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GENESIS: An Introduction


Background




Although the Bible begins with a book called Genesis, which means ‘beginning’, this was not the first book written. The title of the book does not refer to its position in scripture but to its subject material. The book of Genesis, along with the rest of the Pentateuch (first five books) is believed by most contemporary scholars to have been written sometime during the early second Temple period (c. 515 BC)
.  Much of the material in the Pentateuch is considered to have a much earlier oral tradition, but the text as we would recognize it likely dates from this period of restoration. 


A very common theory  as to the development of Genesis and much of the Pentateuch postulates four sources which were brought together into the text with  which we are familiar.  These four sources are labeled as J, E, D, and P. Each of these letters represents a different tradition.  The first two were simply named for the term used for God in that tradition, therefore ‘J’  represents ‘Jahvist’  (YHWH) and ‘E’ the ‘Elohist’ (Elohim). These two represent the religious culture of Israel during and immediately after the David kingdom. The two sources are considered by some scholars to reflect the Northern and Southern kingdoms of the 9th to 7th centuries. The third, ‘D’ is the Deuteronomist, the tradition from which the book of Deuteronomy and a quantity of other material originated.  This material is dated to the time of King Josiah (6th c) who was a great reformer of Judaism. During his reign a ‘book of the Law’ was allegedly discovered in an abandoned section of the Temple . Many scholars see in this evidence of the writing of Deuteronomy and its corresponding material during this period. The last is ‘P’, the Priestly source. This last is considered to not only have been the source of much of the legalistic and genealogical material in the Pentateuch, but also to have been the redactor (editor) of the rest of the material, bringing it into a unified text. This final bringing together of the Pentateuch is dated to the  second Temple period, sometime during the 5th c.

Creation of the Universe

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”
 It is with this deceptively simple sentence that the story of humanity’s relationship with God is begun.  When we compare this first account to that of the creation of humankind in Gen 2.4- 3:23 we notice that the latter seems a more primitive story. The hand of P is very evident in this first account.  While it bears traces of an earlier version, the first creation story as we have it  reveals its connection to Temple Judaism in its careful counting, its repetition of the divine blessing, and especially in the final linkage to the Sabbath, the day of rest.

The form of this account is very structured and may well reveal an early oral tradition or a hymnic Temple usage. We find that the pattern of creation on the universal scale which occurs on the first three days is repeated in the sequence in which living things are created. (see Table 1)

There are numerous similarities between this story of creation and the myths of neighboring peoples. However, it is the differences which are so enlightening. There is no divine battle which results somewhat accidentally in the forming of the earth and humanity. Creation is rather a willed act of a solitary deity effected by the divine word.  Although the earth is recognized as generative, that ability is bestowed by the Creator rather than idolized.  Further, God takes note of each phase of creation and calls it ‘good’ beginning on the third day, at which time the work of separation has been completed and the work of population begun.

     Table 1
3 And God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. 4 And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. 5 God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, one day.

6  And God said, “Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.” 7 And God made the firmament and separated the waters which were under the firmament from the waters which were above the firmament. And it was So. And God called the firmament Heaven. And there was evening and there was morning, a second day.

9  And God said, “Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.” And it was so. 10 God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God saw that it was good. 11 And God said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation,. . .  And it was so. 12 The earth brought forth vegetation, plants yielding seed according to their own kinds, and trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. 13 And there was evening and there was morning, a third day.

14  And God said, “Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to separate the day from the night; . . . And it was so. 16 And God made the two great lights, . . . And God saw that it was good. 19 And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.

20  And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the firmament of the heavens.” 21 So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, . . .  And God saw that it was good. 22 And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.” 23 And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth day.

24  And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds: cattle and creeping things and beasts of the earth according to their kinds.” And it was so. 25 And God made the beasts of the earth . . . . And God saw that it was good.

26  Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; . . .  So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. 28 And God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; . . .  And it was so. 31 And God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, a sixth day.

There are several points concerning translation which are worth noting.  In the first verse, the verb which is translated as ‘created’ does not in the Hebrew refer to a completed act, but to an ongoing process.  The second point is in the second verse, concerning the word which is translated most often ‘God’s spirit’ or ‘a mighty wind’. The Hebrew term is ruach, (in the Greek, pneuma).  This term is not easily translated as it is used variously throughout the Old Testament to refer to the active , creative word of God both in divine activity and in the speech and actions of the prophets.  The connection between ‘spirit’ and ‘wind’ is the ‘breath’ of God.  There was a strong connection for the ancient Israelites between the soul and the breath, the breath then being the ‘wind’ which issues from one’s mouth, hence the  equation of wind and spirit. 

The primitive chaos was given order by the active word of God. The image of that order is central to understanding much of the world view of the ancient Israelites. Darkness and light are made separate, then the firmament is established to divide the waters. The word ‘firmament’ implies a thin sheet of metal, a solid barrier between the waters above and those below. It is this barrier which will later be threatened in the deluge. The heavenly lights are fixed in their places and apertures are made in the firmament to allow rain and snow to fall.  


Another interesting item is found in the deeds of the fifth day. The specific inclusion of sea monsters is another distinction from Canaanite mythos in which such creatures are enemies of the gods. The very word for sea monster (tan, tanniym) suggests a reference to the chaotic goddess/sea monster Tiamat who is defeated by Marduk in the Canaanite creation myth. If this is the case, then there is a deliberate refutation of the myth in the specific mention of sea monsters among the creatures of the sea.


“So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all his work which he had done in creation.” 



There is a difference between the MT and LXX as to when God ’rested’.  In the Greek this rest occurs on the sixth day, in the MT on the seventh.  Although the seventh day in the MT differs from the other six in that there is no reference to evening and morning on the seventh day. This seems to reflect a conceptual difference in the languages.  The Greek of the LXX allows for God to  complete his work on the sixth day, then cease from his work on the seventh day. In the Hebrew the action of stopping from work does not occur until the seventh day, the first on which no work of creation is undertaken.
Creation of Man and Woman (Gen. 2:4 - 3:24)
This second creation story is an older account. It is credited not to P, but to the Yahwist. The anthropomorphic aspects of God found here stand in high contrast to the unnamable and distant prime mover of the Priestly account.  Here God molds mud, walks in a garden and speaks face to face with his creatures.

In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no man to till the ground; but a mist went up from the earth and watered the whole face of the ground— then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being.
 (Gen. 2:4b-7)
We see at once that this is a different story from the previous chapter. Here, mankind is the first of God’s creations to be placed on the earth. There is not yet even vegetation.  Robert Alter points out the author’s fondness for word-play with his translation of the beginning of verse 7, “a human from the humus of the soil”
.  He chooses this translation to emphasize both the similarity in sound  between the Hebrew words for ‘man’ (‘adam) and ‘soil’ (‘adamah)as well as the asexual meaning of  ‘adam  as it is used in this verse. 

