis gives a brief overview of the creation of humanity in 1:26-30, then sets it in a broader context in 
1:31-2:3.  Then, 2:4-25 goes back to provide a more detailed account of how God created the first humans, 
and of his intentions for them.  For a long time, there was a popular theory that Genesis was pieced together 
from several independent, sometimes contradictory sources; those who held this theory would claim to find 
inconsistencies between 1:26-30 and 2:4-25.  But this is merely one of many examples when the Spirit 
provides us with multiple inspired narratives that emphasize different aspects of an important scene. 
 
** This means, of course, in the image of God's character, not in imitation of his physical form. 

 
Then, to further clarify humanity's position in the creation, God explicitly appoints human beings 
as rulers over the earth and over everything else he has made.  Knowing human nature, this is an 
extraordinary demonstration of God's love - since he certainly cannot have expected us to take 
very good care of things.  Believers rarely value God's creation for its own sake, as they should.  
Psalm 8 is a good study passage in this regard; for example: "what is man* that you are mindful 
of him, the son of man that you care for him? . . . You made him ruler over the works of your 
hands; you put everything under his feet" (Psalm 8:4, 6; which is also quoted in Hebrews 2:6). 
 

* The word translated as "man" at the start of verse 4 means "mortal human", not "male individual". 
 
Then, on the symbolic seventh day, God rested (2:1-3).  When the creation had been made 
complete by the introduction of human beings, it was now "very good", not just "good".  And 
God commemorated the significance of a completed creation with the seventh day.  For centuries 
under the old law, his people would observe a physical day of rest on the seventh day of the 
week.  This was not intended as an act of physical obedience, but as a reminder that this entire 
physical universe was created on behalf of those who were made in the image of the Creator. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Is there any pattern in the order of things God 
created?  What spiritual themes are implied in each 'day' of creation?  What do we learn 
from Genesis 1 about the role of humans in creation?  Why did God make the universe so 
much larger than our earth?  What was the original significance of the seventh day? 
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M an &  W oman (Genesis 2:4-25 ) 
 
In creating humanity, God made some deliberate choices.  In describing how God created the 
first humans, Genesis re-emphasizes how humanity is different from the rest of creation.  These 
verses also indicate God's main reasons for creating man and woman.  Moreover, this account 
gives us some insights into an ideal relationship between God and his creations. 
 
The Genesis narrative now backtracks slightly, to give a more detailed description of the creation 
of the first human being, beginning with the home that God prepared for him (2:4-17).  Right 
away, we can see a crucial difference between the creation of the rest of the universe, which 
came about merely by a verbal command, and the creation of the first human, into whom God 
personally breathed life.  Thus the connection between God and the human is inherently more 
intimate and personal - and so too is the man's dependence on God. 
 
The man is placed in a garden planted by God himself, and he is expected to take care of it.  So, 
from the very moment of creation, the man is given responsibility*.  Spiritual responsibility is 
not the result of sin, nor is it obtained by merit.  For we see here that responsibility is simply 
inherent in our status as having been created in God's image.  So too, every believer in God 
inherits spiritual responsibilities; they are neither a punishment nor a reward.  We thus should 
accept them for what they are. 
 

* This is one of the reasons why verses 5-6 describe the state of plant life before God created man.  Again, 
we are not expected to find rigorous scientific detail in this passage, for it is meant to address more 
important spiritual matters. 

 
In the garden are also two special trees.  We shall soon learn their significance; but for the 
moment the text simply emphasizes the beauty of these trees and of all the things that God has 
made.  The land is well-watered by several rivers* (flowing water, not churning water), 
reminding us that God is the source of life, growth, and nourishment, both physical and spiritual. 
 

* Because of some of the names of the rivers, it has sometimes been assumed that the garden is located in 
Mesopotamia.  But this is difficult or impossible to harmonize with other evidence.  The names Tigris and 
Euphrates do not need to (and probably do not) refer to the rivers we now know by these names.  It would 
hardly be unusual if the earliest humans took names from the garden and later used them for other places. 

 
The creation is not fully complete until the man's "helper" is created (2:18-25).  The creation of 
woman is preceded by an elaborate presentation of all the animals before Adam*, who is allowed 
to give them names as he pleases.  The observation that "for Adam no suitable helper was found" 
amongst the animals by no means implies that God expected there to be.  Rather, it is to impress 
upon Adam that, although all the other creatures in this world are wonderful examples of God's 
ability to give life, it is the woman - the other human soul - who will be special, unique, and 
irreplaceable.  Only she is made, like him, in the creator's image. 
 

* The name Adam is just Hebrew for "man", as in "an individual human".  Hebrew has three words that are 
usually translated 'man', but they have distinct meanings.  אדם ("adam") means an individual person, which 
could be either male or female.  איש ("ish", pronounced like 'eesh') means a male individual.  אנוש ("enosh") 
means a mortal human (it is the first word translated 'man' in Psalm 8:4 - see also above). 

 
For a second time, God performs an elaborate personal act of creation, rather than issuing a mere 
verbal command.  He makes the woman truly "flesh of my flesh" to Adam, and God intends for 
them to live together in closeness and equality, knowing that it is 'not good' for either one to be 
alone.  They may do as they please, save for eating the fruit of one special tree.  Their ideal life 
would, of course, only be disrupted when sin entered the picture. 
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This portrait of the first two humans is of special significance because it is the only example we 
have of sinless humans who are living directly in God's presence.  They alone came into a world 
that had not been damaged by sin; they alone experienced the best relationship with God that it is 
possible for a physical being to have.  We thus should consider carefully the things that 
characterize this unique situation.  They are given the rest of creation as a gift; yet they also have 
the responsibility of caring for it.  They are able to live together in complete harmony, closeness, 
and equality.  Most of all, they may appear without fear in the direct presence of God. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does God put the first humans in a garden?  Is 
there a spiritual parallel for us?  To what degree ought we to take the descriptive details 
literally?  Could this alter the spiritual lessons of this passage?  Why did God create the 
woman in the manner he chose?  What aspects of the first humans' lifestyle could or 
should we learn from? 

 
S u ggested  B ib liograp hy 
 
Since Genesis is both a popular book and also a book of obvious importance, there are many 
commentaries, Bible study guides, and other works on part or all of Genesis.  Many of these pay 
little attention to the overall lessons of the book, preferring to focus on minutia or on silly 
controversies.  But there are plenty of good books worth using as supplements to your own study 
of Genesis, including these: 
 
David Atkinson, The Message Of Genesis 1-11 (The Bible Speaks Today) 
Joyce Baldwin, The Message Of Genesis 12-5 0 (The Bible Speaks Today) 
Frank Gaebelein (ed.) & John Sailhamer (Genesis), The E x positor's Bible Commentary, V ol. 2 
Victor Hamilton, The Book Of Genesis, Chapters 1-17  (NICOT) 
Victor Hamilton, The Book Of Genesis, Chapters 18 -5 0 (NICOT) 
Derek Kidner, Genesis:  An I ntroduction And Commentary (Tyndale Commentaries) 
Andrew Louth (editor), Ancient Christian Commentary On S cripture:  Genesis 1-11 
Mark Sheridan (editor), Ancient Christian Commentary On S cripture:  Genesis 12-5 0 
 
You are welcome to ask me if you would like suggestions for studying Genesis on your own. 
 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Tw o: Sin & Its C onseq u ences (Genesis 3-4) 

 
After the glimpse of an ideal relationship with God in chapter 2, Genesis now tells us why we 
cannot ex perience this ideal in our physical lifetimes.  From the creation, we see that God 
desires for his people to live in his direct presence.  From the fall, we learn that sin makes this 
impossible in our present form.  The tension between these truths ultimately leads to the gospel. 
 
Review Of Last W eek ' s Class 
 
Genesis tells us that our universe had its beginning by the will of God (1:1).  God gave life and 
birth to everything alive, and it his by his grace that we exist.  This earth is temporary by its very 
nature, and thus life and death are ever-present here.  Physical life and death are prominent topics 
in the book of Genesis; spiritual life and spiritual death are even more important. 
 
As he created our universe, God saw that all he had made was good (1:2-2:3).  First he made 
light, which is significant both practically and symbolically.  Then he began to create life, 
bringing forth the extraordinary variety of living things that we so often take for granted.  
Finally, he created humanity in his own image - and this was very good. 
 
Man and woman are the culmination of God's handiwork (2:4-25). He created the rest of the 
physical universe by majestic, impersonal command; but he created the first human by more 
intimate means, breathing life directly into him.  The man was put into a garden that God had 
made, and the man was given the responsibility of caring for it.  Spiritual responsibility is thus 
inherent in who we are, as those made in God's image.  Woman, the man's true helper, was again 
made in a deeply personal fashion that emphasizes her closeness both to God and to the man. 
 
Their way of life in the garden of Eden provides us with our only example of the ideal 
relationship that mortal beings can have with God.  The man and the woman live in perfect trust, 
equality, and intimacy, sharing their spiritual responsibility, without sin and its awful 
consequences.  Most of all, they are able to experience living directly in God's presence. 
 
P arad ise Lost (Genesis 3) 
 
The story of "The Fall" provides a detailed illustration of the causes and effects of sin.  Though it 
may at first seem like a quaint legend, this narrative closely parallels the process by which we 
too fall into sin every day.  Though none of us will ever be sinless, it is greatly to our spiritual 
benefit to learn how we can more firmly resist the temptations that we face in this world. 
 
This first sin of the man and the woman can be characterized, at least in a basic sense, as an act 
of disobedience to God (3:1-6 ).  Here, the incident itself is rather mundane: God told the humans 
not to eat the fruit*; but when told by someone else (the serpent**) that it is all right to eat the 
fruit after all; they go ahead and eat it.  How did this first sin come to happen, and so easily? 
 

* Despite popular conceptions, there is nothing to suggest that it is an apple.  Nor do we need to determine 
what kind of fruit it was - indeed, the narrative deliberately avoids any specific identification. 
 
** It is usually assumed that the serpent represents Satan, though this is not stated.  The narrative says the 
serpent was a created being, with attributes not now pertaining to snakes. .  See also the imagery of Satan as 
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a dragon, an 'ancient serpent', in Revelation 12.  It is not unreasonable to assume that Satan was using (or 
possessing) the serpent, though the explicit identification with Satan is actually not necessary. 

 
There at least two basic factors, the external and internal.  Of course, with this sin, as with any 
sin we also are likely to commit, a number of factors are really at work together.  Yet it is helpful 
to notice the combination of an external influence with human desires that were already there. 
 
The catalyst for the sin was the serpent's contradiction of God's prohibition against eating from 
the tree of knowledge of good and evil.  The two humans chose to look at the situation as a case 
of the serpent's word against God's, considering both of them as roughly equal.  God was their 
Creator, while the serpent was merely a fellow created thing.  So they should never have given 
their words equal weight, and should have believed God over any number of other voices. 
 
But believers make the same mistake every day.  We read something interesting on the internet, 
or hear something on the news that grabs our emotions, and it carries a weight in our thinking 
that it never deserved to have.  Believers get more excited about some banal new theory about 
the 'end times' than they do about reading a familiar Bible passage that can strengthen their love 
for God.  In studying the Scriptures, we fixate on trivialities and doctrines instead of important 
spiritual principles.  Even worse, when we read something in the Word of God that contradicts a 
popular belief of our nation or our culture, instead of assuming as we should that the world is 
wrong, we decide that it is the Scripture that shouldn't be taken seriously. 
 
We read, "do not love the world or anything in the world" (1 John 2:25), yet we assume it is 'OK ' 
to do so anyway, since everyone else in our so-called 'Christian nation' seems to be doing so.  
We read, "Do not resist an evil person.  If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the 
other also" (Matthew 5:39), yet we are just as obsessed as any pagan is with demanding that 
criminals and terrorists be punished.  We read, "do not show favoritism" (James 2:1), yet we 
lavish attention on earthly celebrities and ignore the needs of the struggling. 
 
The other reason why the man and woman accepted the serpent's lies is because the serpent's 
words coincided with their own desires.  They saw something that looked good, and saw no 
reason to deny themselves.  We should not criticize them until we first realize all of the ways that 
we do the same things.  We so easily dismiss the hard teachings of the cross because they would 
cause us to give up fleshly pleasures, or because they would cause us to change strongly held 
opinions.  We adopt the perspectives of the world, and take false comfort in knowing that most 
others are doing the same. 
 
So then, we see here the first of many biblical examples of the price of sin: separation (3:7-13, 
23-24).  Sin, by its nature, separates us both from God and from each other.  Thus the aftermath 
of eating the fruit involves no arbitrary punishments, merely the inevitable, natural consequences 
of sin.  Even before they are convicted of sin, separation occurs between the man and the 
woman.  They are no longer able to live together in innocence and intimacy, for the awareness of 
their bodies becomes a barrier instead of drawing them closer*.  Then, when God questions 
them, they man tries blame to the woman, hoping to make her pay for his sin. 
 

* This is, in part, an illustration of the spiritual death that God foretold if they should eat the fruit of the tree 
of knowledge of good and evil.  In choosing what was not good for them, they will now lose some things of 
far greater value. 

 
Separation between humanity and God is another drastic consequence of sin.  It is a sad picture 
when we see the two humans desperately hiding from God, instead of rejoicing in his presence.  
Here is the real reason to avoid sin when we can.  In our lives, our sin is not usually punished in 
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an obvious, outward manner.  But it will always produce separation of some kind.  It can make 
us less comfortable worshiping God.  It can make us reluctant to pray or to talk about genuinely 
spiritual matters, even with other believers.  Hidden sin can create distance between us and those 
we love, while known sin produces a whole range of emotions that damage relationships.  God's 
view of sin is personal, not legal.  To God, sin is not "missing the mark" (failing to meet an 
arbitrary standard) - to God, sin is an unnatural disruption of our relationship with our Creator. 
 
Thus the further consequences that God announces are not the main punishment, nor do they 
represent arbitrary choices by God, for they are simply inevitable, the natural results of sin* 
(3:14-22).  Once sin entered the world, it could never be the same again.  We ourselves came 
into a world that was already fallen, already controlled by sin and by the evil one (1 John 5:19).  
There are many features of the world that displease God, but that he cannot change without 
denying us our free will by preventing us from sinning against him and against one another. 
 

* This is clearly so with the man and the woman.  The curse against the serpent (verses 14-16 ) is also a 
consequence of living in a now-fallen world, though it may seem 'unfair' to the serpent if we assume that 
the serpent was an unwilling host for Satan - though this involves assumptions not stated in the text. 

 
When the woman is told that henceforth her husband shall rule over her (verse 16 ), this is not a 
'punishment' for being the first to sin.  It simply states what now will happen: sin inevitably 
produces competition and rivalry.  Thus, ever since the first sin, it is a sorry fact that males have 
used their larger size to dominate and intimidate women physically*.  God did not will this to be 
so; he simply knew that it would come as an inevitable consequence of sin. 
 

* That is, God was in no way giving the man 'authority' over the woman.  He was, instead, warning her of 
what now will happen because sin and separation have entered the world. 

 
Likewise, when the man is told that it will now become much harder for him to farm the land 
(verses 17-19), this too is not a vindictive 'punishment', but a sad statement of fact.  Because sin 
permeates this world, it prevents God's benevolent presence from being with us as closely as it 
was before sin entered the world.  So we all must struggle to remain clothed and fed, and our 
physical bodies will constantly groan under the burden of living in a fallen world. 
 
But let us make sure to note that grace is ever-present in everything God does.  After explaining 
the somber truths of the way things will now be, God himself makes garments for the little 
rebels.  For the first of countless times in human history, God responds to ingratitude and 
disobedience by showing compassion and loving care.  He must regretfully banish Adam and 
Eve from Eden*, but he will continue to care for them in any way that they allow him to.  God is, 
always has been, and always will be full of grace for those who acknowledge that they need it. 
 

* The explanation given in verses 22-24 includes details that have been interpreted in a variety of ways, but 
what is clear is that the humans can no longer be in God's presence.  When God says that the man has 
become "like one of us, knowing good and evil" (the 'we' is a literary device, rather than a theological 
statement), and that he thus must not be allowed to eat from the tree of life, this is not insecurity on God's 
part.  It is the reflection of an important spiritual principle that comes into play often in the Old Testament: 
the holy and the unclean can never come into contact without catastrophic consequences. 

 
Questions For Study Or Discussion: How do external influences in our lives resemble the 
serpent's tactics?  What desires might we have that a 'serpent' could exploit?  How can we 
learn to recognize them and avoid their influence?  How does each of the consequences 
of this sin (verses 16 -19) arise from now living in a fallen world?  What do they have to 
do with the separation caused by sin?  What kinds of separation come from our own sins?  
How can we learn from this? 
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Crime &  P u nishment (Genesis 4) 
 
Soon after sin entered the world, humans also began committing sins of violence.  Though the 
story of Cain and Abel is well-known, it always has some lessons to teach us.  God's view of sin 
is quite different from ours.  While humans invariably focus on matters of punishment, 
compensation, and fleshly concepts of justice, God's perspective focuses on spiritual matters. 
 
The two brothers born to Adam and Eve* have come into a fallen world, and their own 
relationship will further accelerate the grip that sin holds over this earth (4:1-8).  Of their two 
offerings, we are told little except that only Abel's pleased God**.  We can clearly see the 
jealousy and anger that Cain feels as a result of Abel's offering being more pleasing to God.  
Here we clearly see the kinds of rivalry and competition that are unleashed by sin.  Even ministry 
can easily become a source of unhealthy comparisons amongst us, just as it did for Cain. 
 

* We see her receiving this name in 3:20, just after the fall.  The name is associated with Eve's identity as 
the future mother of all of humanity. 
 
** The distinction has nothing to do with Cain offering plants.  Grains or plants could often be offered 
under the Levitical system (see, for example, Leviticus 2:1-16 ).  To the degree that we can tell anything 
from the text, we can see that Abel brought fat portions (the best) of his first-fruits, while Cain only brought 
'some' (not necessarily the best) of his produce.  Yet it may even be simpler than this, if God merely 
responded on the basis of their (unspecified) attitudes when bringing their offerings. 

 
This sad example of deceit and murder is preceded by a personal warning from God to Cain.  
The Lord pleads with Cain not to compete against Abel, and not to compare himself with his 
brother.  We can see and can criticize what Cain did after rejecting this wise advice, but how 
willing are we to give up our own unhealthy desires to make comparisons?  There are even 
believers who will deliberately compare individuals or groups or congregations, under the guise 
of 'motivation' or 'encouragement'.  But the fact that human ingenuity can defend an unspiritual 
practice with spiritual-sounding logic does not make the practice acceptable to God. 
 
It is significant that Genesis chooses to follow the story of Cain and his descendants well into the 
future, even before doing the same with the lineage of Seth, whose descendants would survive 
much longer (4:9-18).  Notice that Cain's punishment for murdering his brother is separation - 
the same penalty that his parents had received for carelessly eating a piece of prohibited fruit.  
Fleshly logic tries to make sense of this type of apparent lack of proportion by analyzing the 
circumstances, motivations, and the like.  But all this analysis is based on the fallacy that there 
are 'degrees' of sin. 
 
To God, all wrongdoing is sin, and the result of any sin is separation, from one another and/or 
from God.  This is not even a calculated choice on God's part: it is an inherent consequence of 
his own perfectly righteous character, and of the fact that we were created in his image.  Even 
sending souls to 'hell' is simply an unavoidable consequence of God's nature.  Those with 
unforgiven sin cannot be in his presence. 
 