God places the human in a garden which he has caused to grow. The name  of this garden is reminiscent of both the Akkadian word for ‘steppe’ and the Hebrew word for pleasure.  Of the four rivers which surround the garden only the Tigris and Euphrates remain, the other two are frequently identified as the Nile (Gihon which flows through Cush) and an unnamed ancient river whose path can be distinguished in satellite photographs.

The dominance of man over the rest of creation is demonstrated by the secondary creation of the garden and by the parade of animals before the human which are thus named.  Yet, the human finds no creature for a partner. Thus God causes a deep sleep out of which comes the distinction of man and woman. The woman is, at last, one in the same image. From this point the author launches into the question for which his story has been the answer - it is because they are one flesh that a man (ish)  and his woman (ishah) cling together to become one.

The next scene has been foreshadowed in the first by the mention of the  forbidden trees in the center of the garden and the final comment on the innocent nakedness of Adam and Eve.  The serpent  which is introduced here is generally understood by modern audiences as being the devil. While this is not wrong, it is not entirely accurate.  It is only later in interpretation that the serpent becomes analogous with Satan. In its original context this was a created being, representative of wickedness, quite possibly so associated because of its significance as an emblem of fertility in the Canaanite mythos. There is also another play on words here, making use of the similar sounds of naked  (‘erummim) and  cunning (‘arum)This similarity in word-sounds also parallels the first couple's awareness of their nakedness and newfound desire to deceive. 

There is some question as to whether there were one or two trees in the middle of the garden. It is generally answered that the story intended two trees, but that it was only from the tree of knowledge that the forbidden fruit was taken. The tree of life is absent from the story after its initial mention until it is briefly referred to in God’s statement preperatory to punishing the first couple. This is corrected in some midrash, with references to Adam’s desire for that fruit as well and the suggestion that it was promised to him as a reward for a pious life. The important point of the story, however, is not the number of trees, but the succesful deception of Eve by the serpent which is followed by her deception of Adam and then by the failed attempt of the first couple to deceive God. Arguments as to the deadly result of eating the forbidden fruit rely upon a narrow understnading of death. This may seem a strange thing to say, but for the Israelites, death did not necessarily refer only to the demise of the human frame, but also to isolation either from one’s kin or from God. Hence, the divine warning to Adam  is not idle, he does indeed ‘die’ upon eating the forbidden fruit in that he and Eve are cast out from the Garden and their natural relationship with their Creator is sundered by their contradiction  of His will.

In relating the expulsion from Eden the author again makes careful use of language in that the punishment of both Adam and Eve includes ‘pain’ in their ‘labour’. The expulsion includes both the giving of the name Eve (a word similar to that for life) to the first woman and the fable-like explanation of the serpent’s condition in the cursing of the serpent.

This account of the creation of humanity also includes the first in a series of covenants between God and His people.  The covenant with Adam is implied rather than direct, but is representative of the inclusiveness of all humanity in the original relationship with God. This implied covenant is found in Genesis 2:15-17.

The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”

As will happen with ensuing covenants, the human side is soon broken.  It is the condition of  humanity at the making of this covenant that all of salvation history looks back to and seeks to restore. 

Cain and Abel


  The story of the expulsion from Eden is followed by a very brief narrative of the birth of Adam and Eve’s two sons. This serves only to introduce the story of the first fratricide. We are told that Cain is a farmer, and Abel a shepherd. When they offer their sacrifices to God, that of Abel is found pleasing, but that of Cain is not satisfactory. We are not  told why God is not pleased with Cain, only that he is on the path of temptation ( sin is couching at your door )
.  This is proven to be all too true in the ensuing verse. Jealous of the divine favor shown to his brother Cain leads him into the fields and slays him.


Like his parents in Eden, when God first confronts him about his transgression Cain’s first response is to try to deceive. His effort fails and he is sentenced to exile in a land of wandering. To prevent others from killing him and warn that such an act would result in a sevenfold vengeance, Cain is given a special ‘mark’. Cain leaves his parents for the land of Nod where he takes a wife and begets seven generations of progeny, ending in this genealogy with Lamech’s  sons. We will find in a later genealogy that Lamech is named as the father of Noah. In this genealogy Lamech’s three sons are, respectively, the first cattle-herding nomads, the first musicians, and the first smiths.  

This story of Cain and the ensuing  genealogy is one account of the origins of the tribes and lifestyles of the ancient Near East. It also establishes the Kenites, through reverse etymology (descendants of Cain),  as a vengeful tribe who are enemies to Israel.  The theme of this story - a rivalry between the herder and the farmer, will be continued throughout the Genesis narrative. After the birth of Seth to replace Abel we find the continuation of a second thread,  that of the preference for the younger son. We will find that it is almost always a younger or youngest son whom God favors in the Patriarchal narrative. That Seth is the favored one is emphasized by the anachronistic notice that it was with him that men  ‘began to invoke the name of the Lord’. 

Seth to Noah


The genealogy which comprises chapter 5 is accorded to the late Priestly source, although it is conjectured that the list does have a very old oral tradition behind it.  A careful examination of this list displays a variation from the list given at 4:17-22 as is demonstrated in Table 2.

Table 2
Genealogy: Adam to Noah


Jahwist’s List




      
     Priestly List
Adam







Adam









Seth









Enosh

Cain







Kenan









Mahalalel










Jared

Enoch







Enoch

Irad

Mehujael

Methusael






Methuselah

Lamech






Lamech

Adah (two wives)

Jabal and Jubal/Tubalcain and Naamah


Noah

 (note: Irad/Jared and Mehujael/Mahelel can be paired as they are alternate forms of the same name. )


We have already noted the points of interest in the Jahwist’s list. In the P account we find two items deserving of particular attention. The first is not very obvious. This list comprises ten names, a fact which has caught the attention of those who compare Biblical texts to other ancient near Eastern sources.  The mythos of Babylonian culture relates that there were  ten ante-diluvian kings.  


The second point is found in 5:23-24. These verses tell us that Enoch lived to the age of 365 and that he then ‘was no longer here, for God took him’. There is a great deal of speculation about the age of Enoch, as it is the same as the number of days in a year. This is taken to mean a sort of perfection on the part of Enoch. This is supplemented by his being taken. For us the language that is used seems like simply an euphemism for death. The Hebrew tradition, however, holds that Enoch was assumed into heaven, as will later be said of the prophet Elijah. 

The Nephilim

We come next to a brief and seemingly out of place bit of narrative. The word Nephilim is often translated as giants and is of uncertain meaning.  The story which is referred to in this passage would seem to be a very ancient one which the redactor wished to include and tie into the ante-diluvian narrative. The original context is lost to us, but it seems clear that its inclusion here is meant to emphasize the wondrous state of humanity before the Deluge.  The reference to these ancient folk as ‘sons of  heaven’ and ‘daughters of man’  seems to be nothing more than poetic.