And, again with Cain, God's grace is ever-present.  Cain's crime was horrifying, and his remorse 
was at best minimal, as he offered only his notorious excuse when defending himself.  Yet God 
goes far out of his way to show Cain pity, compassion, and special care.  Though Cain has 
stigmatized himself, God promises his personal protection against anyone who would seek to 
harm Cain because of what he did.  Do most believers have anything remotely resembling this 
attitude towards the sinners we see today?  We would do well to give this serious consideration. 
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As a postscript to Cain's story, we are given a vignette from the life of his disreputable 
descendant Lamech* (4:19-26 ).  This Lamech follows his ancestor's example, by killing a man 
and then rejoicing in knowing that he nonetheless has God's protection.  No doubt Lamech takes 
God's gracious nature for granted, probably even more so than Cain did.  Yet here too he is 
merely a forerunner of so many others who will adopt this same kind of attitude. 
 

* This is not the same Lamech as Noah's father.  'Lamech' is one of many given names that seem to have 
been popular in the earliest recorded generations in Scripture. 

 
With Seth, a new son given to Adam and Eve, there is something of a fresh start.  Yet things can 
never again on this earth be the same as they had been in the garden.  This seems to be behind 
the comment that humans now began to "call on the name of the Lord".  The desire and need for 
God are planted in every human heart, yet we cannot draw close enough physically to him in this 
fallen world.  Ever since the fall, those seeking God's truth and light have been calling out from 
their souls, longing for the hope and mercy only he can grant. 
 

Questions For Study Or Discussion: Did the sins of their parents have any effect on Cain 
and Abel?  What warnings should we take from Cain's crimes?  Why was Cain's 
punishment appropriate?  What does it tell us about God's attitude towards Cain's sins?  
Why did God extend Cain such special protection afterwards?  What parallels might we 
experience?  Is there anything to be learned from the account of Lamech?  In the context 
of this chapter, what would it mean to call on God? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Th ree: A Flood  Of  Sin & A Flood  Of  Water (Genesis 5 -8 ) 

 
Once sin entered the world, it began dominating the thoughts and actions of humans.  Though we 
always retain the inherent godliness we were created with, sin can turn us into persons who 
cause God pain instead of j oy.  The story of the great flood is a reminder of the devastation that 
sin can cause.  Y et it also reminds us that with God there is always hope for the future. 
 
Review Of P reviou s Classes 
 
God is the giver of everything, including life itself (Genesis 1&2).  In the beginning, there was 
neither form nor purpose to our world, but God's Spirit brought both.  God saw that all he had 
created was good, yet it was not complete until he made humanity in his own image.  God 
emphasized this by creating man and woman in an intimately personal manner.  In the ideal 
relationship that created beings can have with God, the man and woman live in perfect harmony 
and equality, sharing the responsibility God gave them to take care of what he had made. 
 
This ideal is destroyed by sin (Genesis 3&4).  The paradise of Eden is lost when Adam and Eve 
accept the serpent's word as equal with God's.  We also often doubt God's Word when we are 
given an excuse.  God does not so much punish their sin as he announces its consequences.  Sin's 
primary, and inevitable, result is separation.  This sin caused the man and the woman to distance 
themselves both from one another and also from God.  As a further consequence, the entry of sin 
into the world led to life being more unpleasant, filled with competition, toil, and pain. 
 
The story of Cain and Abel further illustrates God's perspective on crime and punishment.  When 
the two brothers offer sacrifices that God responds to differently, Cain views it as a competition 
with his brother, and ultimately murders him.  Cain thus suffers separation from his family, in 
addition to incurring God's displeasure.  Yet grace is always present in God's treatment of us.  
Just as God clothed and cared for Adam and Eve after their mistake, so now God grants Cain 
special protections in case anyone tries to harm him for his crime. 
 
As humanity spread and the burden of sin produced further separation, human souls felt their 
deep need for God.  Since physical closeness with God is no longer possible here on earth, 
seeking souls have ever since been calling out to God for his grace and mercy. 
 
Filling The E arth (Genesis 5 ) 
 
As the years of human time began to roll by, the family started by Adam and Eve had an ever-
growing number of descendants.  This genealogy follows only one line, the line leading to Noah, 
up to the time of the great flood.  Though only a few of the individuals mentioned are important 
in themselves, the continuity and the uniformity of this lineage are significant in their own right. 
 
Genesis presents a genealogical table of the earliest generations (5:1-20).  The comment that God 
called humanity 'man' again emphasizes the basic nature of human beings, not masculinity*.  The 
point is that humans, unlike other creatures in God's universe, each reflect something of God's 
own image.  Humans are inherently designed to seek God as individuals. 
 

* The word in Hebrew here is אדם, the same as the name 'Adam', which means 'man' as in an individual 
person, not necessarily a male individual.  See also the notes to Week One. 
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The record starting with Adam is continuous, connecting each succeeding generation back to the 
beginning.  The genealogies in the Bible remind us that God alone remains the same through all 
eras.  No one person - even one who lives for over 900* years - will be on this earth for more 
than a tiny fraction of recorded time.  The living God has never been a god for only one time or 
place.  They also encourage us to think of humanity as a connected whole, both throughout the 
world and throughout time.  Persons in unfamiliar times and places are living souls with their 
own hopes, sins, and hurts, not just impersonal objects who populate impersonal stories. 
 

* Commentators sometimes try to avoid their discomfort with these long life-spans by suggesting that they 
were counted differently, perhaps by what we would call months instead of years.  But this does not work - 
look at the ages given for the birth of their children.  Their ages at fatherhood rule out these theories.  Note 
also (see below) that human ages at death, as recorded in the Bible, decreased sharply after the flood. 

 
This early record of generations also shows how humanity followed God's instruction to multiply 
and increase.  Though it follows only the main line leading from Adam to Noah, the text 
frequently mentions the many other lineages and families that branch off from this main line. 
 
In the portion of the genealogy leading from Enoch to Noah, some other points arise (5:21-32).  
Enoch is praised (here and in Hebrews 11:5) as someone who walked with God.  Because Enoch 
stood out in a time of sin and separation, God did not allow him to die, but "took him away".  We 
cannot, of course, know exactly what this involved, but we can understand that Enoch, like 
Elijah, was taken up out of this world by God's direct action.  Once again we see how much God 
values and appreciates those who seek him from the heart and who love being with their Creator. 
 
Enoch's own son Methusaleh is a bit of a mystery.  A calculation* shows that Methusaleh was 
living and well in the year that the flood came, yet he did not join his grandson Noah in the ark.  
We cannot know for certain, but barring a huge coincidence, the sad truth seems to be that the 
world's oldest-ever person died because he would not follow his grandson's example of faith. 
 

* Methusaleh was 187 when Lamech was born (5:25), and Lamech was 182 when Noah was born (5:28); 
so Methusaleh was 369 when Noah was born.  Noah was 600 when the flood came (7:11).  Thus 
Methusaleh was 969 when the flood came - and he died at the age of 969 (5:27). 

 
When Noah was born, his father Lamech*, probably feeling the weight of the world's sinfulness, 
gave him a name that meant 'comfort'.  Lamech well understood the ways that human sin had 
made life harder for everyone; thus he hoped that Noah would comfort his family "in the labor 
and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground the Lord has cursed" (verse 29).  Fortunately, 
Lamech was quite right about his son.  For Noah became the first of many whom God would 
single out in the midst of a desperate situation, choosing him as the human instrument of his will. 
 

* Note that Lamech died just 5 years before the flood came (compare 5:30 with 7:11) 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What is the purpose of the genealogy in this chapter?  
What valid applications could we make from it?  In this respect, how might it compare 
with other genealogies in the Scriptures? 

 
The Flood waters (Genesis 6  &  7) 
 
With the spread of humanity came the spread of sin.  The ways that sin ravaged his creation 
brought God great grief, just as they do now.  In the days of Noah, God decided to destroy most 
of the living things he had created, through the great flood.  Amongst the questions this raises, 
the most important ones concern what this tells us about our own sin and our own future. 
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God was surely displeased by the way that sin took over the world he had made, yet Genesis 
emphasizes that he was grieved by it (6:1-7).  To God, sin's worst effects are always personal, 
not legal or even moral.  The separation that sin causes is not an arbitrary choice on God's part - 
it is a necessary consequence of his nature that he cannot have fellowship with sin. 
 
The descriptions of the sons of God marrying the daughters of men, and the reference to the 
Nephilim ('giants') in verse 4, are often confusing to readers.  While we shall not try to give an 
exhaustive description of every detail, it will help to remember the context and purpose of this 
part of the Genesis narrative.  This passage teaches us to be aware of sin's destructive effects 
(especially the separation it causes), so that we can learn to see sin as God does.  In verses 1-4, 
specifically, the purpose is to describe the final overflowing of sin that led God to send the flood. 
 
Though some commentators want to see the 'sons of God' as angels*, the most consistent 
explanation, in context, is that the passage refers to the intermingling of the faithful and the 
faithless**, resulting in the bleak situation that God perceives in verse 5: that 'every' inclination 
of human hearts was evil.  The Nephilim are 'giants' figuratively, "men of renown", emphasizing 
the human tendency, then as now, to worship one another's exploits instead of worshiping God. 
 

* Amongst other problems, this theory shows a misunderstanding of the nature of angels.  Since Jesus 
himself made it clear that angels are asexual and cannot marry (for example, in Matthew 22:31), angels 
could not be part of the scenario described in Genesis 6.  The only basis of the angel theory is that 'sons of 
God' sometimes implies angels elsewhere in Scripture - a shaky reason that is outweighed by a lot of others.  
For example, if angels were at fault, this would hardly explain why God acted only against the earth. 
 
** Many commentators understand the passage in this general way, though some of them see it more 
specifically as referring to the lines of Seth (as 'sons of God', presumed to be believers) and Cain (as 
'daughters of men', presumed to be faithless).  This is not likely, and there is no solid reason for assuming 
that all descendants of Seth were faithful, nor for assuming that all of Cain's descendants were not. 

 
God comes to the regretful decision* to send a flood, to cleanse his world by destroying the 
source of all this sin - humanity.  Yet, even in the depths of his grief, he is graciously mindful of 
his hope for his creation.  And so, even as he plans the great flood, he also plans for the future. 
 

* Regarding God's decision in verse 3 that "(man's) days will be a hundred and twenty years", no one has 
yet definitively answered whether this means (a) that he waited for 120 years before sending the flood, to 
offer a final chance for individuals to repent; or (b) that after the flood the average human lifespan would 
be drastically shorter.  Regarding the latter, this change did occur, though there were exceptions (such as 
Abraham) to the supposed 120-year 'maximum'. 

 
Thus, in one of the best-known of all biblical narratives, God calls Noah to build a ship to protect 
a remnant of humanity and of animal life (6:8-7:10).  Noah and his family, uniquely, found favor 
in God's eyes, and thus they were chosen to be the seed for the future.  When God came to Noah, 
he brought a warning and also a covenant. 
 
God made everything clear to Noah, sparing nothing in his view of what humanity had become.  
Noah accepts both the warning and the responsibility that God gives him.  God offers Noah a 
covenant of protection, asking Noah to put his trust completely in God.  Noah will take on a 
long, difficult task that will expose him to criticism and ridicule from unbelievers.  God knows 
this, and he will care for Noah in every way possible*, but in the end Noah must choose for 
himself whether to be faithful and obedient. 
 

* For example, Noah does not have to go around tracking down all of the many species of animals, because 
God sends them to him (see 6:20 and 7:15). 
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When the waters come, Noah and his family are ready, but the rest of the world is not (7:11-24).  
Everything on land is destroyed by the floodwaters*, including the sinless animals - innocent 
casualties of human sinfulness.  When humans do not accept the spiritual responsibilities that 
God gave them, the whole creation will suffer for it.  This is a regrettable but inevitable 
consequence of humanity being the unique part of creation made in God's image. 
 

* There have been, of course, interminable discussions about the degree to which the account of the flood is 
true or historical.  Certain facts are indisputable: (a) other ancient civilizations in the region, such as the 
Babylonians and the Sumerians, had legends about a great flood that resemble the biblical account in 
superficial respects; and (b) There is apparent geological evidence for an ancient flood that covered a huge 
portion of what is now west-central Asia.  Beyond this, we know only what is explicitly stated in Scripture. 

 
But if the waters destroyed the rest of life on land, we are told that they actually saved Noah and 
his family - the apostle Peter makes this surprising statement in 1 Peter 3:20-21.  The wooden ark 
saved Noah and his shipmates from the flood, and from physical death.  But the waters separated 
Noah from a sin-filled world, allowing God to keep Noah in his presence, thus saving him 
spiritually.  This does not mean that the sinful humans who died in the flood thus 'deserved' to 
die.  We see again and again in Genesis that God simply cannot allow the sinful, the unclean, in 
his presence.  Since he created our world in order to have some of the persons he created in his 
image to live in his presence, our sin constantly puts God in an uncomfortable position. 
 
God has always wanted those who seek him to be able to live in his presence, to the fullest 
degree that our mortal, physical, fallible present nature allows.  He thus must separate us 
somehow from the majority of humans who are quite content to remain faithless and unclean.  In 
Noah's day, he had to use the flood to bring about this separation.  Later, he would separate his 
people from the world through the Levitical system, which consecrated them through sacrifices 
and a large complex of laws designed to give them a special identity. 
 
In Jesus, we too must remain separate, but not physically.  As Paul explains in 2 Corinthians 
6:16-18, we must have a separate identity, a separate perspective, a separate mind-set.  We are no 
longer of this world, and we must not allow our hearts to dally here, for we have important 
responsibilities.  If we truly care about those around us, we will not argue with God when he tells 
us they are lost.  If we truly care about them, we will not indulge their silly earthly obsessions 
and idols.  We will take time to understand their perspective (this, not imitating their behavior, is 
what Paul meant by being all things to all men) and we will also remember their spiritual peril. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does sin grieve God?  How should this affect 
our own perspective on sin?  At this time, why did God decide to send the flood?  What 
did he want it to accomplish?  What responsibilities did he give Noah?  How could they 
parallel our own spiritual responsibilities?  How did the flood 'save' Noah?  What should 
we learn from this (see also 1 Peter 3:20-21)? 

 
God  Rememb ers N oah (Genesis 8) 
 
Genesis gives us a rather detailed account of Noah as he carefully determines when (or whether) 
it is safe to leave the ark.  This re-emphasizes some of the main lessons of the history of the 
flood, reminding us of the fragility of life on this earth, and reminding us of the dependence we 
have on God for our very existence.  Then, we see once more an outpouring of grace from God. 
 
Even after the rains stopped, it would be a while before it was safe to leave the ark (8:1-14).  
This helps us to appreciate a little better how completely dependent on God Noah and the others 
were.  No matter how much faith Noah may have had, this whole sequence of events had to have 
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been a terrifying experience.  Popular fiction romanticizes the experience of a small group of 
lone survivors of a disaster, but this was grim reality. 
 
It is not until long after the actual rains have stopped that the ark comes to rest*.  For some five 
months (see 7:24), Noah, his family, and their furry, feathery, and scaly passengers floated 
around above a dead world.  Even after stopping, they had to wait for weeks, frozen in place, 
looking out at nothing but water.  By the time they actually exited the ark and resumed normal 
living, the whole experience had taken almost a year (compare 7:11 with 8:13). 
 

* The location, in "the mountains of Ararat" (plural, not singular), is usually believed to be in a remote 
region of present-day Turkey.  Though various enthusiasts sometimes like to imagine that fragments of the 
ark have been found or could be found, this kind of thing is unnecessary (or even damaging) to our faith. 

 
It is interesting that Genesis describes in such detail how Noah sent out the birds.  It again helps 
us to understand the long period of waiting that took place before they could all get out of the 
ark.  It also (along with the sacrifices offered after the passengers left the ark) shows God's 
providence in providing Noah with seven pairs* of the clean animals** instead of only one pair, 
as with the rest. 
 

* See 7:2 and 7:3.  Many verses translate these as 7 individuals of each kind animal, but the structure of the 
original text more probably implies 7 pairs of each. 
 
** The exact list of clean animals and unclean ones does not come until Leviticus 11, so we can only gather 
from this passage that the same (or at least a similar) distinction was known to Noah. 

 
God's promise to Noah helps us further to understand God's perspective on what has happened 
(8:15-22).  The simple faith of Noah, in offering a sacrifice of thanks for his deliverance, is 
described as being to God 'a pleasing aroma' - not at all referring to the physical smell of the 
sacrifices, but to the joy God takes in the sincere faith of those who, like Noah and his family, 
trust him even when the whole world thinks and acts differently.  Because God loved and 
appreciated Noah, he now begins to pour out his grace on the survivors of the flood. 
 
God thus promises not to bring such a cataclysm again, assuring Noah that he and all future 
generations can count on the natural rhythm of days, seasons, and years to continue as long as 
the earth endures.  The New Covenant thus tells us too not to seek secret information about the 
end of the world, but to realize that Jesus will come unexpectedly.  Until then, we too should 
make the best of the world as it is, living as Noah did in simple, submissive, grateful faith.  Noah 
lived by the grace of God, and rejoiced in it.  We will do well to follow his example. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What would it have been like to be in Noah's 
situation?  How would it have tested his faith?  What situations might we face that could 
be similar spiritually?  What should we learn from the elaborate description of how Noah 
found out when it was safe to leave the ark?  What was so pleasing to God about Noah's 
sacrifice?  What parallels to this would there be for us? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Fou r: Starting  Ov er (Genesis 9 -11) 

 
After the flood, God made a covenant with Noah, providing security and comfort for Noah's 
family, while re-emphasiz ing God's desire for those who seek him to live in his presence.  The 
surviving humans then resumed multiplying, and began to rebuild.  W hile they may have been 
able to avoid some of the errors of their ancestors, they made some new mistakes instead. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Sin and its consequences brought an end to the ideal life that Adam and Eve once had in God's 
presence (Genesis 3 &  4).  Paradise was lost when they allowed the serpent to cause them to 
doubt what God had told them.  Once sin entered the world, it spread and became more violent, 
with Cain murdering his brother in a spirit of envy and rivalry.  These sins, like all sins, carried 
the inevitable consequence of separation.  Sin always separates us in some way from God and 
from each other, even when there are no other consequences to it.  Yet grace is always present, 
because God loves the sinful, and he will care for them just as he took care of Cain. 
 
Sin flooded the earth, and eventually God brought the great flood of water (Genesis 5-8).  Until 
then, humans were multiplying and filling the earth.  The genealogy in Genesis 5 recounts the 
earliest generations with few details, but things get more interesting in the generations from 
Enoch to his great-grandson Noah.  Because Enoch "walked with God", he did not die, but was 
taken home directly by God.  His son Methusaleh had the longest recorded human life span, but 
he died the year of the flood, quite possibly unwilling to heed the example of his grandson Noah. 
 
We know the story of God sending the floodwaters upon a world hopelessly infested with sin.  
Yet we should also remember that God's primary response to the rampant sin and to the necessity 
of the flood was grief, for he would rather have forgiven sin instead of punishing it.  Thus most 
of the inhabited part of the world was destroyed by water.  Noah, his family, and a remnant of 
animals were saved from physical death by the ark, but they were saved from spiritual danger by 
the water, which separated them from sin so that they could live in God's presence. 
 
God remembered Noah, who faithfully endured many months of aimless floating in the ark.  
Even after the ark came to rest, Noah had to go through weeks of waiting, occasionally testing 
whether it was safe to leave the ark.  Upon returning to normal life on earth, Noah made 
sacrifices to God, who in turn gave the surviving humans a covenant of assurance and peace. 
 
The Rainb ow (Genesis 9:1-17) 
 
God's covenant with Noah is most often remembered for God's use of the rainbow, as a sign to 
Noah of the promises that God has made to him.  There are actually several other features of this 
covenant that bear noticing.  In fact, we still benefit from some of the terms of God's covenant 
with Noah, making it worth remembering as more than a mere postscript to the flood. 
 
The ark's passengers re-emerge into a changed world, which God recognizes with his promises 
and instructions (9:1-7).  Despite his sad experience with humans and their sin, God once more 
entrusts them with everything he has created, which they may use for their benefit.  Once more, 
God's grace motivates him to give without any guaranty that his gift will be appreciated or 
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respected.  In fact, since he now allows humanity to use animals as food for the first time*, he 
gives them even more privileges over the creation than they had before the flood. 
 

* Compare Genesis 1:29-30 with 9:3.  This does not mean there were no carnivores in the natural world 
before the flood - this has been the basis for some bizarre theories, but such a conclusion is neither 
necessary nor justified by the text.  (It also does not mean that humans never ate meat before the flood, just 
that God did not authorize them to do so.) 

 
As before, God asks only that humans use responsibly what he has given them.  Since they are 
given the animals as food, they will have to account for the lifeblood* of each animal.  God gives 
humans absolute dominion over nature, but this does not mean that they can do as they please 
with it.  They are not to kill anything unless they use it constructively to fill a genuine need. 
 

* God equates blood with life, both symbolically and practically.  This became an integral part of the 
Levitical law, and it is also an important conceptual foundation of the gospel of Jesus. 

 
In his dealings with us, God always balances privilege with responsibility.  When we consider 
our blessings - anything of value we have - we should always remember that with them comes 
responsibility.  "From the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked" 
(Luke 12:48).  At the very least, we always have the responsibility for taking care of the things 
God gives us.  For nothing on this earth ever truly belongs to us - nor can we keep it forever. 
 
The sign of the rainbow symbolically illustrates the nature of God's promise (9:8-17).  The 
rainbow is a promise not only to humans, but also "a covenant with every living creature" - an 
expression chosen deliberately; for God is well aware of the destruction that the flood brought to 
non-human living things.  The promise is simple: God assures us that the world will continue as 
it is until the time comes for it to end once and for all.  Never again will a catastrophe of such 
huge dimensions come upon the earth. 
 
The rainbow is an appropriate visible sign to confirm this covenant.  A rainbow after a 
rainstorm* provides a simple, attractive reminder of God's creative power and of his command 
over nature.  Sadly, though, most Christians act just as badly as unbelievers do when the world 
faces some new disaster or 'crisis'.  Such situations are an opportunity for us to show others what 
genuine faith is - but only if we resist our tendency to worry about our own fleshly interests. 
 

* A rainbow is the result of sunlight refracted through water droplets (mist or rain) in the air.  So, in many 
cases, it is seen in the symbolically significant situation of a sunny sky that follows a rainstorm. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What would have changed after the flood?  Are there 
any parallels with our own experience?  Why might God have considered it an 
appropriate time to allow humans now to eat meat?  In what ways are we still responsible 
for the "lifeblood" of our fellow creatures?  How was the rainbow an appropriate sign to 
Noah?  What should the rainbow mean to us today? 

 
Filling The E arth - A gain (Genesis 9:18-10:32) 
 
Once again, a single family has the responsibility of filling a world that God made.  Once again, 
this family has its own internal problems.  And once again, God pours out his grace on the beings 
he had made in his own image.  With the new promise of a stable world, humanity spreads across 
the whole earth.  Sometimes they pursue their own agendas, sometimes they seek God. 
 
As with the children of Adam and Eve, being the only human family did not prevent Noah's 
family from having its problems (9:18-29).  The situation itself seems simple enough, if a little 
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embarrassing to read about.  Noah's three sons find their father drunk*, and they respond to their 
discovery in different ways.  While Japheth and Shem avert their eyes and try to treat their father 
with as much dignity as the situation permits, Ham apparently rather enjoyed the spectacle**. 
 

* The narrative explains that Noah was growing and harvesting grapes, without making clear whether his 
intoxication came about by intent or whether it arose because of his inexperience with the fruit of the vine.  
It does not matter - the evaluation of Ham's behavior is the same in either case.  See also below. 
 
** Some commentators contort the text and/or the context to make Ham guilty of a more 'serious' sin, since 
otherwise they are uncomfortable with Noah's response.  This is unnecessary - Ham's offense was to 
compound his father's humiliation and thus to show too little respect for him.  Noah's drunkenness itself is 
not the issue, nor should we automatically conclude that the mistake was as severe as Noah thinks it is. 

 
Noah's response, pronouncing a curse on Ham's descendants and a blessing on his other sons, has 
provoked a wide range of comment from those who assume that Noah's words must be a binding 
prophecy.  In particular, Noah's statement, "cursed be Canaan" (Canaan was one of Ham's sons*) 
has been used in wildly different ways**.  Yet it is not necessary to read into the text anything 
more than a father's displeasure with a disrespectful son***.  That some of Noah's remarks later 
had vague parallels in history is interesting, and was possibly why they were included. 
 

* No reason is given for Noah singling out Canaan.  He may have been there when the incident occurred. 
 
** Critics who deny the inspiration of the Bible sometimes claim that this passage is a clumsy fiction, 
designed by a later generation of Jews to justify their conquest of Canaan.  On the other hand, certain 
'believers' have associated Ham's descendants with other nations or ethnic groups, as a justification for 
persecuting them.  Both approaches show, amongst other things, a disregard for the context. 
 
*** It is true that ancient cultures took quite seriously a father's blessings or curses upon his sons and their 
future descendents.  But they also had a clear understanding of the settings and manner in which such 
pronouncements were to be made, in order for them to be valid.  Genesis itself gives examples of Isaac and 
Jacob giving formal pronouncements of this kind, and in both cases there was a carefully conceived intent 
behind the occasion, recognized by all - very different from the impromptu remarks of a drunken man. 

 
The lengthy genealogy in the next chapter has long been called the "Table Of Nations" (10:1-32).  
It provides the origins for most of the nations that would be important in the Old Testament.  
Some more recent commentators have also tried to identify the roots of nations that are more 
prominent now, but these attempts are on less certain ground. 
 
The sons of Japheth were the least significant in the Old Testament, and thus they are covered 
with the least detail.  When any of these names appears in Scripture, it is usually associated with 
a distant location.  Modern commentators often assume that Japheth was the ancestor of most 
European and present-day Asian nations, based mostly on the relative unlikelihood of such 
nations descending from Ham or Shem. 
 
The sons of Ham went on to be the most widespread and powerful in Old Testament times.  
Ham's oldest son Cush* was the father of Nimrod, perhaps the world's most powerful man in his 
day.  Nimrod was the ancestor of the Babylonians and the Assyrians, two kingdoms that for a 
time wielded enormous influence.  Ham's second son Mizraim** was the ancestor of the 
Egyptians and the Philistines.  Finally, from his youngest son Canaan descended several tribes 
whose kingdoms would last until the time of Joshua, when the Israelites displaced them. 
 

* Much later, Cush was the name of an important kingdom in Africa (roughly where Ethiopia is today), but 
it is uncertain whether there is a direct connection. 
 
** The name Mizraim is the same word as one of the ancient names for Egypt. 
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The sons of Shem seem to have been less widespread, but their significance would be spiritual.  
Shem was the ancestor of nations such as Elam and Aram (Syria), and it was through his third 
son Arphaxad that the future nation of Israel* descended. 
 

* The name Hebrew comes from Eber, Arphaxad's grandson (see verse 24). 
 
Thus this chapter provides a sweeping overview and preview of the ways that one family would 
begin the process of filling the earth with human beings.  They would make plenty of mistakes, 
but this time there would be no flood or catastrophe.  For many centuries, God's grace has been 
sorely tested by his creations all over the earth, but he waits patiently, hoping for repentance. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why would the narrative in 9:18-29 be included in 
the Bible?  What does it illustrate that we can learn from?  What is the purpose of the 
"Table Of Nations"?  Does it have any relevance to us today?  What could we learn from 
the growth of humanity after the flood? 

 
From N oah To A b ram (Genesis 11) 
 
Genesis again moves quickly through the years.  In the next three or four centuries* after Noah, 
the narrative describes only one important event in detail.  Yet the story of the "Tower Of Babel" 
contains some important lessons for us.  It represents, in an ancient setting, a mind-set that we 
usually consider quite 'modern'.  After that episode, we are introduced to Abraham's family. 
 

* The time span from Noah to Abraham is uncertain, since a generation may have been omitted in 10:24 
and 11:13 - ancient sources do not all agree. 

 
This time the people make a new mistake (11:1-9).  Before looking at the incident itself, it is 
worth noticing how every generation has its own particular problems.  Believers often make the 
mistake of thinking that in some bygone era everyone was more spiritual or more faithful to God, 
simply because things were outwardly different.  Whether it is in our own nation's history, or in 
the history of the world, there has never been a time when most of human society was not 
controlled by sin.  Different eras have different tastes, and sins go in and out of fashion just like 
other worldly things.  The spiritually discerning will learn to look beneath the surface. 
 
With most of human society still living in close proximity* after the flood, it suddenly became 
the popular will to build a tower.  There was neither a need nor a reason to do so; they simply 
wanted to prove that they could do it, to "make a name for ourselves".  This attitude is so often 
glorified by secular culture that most believers do not even realize how spiritually destructive it 
can be.  Some of the world's most undeservedly revered idols arise from the desire to prove what 
a person or a group of persons 'can' do - and even in the church we give in to this too easily. 
 

* V erse 1 places the setting of this episode in Shinar, which is an ancient name for Babylonia.  It is possible 
that the name Babylon and the name 'Babel' (verse 9) come from a common ancient word root. 

 
In Jesus, we should never concern ourselves with what we 'can' do, but rather with what we 
should do.  These will often be entirely different.  Just because we might correctly claim that we 
are able to do something, this does not at all mean that it is the right thing to do.  Likewise, 
tangible results in themselves cannot prove an action right or wrong.  Conversely, if it seems that 
a given choice could not possibly achieve tangible results, this is by no means a reason not to do 
it.  The Scriptures are full of examples of God unexpectedly using apparently futile actions; it is 
also full of things that pleased him even though they did not lead to any outward results at all. 
 



 5

Seeing the foolish intentions of humanity and realizing the spiritual danger*, God uses a simple 
stratagem to bring the work on their tower to a halt.  He confuses their language, so that they 
cannot smoothly communicate and work with one another.  This in turn gives rise to the 
development of various communities that disperse across the earth.  To God, it is not a problem 
that we speak different languages or live in widely scattered parts of the world.  He is interested 
in seeing us overcome the resulting differences, but he wishes us to do so through the blood of 
Jesus, not through our own ingenuity or fleshly righteousness. 
 

* Some details in the description of God's response (verses 5-7) have again motivated some commentators 
to focus on side issues, rather than on the real lessons of this passage.  Note that: (a) this is another of the 
passages in Genesis in which God refers to himself as 'we' - this is part literary device and part grammatical 
consistency, since one of God's Hebrew names ("Elohim") is grammatically a plural; (b) when God 
expresses the concern that he must stop them because otherwise "nothing they plan to do will be impossible 
for them", he is not afraid of them, but rather is spiritually concerned for their well-being - this is similar to 
the reasons why he did not want humans to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 

 
An updated genealogy now fills in the gap from the post-flood days to the time of Abram, who 
will become the focus of a large portion of Genesis (11:10-32).  The account of Shem adds 
detail* and additional generations to the information given in 10:21-31.  This time, the genealogy 
concentrates only on the particular line that began with Shem's third son Arphaxad, for it is this 
line that leads to Abraham and his descendants.  Once again, a genealogy like this reminds us of 
the continuity of human society, and it also reminds us that these names from long ago represent 
real, living beings whose time came and went, just as ours will. 
 

* In particular, note the decreasing life-spans across these generations.  Eventually the typical age gets 
below the 120 years to which Genesis 6 :3 may refer.  Even then, Abraham and his father Terah are 
exceptions to this maximum. 

 
The account of Terah's line is given in more detail, since this family will be so important in the 
rest of Genesis.  Terah's son Abram and his grandson Lot (the son of Abraham's brother) will 
feature prominently in coming chapters.  Originally, the family came from Ur, a settlement in 
Mesopotamia that is among the world's oldest.  During Terah's lifetime, the family moved to 
Haran, an active trading outpost to the northwest of Babylon and the northeast of Israel.  
Although Terah* had intended to move on to Canaan, he spent the rest of his life in Haran.  It 
would be his son Abram who would see Canaan, probably for very different reasons. 
 

* Joshua 24:2 suggests that Terah was an idolater, and thus his motives for his decisions were most likely 
based on earthly gain more than on anything else. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why did God object to the people's desire to build a 
great tower?  What decisions might we or others make that could reflect the same 
spiritual error?  Why was God's response appropriate?  What points should we take from 
the genealogies of Shem and Terah? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Fiv e: Ab ram  Leav es Hom e (Genesis 12-14) 

 
S o far, the events described in Genesis have illustrated some of God's most important 
characteristics and perspectives.  Beginning with Abram, we start to see God taking deliberate 
steps as part of a long-term design that ultimately was brought to completion through the cross 
and the empty tomb.  E ven here in Genesis, we can see some important foundations of the gospel. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
When the increasing numbers of humans brought an ever-increasing flood of sin into the world, 
God regretfully brought a flood of water upon the earth (Genesis 5-8).  God was grieved that sin 
had separated his favorite part of creation from him, and indeed it had separated humans from 
each other.  The water destroyed many physical lives, but it saved Noah - chosen to pilot the ark 
not because of any outstanding ability, but because he walked with God - from spiritual peril, 
allowing God's presence to remain with Noah and others who sought God. 
 
After the flood, humanity started over (Genesis 9-11).  The sign of the rainbow highlighted the 
covenant of promise and security that God made with Noah.  Despite his grief over humanity's 
past sins, God graciously granted human beings new privileges over the earth; yet he also 
balanced blessing and responsibility.  In particular, for the first time he gave humans the right to 
use animals as food, but he also warned that they would be accountable for the lifeblood of each 
one, so that they should use animals only for genuine needs.  God calls his promises a covenant 
with every living creature, for he knows how easily human misdeeds can affect nature. 
 
Thus, once again, humanity began the process of filling the earth.  The narrative tells us that even 
Noah had family problems, as his confrontation with Ham and Canaan indicates.  The "Table Of 
Nations" provides an outline of how the various ancient nations descended from Noah's sons.  
Ham's descendants would for some centuries be the strongest and most powerful, while Shem's 
line would lead to the nation of Israel.  Over the following few centuries, Shem's line connected 
Noah with Abram, who will now become the focus of Genesis. 
 
Not long after the flood, the growing human community made a new mistake, with their plan to 
build a great tower that could bring them renown and fleshly security.  Their efforts parallel the 
ways that believers today can let themselves get caught up in the worldly craving for outward 
accomplishments and significance.  But God intervened, initiating the process by which various 
separate nations and communities were formed.  Then, the accounts of Shem's line and Terah's 
family lead us to Abram, where we now pick up. 
 
Go To The Land  I W ill S how Y ou  (Genesis 12:1-9) 
 
In God's promises to Abram, we can see that they applied both to Abram's own lifetime and also 
to the distant future.  Throughout the Scriptures, we are able to see that God's eternal perspective 
allows him to work on different levels simultaneously.  God richly blessed Abram for his trusting 
faith, and God also made use of Abram as an important foundation for the future. 
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God's call to Abram* is significant both in itself and as a foundation of many things God that 
would do in the future (12:1-3).  Abram is abruptly told to leave his home in Haran (a center of 
trade to which his family had relocated from U r) and to leave behind his own people and 
relations.  God removed Abram from his present environment** in order to make him the 
foundation of a new, spiritual nation. 
 

* His given name was Abram, and he was not called Abraham until God made the covenant of 
circumcision with him in Genesis 17 (see 17:5). 
 
** As Joshua 24:2 indicates, Abram's own father Terah worshiped idols. 

 
Since the New Testament so often uses Abram/ Abraham as the epitome of faith, we should 
expect to find some applications to the Christian life.  As with everything in the old covenant, we 
would not expect to follow the literal details of Abram's example.  Yet we should seek to follow 
the instructions to "leave your country and your people" in a figurative, spiritual sense.  The New 
Testament regularly calls us to "set your minds on things above, not on earthly things" 
(Colossians 3:2), tells us that "our citizenship is in heaven" (Philippians 3:20), and says we are 
"longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling" (2 Corinthians 5:2).  Those who understand 
the gospel and who heed the call of Jesus will, in their hearts, leave this world behind. 
 
We see here the first of many extraordinary promises that God gives to Abram.  These promises 
provided for Abram to receive numerous blessings, while at the same time preparing for the 
future.  In making Abram the founder of a great nation, and giving him a great name, God clearly 
expressed his appreciation for Abram's faith.  Yet these promises were not for him alone, for the 
nation descended from him would be an important part of preparing the way for the Messiah. 
 
Thus, while God is blessing Abram, he is also making Abram a blessing to others.  In fact, even 
before the physical nation of Israel exists, God already promises Abram that, "all peoples on 
earth will be blessed through you"; that is, that God all along intended to bless every nation on 
earth through Jesus, Abram's descendant.  This example is significant for us, too, because once 
more God balances blessing with responsibility.  Abram was lavishly blessed for his faith, yet he 
was also given the responsibility to maintain that faith throughout his life. 
 
The trip from Haran to Canaan was a turning point in Abram's life (12:4-8).  While still living 
with his father, he had made one significant move, going from U r to Haran.  But this would be 
different, for Canaan was relatively unsettled, and by the standards of someone from 
Mesopotamia, it would have seemed quite uncivilized.  Abram is leaving home and much of his 
family, taking with him only his wife Sarai and his nephew Lot. 
 
Abram must therefore learn to live for blessings that he will not see for a while.  God promises 
that the land of Canaan will be given to Abram's offspring, not to Abram himself.  He will live in 
Canaan, but as a stranger.  Thus it is quite natural for Abram to build an altar when he makes his 
stop near Bethel*.  Given his new surroundings, calling on God means more than practicing 
rituals or sacrifices.  Abram is learning to depend on God, to live for God's promises instead of 
immediate comfort and gratification.  It will be a harder life than Abram is used to, but this is 
exactly the kinds of life that the faithful are called to live. 
 

* Bethel is a few miles north of Jerusalem, and later it would be about in the center of the nation of Israel.  
Much later, when the nation divided into rival kingdoms, Bethel would be near the border between the two. 
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Questions For Discussion Or Study: Can we tell why God chose Abram for these 
blessings?  What might these earliest promises have meant to Abram?  Why did God give 
these particular things to him?  What parallel promises might we have?  In what ways can 
we spiritually emulate Abram's example in this passage? 

 
A b ram,  S arai,  &  Lot (Genesis 12:9-13:18) 
 
Since God's promises to him were mostly long-term, Abram waited for years before seeing 
everything that God planned to give him.  In the meantime, he went on with his life in his new 
surroundings.  These next two incidents introduce us to his wife and his nephew, both of whom 
played significant roles in Abram's life.  These events also hold some lessons of their own. 
 
Abram's time in Egypt is another reminder that even the most admirable persons of faith have 
their weaknesses (12:9-20).  When a severe famine forces Abram to spend some time in Egypt, 
he is uncomfortable living there, and is particularly fearful of the powerful Pharaoh.  Abram 
deliberately carries out a deception by telling the Egyptians that his attractive wife Sarai is his 
sister, so that he might receive Pharaoh's generosity without being perceived as a rival. 
 
Notice that it is Pharaoh, not Abram, who is stricken with diseases as a result of this deceit.  
From Pharaoh's viewpoint, he acted more-or-less honestly.  But this is another example of a 
recurring theme in Genesis and the other books of the Law: the danger of any contact between 
holiness and uncleanness.  We are also entrusted with holy things today, and if we take them 
lightly or misuse them, we may end up harming others, not just ourselves. 
 
Abram has been explicitly called by God and designated by God as a vehicle through whom God 
will work.  Abram and his wife belong completely to God, and thus are holy* or "set apart".  
Pharaoh is unclean**, which causes no disaster as long as God's presence is not too close to him.  
But bringing Sarai into close proximity with him also brings God's presence close to him - and 
any contact between holiness and uncleanness will lead to trouble***.  Pharaoh thus dismisses 
Abram and Sarai as soon as he learns the truth about their relationship. 
 