Noah and the Deluge

Chapters 6 through 10  are comprised of a weaving of the J and P traditions. The narrative is mostly J, the elaboration on  genealogy, numbers of animals, the size of  the ark, and various similar details,   are considered to be additions by P. 


The story of a destructive flood is prevalent I ancient near eastern literature. The most commonly referred to in comparison to the Biblical narrative is that in the  Gilgamesh Epic, wherein Utnapishtim, a  Babylonian hero,  is saved by the god Ea from the watery destruction of the world. He builds a seven story ship in the course of seven days. After the waters abate his ship grounds on Mt. Nisir and he releases first a dove and then a raven to determine the habitability of the land. 


The parallels between this and the Noah story are evident. The greatest distinction is of course that there is no conspiracy amongst the gods, but only one God who finds in Noah a man of piety and justice. 


Perhaps the most glaring example of the juxtaposition of the J and P narratives in the differing accounts of how many animals are to be taken into the ark, as seen in 6:19-20 and 7:2-3. 



The second of the divine covenants with humanity is instituted at the cessation of the Flood. Noah offers a sacrifice of which God smells the ‘sweet odor’. In response God promises that : “I will never again curse the ground because of man, for the imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth; neither will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done. 22 While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease.”
 This covenant is elaborated upon and made visible in the rainbow.. The part of Noah and his progeny in this covenant is to eat only those things which God ordains and to refrain from the shedding of blood. 

A curious brief episode is appended to the story of Noah after the making of the covenant. We are told that Noah is not a nomad (he planted a vineyard) and then that the result of this was his drunken nakedness.  This seems to be a sociologic tale, relating a justification for the animosity between Israel and Canaan. It was the eponymous Canaan’s father, Ham, who saw his father while the  other brothers covered their father while avoiding looking upon him. 

The Tower of Babel

After a long record of the descendants of Noah’s sons according to the J narrative, but before being given the genealogy according to P, we find the story of the famous Tower of Babel.  While this narrative is ostensibly one which explains the division of languages among humanity, it also reflects a situation known to later Israel.


The Babylonians built large pyramid-like temples known as ziggurats. The name Bab-el is an Akkadian term which means ‘gate of god/the gods”. The onomatopoeia ‘babble’ is common to many languages. 

Genesis 11:10-25:18


The Patriarch Abraham


The story of Abraham is second in length only to that of Joseph. We are introduced to Abram, as he is at first called, through a genealogy.  In this list of ancestors we find the beginning of the complex tribal relationships which will weave a sinuous thread through the entire patriarchal narrative. There is little evidence outside the Bible to suggest to us the historicity of these characters. However, their names are either ones common to ancient Mesopotamia or reflect tribal and place-names of that region. The movement of Abram’s tribe first from the Chaldees and then throughout Canaan and the Negev reflect the historical migration of peoples between 2100-1800 BC.  

The Patriarchal Narrative begins  immediately after the genealogy. We find at once a speech by God which is greatly in contrast to much of what has occurred, hearkening back to the earliest Eden story. God summons Abram to leave his kin and home so that God might make of him a ‘great nation’. This is the first utterance of the great Abramitic Covenant.  The story of Abram will reflect back often upon his father, Terah and his two brothers, Nahor and Haran, and their offspring.
 Such an interruption occurs at once with the reference to Lot, Abram’s orphaned nephew who will accompany him on his journey.

One of the first things we see Abram do is to ask his wife, who is indeed his half-sister, to not speak of their marriage but only say that she is his sister as they enter into Egypt. This deception is justified in part by their natural relationship as well as because it was seen as necessary to God’s plan to make of Abram a great nation.  Sarai would seem by this and its echo found in  chapter 20 to have been a beautiful woman. (The medieval rabbis, noting that she was already over 65 years of age, accounted for her beauty by understanding her as a prophetess- which scripture later terms her – and therefore reading into the story that the glory of God, shekinah- abided in her and it was this which made her seem beautiful.) Had she been kidnapped for the king’s harem, it would have been the end of the story. This story is often considered to have been added in after the similar story of Isaac and Rebekah was developed.
  If this is the case, then its purpose here would serve to demonstrate Abram’s cunning as being equal to his son’s and his senior claim to the preservation of the covenant .


The possibility of the story of  12;10-17 being a later addition seems even more probable when we see how smoothly 12:9 and 13:2 flow into each other. We come now to a story of the growing wealth of the families of Abram and Lot and their agreement to separate from each other for the sake of continued amity.  As soon as the decision is made, we read of the wickedness of Sodom, a city in the region which Lot will inhabit. This is followed at once by the second declaration of God’s covenant with Abram. 

A Historical Note ??


We come now to a perplexing, fascinating, and somewhat irrelevant part of the narrative.  We read of a confederation of kings and a war occurring in the region which Lot had chosen. Lot and his family are taken captive. Upon learning of this Abram sets out to rescue his kin, at which he is successful. 


In the second part of this disjunct segment of the narrative we find Abram meeting with the king of Sodom and with the peculiar Melchizedek (meaning: the king is justice),  who is identified as the king of Salem (commonly accepted as the early name of Jerusalem) and a priest of El Elyon (God Most High). 


All of this adds up to an exhausting array of scholarly questions. There have been numerous attempts over the years to identify each of the kings listed in the first part of this sequence. There has been some measure of success in correlating them to archaeological finds, but nothing has yet proven to be an entirely satisfactory match. There are stele
 which contain supporting inscriptions concerning an alliance of four kings in the region during the appropriate era, but the names and activities are sufficiently different for the identification to be disputed.  This is just a small sample of the study devoted to this passage.  There is also the question of why such a piece was recorded where and as it was. It is speculated that this was a different memory entirely, but that it seemed most suited to placement here. One of the reasons for this is the support it gives to the importance of Abram’s clan in the ancient history of the region.  Abram is referred to in 14:13 as habiru. This is often translated as Hebrew, but this is uncertain. The term is used on Egyptian stele and elsewhere as well. Scholars are not in agreement that the term refers to the Israelites specifically or if it is more generally meant to refer to a class of people, or possibly a term for a class of type of warrior. Generally, Biblical scholars prefer to understand the term as an early name for the Israelites whereas archaeologists and historians lean toward the more conservative approach of interpreting the term to refer to a social class, often described as mercenary warriors.  


The character of Melchizedek is at least as puzzling. It is often difficult to separate him as he is defined here from the use of him by later writers, especially from those which see in him a foreshadowing of the messiah.  His name itself is intriguing, as it means ‘righteous (zedek) king (melech)’ . That he is a king of Salem to whom Abram gives a tithe as well as being the high priest of a foreign god (El Elyon- the Canaanite sky god,) whom the author deliberately identifies with  the God of Abram (using it in its Hebrew understanding as the title God Most High)  highlights the singularity of Melchizedek. 