* To be holy simply means to belong completely to God.  It does not in itself imply anything about one's 
value as a human, or even about morality.  This counter-intuitive definition of holiness can help Bible 
readers to make better sense of many otherwise confusing incidents in the Old Testament. 
 
** Likewise, this only means that Pharaoh is a sinner, and that he has never taken any steps to receive 
atonement for his sin.  In itself, it does not mean he is 'inferior' to Abram in a moral or philosophical sense. 
 
*** Other examples of this are seen later in Genesis and Exodus, but the principle is most fully developed 
in Leviticus.  Contact between holiness and uncleanness often has results that cannot be explained in terms 
of human ideas of 'justice' or 'wisdom'. 

 
After this, Abram takes his family back to settle permanently in Canaan (13:1-18).  This is, at 
least spiritually, a return home; for this is where God has chosen to place Abram.  In terms of 
material possessions, he will be blessed abundantly for the rest of his life.  He will have 
everything he needs, and much more.  But he will always be a wanderer, knowing that he has no 
fixed home here on this planet.  So too, spiritually, we always carry around enormous wealth; 
and God also gives most of us a lot more physical possessions than we need, too.  But we do not 
have any permanent home on this earth.  We should always think of the things we have here as 
temporary, and should consider ourselves citizens of heaven, not of any earthly land. 
 

 3



Some little while after returning to Canaan, Abram and Lot face an important decision.  The land 
is plentiful enough to support both of them, but not if they live in close proximity with one 
another.  Offered the first choice, Lot chooses the land alongside the Jordan River, well-watered 
and very promising.  This will turn out to be a fateful decision, for Lot's new neighbors are the 
residents of Sodom and Gomorrah, already known for their rampant sin (verse 13). 
 
Yet what matters most of all is another promise that God gives to Abram.  Though Abram now 
settles farther inland, in Canaan farther to the west of the Jordan, God has him take a good look 
at the whole region.  All of this land, including Lot's present territory, will belong to Abram's 
descendants.  Like the other promises Abram has received, this promise is intended to benefit 
many others besides just him. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Is there any way for us to know whether Abram 
made a good decision in going to Egypt?  What can we learn from what happened there?  
Explain why Pharaoh was the one to suffer for Abram's deceit.  What parallels might 
there be for us?  Other than the short-term consequences that we see later in Genesis, 
what is the significance of the choice of territory between Lot and Abram? 

 
A b ram,  The K ings,  &  M elchiz ed ek  (Genesis 14) 
 
The chain of events described in this chapter would be just one of many such tumultuous 
incidents in the ancient world, except that it involved Abram.  In its context in Genesis, it 
illustrates several things about Abram and his times.  Later Scriptures also point to additional 
significance in the meeting between Abram and Melchizedek after the conflict had ended. 
 
In itself, the raid from the east is the kind of thing that was quite common in ancient history 
(14:1-12).  Four kings led by Kedorlaomer, the king of Elam*, formed an aggressive coalition of 
Mesopotamian forces.  The five kings that they attacked were from cities in Canaanite territories 
near the Jordan.  The conflict between Mesopotamians and Canaanites is particularly noteworthy 
with respect to Abram, because his roots were in Mesopotamia, while his future is in Canaan. 
 

* Elam was an ancient kingdom east of Babylon and north of the Persian Gulf, roughly where western Iran 
is today.  It was influential for many centuries, and it is often mentioned in the Old Testament.  Though the 
nation ceased to exist long before the time of Jesus, we see in Acts 2:9 that there were still Elamites living 
long after they were no longer an independent nation.  See also the map at the end of the notes. 

 
Even then, the battle might not have been of interest to Abram except for one of its after-effects.  
Lot, Abram's nephew, was living in Sodom at the time, and so he and his possessions were 
captured by Kedorlaomer's forces.  Lot is important personally to Abram, as is shown by 
Abram's prompt actions (see below).  Lot also has a certain spiritual value, not unlike Sarai, in 
being a blood relative of Abram. 
 
Abram's rescue expedition is a rare example of him as a man of quick action (14:13-16).  There 
are only a few details about what follows.  We see that Abram is able to raise a force of over 300 
men, which indicates a fairly prominent standing, yet at the same time it is not a large force when 
the opponent has gathered soldiers from four kingdoms.  Possibly Abram won by cleverness 
rather than by mere force, but in any case the recovery expedition is highly successful.  He frees 
a large number of families along with Lot, and recovers their possessions as well. 
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After winning the battle, Abram has two visitors, who form an interesting contrast (14:17-24).  
The king of Sodom comes to see the man who recovered his losses for him, and the king is eager 
to reward Abram by letting him keep the material things that Abram recovered, being willing to 
settle for receiving back the captives from his city.  It is a generous offer, but Abram declines, 
not wishing to be enriched by a pagan king, to whom he might thus become too closely tied.  
Abram cares only that his own men are recompensed for their personal expenses and losses. 
 
The encounter between Abram and Melchizedek is described only briefly here, yet other 
Scriptures detail its spiritual significance.  Even before the New Covenant, Melchizedek was a 
mysterious figure who intrigued the ancient Jews.  He had no known genealogy or background, 
and yet the great patriarch Abram deferred to him and gave him a tenth of all that he had 
captured in battle. 
 
Psalm 110:4 shows us something about how Melchizedek was viewed before Jesus.  In context, 
Psalm 110 honors God for his authority, and it also praises those (such as the kings of Israel and 
Judah) to whom God delegates his authority.  To be made "a priest forever in the order of 
Melchizedek" celebrates the fact that, contrary to the usual provisions in his own law, God is not 
always obliged to follow any specific rules when it comes to designating priests. 
 
Hebrews 7:1-10 is the most detailed of several passages in that book that discuss the significance 
of Melchizedek.  It points out the unusual nature of Melchizedek's sketchy background, and it 
emphasizes the spiritual implications of Abram's deference to him.  Hebrews uses Melchizedek 
as part of its demonstration that Jesus' priesthood is superior, more lasting, and more complete 
than anything possible under the old Levitical priesthood.  The lesson for us is to accept and 
appreciate what we have in Jesus as a high priest - we should never be satisfied with treating 
Christianity as mere outward activities or a set of laws. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What significance is there to the circumstances of 
the initial battle between the two groups of kings?  Why did Abram react so quickly to 
Lot being captured?  Are there any spiritual parallels to this for us?  Why did Abram turn 
down the offer from the king of Sodom?  How might or should we emulate this?  Find the 
passages in Hebrews that talk about Melchizedek.  Why is his encounter with Abram 
significant?  What should we learn from it? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 



MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Six : God ' s C ov enant With  Ab ram  (Genesis 15-17) 

 
W e have met Abram and have seen his faith.  Now we shall read more about the plans God has 
for him.  God makes further, more specific promises to Abram;  again these will bless both him 
and others.  Then, Abram and S arai get side-tracked, and make decisions that will lead to future 
trouble.  E ven after this, God makes new promises to Abram, whom he now re-names Abraham. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
In the aftermath of the great flood, God allowed humanity to start over (Genesis 9-11).  He gave 
the world the sign of the rainbow, assuring the creation that there would not be another global 
catastrophe.  God's blessings are, as always, balanced with responsibility.  From the time of 
Noah to the time of Abram - with the detour during the ill-conceived tower escapade - humanity 
spread, making some new mistakes along with some old ones. 
 
With Abram leaving home, a new and important era begins (Genesis 12-14).  God tells Abram to 
"go to the land I will show you", and gives him some promises that are still significant to us, as 
Abraham's spiritual descendants.  In order to experience these blessings, Abraham has to leave a 
familiar home, to go to a place where his faith will blossom.  Abram would become a blessing to 
many others as well, in keeping with God's continual balancing of blessing with responsibility. 
 
So Abram, his wife Sarai, and his nephew Lot move to the remote land of Canaan.  Later, during 
a trip to Egypt, Abram feels it is necessary to deceive his hosts, by telling them that his attractive 
wife Sarai is really his sister.  When Pharaoh trusts Abram's word and invites Sarai into his 
palace, it is Pharaoh who is stricken with illness, for he has unknowingly tampered with 
something that belongs to God (that is, something holy).  On returning to Canaan, Abram and 
Lot decide to split up.  Lot chooses his portion of land first, making the apparently sensible 
choice of the lush land along the western shore of the Jordan, near the town of Sodom. 
 
Some time later, Abram intervenes in a conflict between two coalitions of kings, after which he 
meets Melchizedek.  When the Mesopotamian kings defeat the Canaanite kings and raid their 
territories, one of their captives is Lot.  Abram promptly launches a rescue mission that retrieves 
his nephew, many other captives, and much of the material wealth that the Mesopotamian forces 
had seized.  Two visitors come to Abram after the battle.  When the king of Sodom offers to 
reward Abram, the patriarch refuses, not wishing to become beholden to a pagan ruler.  But 
when the priest Melchizedek arrives, the faithful Abram gives him a tenth of everything. 
 
Y ou r V ery Great Reward  (Genesis 15 ) 
 
God now elaborates on his promises to Abram, showing him what will happen both in the near 
future and in the distant future.  Of the many noteworthy things in this passage, two particularly 
stand out.  God promises some important things to Abram, yet emphasizes that Abram's greatest 
reward is God himself.  God's response to Abram's faith also holds considerable significance. 
 
In this passage, we can see why the New Testament emphasizes the importance of the simple 
statement that, "Abram believed the Lord" (15:1-6).  For it is the relationship between Abram 
and God that made it possible for God to work so actively in Abram's life.  To illustrate what 
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God wants to do through Abram, God shows him a sky full of stars and promises that, "so shall 
your offspring be".  Yet all the while, God reminds Abram that God himself - knowing him and 
being able to live in his presence - is the greatest blessing that God offers.  Of all the things that 
Abram has, it is only God himself that he will always have, even when his time on earth is over. 
 
We are able to read God's promises to Abram with the knowledge of what happened later, so it 
may be hard to appreciate the magnitude of Abram's faith in believing it.  His faith was exactly 
what God most desired, and for this reason God "credited* (it) to him as righteousness".  This 
phrasing emphasizes that faith itself is not the same as righteousness - instead of saying that 
Abram is righteous, God accepts his faith in lieu of it, giving him "credit" for being righteous. 
 

* This Hebrew verb חשב ("chashab") can be translated into English either in the sense of 'consider' or 
'imagine', or alternatively in the sense of 'invent' or fabricate'.  It implies either the equating of two different 
things, or else the willing substitution of one thing for a different thing. 

 
Romans 4:3, Romans 4:9-12, Romans 4:20-24, Galatians 3:6, and James 2:23 explain how 
important this is to believers in Jesus.  Just as Abram's faith was credited as righteousness prior 
to circumcision or any other formal covenant (as emphasized in Romans 4:10-12), so also faith 
in Jesus can allow a penitent sinner to be baptized into Jesus and receive forgiveness of sin.  The 
sinner does not have to be righteous - which is impossible without the Holy Spirit - but God 
"credits" (accepts as a substitute) faith in Jesus, making it possible for anyone to come to him. 
 
God also gives Abram a look ahead, at both the near future and the distant future (15:7-21).  God 
reminds Abram that he has brought him all the way from Ur to Canaan deliberately.  When 
Abram asks for assurance that the land of Canaan will indeed belong to him, God does not 
answer immediately, but asks Abram first to make a sacrifice*.  He even makes Abram wait a 
while, with the sacrificial animals lying dead but unconsumed on the ground**.  Only after 
Abram falls asleep does God outline the details of his covenant with Abram. 
 

* Abram cuts the animals in half, a simpler method of sacrifice than the Levitical procedures that God 
instituted later.  The phrase 'to cut a covenant' is sometimes found in ancient writings, since similar 
procedures seem to have been used by other nearby cultures. 
 
** Recognizing that the offerings belong to God (are holy), Abram defends them from scavengers (v. 11). 

 
In God's overview of several centuries, he speaks of the time Abram's descendants will spend in 
Egypt, their enslavement*, and their return to Canaan and prosperity.  Even before Abram had a 
son, God already knew he would prepare the nation of Abram's descendants for events even 
farther off.  Then, to confirm his covenant, God sends a blazing torch amongst the sacrifices. 
 

* The 400 years is, of course, approximate.  Paul gives the time as 430 years in Galatians 3:17. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: Summarize the promises and blessings to Abram so 
far.  How is God himself the best blessing?  What parallels are there for us?  Why did 
God 'credit' Abram's faith as righteousness?  What might God 'credit' to us?  What would 
the overview of future centuries have meant to Abram?  What parallels might we have? 

 
A  Critical D etou r (Genesis 16 ) 
 
The circumstances surrounding the birth of Ishmael make it a critical detour from the path that 
God had intended for Abram.  The incident itself holds several practical lessons for our own 
ministries.  Then, the long-term consequences of Ishmael's birth are still felt today.  Finally, the 
New Testament tells us that the whole situation provides some important spiritual parallels. 
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Knowing of God's promises to her husband, and realizing that she is unlikely to conceive at her 
age, Sarai has an idea (16:1-6).  Imagining that she can 'help' all these things come to pass, Sarai 
suggests that Abram and her maidservant Hagar conceive a child together.  This idea turns out to 
be just as bad as it sounds. 
 
The plan does 'work' in that Hagar is soon pregnant, but it has unintended consequences.  Hagar 
and Sarai quickly come to dislike one another, while Abram changes from a man of faithfulness 
into a typically oafish, irresponsible male.  Even these immediate problems will turn out to be 
minor compared to the long-term difficulties that this chain of events will unleash*. 
 

* Note that the Koran (written some two thousand years after Genesis) gives its own alternate account of 
the events involving Abraham, Sarai, Isaac, and Ishmael. 

 
This is always the case with those who try to hurry God along.  When we crave 'growth' so much 
that we focus the entire ministry of the church on achieving numerical results, we thereby harm 
many more souls than we 'save'.  When we overreact to problems in secular society, feeling that 
God needs us to 'fix' them, we derail ourselves from genuine ministry - or even alienate those 
seeking God.  When we substitute fads or slogans for the slow process of true spiritual growth, 
we find that when the emotions cool down, we are farther from God than before. 
 
Instead, we should learn to focus on believing what God tells us, so that he can lead us as he 
wills, not as we wish him to.  Aggression, impatience, anger, and the like do not come from the 
spirit of God.  When we act so as to satisfy such emotions, we are sure to create the kinds of 
problems that Sarai's plan causes here in this episode. 
 
The story of Hagar and Ishmael shows God handling a mess his children have created (16:7-15).  
Hagar is far from faultless, yet God pours out his grace on her as he has done for so many others 
in their time of need.  When Hagar desperately flees, God personally assures her of his care, and 
directs her to return home to give birth.  God promises to make Ishmael a nation in his own right, 
and he speaks honestly about Ishmael's future*, foreseeing the conflicts that will arise in later 
generations**.  God gives grace, but he does not tell us lies just to make us feel better. 
 

* The statements in verse 12 were true in a limited sense as regarding Ishmael's treatment of Isaac, but 
these prophecies primarily concern the relations between Ishmael's descendants and the surrounding 
nations.  (This form of prophecy is common in the Old Testament.) 
 
** This has proved true not only in our own times, but in many other eras as well. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What could have motivated Sarai to suggest that her 
husband have a child with Hagar?  Should she have known better?  What parallel 
mistakes might we be tempted to make?  Can we tell the difference between making a 
Sarai-like mistake, versus taking advantage of an opportunity that God has provided?  
Why does God take care of Hagar and Ishmael?  Why did God let Ishmael have 
descendants "too numerous to count"?  Didn't God expect it to cause so many problems? 

 
Circu mcision (Genesis 17) 
 
The next step in God's relationship with Abram is the covenant of circumcision.  Once again, this 
is significant on several levels.  It is a key step in creating a holy nation of persons belonging to 
God.  It would be a lasting reminder of the many promises God had made to Abram and his 
descendants.  To us, circumcision is a symbol of the old law - important, but also imperfect. 

 3



 4

 
With the covenant of circumcision, Abram* finally becomes Abraham, a "father of many 
nations" (17:1-8).  The seal of circumcision signifies a decisive step, for it ensures that not just 
Abraham, but also his descendants, will belong to God - they will be holy**.  God reminds 
Abraham that he is "your God and the God of your descendants".  God will make Abraham the 
father of many nations in order to bless the world, not just for Abraham's personal glorification. 
 

* His original name Abram simply means 'exalted father'. 
 
** Remember that this means only that they will belong completely to God - it implies nothing about their 
morality or their worth in any other respect. 

 
God goes into some detail about the sign of circumcision (17:9-27).  It will be for future 
generations as well as for Abraham's own family, with every male* child undergoing the rite 
when he is eight days old.  This includes those in Abraham's household who are not physically 
related to him, so that everything relating to Abraham can be in the presence of God. 
 

* The limitation to males is one of the deficiencies of circumcision as a covenant.  When a girl was born, 
the mother had to undergo extra purification rites, in the absence of circumcision (see Leviticus 12).  The 
distinction is eliminated in the superior New Covenant. 

 
With this covenant, God changes Sarai's name as well, to Sarah*, or 'princess', since God knows 
that she will be the ancestor of kings (verse 16).  As for their future son, his name will be Isaac, 
or 'he laughs', to commemorate Abraham's response to God's repeated promise (verse 17).  
Whether we take Abraham's laughter as amused astonishment, or as a joyful expression of 
unexpected good fortune, it seems appropriate for his son to have this distinctive name. 
 

* It is unclear what her original name meant.  Some think that Sarai is just another version of Sarah. 
 
Thus, at the age of 99, Abraham is circumcised.  So too are Ishmael and all of his servants.  
Through this procedure they (including Ishmael) are given over to God, and belong to him alone.  
This group circumcision is an obvious illustration of obedience, since the procedure would have 
caused considerable inconvenience and pain.  Yet there is even more to it than that. 
 
Abraham is one of our best Old Testament examples of what God means by faith.  He was 
'good', but hardly perfect, yet that is not why God chose him.  It was his willingness to believe 
what God said, regardless of what human logic or human authority said, that made him so 
pleasing to God.  This is where faith is born, and this is what God 'credits' to us, instead of the 
pure righteousness that none of us will ever attain.  Instead of worrying about what to do, what 
others are thinking, or how to solve problems, simply believe everything that God says, no 
matter how firmly the world contradicts it.  Simple, genuine belief can affect many other things. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What does it mean when God changes someone's 
name?  What New Testament examples are there?  How are the names given in this 
chapter appropriate?  Why does God change them at this time?  Why does God choose 
circumcision as part of his covenant with Abraham?  Is there any parallel for us?  
Summarize what Abraham has taught us about faith so far. 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Sev en: Th e Holy & Th e Unclean (Genesis 18 -20) 

 
Abraham has been called by God and set apart, not only so that God can bless him personally, 
but also because of God's intention to prepare the way for the Messiah - who one day will come 
from Abraham's descendants.  Abraham's faith, in believing all that God told him, makes him a 
lasting ex ample to us.  H e also shows us the responsibility that goes with being called by God. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
When God calls Abram to leave home (Genesis 12-14), it opens a new era in God's relationship 
with humanity.  Abram leaves a lot behind, but he is given promises of greater spiritual value. 
 
God further develops his covenant with Abram by adding new promises and new responsibilities 
(Genesis 15-17).  After he reminds Abram that God himself is his very great reward, he foretells 
that the offspring of the childless Abram will someday be as numerous as the stars in the sky.  
"Abram believed the Lord, and it was credited to him as righteousness."  The New Testament 
details the importance of this statement: since we cannot attain flawless fleshly righteousness 
(neither could Abram), God credits us with righteousness anyway, if we believe that Jesus was 
his Son, sent to suffer for our sins.  God also gives Abram a further look at the future. 
 
But then there is a critical detour, as Sarai has an idea that she hopes will move things forward.  
Proposing that Abram have a child by her maidservant Hagar, Sarai opens up an assortment of 
troubles that persist today.  Yet God, true to his nature, shows grace to Hagar and Ishmael, 
allowing them even to share in some aspects of his promises to Abram. 
 