The bare-bones solution is that al these attributes may be later embellishments of an alliance between Abram (on his own behalf and that of Lot’s clan) and two other kings of the region. This alliance would have possibly bee provoked by the preceding episode. The tithe may then have been part of the treaty conditions, and the bread and wine a symbolic peace-meal among the signatories.


One of the prevailing alternate solutions is much more appealing. While not negating the solution mentioned above, this other  provides a more soteriological understanding. In this interpretation, Melchizedek is symbolic of the ideal king of Jerusalem, rightly being given the spoils of battle. In his role as a priest Melchizedek is then also seen as  representing the development of Jerusalem as the holy city of Israel. 

Ritual utterance of the covenant


 We find in this next segment a joined pair of ritualized repetitions of God’s covenant with Abram. In the first, in which Abram receives a prophetic vision , there is a legal element. Abram is concerned that God has not yet fulfilled his promise of a son to Abram. He speaks of his slave, Eliezer (whom we shall meet later), being his heir. There appears to have been an ancient legal practice of the conditional adoption of a retainer as heir. Such an heir would forfeit his adoption  to any future natural heir.  God re-invokes his promise to Abram of numerous descendants.


This is followed by what may have been a separate tradition in  which the promise of land and possessions is reiterated. This is done in a very ritual manner, with the splitting of sacrificial animals and the passing of a flame between the halves. These elements belong to ancient covenant traditions attested to elsewhere. There are two secondary points of interest. The prophetic paragraph  of 15:13-16 is almost certainly a later addition meant to assert that the centuries of Israel’s dwelling in Egypt did not disturb God’s plan.  There is also the considerable extent of the lands promised in 15:18-21. Here Abram is granted not merely the land of Canaan, but all the lands from the Nile to the Euphrates.
 
The narrative resumes


We come next to a variation on the legends of ancestral tribal rivalry. We have seen the enmity between the sons of Adam and among the sons of Noah. The story that begins here is one which will provide the etymological derivation of the feuds between the Bedouin nomads (the descendants of Ishmael)
 and the semi-nomadic Israelites. 


In the manner of the times when Sara finds herself still childless in her old age she gives her maid to her husband as a surrogate. Hagar’s children by Abram would be legally understood to be the children of Sarai. This would be symbolized at the birthing by the maid being supported in the wife’s lap. The maid then would serve as nurse to her own child, who would be claimed as the offspring of the father and his wife.  Not surprisingly, Sarai becomes jealous of Hagar, who in turn feels she deserves a better place because she is carrying Abram’s child. (We shall see this theme resumed later.) 
During her flight from Sarai a portion of the covenant is promised to Hagar for her son, he shall also sire a multitude of descendants. 

The delivery of this promise is the first occasion of the use of the term mal’ak     which we translate as angel (which is itself from the Greek angelos, meaning messenger)  or messenger of God. We find here as in many places throughout the Hebrew scriptures, particularly in Genesis, an uncertainty of the messenger’s identity. The distinction between God and his messenger is not always clear. This likely reflects a very early and highly anthropomorphic tradition which was later refined.

The Covenant of Circumcision

We have already seen a few variations on the covenant with Abram according to the J tradition. We come now to tie P version of this covenant. It is here that the names of Abram (exalted father or the Father is exalted) and Sarai (princess) are altered, to reflect their covenant status, to Abraham (father of a multitude) and Sarah (a change in spelling, but not meaning, P gives no explanation). The ritual practice of circumcision is explained here by P as the sign of the covenant with Abraham. Abraham is concerned for his first-born, Ishmael. Abraham laughs (yitshaq) bitterly at the repetition of the promise, as Sarah will do in the following scene. Indeed, laghter of various types, all referred to as yitshaq, will be a recurring theme in the early narritives of Isaac.  It is from this that the name Isaac is given by God to the covenanted son.  Abraham is worried that he and his wife are now far to old for the promise to be fulfilled and begs that the covenant be bestowed upon Ishmael.  As the J tradition did through Hagar,  P records in response the promise of many descendants for Ishmael. The covenant, however , is to be maintained through the son which is promised to Sarah.  This is another theme which we shall find repeated throughout the patriarchal narrative - the continuation of the promise through the younger(est)  son rather than through the first-born as would be expected.

The Three Visitors

This appears to be a very ancient story, adapted here into the monotheistic patriarchal narrative. It bears several points of similarity to the Tale of Aqhat
, a Ugaritic story of a childless man who is visited by his god and promised offspring. In a later part of the tale we find this same man sitting under a tree  at the entrance of the threshing floor when he is visited again by the deity whom he greets with hospitality and to whom his wife serves food and drink. The story of Abraham’s three guests may be a syncretization of this tale.


Hospitality to travelers was a sacred responsibility in the culture of ancient Israel. It is not at all surprising that Abraham and Sarah would show great respect and provide sustenance to these visitors.  Abraham’s greeting of ‘my lord’ reflects this attitude. He has not yet recognized the sanctity of his visitors. This is first suggested to him by their knowledge of his wife’s name.  The reaction of the eavesdropping Sarah is the same as her husband’s was in the previous chapter, laughter which occasions the naming of her son.  This is the end of the segment. The following verse ties this to the Sodom and Gomorrah story.  “Then the men set out from there, and they looked toward Sodom; and Abraham went with them to set them on their way.” (Gen 18.16)

This next section deals with an theological dilemma - that of understanding divine judgment. The question centers upon communal responsibility. Do the sins of the community condemn even the few righteous, or can the righteousness of a few atone for the sins of the community? The number  with which Abraham will conclude his plea was the smallest number of social organization in ancient Israel.
 The scene begins with a divine soliloquy considering the role of Abraham in the plan of salvation. We recall that Abraham’s nephew, Lot, has taken his family to live in Sodom, one of the twin cities being considered because of their terrible transgressions. It seems to be this relationship which prompts the ensuing dialogue between God and Abraham. When God reveals to Abraham his intention to destroy the cities, Abraham pleads mercy for any just ones that may be in the cities.  His manner here is characteristic of a supplicant before a powerful king, his language bearing all the hallmarks of such a situation. Abraham’s technique is effective - God will not destroy the cities if there are so few as ten just people to be found. We will see that there  are only four - Lot, his two daughters and his wife. They will be allowed to escape but the cities will be destroyed. 

Sodom & Gomorrah: Lot’s story


The story of the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah has been the occasion of much archaeological speculation. These cities were likely located in the southern end of what is now the Dead Sea. There is evidence of an ancient habitation there which was destroyed by a cataclysmic geological event.