The sign of circumcision further develops and formalizes God's covenant with Abram and his 
descendants.  Abram now gets the name Abraham, the father of many nations.  When we read 
about Abraham as an example of faith, it is a good idea to see the whole picture, including his 
mistakes.  Abraham's outstanding characteristic is his simple willingness to believe what God 
told him, regardless of what others or his own logic told him. 
 
A b raham Has V isitors (Genesis 18) 
 
Abraham is still waiting to see the fulfillment of the many promises God has made to him.  
Finally, God now announces that the child of the promise - Sarah's child - will be born in one 
more year.  Yet this is more than a routine announcement, for the same angels who deliver the 
positive news to Abraham also have a much more somber duty to perform. 
 
Abraham's long wait for a son with Sarah is almost over - he is now told that "this time next 
year" it will happen (18:1-15).  The sequence begins with Abraham acting as a hospitable host to 
three visitors who turn out to be angels*.  We find out soon (see below) that they have more than 
one reason for being in the area, but their first task is to tell Abraham that the time is finally near 
for Sarah to have a son. 
 

* They are not explicitly identified as angels until 19:1 (and again in 19:15), but we are probably meant to 
see this right away.  Note the way that the following part of the narrative does not carefully distinguish 
their words from God's.  It is sometimes further assumed that the writer of Hebrews had this incident (and 
perhaps 19:1-3) in mind when writing Hebrews 13:2. 
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Through the angels, God* promises that he will return** to Abraham in another year, at which 
time his wife will have a son.  When Sarah, overhearing this renewed promise, laughs at the 
thought, God takes the time to question her - making sure that Sarah knows he has heard her 
laughter.  Earlier (17:19), God seemed to have considered Abraham's laughter as a positive, but 
for whatever reason, Sarah's seems to have been motivated differently. 
 

* Most translators ascribe the statement to God, based on context.  The original Hebrew for 19:10 simply 
says, "then he said", which could not agree grammatically with a plural subject such as the three angels. 
 
** This could be figurative, saying simply that the birth would be from God, or it could refer to a visitation 
not mentioned in Genesis.  No visible return of God is found in the account of Isaac's birth (21:1-7). 

 
Yet this brief, promising interlude is only part of the mission of these angels, as God now 
discusses with Abraham (18:16 -33).  It is revealing to see God's apparent indecision over 
whether he ought to hide from Abraham what he is about to do to Sodom and Gomorrah.  This is 
probably a mere literary device, intended to emphasize God's appreciation of Abraham and his 
desire to include Abraham in as much as Abraham is able to understand.  God indicates to him 
that the 'outcry' against Sodom and Gomorrah has led him to consider severe action against those 
cities.  He will "go down and see" through the same angels who have been visiting with 
Abraham*.  Since God's factual knowledge is certainly not deficient, the implication is that the 
ungodly behavior in these towns has driven God's presence far from them. 
 

* Throughout this part of the narrative, the text is often ambiguous as to whether God speaks himself or 
through the visitors (angels).  This is possibly deliberate, as a way of emphasizing that the 'men' are angels. 

 
The interesting exchange that follows shows a new side to God's relationship with Abraham.  
God allows Abraham to make numerous pleas for mercy on behalf of the doomed cities, 
although God must already have known what ultimately would happen.  Abraham's 
understandable concern is that righteous persons could be undeservedly destroyed because of 
their sinful neighbors - he apparently does not question the destruction of the sinful. 
 
Sodom and Gomorrah were probably not significantly 'more sinful' than a lot of other ancient 
cities.  There are examples of extreme, rampant violence and immorality from other societies of 
antiquity.  The difference was that Abraham's family, belonging to God, was nearby; and the sin 
of Sodom and Gomorrah became a hindrance to God's presence* there.  Though we might think 
that they 'deserved' what happened, it was not mere punishment for punishment's sake. 
 

* This is also a major reason why God called for the destruction of the Canaanites when Joshua led the 
Israelites into Canaan.  The Canaanites were guilty of many abominations and horrors, but they were not 
significantly worse than a lot of other societies of the time. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why did God provide one more promise of Isaac's 
birth?  Is it appropriate for the angels to combine this with a mission of possible 
destruction?  Why did God allow Abraham to make so many requests to save the cities?  
Did Abraham's requests have any effect at all?  What do we learn about prayer from this? 

 
A  Fearfu l Cleansing (Genesis 19:1-29) 
 
The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah has been long remembered as an example of God's 
ability (and willingness) to deal decisively with evildoers.   It is indeed a somber event that ought 
to serve as a caution to others.  Yet its significance is often misunderstood.  There is a reason 
why these particular towns were destroyed, and the lessons go beyond mere punishment. 
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When two* of the angels who visited Abraham proceed to Sodom, they receive a rude reception 
(19:1-11).  K nowing what his neighbors were like, Lot meets the visitors at the city gate and 
urges them to stay with him for protection.  He seems not to recognize them as angels, but he has 
concern for them as innocent travelers.  As Lot feared**, the men of Sodom soon demand that 
these guests be given over to them, to satisfy the townsmen's selfish sensual desires. 
 

* Based on what we read in the previous chapter, we should presume that the third angel who visited 
Abraham has simply gone to Gomorrah.  (This obvious probability has not stopped some commentators 
from concocting far-fetched and generally inappropriate alternative theories.) 
 
** Although Lot will soon be guilty of some unacceptable sins, he is still described by Peter as being 
genuinely distressed by the sinful behavior of his neighbors (2 Peter 2:7-8) 

 
At this point, Lot loses any sympathy we may have given him, by making an appalling offer to 
his neighbors.  Lot is willing to let his own daughters be terrorized and assaulted, rather than be 
seen as a host who does not take care of his guests*.  His sickening idea is rejected anyway, and 
at this point God's messengers have probably found out everything they needed to know about 
Sodom.  In any case, their mission changes immediately from reconnaissance to rescue. 
 

* Many societies through the ages have had similarly exaggerated ideas of the responsibilities of hosts 
towards their guests.  An even more atrocious example is found in Judges 19:16 -26 . 

 
K nowing that there was no point in dealing with the others in the city, the angels seek to save 
Lot's family (18:12-22).  God had promised Abraham not to destroy the city if it contained 
enough righteous persons, yet this was probably never a real possibility.  But God answers the 
spirit of Abraham's prayer, providing an escape for those few who would use it.  The visitors tell 
Lot everything, and urge him to do the same to everyone in his family. 
 
Lot's own urgings receive a mixed response, as only his two daughters and his wife will listen.  
The angels tell them to run directly to the mountains, without looking back.  Lot soon realizes his 
inability to run as far as they have told him to run, and - instead of unilaterally deciding what to 
do on his own initiative - he asks for and receives permission to take refuge in the nearby town 
of Zoar, as another display of God's grace.  He and his daughters follow the angels' instructions 
and arrive safely, but Lot's wife looks back and is immobilized in place for her undue curiosity. 
 
Thus no one lives to tell of seeing the rain of burning sulfur* that destroyed the cities of the plain 
(18:23-29), though the after-effects of it would be seen by all.  God had remembered Abraham 
(verse 29) in several respects.  He had eliminated - cleansed, in a fearful way - a major obstacle 
to keeping his presence close to Abraham and his family, and he had rescued Abraham's nephew.  
He also answered Abraham's prayer, though not in the way that Abraham expected. 
 

* In older versions it is called 'brimstone'.  The word 'brimstone' is just the Middle English word for sulfur, 
and it was still in use in 16 11 when the K ing James was published. 

 
The New Testament makes some further applications in 2 Peter 2:6 -9 and Jude 1:7.  Certainly, 
the grim fate of the residents of these cities is a lasting reminder of the destiny of all who never 
repent of their sins.  Yet it is also a reminder to us that, as Peter says, "the Lord knows how to 
rescue godly persons from trials and to hold the unrighteous for the day of judgment" (2 Peter 
2:9).  We do not need to take punishment into our own hands, nor do we need to question what 
God knows or understands.  As Abraham and Lot learned, he knows a lot more than we do. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Can we tell what Lot knew about or expected from 
the visitors?  Why might he have made the appalling offer of his daughters?  Is this 
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illustrative of mistakes that we also might make?  What lessons should we learn from the 
instructions given to Lot and his daughters by the angels?  What perspective might 
Abraham have had on these events?  What do they show us about God's character? 

 
If This Is Holiness .  .  .  (Genesis 19:30-20:18) 
 
The two incidents recounted in these passages illustrate a number of points, but most of all they 
remind us that even the faithful have their faults - and sometimes they have serious faults.  The 
Scriptures are always forthright in presenting things as they truly are, so that we can learn to put 
our faith in God, not in human 'heroes'.  Idolizing humans hinders us from worshiping God. 
 
The next passage describes the unusual parentage of Moab and Ben-Ammi, whose descendants 
would live alongside the Israelites for many centuries (19:30-38).  It starts when Lot's daughters 
have an idea - and a bad one.  Either desperate or confused in the aftermath of seeing their 
hometown and neighbors suddenly destroyed, they feel that their only hope of motherhood is to 
have children by their own father*. 
 

* The children's names reflect this - Moab means 'from father' and Ben-Ammi means 'son of my people'. 
 
In the future, the Moabites and the Ammonites (the descendants of Ben-Ammi) would often have 
unpleasant relationships with the Israelites, as shown in passages such as Numbers 25 and Judges 
11.  Yet this did not stop God from blessing them and protecting him by his grace.  They were 
connected, however tenuously, with Abraham and the promises he had received.  Thus, when the 
Israelites were about to take over the land of Canaan by destroying or driving out the inhabitants, 
God very specifically warned them not to do the same to Moab or Ammon.  Their land and their 
borders were given and guarded by God himself (Deuteronomy 2:9, 2:18)*. 
 

* God graciously did the same for the Edomites, the descendants of Esau (Deuteronomy 2:4-6 ). 
 
While his nephew was taking part in this, Abraham was repeating a past mistake (20:1-18).  
While staying in Gerar, he tells its king Abimelech that he and Sarah are merely brother and 
sister.  Just as Pharaoh had done, Abimelech trusts Abraham and prepares to take Sarah for 
himself, only to be sternly warned by God.  The spiritual dynamics are largely the same as in the 
previous incident (12:10-20), with Abimelech the one who is threatened by God. 
 
Ironically, God calls for the holy but flawed Abraham to pray for the man whom he has harmed.  
Thus even the renowned man of faith repeated a mistake, and one that harmed others.  To those 
who seek flawless fleshly righteousness, this is a reminder of how impossible that is, even for the 
faithful.  To those who seek God's grace, this is an encouraging illustration of how eagerly and 
graciously God accepts those with even the least bit of genuine faith. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why is the story of Lot and his daughters included in 
the Bible?  What are we meant to learn from it?  Why would a man of faith repeat the 
same mistake, as Abraham did?  How should we learn from this?  What overall picture 
do we have of Abraham, Sarah, and Lot?  What characteristics of theirs should we 
emulate? Which ones should we avoid? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 - © 2010 by Mark Garner  
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small group study, without further 
permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 



MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Eig h t: Ab rah am ,  Sarah  & Isaac  (Genesis 21-24) 

 
After years of waiting, Abraham and S arah finally have their own son together.  Y et this is not 
the end - it is the beginning of new things for Abraham and for his family.  Nor does it give 
Abraham a chance to relax  spiritually, because with his new son come new responsibilities and 
new concerns.  Abraham knows that God's perspective transcends any person, time, or place. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
We first meet Abram when God calls him to leave his home and his own people, to live by faith 
as a wanderer in Canaan (Genesis 12-14).  God's covenant with Abram promises many blessings, 
and it also foretells that Abram (as Abraham) will be a great blessing to others (Genesis 15-17). 
 
In Abraham's lifetime, we often see contrasts and clashes between the holy and the unclean 
(Genesis 18-20).  Some angels visit Abraham, first telling him that God will return at the same 
time next year, and then Sarah will have a son.  But the angels have another, more somber task to 
perform.  God wonders (rhetorically) whether he should hide it from Abraham; but he does tell 
Abraham, just as he tells us the truth even when it confuses or distresses our mortal minds. 
 
God has found it necessary to implement a fearful cleansing of Sodom, Gomorrah, and other 
nearby towns.  The rude reception that the angels receive in Sodom confirms that the 
uncleanness in these cities is too great to permit God's presence to be anywhere nearby.  The 
angels offer to rescue anyone in Lot's family, and they graciously allow Lot to choose his place 
of refuge.  Then the area is destroyed by burning sulfur, a reminder of the overwhelming power 
of God - power that he normally restrains out of grace and compassion. 
 
Abraham and his family were holy, belonging to God alone, but they were hardly flawless.  The 
Scriptures always tell us the truth about the sins and flaws of even faithful humans, so that we 
understand why it is important that God credits faith as righteousness.  The births of Moab and 
Ben-Ammi show us the weaknesses of Lot's family, yet God would bless the sons and also their 
descendants.   We see similar lessons when Abraham repeats his past by lying to Abimelech 
about Sarah.  Since we are not (and will never be) righteous by God's standards, God calls us to 
have faith, so that he can credit it to us as the righteousness we shall never attain on our own. 
 
P ast P resent,  &  Fu tu re (Genesis 21) 
 
The birth of Isaac finally takes place, and as a result many things start to change.  In once sense, 
it is a joyful occasion, but it soon becomes evident that Abraham's past and Abraham's future are 
not entirely compatible.  He must say good-bye to his oldest son, entrusting him to God's care.  
As always, God's grace will cover over a lot of mistakes by faithful but weak humans. 
 
Once before, Sarah denied having laughed, but now when Isaac is born she gladly acknowledges 
that, "God has brought me laughter" (21:1-7).  Despite her own mistakes, Sarah honored God 
and loved her husband, and thus God is generous with his grace towards Sarah.  Abraham and 
Sarah have Isaac circumcised on the eighth day, the first specific such example in Genesis, in 
keeping with the (then!) newly made covenant that God had made with them. 
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With the birth of Isaac, though, it becomes time to say adieu to Hagar and Ishmael (21:8-21).  
Just as there had been friction between Sarah and Hagar, so now there are problems between 
their sons.  Ishmael makes an apparent habit of mocking his younger half-brother, provoking 
Sarah to demand that Abraham dismiss Hagar and Ishmael. 
 
All this is distressing to Abraham, who greatly regrets the lack of love between his sons.  In fact, 
God must tell him directly what to do.  As far as the future, it is through Isaac that his true 
offspring will be reckoned (both physically and spiritually*).  Abraham will no longer be able to 
see his first son, but he can be assured that Ishmael will be in God's care.  The grace that God 
gives to Hagar and Ishmael has no 'practical' purpose; it is a simple but significant expression of 
God's own nature.  When Hagar once again despairs, ready to give up her son for dead, God goes 
out of his way to care for them both. 
 

* Galatians 4:21-31 develops in detail the spiritual parallels.  Hagar's son was born in the natural way, and 
symbolizes those who follow God by law: they are loved by God, but cannot know him intimately, nor can 
they truly love him as much as those who seek him by faith and grace.  Isaac was born by a promise, 
contrary to nature, and represents those who seek and love God by faith.  None of this is meant to reflect 
personally on the character of Hagar, Ishmael, or Isaac; they are used here as parallels or symbols. 

 
Abraham's reunion with Abimelech - whom he had deceived earlier with regard to Sarah - 
includes a variety of events (21:22-34).  Despite what had happened, Abimelech holds Abraham 
in high esteem, simply because he knows that Abraham belonged to God.  The king thus seeks 
out Abraham, who now has been a long-term (if nomadic) resident of the area, to ask for a 
pledge of mutual kindness. 
 
This goodwill is sustained by the way that the two handle a dispute that arises over a well.  
Characteristically, Abraham gives Abimelech a gift of seven lambs just to convince him of his 
good intentions.  The event is commemorated with the name Beersheba*, a location** that 
would attain further significance much later in Israel's history. 
 

* Beersheba has a possible double-meaning - because the Hebrew words for 'seven' and 'oath' are very 
similar, Beersheba could mean either "well of the seven" or "well of the oath". 
 
** The area was then part of Philistine territory (verses 32-34).  In later years, the Israelites and the 
Philistines would often contest possession of this region. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: Look back for the examples of laughter by Abraham 
or Sarah in chapters 17-21.  What do these show us?  Why might there have been 
problems between Isaac and Ishmael?  Why did God decide to care for both of them?  
Why did he choose Isaac as the source of Abraham's true lineage?  What should we learn 
from the negotiations at Beersheba? 

 
A  Fearfu l Req u est (Genesis 22:1-19) 
 
The story of Abraham's willingness to sacrifice Isaac has attracted attention both from believers 
and from skeptics, both from theologians and from philosophers*.  It is a challenge to all these 
alike, for it shows God testing Abraham in a way that would terrify any rational person.  While 
some of its lessons are obvious, the provocative nature of this story makes it worth careful study. 
 

* In particular, Sø ren Kierkegaard's well-known philosophical work Fear And Trembling is based on his 
interpretation of this story in Genesis (the title comes from Philippians 2:12). 
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According to Genesis, the well-known episode wherein God calls Abraham to sacrifice Isaac* is 
a deliberate test of Abraham (22:1-2).  Even when giving him this instruction, God emphasizes 
how hard he knows it will be, referring to Isaac as "your only son . . . whom you love".  In view 
of Abraham's unhesitating obedience, it is worth looking at his perspective.  God himself had 
emphasized earlier that Isaac, not the now-estranged Ishmael, is Abraham's hope for the future. 
 

* It is often supposed that the site of the sacrifice is the same as the future site of the temple, but this theory 
rests partially on speculation.  The site where God leads Abraham is an unspecified mountain in the region 
of Moriah.  The site of the temple was specifically called Mount Moriah (2 Chronicles 3:1).  Whether or 
not it is the same place does not, of course, affect the main lessons of the account. 

 
Although Genesis simply emphasizes Abraham's willingness to do what God told him to do, the 
New Testament provides further information in Hebrews 11:17-19.  It is interesting that 
Abraham didn't really know what God would do; he knew only that God had a lot of options at 
his disposal.  God did not literally raise Isaac from the dead, as Abraham expected; but the 
patriarch's awareness of God's power over life and death still led him to trust that God's 
apparently self-contradictory instructions had a purpose to them. 
 
Once again we see why Abraham is our example of faith.  In order to live by God's perspectives, 
we do not have to know exactly what God will do.  There are many, many times when human 
logic says one thing, while God's Word says something else.  To be like Abraham, we need not 
come up with a plausible reason why God could be right - we need only remind ourselves that 
God cares about us and that he knows everything, while humans do not. 
 
Both father and son would have to believe that "God himself will provide" (22:3-14).  It must 
have been a tense journey of faith for both.  Clearly Abraham believed that Isaac would be 
restored to him one way or another, but we do not know what fear or confusion would have filled 
Isaac's mind.  We do know that he too raised no objection or resistance, indicating his own deep 
trust in God and in his father.  The providential ram, of course, eliminates all concerns and fears.  
It was only a test, but one that showed God a great deal about both Abraham and Isaac. 
 
Because of Abraham's faith, God promises that he will surely bless him even more than he has 
already (22:15-19).  And again Abraham will also be a blessing to others, for "all nations on 
earth will be blessed" through him.  His genealogy turns out not to be so important after all, 
because now anyone with faith in Jesus can become one of Abraham's spiritual descendants. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In what sense was this a test?  Why did God want to 
test Abraham?  What do we learn about Abraham's faith?  In what ways is it an example 
to us?  What parallels to this might there be in our own lives?  Do we learn anything 
about Isaac?  Why would God have subjected him to this fearful experience?  Are God's 
concluding promises the same ones Abraham had before, or are some of them new? 