Lot, like his uncle, is seen at once to righteous in his instant offers of hospitality. His hospitality is contrasted strongly by the demands of the citizens of Sodom. They desire the visitors for their personal entertainment : “and they called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you tonight?  Bring them out to us, that we may know them.” (Gen. 19:5) The verb ‘to know’ is used frequently in Hebrew to mean intercourse. It is, of course, from this passage that the modern term ‘sodomy’ is derived. 


In a foolish offer that will be turned back on him, Lot offers his two virginal daughters rather than compromise his guests. An altercation ensues, and the angels pull Lot into the house, blinding the attackers.  This scene seems to have decided the angels upon the destruction of the city.  Lot is instructed to collect his clan and flee. Lot’s sons-in-law, however, refuse to leave. Seemingly distraught, Lot lingers. He and his two daughters and his wife are led from the city by the angels, they are instructed to flee and not turn back. All haste is necessary to escape the impending destruction.  


The tribes of Lot were not nomads, Lot is hesitant to go into the wilderness, seeking instead the protection of the town of Zoar - a name which means small and the etymology of which is described here.  Another etiological explanation is included in the reference to Lot’s wife – possibly a connection to the odd salt formations in the Dead Sea valley. of which many look like women in various poses. They are here explained by the turning back of Lot’s wife - a reaction which fits the story as she has left behind much of her family.

 Lot’s Daughters


This story seems to indicate that the references to Zoar are a later addition. Lot has fled to the countryside where he and his daughters have taken up residence in a cave.  The daughters concern for offspring does not reflect a misplaced belief that the whole world was destroyed. Rather, it  follows from the unwillingness of the rest of the clan to leave Sodom. They now have no tribal relations with whom to wed in the customary manner. Inter-tribal marriages seldom occurred, and usually only as a means of cementing alliances. The common practice, as will be evidenced in the stories of Isaac and Jacob was to marry within the tribe so as preserve the clan name.  


This story serves a twofold purpose. It serves to visit upon Lot a consequence of offering his daughters virginity to the men of Sodom as well as providing the origins of the tribes of Moab and Ammon, later enemies of Israel. The innocence of Lot himself is preserved as he has been made drunk by his conniving daughters. 


The apparent ambiguity of the author as to the morality of the daughters may stem from the ancient traditions of tribal purity as well as a possible justification for them if their desire was to provide a continuance of their father’s name, a central element of ancient culture. 

Abimelech and Sarah

This is the E tradition of  the compromise of Sarah , a parallel to the J tradition found in chapter 12.  Here it is not Pharaoh who desires her, but Abimelech, the king of Gerar.  It is here that we learn that there is truth to Abraham’s claim that she is his sister, as she is described as his half-sister. (This is not the illicit relationship we would think, as it was common practice to wed close family to preserve tribal purity. We shall see many examples of similar situations.) 


A distinct difference here is the dialogue between God and Abimelech. Some commentators suggest that Abimelech left Sarah untouched because of some temporary affliction. It would have been extremely unusual for a king to summon a woman into his harem but not take her into his bed at once.  The conversation between God and Abimelech also echoes that between God and Abraham concerning the destruction of Sodom .The question raised is that of divine justice. Abimelech believed he was within his rights in taking Sarah as he was not aware that she and Abraham were man and wife.


Abraham’s wealth is increased as Abimelech gifts him with herd animals, slaves and silver in restitution for his detention of Sarah. He also grants Abraham freedom to dwell within his kingdom.


The author adds the last bit of  the story, the inability of Abimelech to procreate with any of his women, as a caution to the following section. Although the language appears to refer to the infertility of the  women, the use of terminology in the Hebrew points rather to Abimelech.
 We will come immediately to the story of the birth of Isaac. This bit assures that not only was there no union  between Sarah and Abimelech, but that even if there had been, no offspring could have been produced. 

            TABLE  3

          ABRAHAM’S FAMILY TREE
NAHOR 


?       +     TERAH      +        ?



                    SARAI     +  ABRAM     Nahor +Milcah    Haran   

+Hagar


    
 Ishmael           Bethuel


 

   ISAAC    +   REBEKAH         Laban     Lot



  Esau
        JACOB           + Leah          +    RACHEL



                     Reuben     Simeon    Levi     Judah                   

(by Bilhah)





    

             Dan      Naphtali

                  (by Zilpah)


Gad   Asher







Issachar  Zebulon   Dinah


      Joseph  

                  Benjamin

Isaac

We come, in chapter 21, to the birth of Isaac. It is announced briefly and simply. The only elaboration is a repetition of the etymology of his name. What follows almost immediately is the expulsion of Hagar and Ishmael.

The scene is set at the weaning feast of Isaac, who would now be about three years of age. Ishmael, now 16, is seen by Sarah to be playing with his small brother. The Hebrew terminology (again  yitshak) here allows for a reading in which the play is mocking. Upon seeing this, Sarah demands from Abraham that he ‘“Cast out this slave woman with her son; for the son of this slave woman shall not be heir with my son Isaac.” This demand is contrary to the practices of the time, so Abraham hesitates. How can he exile this woman and his first-born son, even if that son can never claim any birth-right now that Isaac has been born. In answer to his doubts the voice of God comes to him with reassurances for the future of Ishmael.  It is here that the medieval rabbis read that Sarah is a prophetess, for Abram is told to heed her words.

Hagar and her son are duly dismissed the next morning, given only some bread and water. The mother and child eventually find themselves in the desert, without food or water. Hagar leaves her son and wanders off to await the inevitable. In a mirror of chapter 16, when Sarah had cast out the pregnant Hagar, and angel again appears with comfort. Hagar receives a promise that her son will flourish, and finds a well to sustain them. Hagar, being Egyptian, set off to wed her son to an Egyptian bride. These two scenes may be alternate type-scene etieologies for the Arab tribes who were distantly related to the Israelites. (Esau will later wed a daughter of Ishmael.)

Troubles with Abimelech


The  thread of narrative from before Isaac’s birth was detailed is now resumed. 

Abraham and Abimelech have made a treaty, but there is a disagreement over a certain well. The difficulty is smoothed by Abraham’s giving of  herd animals to Abimelech. Among these animals are seven ewes, which are to stand as ‘witness’ to their pact and Abraham’s possession of the disputed well. There is a play on words here. The name of the well is Beer-sheba. The etymology includes the words for ‘well’(be’er), ‘treaty’ (sheba) and ‘seven’ (shev`uah, which can also mean ‘oath’). 

The sacrifice of Isaac


We come now to what is for us one of the most difficult stories of the Patriarchal narrative.  God calls to Abraham, to the one he has summoned  and with whom he has established a covenant in which is promised land and descendants. “Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering upon one of the mountains of which I shall tell you.” (Gen. 22.2)

What is this sudden change in direction? How could the God who had made such promises suddenly turn and require the forfeiture of the child who embodied the covenant? We are given the clue to this in the opening sentence - God ‘tested’ Abraham.  The author allows us to know at once that God will not take Isaac, that this is rather a final test of Abraham’s trust. We have seen God repeat his covenant three times, but we have also seen the entirely human doubt of Abraham, his repeated question : “How can these things come to be?”.  Now the covenant has been largely fulfilled - progeny in the person of Isaac, land and prosperity through the treaty with Abimelech.  Has Abraham’s faith also reached fulfillment? This is what God puts to the test. Abraham has seen the power of God to do what seems impossible. That faith should allow him to do as God asks. 

Abraham’s obedience is complete, his faith supreme. He has been asked to do the unthinkable. He sets out to do it, but we see evidence of this conviction that he shall not truly have to sacrifice his son.  In verse 5 Abraham speaks to the servants accompanying them - he tells them that he and his son shall go ahead to offer sacrifice and return to them. There is no implication that he shall return alone. On the way up the hill Isaac beseeches his Father, wondering where is the animal to be burnt. Abraham’s reply is succinct - “God will provide”.

In terse sentences the author informs us of Abraham’s readying of his son as sacrificial offering. We can visualize easily the deliberate movement of the patriarch as he goes through the motions of sacrifice, all the while anxiously seeking some divine sign that the test is done, that  he will not be required to finish what he has begun on that hilltop. As he raises the blade, the angel speaks Abraham’s name, releasing him and showing him where a ram is caught that he may offer now as sacrifice.

The covenant is once again reiterated, and a new element appended. Abraham’s progeny shall be victorious over their enemies. The story shall soon turn to focus on Isaac.

The death of Sarah


A brief genealogy recording the family of Abraham’s brother Nahor prepares us for the next phase of the story.  At the age of 127 Sarah has died and Abraham acquires a burial site for her. He  purchases the land, oddly termed ‘country’ for the exorbitant sum of four hundred silver shekels (here a weight, not a coin )
 from one Ephron the Hittite.

A Bride for Isaac


Abraham summons his servant, perhaps the same ‘steward of his household’, Eliezer, whom we have met previously. The interesting point here is the method of oath-taking. The servant is asked by Abraham  to put his hand ‘under my thigh’, a common euphemism for the genitals. This was a common practice in the ancient mid—east. It is particularly appropriate for the oath being administered here, the seeking of a wife for a son. This manner of oath-taking was solemn, reflecting the extreme importance of fertility and progeny. The servant is effectively swearing by his master’s hope of eternal life, for such was obtained through the continuance of the family name.


Eliezer is sent to Abraham’s homeland, to his brother Nahor, to seek a wife for Isaac. He is not to seek among the pagan Canaanites, nor is he to allow Isaac to return to the ancestral land.  The city to which he goes is one in  Mesopotamia. The action of the story follows the servant. The events of the story unfold as divinely directed, but without the direct intervention we have seen so commonly until this  point. 


The context would lead us to believe that these instructions were issued by Abraham form his deathbed. We find, however, no mention here of the patriarch’s demise. This may be due to the insertion in chapter 25 of the genealogy of Abraham’s’ offspring, including those from his second concubine, Keturah. It is possible that there was at some point  in the telling a mention here of the death of Abraham which was edited out in order to allow the genealogy to follow in a more suitable place. We will read later, in a brief passage, of the presence of both Isaac adn Ishamel at thier father’s deathbed.


In due course the servant and his ten camels arrive at dusk at the well in the city of Nahor. He utters a prayer  for direction in finding a wife for his master (here, Isaac, another indication that Abraham’s death was likely originally recorded in the previous scene). Each detail of Eliezer’s prayer gradually becomes real. A young woman offers him a drink and then offers to water his camels. This is an incredible accomplishment. The ten camels would have consumed a great quantity of water, much more than a young woman would reasonably be expected to carry - it would have taken dozens of trips to fill and empty her jug. 


Seeing his prayer answered, the servant decks Rebekah, (for it is she, the daughter of Abraham’s brother Nahor), with heavy gold  betrothal jewelry. He then requests that she take him to her home, which is revealed to be the very place he had been seeking.  We come to a curious point in the narrative here. The emphasis that this was Rebekah’s mother’s house.  Nor do we see Nahor, but only Rebekah’s brother, Laban. This leads us to conclude that Nahor is deceased, leaving Laban as the head of the household, which is titularly that of Rebekah’s mother.


Laban is at once impressed with the wealth of Eliezer’s master, as he focuses on the jewelry with which he sister is adorned. In keeping with all the elements of Oriental custom, Laban offers food and lodging which Eliezer refuses until he has delivered his message. This he does in a form which parallels carefully the scenes  in which it was first presented. The only notable variation is the language ascribed to Abraham in reference to God. In the initial scene Abraham refers to God as the God of heaven and earth. Here the servant quotes him only as saying  “the Lord, before whom I walk”, what may be a deliberately placed circumlocution, indicating an avoidance of offending Laban’s family with too blatant a monotheism.


Once Eliezer concludes his speech, Laban is quick to agree to the betrothal of his sister to such a wealthy and blessed relative.  After a night of celebration Eliezer insists on an immediate departure. The only consultation of Rebekah occurs here. The question is not whether she desires to be wed to Isaac, only if she is prepared to depart or to remain a while longer with her family. She consents to depart and receives her family’s blessing.


The pair depart with their entourage. Upon reaching Abraham’s lands the caravan is spotted by a late-waking Isaac.  When told that it is her husband, whom Eliezer refers to as his master, that she sees in the distance Rebekah veils herself. This is  in accord with the tradition of the bride being veiled in the presence of her husband until the nuptial night. (We will see the importance of this tradition in the Patriarchal narrative again in the story of Jacob.)


Further support for the suggestion that chapter 25 is out of place and Abraham is already dead is found in the concluding sequence. Isaac takes Rebekah into his mother’s tent. There is no mention of Abraham, and the taking her into Sarah’s tent serves symbolically as Rebekah’s installation as tribal matriarch, Isaac now being the head of the tribe. It can also, as the emdieval rabbies understood it,  be perceived as Rebekah’s assumption Sarah’s role as prophetess and carrier of the shekinah.


This carefully structured betrothal narrative will find its echo in the story of Jacob and his brides.

Abraham’s third family; the descendants of Ishmael


As with most of the Genesis family records, this one is as much a relation of tribal alliances and enemies as it is geneology.  Perhaps the only salient point here is to be found in 25:6.


“But to the sons of his concubines Abraham gave gifts, and while he was  still

  living he sent them away from his son Isaac, eastward to the east country.”