 
M oving A head  (Genesis 22:20-24:6 7) 
 
Isaac fulfilled many of God's promises to Abraham and Sarah, yet he was also a sign that things 
would soon change.  The time for Abraham and Sarah was passing, and Isaac represented the 
future.  The transition from one generation to the next always involves both sadness and promise, 
both hope and responsibility.  Abraham the man of faith had to experience this, just as we do. 
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In Genesis, we are often reminded that things inevitably pass from one generation to the next, 
and Abraham's family is no exception (22:20-24).  This concise genealogy follows the line of 
Abraham's brother Nahor.  The youngest of Nahor's sons was Bethuel, who would become the 
father of Rebekah, Isaac's future wife.  With Abraham's time on earth nearing its end, Rebekah 
and Isaac are now the future. 
 
But first there is an interlude in which Abraham buries his dead (23:1-20).  When his beloved 
Sarah dies, Abraham is sojourning in the land of the Hittites*.  They, like all those who knew 
Abraham, think highly of the patriarch.  When Abraham selects the cave of Machpelah as the 
burial place, the Hittite owner (Ephron) offers to give Abraham the land for nothing.  But 
Abraham finds it more appropriate to pay the proper price for the land, formalizing the 
transaction.  Whether deliberate or not, Abraham's action provides a symbolic example of the 
process of redemption, making holy (in a sense) a plot of land formerly owned by unbelievers. 
 

* The Hittites' territory at the time was quite large, extending well into what is today Turkey.  Abraham 
would have been traveling only in the southern fringes of Hittite territory, which extended into the northern 
parts of Canaan. 

 
Then we meet Isaac's future wife, an important foundation for the future (24:1-67).  Abraham 
himself sets this process in motion.  As he looks ahead, knowing Isaac's importance, he is 
determined that Isaac find a suitable wife, not merely a pleasing wife or an available wife.  Once 
again, Abraham unconsciously senses the need for cleanness and holiness to coincide.  Indeed, 
Abraham will only entrust the project to his most trusted and responsible servant. 
 
This servant thus makes a lengthy trip to Mesopotamia*, in order to find a wife for Isaac.  His 
discussions with Rebekah and her family** are described in considerable, even redundant, detail.  
This emphasizes the seriousness with which the servant carried out Abraham's wishes, as well as 
the ways that God directed the whole episode. 
 

* The servant was sent to the frontier region of Mesopotamia, where Abraham had been living when God 
called him, not to the main region of Babylonia where he had lived when he was younger 
 
** Notice particularly her brother Laban, who becomes important later on in Genesis. 

 
After comparing information, both the servant and Rebekah's family recognize that, "this is from 
the Lord", and so Rebekah agrees - even before seeing her future husband - to become Isaac's 
wife.  The servant thus takes her to meet Isaac, and the young couple forms the beginning of a 
new generation, a generation that will have its own problems, its own responsibilities, and its 
own joys. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Is there a pattern to the genealogies that are included 
in Genesis?  How does the one in chapter 22 fit in?  What is the significance of Sarah's 
burial place?  Why did Abraham feel it necessary to pay for the land?  What reasons did 
Abraham have for guiding the choice of Isaac's wife?  In what ways can we see God's 
hand at work in the choice? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Nine: Future Nations (Genesis 25:1-27:40) 

 
W ith I saac's marriage to R ebekah, the focus now shifts to future generations.  Their twin sons 
Jacob and E sau will become the ancestors of two nations.  More importantly, they provide us 
with a spiritual contrast that calls us to ex amine our own priorities.  God's preference for Jacob 
is clear, yet its implications cannot be fully understood through fleshly logic alone. 
 
Review Of Last W eek ' s Class 
 
Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac experienced the fulfillment of God's promises while also providing a 
foundation for the future (Genesis 21-24).  The birth of Isaac brought joy to Abraham and Sarah; 
but it also brought past, present, and future into conflict with each other.   God at last brought 
Sarah the kind of laughter that she can acknowledge in his presence.  But when there was friction 
between Isaac and Ishmael, it was time to bid adieu to Hagar and Ishmael.  Abraham reluctantly 
agreed, after God promises him that Ishmael will also be abundantly blessed. 
 
While Isaac was still young, God made a fearful request of Abraham.  Emphasizing Isaac's value 
both as a son and as a promise for the future, God tells Abraham to sacrifice, "your only son,  . . . 
whom you love"*. Abraham misunderstood exactly what God would do, but he recognized God's 
power over life and death; thus he unhesitatingly complied.  The journey to the mountain must 
have been a tense one.  When Isaac understandably wondered what they were going to sacrifice, 
Abraham could say only that, "God himself will provide" - and indeed God did just that. 
 

* In the New Testament, God often uses similar phrases to refer to Jesus.  It can be a worthwhile study to 
look for such statements, and to consider what parallels or other lessons there may be for us. 

 
Yet now it is time for a new era to start.  Sarah passes away, and Abraham buries his dead in a 
plot of land he redeems from its Hittite owner.  Soon afterward, it is time to find a wife for Isaac.  
Determined that Isaac will find a truly suitable companion, Abraham gives his most trusted 
servant specific instructions.  When the servant finds Rebekah, he and her family mutually 
recognize that, "this is from the Lord".  The next stage of spiritual history now begins. 
 
The Transition (Genesis 25 ) 
 
Abraham's long, eventful, fruitful life finally comes to its inevitable end.  But to God this is just 
another beginning.  Time does not stop, even for the death of an Abraham.  The birth of 
Rebekah's twins will be the start of many events with far-reaching consequences.  As for the 
twins themselves, they seem to have been rivals even from the time of their birth. 
 
Genesis includes numerous details regarding Abraham's posterity and burial (25:1-11).  His 
second marriage (to Keturah) results in several more children, each of whom would move away 
to found a new family line, re-emphasizing that Abraham is the father of many nations*.  When 
his death comes, he has made careful arrangements for his descendants, ensuring that Isaac has 
everything that he needs, while being considerate also to the rest of his family. 
 

* Note particularly Midian, the ancestor of the Midianites.  They were nomadic, holding no fixed territory, 
but they were an influential force in the region for some time.  They appear often in the Old Testament. 
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Abraham's burial is also the occasion for a last meeting between Isaac and Ishmael.  Yet the 
reunion seems not to have involved any warming of the relationship, just a mutually recognized 
responsibility.  Together they bury Abraham with Sarah in the cave at Machpelah, where several 
more family members would also be laid to rest in future years. 
 
This is the last that we shall see of Ishmael personally - though his descendants will sometimes 
appear in Scripture - and so the Genesis narrative now tells us about Ishmael's future (25:12-18).  
His descendants became a great nation, fulfilling the promise that God had made to Ishmael's 
father.  Yet, despite this outpouring of grace, Ishmael's descendants would not live in peace.  
Indeed, we are told that, "they lived in hostility" towards each other and towards others. 
 
They are hardly different, though, from the millions of persons in every era - many of whom 
claim to believe in God - who take God's abundant grace for granted by living for their own 
desires.  Even the faithful recognize barely a fraction of the things that God provides.  When we 
see the ungodliness of the world, the proper response is not to become angry at unbelievers, but 
rather to pour out thanks to God for taking such loving care of so many ungrateful individuals. 
 
The birth of twins to Rebekah is another of the defining events in Genesis (25:19-34).  Notice 
that Rebekah, like Sarah, went many years without having children.  She and Isaac knew about 
the promises, of course, but they too needed to believe them by faith for a long time.  The 
children finally come as God's answer to Isaac's prayer. 
 
Even during Rebekah's pregnancy, there are signs of something unusual.  Before birth, the two 
future nations in her womb are already at odds with each other, disturbing her to the point that 
she asks God for an explanation.  Thus God tells her of the future nations that would come from 
her sons.  And he makes the significant prophecy that "the older will serve the younger"*. 
 

* Note that this never became literally the case, since Esau was never physically subservient to Jacob.  
Rather, it refers to Esau's loss of the firstborn's birthright and the rights and privileges that went with it. 

 
In keeping with their lifelong rivalry, Esau is born first, but only barely.  When the younger child 
is born, Jacob is grasping his brother's heel, giving him his name, a name that would also define 
the less appealing side of his character*.  In retrospect, we know that Jacob was always the one 
chosen to inherit and to pass along the promises.  God would later say, "Jacob I loved, but Esau I 
hated" (Malachi 1:2-3, quoted in Romans 9:10-15).  But this was in response to their character as 
adults**, whereas we can see in Genesis (and are again reminded in Romans 9) that Jacob was 
chosen before birth to be the progenitor of the true family line with its spiritual promises. 
 

* Literally, the name Jacob refers to grasping a heel, but figuratively it meant to supplant someone. 
 
** In Malachi, it also refers to the nations that descended from the two brothers.  Later in Genesis, we shall 
learn more about the Edomites, the nation descended from Esau. 

 
Romans tells us only that this illustrates how God's choices are based on grace.  There is no way 
to earn or deserve the kinds of promises that God granted to Jacob, and in that sense any 
discussion about the relative merits of Esau and Jacob is off-track from the beginning.  Yet we 
also saw how Abraham was given the original promises in large part because, while flawed in 
many respects, Abraham was a man who truly believed in God and believed God's Word. 
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Jacob does show that he values the right things, but his means of obtaining them leave a good 
deal to be desired.  He realizes the value of the birthright that would usually go to the firstborn, 
and he exploits his knowledge of Esau's character to get it.  Esau's action in trading the birthright 
is remarkably foolish, while Jacob is coldly calculating and selfish.  In themselves, these traits 
are equally objectionable.  The real difference between the brothers is that Jacob appreciates the 
things that matter most, whereas Esau is short-sighted, and is controlled by his physical urges*. 
 

* Most English translations do not quite convey the gluttonous attitude that is evident in the original. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What details of Abraham's death and burial might be 
significant?  What should we learn from God's treatment of Ishmael?  How or why did 
God choose Jacob before he was born?  Did God know what Jacob would be like?  Why 
would Esau so easily trade away his birthright?  Why does God prefer Jacob despite his 
deceitfulness?  How can we learn from this? 

 
A ll A b ou t Isaac (Genesis 26 ) 
 
In large part, Isaac is primarily a transitional figure.  He passed along the promises from 
Abraham, who had originally received them, to Jacob, who would become Israel.  The incidents 
in this chapter tell us just a few things about Isaac's own life and character.  He is remarkably 
like his father, both in his strengths and also in his weaknesses. 
 
We see several father/ son parallels in Isaac's visit to the Philistines (26:1-11).  Like Abraham, 
Isaac travels to Gerar as the result of a famine - this time, God specifically tells Isaac not to go to 
Egypt.  On this occasion, God reiterates to Isaac the blessings he had originally made to 
Abraham.  This is ironic, in a way, because with Jacob's birth it is already Jacob who is the 
future.  But God goes out of his way to assure and bless Isaac, despite his flaws. 
 
We see one flaw right away, in his mystifying replay of his father's tactic of trying to pass off his 
wife as his sister.  By now, any sensitive reader is sick of this shabby trick*.  Abimelech** does 
not suffer harm this time, noticing the deception before coming into dangerous contact with a 
woman belonging to God.  And God not only declines to punish Isaac, but goes on to bless him. 
 

* Some modern commentators theorize that the three examples of this trick were just one event, told in 
three differing versions.  This idea, though, is based only on speculation and skepticism.  See also below. 
 
** The name Abimelech is a title that means 'my father the king'.  It is unlikely that this Abimelech is the 
same one that Abraham had deceived long before - it is more likely that this is a younger ruler who has the 
same name or title, similar to the way that all Egyptian kings are called 'Pharaoh'. 

 
The sequence of digging and re-digging wells in Philistia contains nothing momentous, but it 
shows us Isaac's character and his way of doing things (26:12-25).  God continues to bless Isaac 
even in an unfamiliar land, but Isaac needs to find a source of water.  So, finding himself where 
his father had sojourned long ago, Isaac takes the practical step of re-digging the same wells that 
Abraham had once dug*. 
 

* Monroe Hawley, a historian of the Churches of Christ, referenced this episode in the title of his book 
R edigging The W ells.  Hawley used Isaac's activities as a metaphor for the efforts of those who have tried 
to return the church to what it was like in the New Testament. 

 
Like his father, Isaac is both blessed and a blessing.  God takes care of providing him with a lot 
more than he needs.  For his part, Isaac goes out of his way to avoid trouble with some of the 
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more unscrupulous Philistines.  Whenever they claim a well that Isaac had dug himself, he 
simply lets them have it, and goes off to dig a new one for himself.  What is a well, he decides, 
compared to living in harmony with one's neighbors. 
 
During this same time, Abimelech comes back to visit Isaac (26:26-33).  Like his predecessor in 
Abraham's time, this Abimelech wants to have an agreement of friendship* with a man who, as 
he has clearly seen, has the presence of God with him.  Isaac's life was never as eventful as 
Abraham's, yet we see in this chapter that he had a lot in common with his better-known father. 
 

* This Abimelech was probably a successor of the Abimelech mentioned in Genesis 20, not the same man.  
Thus neither he nor Isaac is likely to have known each other from the past. 

 
Like his father, Isaac has two sons with quite different natures.  Esau marries two Hittite* 
women (26:34-35), and Esau's wives prove to be a source of grief to Isaac and Rebekah.  While 
the reasons for this are not explained, it is most likely that they imported idols or other 'gods' 
from their own culture.  Jacob, instead, will wait until he finds a more appropriate choice of wife. 
 

* Only traces of the Hittite civilization survive today, but for a while they covered large territories to the 
north of Canaan.  There are a number of examples of Hittites in the Scriptures, the best-known probably 
being U riah, a faithful soldier of David's army in 2 Samuel - whom David conspired to kill on account of 
U riah's attractive wife.  See also the note about the Hittites in the notes to Genesis 23 (last week). 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What parallels between Abraham and Isaac can we 
see (in their characters or in their lives)?  Which of these contain spiritual lessons?  In 
what ways could Isaac serve as an example?  Why does Isaac allow the Philistines to take 
advantage of him?  What could have been the trouble with Esau's wives? 

 
A  Far-Reaching D ecep tion (Genesis 27:1-40) 
 
The account of Jacob intercepting Esau 's anticipated blessing is another of Genesis's best-known 
events.  Jacob's successful trickery would largely define the course of his life for many years to 
come, both for good and for ill.  This incident and its consequences are often mentioned in the 
New Testament, but the lessons involved are not always easy to grasp. 
 
Genesis tells us that Isaac and Rebekah were somewhat divided on the subject of their sons.  So, 
when the time comes for Isaac to pass along the blessing due his eldest son, Rebekah has an idea 
(27:1-17).  The time for the blessing was an informal occasion, but one that was taken seriously.  
When the family patriarch pronounced his blessing upon his firstborn or other designated main 
heir*, it was considered that the family legacy had been irrevocably passed along. 
 

* A handful of non-biblical references indicate that the birthright and/ or blessing of the firstborn were 
occasionally exchanged in other families, just as Esau and Jacob had done. 

 
The birthright, which Esau had traded to Jacob earlier, was meant to go with the blessing*.  
Rebekah thus feels that Jacob is the rightful recipient of the blessing anyway.  Isaac either does 
not know about the agreement between his sons, or else he has chosen to ignore it**.  Rebekah 
knows her husband and her sons well, and her plan, while quite dishonest, is carefully conceived. 
 

* In Hebrew, the words are almost identical, coming from the same word root. 
 
** In Genesis 48:12-20, Jacob himself will reject the wishes of his son Joseph with regard to blessing 
Joseph's two sons. 
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Her two sons are quite different from one another, and for Jacob to impersonate his brother 
might seem ridiculous, except that Rebekah knows about her husband's poor eyesight as well as 
his inordinate fondness for the food that Esau prepares from wild game (see 25:28) - food that 
Rebekah apparently can prepare just as well. 
 
So, with a disguise and a meal designed specifically to exploit Isaac's weaknesses, Jacob receives 
the blessing from his father (27:18-29).  Although Isaac is confused by Jacob's voice, he is re-
assured by the hairiness of his disguise, not being able to see Jacob's face.  Any further doubts 
(such as his quite reasonable question about the unusual quickness with which the food arrived) 
are overcome by the cuisine, which appealed to Isaac's craving.  Thus the trick works, and Jacob 
has supplanted his brother once-for-all in the family line. 
 
Esau comes too late, and even Isaac now recognizes that he cannot change what has been done 
(27:30-40).  He is forced to tell his firstborn that he will live "away from the earth's richness", 
since he will be expected to make a home for himself elsewhere instead of taking over the wealth 
accumulated by his father.  Indeed, in future generations Esau's descendants the Edomites* 
would settle on the stark landscape near Mount Seir. 
 

* The nation's name, Edom, means 'red'.  It was originally a nickname given Esau due to his craving for red 
stew that led him to trade away his birthright in chapter 25. 

 
The New Testament uses Esau as an example of godlessness (Hebrews 12:16-17).  This has 
nothing to do with Esau's morality or behavior, but with his perspective.  By human standards, 
Jacob and Esau are quite different, but in both of them strengths and weaknesses are balanced.  
To understanding the parallels in the New Testament, we must focus instead on their priorities. 
 
Esau simply never grasped true value or worth.  With Esau, it was always a matter of getting the 
things he wanted right now, fulfilling his short-term urges and cravings.  He never appreciated 
the value of spiritual things, because they inherently held more long-term value, and because 
they took self-control to understand and appreciate.  Jacob desired and sought after the things 
that had real value; and to God this is a rare and valuable quality. 
 
The same thing is true today.  What is our concept of Christianity?  Does it center on getting God 
to give us what we want, or getting other persons to act the way we want them to?  Or does it 
center on the awareness that one day all of us will go before God's throne, either to join him 
forever or to be separated from him forever?  The answers to these questions will help determine 
whether we are the spiritual heirs of Esau, or the spiritual heirs of Jacob. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: Was Rebekah justified in her plan to get the blessing 
for Jacob?  Was it inevitable that somehow Jacob would have gotten it?  Why is Esau 
called godless in Hebrews?  Are there any warnings in this to us?  Why was Jacob 
blessed by God even after being so deceitful?  Does this justify his deceit?  Are there any 
lessons we can learn from this? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Ten: Jacob & His Family (Genesis 27:41-30:24) 

 
From Abraham through Jacob, the full measure of God's promises was given only to one person 
per generation.  But with Jacob's children, Abraham's descendants will begin to multiply quickly.  
The latter portions of Genesis describe events with significance both in their own time and in the 
distant future.  Moreover, many of these incidents provide us with valuable spiritual parallels. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac were a holy family, through which God blessed many others (Genesis 
21-24).  Each one had plenty of flaws and made notable mistakes.  Holiness does not imply 
moral superiority or ethical perfection - it simply means that we belong to God and God alone.  
After Sarah's death, Abraham guided the search that led to Rebekah becoming Isaac's wife. 
 
Isaac's children were rivals at their very birth, and they would become rival nations in the future 
(Genesis 25:1-27:40).  Isaac's lifetime was an era of transition.  With the death and burial of 
Abraham, Isaac carried God's promises into the future.  But with the birth of the twins Esau and 
Jacob, the question would arise as to which of them would be Isaac's true heir. 
 
We know less about Isaac than we do about his father, but we can see plenty of similarities.  
Isaac resorts to Abraham's deceitful tactics when he fears that powerful males might be attracted 
to his wife.  But in the sequence of digging and re-digging wells, we see Isaac at his best, blessed 
continually by God while his own graciousness and selflessness are a blessing to the Philistines.  
Meanwhile, Esau's Hittite wives were just one of the problems that the family had to face. 
 
Jacob's supplanting of Esau as the family heir was a far-reaching act of deception.  Jacob was 
guided by Rebekah, whose idea fooled the aging Isaac by exploiting his poor eyesight and his 
craving for wild game.  Rebecca's plan worked, confirming that God had chosen Jacob to bear 
the full measure of the promises.  The 'godless' Esau never attached the proper value to his 
family's holy purpose or to the blessings that went with it.  Jacob's selfishness and deceitfulness 
are not justified by God's blessings - rather, God in his graciousness blesses those who believe 
and appreciate him, despite their flaws and follies.  We too are very lucky that he does so. 
 
Off To Haran (Genesis 27:41-28:22) 
 
With Esau now determined to kill Jacob, Rebekah again comes to the aid of her youngest son.  
By sending Jacob to Haran, where her brother Laban lives, Rebekah protects Jacob from Esau's 
wrath while also providing for Jacob's future.  On his way to Haran, Jacob meets God, who 
repeats to Jacob the same promises that were given earlier to Isaac and to Abraham. 
 
Esau rather understandably develops a bitter grudge against his younger brother (27:41).  For the 
moment, he holds off from taking drastic action for the sake of his father, with whom he is close.  
But Esau has already decided in his heart that he is just waiting for his father to pass away, 
putting Jacob on notice that he ought to start worrying now. 
 
Jacob's secret weapon, Rebekah, thus has another idea (27:42-28:9).  She decides that the safest 
place for Jacob would be with her brother Laban (whom we met in chapter 24).  The only 
question is how to get Isaac to go along with this.  No problem for Rebekah; she knows that 
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Isaac has never liked Esau's wives, so she simply mentions what a problem it would be if Jacob 
too were to choose an unsuitable mate.  Isaac remembers how his father guided the choice of 
Rebekah - who, for all that she constantly outwits Isaac, has been a faithful and believing wife - 
and all on his own he decides to send Jacob to Paddan Aram*, where Laban's family lives. 
 

* This was a name for the general region of Northwest Mesopotamia.  Abraham's father Terah had moved 
to this area (to the settlement of Haran), and Abram also lived there before moving to Canaan.  Most of his 
other relatives had remained there after Abram, Sarah, and Lot had moved away. 

 
Aside from the comic value of seeing how Rebekah is always a step ahead of everyone else, this 
is a worthwhile reminder of how God uses everything to take care of us.  The fact that something 
we do results in God's blessing never means that our decision was a good one - rather, it is a 
reminder of how willing God is to work with us in order to bless us spiritually.  Quite often he 
will use even our worst ideas and most foolish plans - how much sadder it is, then, when we grab 
credit for our programs or methods, instead of praising God for blessing us in spite of ourselves. 
 
Jacob sets out on his journey, and while he is en route he has a dream, or vision, of a stairway* to 
heaven (28:10-22).  Upon the stairway there are angels (God's servants or messengers) both 
ascending and descending**, reminding Jacob (and us) of the countless unseen ways that God is 
active in our lives.  He always cares for us, always watches us, and is always aware of our needs. 
 

* Or, as some versions translate it, a ladder.  The word refers to some means of access that uses 'steps'. 
 
** Compare this passage with what Jesus says in John 1:51.  See also the questions below. 

 
At the top of this stairway is God, who now repeats to Jacob the promises that he had previously 
given to Jacob's father and grandfather.  God personally gives each new generation the promises, 
because the greatest of all these promises is God himself.  God himself is now Jacob's very great 
reward, just as he had been Isaac's very great reward and Abraham's very great reward. 
 
Jacob appreciates this, as he shows in his response to the dream.  He sets up a small memorial 
site, and names the site Bethel, meaning "house of God".  God's presence pleases Jacob even 
more than any of the promises about land and descendants.  Thus we are again reminded of what 
God looks for in the faithful.  Despite Jacob's many faults and sins (of which there are even more 
to come), his appreciation of God as his greatest reward made him dear to God. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What did Rebecca hope to accomplish by having 
Jacob go to stay with Laban?  Did her thoughts fit in at all with God's wishes?  What does 
it mean that God again makes use of her scheming?  Why did God choose this occasion 
to repeat the promises personally to Jacob?  Is there any parallel for us in this repeating of 
promises?  What is the significance of the stairway and the angels? 

 
Family Living (Genesis 29:1-30) 
 
The tangled relationships between Jacob, his uncle, and his two female cousins will have far-
ranging consequences, for their own family and also for many others.  Laban and Jacob strive 
persistently to outwit one another, while Leah and Rachel carry on a long-running competition 
for domestic supremacy.  This is hardly an ideal family, yet it is a holy family nonetheless. 
 
When Jacob meets his Mesopotamian relatives, the scene has some similarities with the earlier 
account of Abraham's servant meeting Rebekah and her family (29:1-14a).  Once again, the first 
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meeting is by the drinking well, and again there is a quick rapport between the family and the 
newcomer.  The family members seem eager to accept one another. 
 
Jacob first meets his cousin Rachel, and then his uncle Laban - two persons who will influence 
almost everything that Jacob will do for the rest of his life.  At first, though, there is no indication 
of the scheming, the joys, or the turmoil ahead, just a pleasant family get-together. 
 
But then Jacob falls in love, which was what his parents had hoped would happen, anyway 
(29:14b-20).  Laban's daughters Leah and Rachel both seem to like their visiting cousin, and 
given the situation it is hardly a surprise when romance develops.  Both young women had their 
appealing points*, but Jacob soon develops a strong preference for Rachel, the youngest. 
 

* Some translations obscure this point by saying that Leah had 'weak eyes', whatever that means.  It would 
be more apt to say that Leah had soft (or delicate), i.e. attractive, eyes; but that Rachel's overall form 
appealed more to Jacob.  Given that Jacob spent the night with Leah and thought she was Rachel (verses 
23-25), the two sisters must have been similar in appearance. 

 
Jacob makes a deal with his uncle, agreeing to work for seven years in exchange for receiving 
Rachel as his wife.  The seven years seems to him like only a few days, because of how 
captivated he is by his young bride-to-be.  All seems to be going smoothly. 
 
But Jacob finds out that he has actually acquired two wives, not one - and that he must also pay 
the price for two wives, not just for one (29:21-30).  The deceiver is himself deceived - and quite 
decisively, at that.  With the apparent connivance of Leah (who knows what Rachel was thinking 
or doing?), Laban substitutes her for Rachel in the marriage bed, a trick that Jacob doesn't 
discover until the following morning. 
 
When questioned about this stratagem, Laban blandly indicates that he was only conforming to 
the well-known practice of marrying off an older daughter before a younger.  Thus Laban is able 
to get seven more years of free labor from Jacob.  At least the new father-in-law allows him to 
take Rachel as his second wife* immediately, and Jacob - in good faith, for once - fulfills the 
terms of this revised agreement. 
 

* The practice of polygamy was familiar but by no means popular in the ancient world; it was seen as a 
privilege taken by those wealthy or powerful enough to practice it despite what others thought.  In the areas 
in which these events are taking place, the practice was not technically illegal, mainly because there was no 
effective governmental presence.  In no case does God ever show his approval of polygamy. 

 
These tangled family relationships will frequently affect the course of future events, and at times 
they will even play a defining role in the history of the nation of Israel.  God worked with these 
persons, badly flawed as they were, without approving of these kinds of actions.  God loves the 
human beings he has created, and he wants very much to share his love with them.  He knows, 
though, that if he wants to bless us and care for us, then he's going to have to do it even when we 
are foolish or sinful - humans don't come any other way. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: To what degree might God have been working in 
bringing about Jacob's marriage(s)?  To what degree did God allow the family members 
to act of their own free will?  Is there a point at which God might no longer have allowed 
them to go astray?  Is there anything in this passage that gives us a positive example to 
follow? 

 
 
The Origins Of Israel (Genesis 29:31-30:24) 
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The sons of Jacob would become the ancestors and tribal leaders of the nation of Israel.  For 
many centuries, their names would be used by Israelites to provide themselves with an identity 
and a sense of community.  Yet the story behind their origins is anything but inspiring.  The 
rivalry between Jacob's wives leads to one unscrupulous action after another. 
 
Although Jacob maintains a much greater affection for Rachel, it is Leah who begins bearing 
children (29:31-35).  In this, we can see a different measure of God's grace, since we are told that 
God brought about Leah's fruitfulness to show his compassion for her, knowing that Jacob loved 
her less than her sister.  Thus she bears Jacob's first four sons: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah, 
who would be influential in their lifetimes and who would also found four important tribes of the 
future nation of Israel. 
 
Leah gives all of her sons symbolic names, continuing a practice we have seen throughout 
Genesis*.  In these cases, though, the sons are saddled with names that will forever remind them 
of their mother's rivalry with her sister.  Fortunately for them, for the most part their names will 
have a relatively positive meaning in themselves.  Judah, for example, comes from the Hebrew 
word for 'praise'. 
 

* This is not just a biblical practice - other cultures of the time, as well as some cultures today, have 
observed the custom of bestowing a name that in some way reflects the circumstances of a child's birth 
and/or something relevant to the family's circumstances when the child was born. 

 
Leah demonstrates a noticeable lack of modesty concerning her success in childbirth, provoking 
Rachel to initiate a rivalry by proxy (30:1-13).  Not satisfied with Jacob's personal affection for 
her, Rachel becomes gravely displeased by her lack of children.  She is certainly being overly 
dramatic when she claims that Jacob must, "give me children, or I'll die"; but we should hardly 
dismiss her distress as a quaint ancient attitude about bearing children. 
 
It is a universal defect of human nature not to be satisfied with what we have, and to crave 
something even more when we see someone else with it.  Moreover, we can usually see this flaw 
clearly in the desires of others; but it is more important spiritually to realize that our own 
unfulfilled desires should not be allowed to become the source of anger or jealousy. 
 
In any case, the best that Rachel can do is to offer her maidservant Bilhah to Jacob, hoping he 
can have children by Bilhah, which Rachel could consider to be her own in some sense (we have 
seen this idea before, too).  She gives Bilhah's children names reflecting her self-satisfaction.  
Dan means 'he vindicates' and Naphtali means 'my struggle'.  Rachel erroneously thinks that she 
will be happy now, since she has now obtained something that once belonged only to her sister. 
 
Finding it inconvenient to leave matters remain as they now are, and apparently no longer having 
a close relationship with Jacob, Leah resorts to similar tactics in order to increase her 'lead' in 
this contest (30:14-21).  Her own maidservant Zilpah has two children*, and then Leah resorts to 
a bizarre sort of bribery to obtain access to Jacob's bed for herself, soon bringing her personal 
total to six, even without counting Zilpah's two.  She also adds a daughter, Dinah. 
 

* Leah does choose names for her children and Zilpah's children that, at least as far as a neutral observer 
would think, have a more positive meaning. 

 
Finally, by God's grace and remembrance Rachel has a son truly of her own (30:22-24).  She 
names him Joseph, in recognition of Joseph's origin but also in the hope that he will not be the 
last son she bears*.  And so, for the time being, the competition ends.  There is little indication 
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that anyone involved is truly happy about all this, and there will be many consequences later to 
the way that Jacob's sons were born.  But God will once again work with whatever humans give 
him.  This is still a holy family: they may view God in a distorted light, and they certainly do not 
always do what pleases him, but they still belong to him. 
 

* Much later, she will have one more son, Benjamin, but his birth will be for her a tragedy, not a triumph. 
 
What are we to make of all this?  These and the other events that we have seen certainly give us 
a new perspective whenever later in Scripture we see someone boasting about being descended 
from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Jacob, whose own role in all these shenanigans is hardly 
admirable, has turned out to be the least attractive of all these men; and he is the one who will be 
given the very name Israel. 
 
Yet Jacob, as much as any of them, retained an awareness of God's presence, and he gladly 
accepted his identity as one who belonged to God.  We too should strive to put our greatest hope, 
our greatest comfort, and our greatest joy into God himself, not in the things we do for him or the 
things he gives us. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What reasons might have caused such a rivalry 
between the sisters?  Is this a parallel to any general problems we may experience?  
Would we ever resort to the kinds of proxy tactics that they used?  What lessons should 
we learn from the way that the 'competition' itself turned out?  What lessons should we 
learn from knowing that God would turn this family into the nation of Israel? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Eleven: Israel (Genesis 30 :2 5 -32 :32 ) 

 
Abraham and Isaac received the promises before Jacob did, but it was Jacob to whom God gave 
the name Israel.  It is Jacob whose twelve sons became the foundation of the future nation, and it 
is Jacob whose personal character and experiences form many parallels with those of the nation.  
As believers in Jesus, we are spiritual Israel, and Jacob holds many lessons for us as well. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
When Rebekah gave birth to twins, she knew already that her sons were the beginnings of two 
future nations (Genesis 25:1-27:40).  The rivalry between Jacob and Esau parallels the earlier 
tension between Abraham's sons, and it also provides some spiritual lessons of its own. 
 
With Jacob and his family, we come to the point at which God's promises will be passed along to 
an entire generation, not just a sole spiritual heir (27:41-30:24).  Jacob's family history actually 
has its origins in Esau's hatred for his brother, which resulted in Jacob heading off to Haran.  
This was another of Rebekah's ideas, and it had the added benefit of providing Jacob with the 
possibility of finding a more suitable wife than he may have found in Canaan. 
 
On the way to Haran, God gave Jacob a vision of a stairway to heaven.  The angels ascending 
and descending the stairway emphasized God's constant presence and his perpetual awareness of 
our needs and actions.  This helped sustain Jacob in his often-turbulent family life.  When he 
came to see his uncle Laban, he also met Laban's daughters Leah and Rachel.  Jacob fell in love 
with Rachel and expected to marry her, but Laban's machinations resulted in Jacob getting two 
wives for the price of two, as he worked for Laban for a total of 14 years. 
 
The seed of the nation of Israel is found in Jacob's twelve sons.  Most of these were born as a 
result of the rivalry between Leah and Rachel.  Jacob had sons by each of his wives, and also by 
the handmaidens of each, with each sister counting her handmaiden's children as her own.  What 
do we make of all this?  There is no denying that the holy nation of Israel descended from some 
disreputable characters, or that much of its history was shaped by acts of folly and immorality.  
The Scriptures tell us this with great honesty, so that we do not put our faith in human goodness.  
When our own lives and families are the source of trouble or embarrassment, we can take heart 
in knowing that God loves us in spite of our sinful and foolish behavior.  God has a long history 
of not only blessing the weak and foolish, but also using them as a blessing to others. 
 
J acob  D ecid es To Go H ome (Genesis 30 : 2 5-31: 2 1) 
 
Since God had always promised the land of Canaan to Abraham's descendants, it was only a 
matter of time before Jacob would return there.  The catalyst for his decision is a series of 
dealings with Laban, his uncle and also his father-in-law.  In this account, we see a tangled web 
caused by human weakness, which is contrasted with God's abundant grace and providence. 
 
When Jacob first reaches the conclusion that it would be appropriate to return to Canaan, Laban 
successfully pleads with his son-in-law to stay longer at Paddan Aram (30:25-30).  Laban offers - 
whether sincerely or not - to allow Jacob to name his own wages, in exchange for staying on to 
work.  Even the distrustful Laban has noticed that Jacob, like his father and grandfather, is both 
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blessed and a blessing.  Laban has benefited through no effort of his own (except for the 
ingenuity he occasionally puts into deceiving Jacob), simply because God is blessing Jacob. 
 
All this has also happened in spite of Jacob's own character defects.  God has implicitly credited 
Jacob's faith as righteousness, because Jacob himself is not especially righteous.  God's presence 
is with Jacob, and indeed the one thing positive about Jacob is that he understands how important 
this is.  Where God is present, his presence will have an effect, though not always the effect that 
our flesh desires it to have. 
 
A new agreement between Jacob and Laban leads Jacob to make creative use of genetics for fun 
and profit (30:31-43).  Their agreement calls for Jacob to receive the less common variety of 
each kind of animal that Laban raises*.  The agreement pleases both sides, since it will create an 
objective way of determining what belongs to Jacob.  In theory, this leaves the percentage of 
Jacob's portion up to nature (or, as it turns out, to God). 
 

* This is the essence of the agreement.  Most of the goats would have been all dark or black, while most of 
the sheep would have been all white or light.  So, most of the animals would still belong to Laban, but the 
percentage of animals with the less common markings would be fairly predictable, so that in theory (if 
neither side had 'cheated') Jacob's portion would fall into an expected range.  This passage gives rise to a 
number of misunderstandings, but it is clearer if we remember that the varieties assigned to Jacob would 
normally have been the less numerous.  See also below. 

 
But the results of this seemingly simple agreement are distorted from the beginning.  First, Laban 
immediately stacks the deck against Jacob in two ways.  First he removes all of the uncommon 
varieties from the main flock, thinking that this will limit the number of such animals born in the 
future*.  To slant things even more in his favor, he puts these animals under the management of 
his sons, who could see to it that this part of the flock does not multiply excessively. 
 

* Laban's understanding of genetics is, of course, faulty.  The animals assigned to Jacob would have been 
the result of recessive genes, which can be carried unseen even by animals with the dominant (here, the 
'normal' looking) genetic characteristic.  Jacob, for his part, also misunderstood the genetics involved (see 
below), leaving it to God to take care of things in his own way.  Even without God's intervention, the flocks 
would still have produced a fair number of animals of the recessive varieties belonging to Jacob.  God's 
intervention, which we learn about later, simply increased the proportion in Jacob's favor. 

 
Jacob cheats too, though in a less effective way.  He tries to manipulate the color pattern of 
newborn animals by a practice based on a superstition* of the time.  Although Jacob's own 
machinations would not have had significant practical results, he comes out ahead anyway 
because God - who knows more about genetics than either of these two overly-clever characters - 
has already planned to give the largest share of his blessings to Jacob.  Jacob himself finds out 
later that this is the case (see 31:10-13).  This time, then, God blesses Jacob in spite of his 
deceitfulness and also in spite of his ignorance.  (And he also continues to bless Laban because 
of Jacob's presence, though not to the extent that he blesses Jacob himself.) 
 

* According to this bizarre superstition, things that an animal sees or experiences at the time it mates could 
influence the characteristics of its young.  Hardly scientific, but it is no sillier than a lot of common beliefs 
about heredity held in the present day by those who do not understand how genetics works scientifically. 

 
Nevertheless, the time comes when Jacob again makes the decision to leave (31:1-21).  Laban 
may not know much about science, but he can tell when things are not working out in his favor.  
Jacob, for his part, no doubt enjoyed coming out ahead, but he could sense that the change in 
Laban's attitude could easily lead to danger.  His decision is confirmed by God, who also 
explains how he has been looking over Jacob during his time in Paddan Aram. 
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Before he can decide to leave, Jacob must first appeal to Leah and Rachel, since they and their 
children will be affected by anything that Jacob does.  Fortunately for him, his wives have their 
own resentments against their father.  Besides the tricks that we already knew about, Laban has 
apparently come up with numerous other ways of attempting to nickel-and-dime Jacob.  Leah 
and Rachel consider Jacob's wealth to belong to them, and thus they want to get away from their 
father.  For once there is family unity, of a kind. 
 
So, as soon as the opportunity arises, the family sneaks away, to the degree that such a thing is 
possible for such a large group.  Jacob has no intention of telling Laban that he is leaving, 
preferring to allow Laban to draw his own conclusions.  Rachel, for her part, steals some idols 
belonging to her father (without Jacob's knowledge).  So it is a departure in keeping with the 
family's history.  Yet this situation too will not stop God from taking care of them. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why did God let Laban benefit from Jacob's work?  
Is either Laban or Jacob justified in any of their schemes at each other's expense?  Were 
there any negative consequences to their acts of deceit?  Why does God make sure that 
Jacob gets the most blessings?  Why did God support his decision to leave?  Was Jacob 
right not to tell Laban that he was leaving?  Are there any applications for us? 

 
J acob ' s P resent Meets J acob ' s P ast (Genesis 31: 2 2 -32 : 2 1) 
 
In solving one problem, Jacob creates a new one - and for a while, he has to worry about both of 
them at the same time.  His sudden flight is not quick enough to make a safe getaway from a 
resentful Laban.  Worse than that, every step closer to Canaan is a step closer to his brother Esau, 
who has had plenty of time to plot his revenge upon the brother he swore to kill. 
 