This highlights the continuation of the covenant through Isaac and the separation of the direct line from any cadet lineage. This is both a tribal and a theological statement.
Jacob and Esau


In due course Rebekah is reported, like Sarah, to be barren. Isaac intercedes for her with God and she becomes pregnant. She carries twins who struggle with each other while still unborn.  An oracle is given to her that these two sons shall each be a nation, the younger shall rule the elder. 


The firstborn is called Esau, the father of the Edomites, hence his name is said to mean ‘ruddy’ (‘edom) , he is also described as hairy (seir – a homophone of the region in which the Edomites dwelt). Jacob, the younger, is so named in a pun on ‘heel’ (`aqeb) as he is born holding the heel of his twin. This term, which is often understood to mean  ‘he who supplants’ will be pivotal in Jacob’s story.  We are at this point told that it has now been twenty years since Isaac and Rebekah were joined. The story promptly skips another several years to a tale of the twins as grown men.


As with Cain and Abel we find here a set of brothers with opposing lifestyles. Esau is a hunter, Jacob a nomad (dweller in tents). This scene points up both the craftiness of Jacob and the crudeness of Esau. Jacob is preparing a heavy vegetable soup or stew as his brother returns from the hunt. Inarticulate with hunger and fatigue Esau cannot even recall the word for stew, but refers to it as ‘that red, red stuff’ (‘edom, ‘edom). The terminology used for his eating of it  is that used for animals at the trough, not dinner guests.  In this desperate scene we almost miss the essential point. Esau is so fatigued that he carelessly relinquishes his birthright to Jacob in exchange for the bowl of soup. As with the Cain’Abel narrative, this scene may also reflect an ancestral tribal struggle between the nomads and  the hunter/gatherers. 

Isaac and Abimelech


The next scene is a deliberate re-enactment of one in which Abraham and Sarah entered Gerar.  Scholars are divided as to whether this version is a single tale or an amalgamation of traditions.  The specific phrases, such as 26:1 “besides the former famine that was in the days of Abraham.”, which point up the author’s knowledge of the Abraham story and desire to differentiate it from this one are to be noted. A hint as to the late dating of at least the written version of this story is to be found in the anachronistic reference to Philistines, the enemies of Israel at the time of the judges and kings (some 800 years after the setting of this story). A further difference between this narrative and the one it shadows is to be found in the source of the threat to the patriarch’s wife. It is not the king who desires her, but his men who might desire her. We also see here that it is not a divine revelation that discloses the true relationship between husband and wife, but their own actions. Yet another difference is that the prosperity of Abraham was largely due to the generosity of Abimelech in ‘paying him off’. Here, it is Isaac’s own industry and thrift, not the beneficence of the king, which produces his wealth.  A closer link, however,  between the two stories is found in the struggle over the ownership of wells, which had been sealed by Abimelech’s men upon the death of Abraham. Rather than argue, Isaac continues to seek a well which they shall not contest, which he finally finds at Rehoboth.


A footnote is added to this chapter by the priestly redactor. Esau has taken a pair of Hittite (Canaanite) wives. This shall become important late in the next story.

Jacob and Esau


This last was the only Isaac story in which he figures as a main character and acts rather than is passive.  We come now to a story which reveals a great deal about his son, Jacob. Many years have passed and Isaac is now aged, bed-ridden and nearly blind. Seeing the nearness of his death he summons Esau and gives him orders to go hunting and prepare him a favorite dish in order that he may give his final blessing. While Esau is gone, Jacob and Rebekah hatch and carry through a plan to reinforce Jacob’s stolen birthright with a stolen blessing.


The mechanics of this narrative are carefully laid out. The aged Isaac depends upon taste (the stew), touch (the kid’s skin), and smell (Esau’s clothes) in his attempt to identify the son who comes seeking a blessing. The action is carried by a sequence of  seven dialogues, a third character knowing of the scenes either by eavesdropping or gossip. 


Rebekah knows her husband well, she has arranged Jacob’s deceit of his father carefully. He makes a stew which is seasoned to taste like Esau’s venison. He is to wear kidskin so his skin will feel hairy like that of Esau. He is to wear Esau’s robes so that he will smell like his brother. The final element is Jacob’s own false words. He declares himself to be Esau. His qualification, ‘your firstborn’ is a half-truth. He has already acquired the right to that title, buying it with a bowl of stew. (Here, he steals the blessing also with a bowl of stew!)


The only hint we see that Isaac is not thoroughly deceived is his statement “The voice is Jacob’s voice, but the hands are the hands of Esau.” Isaac next requires Jacob to feed him the stew he has brought. This raises Isaac’s suspicions. He asks his son for a kiss, a means of drawing him close enough to ascertain his scent. (Remember, this is a time in which washing oneself was rare, and the washing of clothing less than thorough.) Jacob’s use of Esau’s robes is not explained, the scent of his brother is on him and deceives their father. 


The sought after blessing is bestowed. It echoes the divine covenant granted to Abraham. Little will be left to be given to Esau. The pace of the action has been rapid and so it continues. Esau returns immediately upon Jacob’s departure from their father’s tent. Esau is at first confident and formal. As soon, though, as he is told that his blessing has already been given, he become the impetuous child we saw in the episode of the birthright. He shouts, cries out, and pleads. His words are simple, childlike - is nothing left for me? Me too!  


What is left for Esau is similar to that which was given to Ishmael. He shall have enough from the earth, but he will live by the sword and serve his brother. Enraged, Esau vows to kill Jacob upon Isaac’s death. Rebekah hears of this and contrives an excuse for her favored son’s departure.


The issue of marriage within the tribe is again raised. Rebekah dramatically declares her frustration with her Hittite daughters-in-law: “I am weary of my life because of the Hittite women. If Jacob marries one of the Hittite women such as these, one of the women of the land, what good will my life be to me?” She directs Jacob to go to her brother, Laban, and seek a wife. She appears to convince her husband of the notion.  In the ensuing scene Isaac summons Jacob for a second blessing and a directive to go to Laban to seek a wife.


Esau’s bitterness is augmented. He now suspects that Isaac fell for the deception because he already despised Esau for having married outside the tribe. He promptly weds a daughter of his uncle Ishmael. (It is from this union that Arab Moslems claim thier descent and their right to inheritance of the covenant of Abraham. Indeed, in their scripture, it is Ishmeal, not Isaac, who is nearly sacrificed at Moriah.) 

Jacob at Bethel


This tradition stems from both J and E.  It emphasis is twofold - the origins of a place-name that puts it within the covenant traditions of Israel, and a divine confirmation of the blessing bestowed by Isaac. Jacob here is not merely a man, but a symbol of Israel and of God’s plan for the development of the nation. The name Bethel is of double origins, a Canaanite deity and the Hebrew words ‘house of God’. 


In a dream-vision Jacob sees the angels of God ascending and descending a ladder or ramp. The image evoked is that of the Mesopotamian ziggurats.  God speaks to Jacob, confirming the blessing he had received form his father and invoking the covenant of Abraham. 