Despite Jacob's efforts to avoid his uncle, Laban soon finds out about the family's departure, 
pursues them, and overtakes them (31:22-30).  Even with a three-day head start, Jacob's convoy 
of children and animals is too cumbersome to stay ahead of Laban and his men for long.  But 
before they meet again, God warns Laban not to harm Jacob, heading off serious trouble. 
 
Laban is still quit displeased, and he lets Jacob know it.  His own daughters have left without 
saying good-bye, and Laban claims that he would have given everyone a joyful farewell if he 
had known about their departure.  Most of all, Laban wants to get back the idols* that Rachel 
took as she left home, probably not so much for their spiritual value as for their monetary worth. 
 

* These 'household gods' were common, and indeed they have some parallels today.  They were usually 
more like mascots than gods, good luck charms rather than objects with deep spiritual significance.  A 
wealthy person like Laban was likely to have had them made from precious metals. 

 
So, although Laban is willing to overlook his other complaints against Jacob, he is determined to 
pursue the case of the stolen 'gods' (31:31-55).  Only Rachel knows where they are, for she has 
hidden them inside her saddle, upon which she is sitting.  Jacob is truthfully able to say that he 
knows nothing about it, so he invites Laban to make a thorough search.  Rachel is in trouble, but 
as Laban is searching, she has an idea that avoids the embarrassment and inconvenience of 
having her theft discovered.  As soon as she mentions to Laban that "the manner of women is 
upon me"*, her father quickly loses his enthusiasm for looking more closely. 
 

* The original text uses a euphemism that, nonetheless, would have been clearly understood.  Most versions 
use some kind of euphemism in their translation; the NIV  is an exception in rendering it more clearly. 
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Laban and Jacob eventually cool down, and settle for swapping grievances with one another.  It 
is indeed amusing to see these two master manipulators both feeling so sorry for themselves, but 
we should not forget that God himself has chosen to bless them.  We also see them present a 
positive example in the way that they choose to leave behind all of their past complaints against 
one another.  They create a small memorial, which each of them named in his own language*, 
but which came to be known to later generations as Mizpah.  The site's background as a place of 
harmonious agreement was echoed in its later use as a meeting site**. 
 

* Jacob's own language is Hebrew, while Laban uses Aramaic, a similar but more widely-spoken language. 
 
** It served this purpose through the period of the Judges, and into the time of Samuel.  Much later, after 
the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC, it briefly regained a similar significance. 

 
With one worry now behind him, Jacob has to deal with a similar situation (32:1-21). Jacob is 
nearing Canaan, wondering what he will say to his older brother after all these years, when he 
receives the news that in fact Esau is on his way to meet him right now - and Esau has hundreds 
of men with him.  Whatever Jacob might originally have expected, he is now filled with fear. 
 
Jacob immediately takes some precautions, dividing up his family, flocks, and possessions, 
hoping to minimize his losses should Esau's men attack any one group.  Jacob also prepares a 
lavish assortment of gifts to give to his brother, in the desperate hope of obtaining a little 
goodwill.  But most importantly, Jacob prays. 
 
As Jacob prays, he also remembers the promises he has inherited, and which God has personally 
reiterated to him.  As Abraham did when called upon to sacrifice Isaac, Jacob remembers that 
without his family God's promises cannot be fulfilled.  So again, despite his many other flaws, in 
his time of need Jacob turns to the right place.  Indeed, all of his other plans and precautions 
were irrelevant when compared with God's care. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why does Jacob get into so many difficult 
situations?  Does he deserve them?  Why does God always come to his aid?  Why isn't 
Rachel punished for stealing from her father?  What positive lessons can we learn from 
the way that Jacob deals with these difficulties? 

 
Striving W ith God  (Genesis 32 : 2 2 -32 ) 
 
Jacob has left behind him his troubles with Laban, but now he has to worry and wonder about 
what will happen when he meets Esau.  God chooses this time of uncertainty to bring Jacob 
another divine encounter.  This incident presents us with a strange spectacle, especially when 
compared with the other times when we have seen God send messengers to humans. 
 
At night, when Jacob is alone, he has an unusual wrestling match with a 'man' who is clearly an 
angel* (32:22-26).  Perhaps the angel is not using his full strength, for the battle goes on through 
the night, until the angel puts a sudden end to it by dislocating Jacob's hipbone from its socket.  
Although Jacob shows his willful, intransigent character in his instinctive reaction to struggle 
with the stranger, in the end he also shows that he is aware of what has really happened.  Even 
after he is injured, Jacob hangs on to the angel and earnestly asks for his blessing. 
 

* This clarified in Hosea 12:3-4, and almost all commentators, both ancient and modern, have understood 
the passage in the same way.  The only exceptions are a small number of commentators who are 
uncomfortable with the supernatural implications involved, and who thus have tried to identify the 'man' 
with some specific mortal human. 
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The blessing that he receives is an ironic one - he is given the new name Israel, which of course 
would also become the name of the future nation descended from him (32:27-32).  The famous 
name 'Israel', though, has nothing to do with God's greatness, his compassion, or even with 
praising or serving God.  It means, roughly, "he has striven (or struggled) against God"*.  Every 
time God addressed his people Israel, their very name would remind him of all the difficulties he 
has had in getting them to listen to him and love him. 
 

* The word root can sometimes have other meanings, but this is the only one that would fit the context.  
Occasionally you might see a commentator attempt to promote another meaning, but this only happens 
because such commentators are uncomfortable with the spiritual lesson that the name teaches. 
 

Once more, the weak and flawed Jacob does grasp the main lesson.  Realizing how blessed he 
has been to encounter God personally and yet escape with his life, he names the place Peniel, 
"face of God".  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were always at their best when it came to having an 
awareness of the presence of God; and they knew when it was time to stop everything else in 
order to acknowledge their faith in God alone. 
 
The name Israel is given also to those who believe in the Messiah Jesus.  As spiritual Israel, our 
name should remind us of our own strivings with God.  Like Jacob, we go astray quite easily, 
allowing the world to dictate our thoughts, emotions, and behavior.  The question is not how to 
stop doing this, but rather how willingly we acknowledge God's presence and his righteousness 
when he reminds us of them.  Do we give into our self-will, making excuses and rationalizations, 
or do we give in to God, acknowledging that he alone knows what is true and right? 
 
The world will never stop trying to get us to take sides in its arguments, to compete for its 
awards, and to bow to its idols.  The worldly will never stop trying to get us to fear what they 
fear, to hate what they hate, to join them in assigning blame for misfortune.  We can and should 
say no - not by making a dramatic announcement or a once-for-all emotional commitment, but 
by responding to God's quiet voice each and every time that he calls us back to him. 
 
Just as with the patriarchs in Genesis, our spiritual health and our appreciation of God's greatest 
blessings depend on how willing we are to do this.  Dramatic gestures, frantic activity, and even 
deep study are not as important as having simple humility when God calls us to acknowledge his 
presence and ignore the world's distractions.  Being correct about specific issues matters little 
unless we can accept in our hearts that most of the things we find important are in truth trivial to 
God.  Every once in a while, he will gently remind us of this.  How will we respond? 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What purpose might God have had in sending the 
angel to wrestle with Jacob?  What does Jacob's willingness to fight him show?  How 
does Jacob's attitude change later?  In what ways do we 'strive' against God?  How does 
God try to remind us to recognize his presence?  In what ways might we respond?  How 
should we respond? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 
© 2010 by Mark Garner - Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes 
for home, class, or small group study, without further permission, provided that the author and 
congregation are credited. Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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MATTERS OF LIFE & DEATH: 
STUDIES IN GENESIS 1-36 

 
Notes For Week Twelve: The Two Nations (Genesis 33-36) 

 
Jacob and Esau were brothers, then rivals, and finally nations.  Both Israel and Edom existed for 
many centuries as physical nations, and God blessed and protected both of them in numerous 
ways.  But only Israel persists as a spiritual nation, just as only Jacob inherited the spiritual 
promises given to Abraham.  The implications of this are still important today. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Jacob and his family inherited God's promises from Isaac and Abraham (27:41-30:24).  Yet with 
Jacob's generation we see even more clearly how flawed and weak this family is, even though it 
belongs to God alone.  But Jacob does consistently show us that he values God's presence and 
God's promises.  Jacob the man will be the ancestor of the nation Israel, and indeed he is given 
the very name Israel (30:25-32:32). 
 
When Jacob decided to go home to Canaan, Laban talked him into staying.  When they agreed 
that Jacob would have the less common varieties of goats and sheep, both tried to cheat, using 
their mistaken ideas of genetics.  God tolerated their deceit and folly, and continued to bless 
Jacob - and even, to a lesser degree, to bless Laban.   This family is holy - it belongs to God, and 
thus is not of this world, despite its many obvious defects.  God makes use of everything - since 
he wanted them to return to Canaan, he made use of the temporary "family unity" that consisted 
of Jacob and his two rival wives being in agreement regarding their resentments against Laban. 
 
Jacob's present then met his past.  An angry Laban pursued him, while his brother Esau waited 
for him back in Canaan.  Laban had many complaints against Jacob, but he was angriest about 
the 'household gods' (idols, probably made of valuable metals) that Rachel had stolen.  The 
situation was defused when Rachel used the kind of stratagem that we often saw from her aunt 
Rebekah.  Jacob then got the news that his brother Esau was coming, accompanied by 400 men. 
 
In this uncertain moment, God brings Jacob another divine encounter, resulting in his new name 
Israel, "the one who strives against God".  There is an unusual late night wrestling match when 
an angel comes to Jacob, and the patriarch begins to combat him.  The match only ends when the 
angel suddenly disables Jacob.  The name Israel thus is a constant reminder - also to us who 
today are spiritual Israel - of the perverse but persistent tendency to argue and contend with 
God's will, a fault found just as much in believers as it is in unbelievers. 
 
Reunion Between Brothers (Genesis 33 & 36) 
 
After witnessing Jacob's fear and his frantic preparations for seeing his brother Esau again, we 
now see what happens at their reunion.  Jacob's fears turn out to be completely groundless; and 
indeed Esau makes a much better impression on us than his brother does.  All of this provides us 
with some new ideas to consider as we look at the contrast between the brothers. 
 
After all of Jacob's worry and preparation, his meeting with Esau is unexpectedly easy (33:1-20).  
Jacob continues with final precautions right up to the moment when he meets his brother, but 
none of them are needed.  Whether through God's action or simply through the passage of time, 
Esau has no thoughts of revenge, and he sincerely greets Jacob in an open-armed fashion.  Even 
when Jacob is suspicious, insisting that Esau take his gifts and rejecting Esau's suggestion that 
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some of his men stay with Jacob's family, Esau is easily and instantly agreeable to everything.  If 
anything, when we watch the two brothers it is Esau who creates the more favorable impression. 
 
But it is still Jacob who trusts in the living God.  He shows this again in his establishment of the 
shelter Succoth* and in building his altar, "mighty is the God of Israel".  Jacob frequently 
wanders into sin, but whenever he is called back to spiritual truth, he is neither hesitant nor 
reluctant to acknowledge his complete dependence on God's mercy and providence. 
 

* The Succoth mentioned in Exodus 12:37, Exodus 13:20, and Numbers 33:5-6 is a different site, near 
Egypt.  Succoth (or Sukkot) also later became the name of one of the major Jewish holy days - we usually 
call it the Feast Of Tabernacles or the Feast Of Booths. 

 
And God also blesses Esau (36:1-43*).  Indeed, God has never ceased to take care of Esau, 
despite Esau's complete unwillingness to acknowledge God.  Esau was part of Abraham's family, 
so he shares in the general promise that Abraham would be the father of many nations.  God 
never said that all (or any!) of those nations would acknowledge him. 
 

* We'll come back to chapters 34 and 35 in the next section below. 
 
When the time came for Esau to move away from Jacob, he chose the hill country of Seir* as his 
home.  This region would have been a good choice for an outdoorsman like Esau who probably 
preferred to minimize his contact with strangers.  Esau's descendants became very numerous, as 
we see from the lengthy list of families and clans descended from him.  Their nation came to be 
known as Edom**, "red", Esau's old nickname from earlier days (see Genesis 25:29-30). 
 

* Seir, later Edom, was the land just to the south and southeast of the Dead Sea. 
 
** Edom lasted many centuries, and after it fell, individual Edomites (called Idumeans) lived on.  King 
Herod 'the Great' and his relatives, mentioned in the New Testament, descended from Esau and Edom. 

 
As it turns out, God did not give Esau what he deserved.  Nor did he give Esau what he really 
needed, since Esau did not wish to know God.  God simply gives Esau what he desired, solely 
out of graciousness and because of his gracious promises to Abraham.  Esau's example reminds 
us that God gives all of us more than we can ever earn or deserve.  When we envy others the 
blessings that they have, we are really just seeing how generous and gracious God is.  We should 
instead take a closer look at the unearned blessings that we ourselves have. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why was Jacob so afraid to see Esau?  Could he 
have known his precautions were unnecessary?  Why might Esau have been so forgiving 
and generous?  Is there anything positive about Jacob in this passage?  Why might God 
have blessed Esau and his family?  Are there any parallels to this now? 

 
The More Things Change  . . . (Genesis 34-35) 
 
Once again, it is time for a new generation to carry forward the promises that God gave them.  
Once again, members of the older generation pass from the scene.  And once again, we see 
plenty of flaws and weaknesses in those whom God has chosen.  These ideas take different forms 
in different eras, but the basics in our relationship with God remain much the same. 
 
After settling things with Esau, Jacob and his family have trouble with their new neighbors in 
Canaan (34:1-31).  Dinah, the daughter of Jacob and Leah, is assaulted and raped by a member 
of one of the area's powerful families.  Jacob's family is naturally upset, with his sons being 
especially outraged on behalf of their victimized sister, and also on behalf of their father*. 
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* This is the meaning of the text's statement that this was "a disgraceful thing against (sometimes translated 
in) Israel".  Israel is not yet a nation - the name refers here specifically to the patriarch Jacob. 

 
Meanwhile, the perpetrator Shechem (whose father Hamor* is a chieftain or king of their town, 
also named Shechem) softens somewhat and decides that he wants to marry Dinah.  Hamor takes 
care of the negotiations, hoping to defuse the tension by making what he considers a generous 
offer to Jacob.  But this time it is not Jacob, but his sons, who act deceitfully. 
 

They were Hivites, one of the tribes descended from Canaan, and mentioned throughout the Old Testament. 
 
The sons of Jacob promise to overlook Shechem's crime and become friendly to his family, but 
only if the men of his town are willing to be circumcised.  This is not a desire for cleanness or 
holiness; rather, it is part of a treacherous plan.  Simeon and Levi, apparently the ringleaders, 
wait until the circumcisions have been performed and all the adult males are enduring the painful 
recovery process.  Then the two of them lead a mass slaughter and plunder of the helpless town. 
 
Jacob, for his part, ineffectively whines to his sons about their behavior.  Once more, what can 
we say about this sad sequence of events?  If nothing else, we again see that it truly is only by 
God's grace that this family can become a nation that he will use for spiritual purposes. 
 
Jacob knows they are no longer welcome in the area, and moves back to Bethel with his family 
(35:1-15).  It is God who directs him here, where he will be safe and will be reminded of things 
he learned in his past.  Bethel was the site of Jacob's dream vision of the stairway to heaven, 
when God personally gave his promises to Jacob.  Jacob himself had named the place Bethel, for 
it means "house of God", in recognition of the value and significance of God's presence. 
 
In Bethel, Jacob leads his family in purification and worship.  He is at his best here, insisting that 
everyone discard anything suggestive of idolatry, such as earrings mimicking those worn in idol 
'worship'.  Jacob reminds them of the ways God has protected them, and in thanks he builds a 
new altar at Bethel.  Jacob is never ashamed of believing in God or of sacrificing to God.  It is 
this open acknowledgment that God values in Jacob.  Thus it is appropriate when God again 
appears to Jacob, confirming his ironic new name of Israel and reiterating the familiar promises 
for the future.  God is always true to the things he has promised, even when we are not. 
 
As inevitably happens in every generation, it is now time for some good-byes (35:16-29).  While 
the family was staying in Bethel, Rebekah's nurse Deborah had already died (35:8).  Now, as 
they travel to Ephrath (better known as Bethlehem), Rachel begins to give birth.  She has long 
hoped that God would add another son to her*, but when it happens, it is not a joyful occasion. 
 

* She even expressed this desire in the name she gave to her first son, Joseph (see Genesis 30:22-24). 
 
Birth and death, so common throughout Genesis, are then linked as Rachel passes away while 
giving birth.  As she dies, she names her new son Ben-Oni*, "son of my sorrow (or trouble)".  
Afterwards Jacob changes the child's name to Benjamin, "son of my right hand", and for the rest 
of his life Jacob would be especially protective of his favorite wife's last child. 
 

* The name Benoni or Ben-Oni originates here, but it has occasionally been used in some other contexts. 
 
Jacob now has twelve sons, who become the focal point of God's plans and promises as Jacob 
passes from the limelight.  We shall see much more of them in the later chapters of Genesis.  The 
family has plenty of problems and flaws, yet God will always use what they give him.  They 
have quite a future in store, whether they know it or not. 
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Jacob sees his father Isaac again, before Isaac too dies*.  Jacob and Esau bury their father 
together, just as Isaac and Ishmael did with Abraham.  Another generation has lived and died, 
and it is time for a new era to begin.  Only God is always present and always remains the same. 
 

* Rebekah is not mentioned, so she may have died while Jacob was away.  Her death is never mentioned, 
though we are told in Genesis 49:31 that she shared the same burial place as Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why did God instruct Jacob to go back to Bethel?  
Would any of the reasons have (spiritual) parallels for things God might call us to do 
today?  What should we learn from the process of purification and worship that Jacob 
practices in Bethel?  What should we learn from the changes of generations in Genesis? 

 
Summary Of Genesis 1-36 
 
The book of Genesis sweeps across many years of God's relationship with the humans he 
created.  Individuals and whole generations are born, and then die, leaving the world to others.  
But certain basic lessons are emphasized throughout the story, and some important basic spiritual 
principles have remained unchanged ever since God created our universe. 
 
Earlier chapters concentrate largely on birth, death, and the nature of this earth (Genesis 1-11).  
God's presence is the only thing of lasting importance in this perishable world, and God searches 
human hearts to find those who understand this.  When events take place on a larger scale, we 
shall still do well to remember the basic lessons that are taught from the beginning of Genesis. 
 
God creates us in his image that we might seek him and find him, so that our hearts can live with 
him.  When we acknowledge his presence, we also learn that spiritual responsibility is inherent 
in our relationship with him.  God is holy, not of this world, so that he cannot have fellowship 
with sin and uncleanness.  This is not an arbitrary choice, but a direct consequence of his nature. 
 
Then we see God's promises given, fulfilled, and carried forward as God chose Abraham and 
then his descendants both to be blessed and to be a blessing to others (Genesis 12-36).  God's 
overflowing blessings are available in unlimited supply, so that the things of greatest spiritual 
value never require competition or even merit - just faithful, humble acceptance.  Amidst all that 
God gives us, he himself is our very great reward, and is of far more value than anything on this 
earth.  Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob grasped this, despite their many flaws.  This is why God not 
only blessed them abundantly but also made them a blessing to others. 
 
Paul refers to this as treasure in jars of clay (2 Corinthians 4:7).  As believers in Jesus, we have 
even greater spiritual blessings and promises than those that the patriarchs received.  We 
ourselves are mere clay jars: simple, plain, humble, and highly fragile.  Yet we can carry in our 
hearts a spiritual treasure of eternal, infinite value. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What might be the most important general lessons 
from Genesis 1-36?  What elements of the gospel can we see in these chapters?  Can we 
see any roots of Jesus' messianic ministry?  What general lessons do we learn from the 
main characters in this part of the Bible? 

 
- Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, 2010 - © 2010 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited. 
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