Often overlooked is the role of the stone on which Jacob rests his head, or which he puts by his head. It is this stone which he shall lift to be a mastaba, a cultic upright stone marker.  This would have been the deed of a strong man. Such stones were usually of monolithic proportions, not of the size that a single man would be likely to raise, nor are we given any indication anywhere in the story that Jacob has any companions. This reflects the deeds of his mother in her betrothal scene and prepares for a similar accomplishment when Jacob meets Rachel.

Jacob and Laban


What we now come upon is a wonderfully dramatic story of deceit and reprisal.  The cunning of both Jacob and Laban will at turns be reversed upon them.


Jacob arrives at a wel near his relatives’ land. He greets shepherds there who immdiately tell him he is near his destination and show him the Rachel the shepherdess, daughter to Laban, is coming to the well.  As Rebekah had gone to the well and watered Eliezer’s camels, now Jacob removes the huge stone on the mouth of the well and waters Laban’s sheep, which are kept by Rachel. As the sheep drink Jacob greets Rachel joyously. Laban and Jacob soon meet.


A month elapses, a time during which we will learn Jacob has worked for his uncle. As wages he requests the hand of Rachel. Laban appears to agree to the bargain, seven years work as a dowry for his younger daughter.  When, however, the time for the wedding arrives, Jacob’s deceit of his own father returns to haunt him.


In the manner which was customary, the bride is brought veiled to the groom. In the darkness of the bridal chamber he cannot make out her features (in midrashic tradition the deceit is increased by Leah’s responding to Jacob’s crying out ‘Rachel’ in the night). In the light of day the bride is reveled to be Leah, about whom the author could say nothing more positive of her appearance than that “Leah’s eyes were weak”
. (Again, the medieval rabbis had an explanation. Leah  had originally been promised to Esau and had wept chronicly over her fate – giving her eyes a weak, or tender, appearance.)


When Jacob confronts Laban, he replies in an almost accusatory manner - “It is not so done in our country, to give the younger before the first-born.”  Yet, he consents to give Rachel as well in return for which Jacob must work for him a second seven years. 


Over this time, four sons are born (see genealogy) to Leah. In despair, a barren Rachel gives her handmaid to Jacob and thereby gives sons to Jacob also.  Leah seems to see each of her first four sons as a sign of hope that Jacob will love her because of them, but she eventually realizes that his heart is with barren Rachel. In naming one of hers sons, Leah even refers to the struggle between herself and Rachel in language reminiscent of that used concerning Jacob and Esau.


A strange episode ensues. A jealous Rachel seeks mandrakes, which are believed to be an aphrodisiac and which she seems to believe were the cause of Leah’s conceiving sons, from her sister. Leah gives her the mandrakes in exchange for a night with Jacob. That one night results in yet another son for Leah.  She also bears another son and a  daughter a short time later. At long last , Rachel conceives and bears a son to Jacob. That son is Joseph. 

It has now been several years more than the seven which Jacob had bargained to work as bride-price for Rachel. He now haggles with Laban for his share of property to support his family so that he may return to his father’s land.  In a good bargaining manner he begins - ‘Give me nothing, only do this . . . ‘. What Jacob requests is all the black and spotted sheep and goats, the minority of the flock, those with recessive traits. These are granted to him and separated by a three day’s journey as well as put under the care of Laban’s sons.

Jacob uses a folkloric method of encouraging the reproduction of spotted goats and sheep
.  Jacob also allows only the strongest sheep and goats to mate, so any offspring which he receives, will be strong, all the weak animals will remain in Laban’s flocks. Jacob ‘s scheme is successful, so much so as to invoke the jealous ire of his brothers-in law. 

As soon as Jacob notices Laban’s animosity he receives a divine message to return home. When he relates the recent occurrences to his wives they urge him to leave, feeling used by their father. Jacob leaves without warning, taking his family and the flocks to which he has claim. In the midst of the preparations for departure, Rachel steals the household idols (Jacob was monotheistic, not his in-laws). Jacob’s timing is crucial. Laban has gone to shear the flocks, a situation which would allow him the opportunity to deceive his son-in-law in the portioning of the flocks. This also provided an extended time in which Jacob could depart unnoticed.

Jacob flees across the Euphrates river into the territory of Gideon (the trans-jordan). Laban is here referred to as ‘the Aramean’, this is done in preparation for the confrontation of the two as symbols of nations. Laban pursues his son-in-law for seven days.  Laban speaks forcefully to Jacob, accusing him first of theft and abduction, then relenting because of the divine message he had received. Lastly, however, he laments the theft of his household gods. Jacob honestly denies any knowledge of such an act, declaring death for the perpetrator should one be found (possibly a foreshadowing of Rachel’s death at the birth of Benjamin).  This scene also seems to foreshadow the episode in the Jospeh cycle in which his silver cup is hidden in Benjamin’s sack.

When it is Rachel’s turn to have her tent searched, she puts the idols in a cushion and sits on it. She then pleads to be allowed not to rise as ‘the way of women is upon’ her.  Laban must allow this. He finds no evidence of the stolen idols. In his turn, the, Jacob vents all he better frustration of twenty years. (This may be another reason for his leaving. If it has been twenty years, his eldest son is or soon will be thirteen, the age of majority. It would be fitting for Jacob to desire to have him enter into his manhood in his paternal home.)


Laban is not moved. He consents that his daughters and grandchildren belong with Jacob, but is not persuaded concerning the flocks. It is unclear at this point in the narrative if Laban actually demands the return of the flocks which Jacob has taken, and which should belong to him according to their contract. It appears later that Jacob must have retained possession, as he gives over several hundred animals to Esau at their reunion.


A treaty is now made. A border is fixed, to be inviolate by both sides. Jacob is to remain faithful to Rachel and Leah. Stone monuments are raised, the place is renamed by both parties, and a ceremonial meal is consumed. 

Jacob returns home


As he nears the family lands, Jacob sends ahead to his estranged brother. He refers to himself as ‘servant’ and Esau as ‘lord’. Esau sends back no message, but heads out to meet his twin. Jacob, afraid of Esau’s long-held wrath, divides his camp so as to have a chance that half will survive should Esau come with murderous intent. When the night passes peacefully, Jacob next sends out hundreds of animals in herd after herd. The keepers of the herd are to announce to Esau that the animals are a tribute to him from Jacob.


On the second night, Jacob has a strange visitor.  He has taken his family and possessions across the river. A ‘man’ comes and wrestles with him until dawn. This is a further reference to Jacob’s enormous strength.  In folkloric imagery, the visitor demands to be released from the wrestling because of the approaching dawn. Jacob requires a blessing before he will comply. The visitor, still an unidentified ‘man’ in turn asks Jacob’s name. Upon hearing it he renames him - Israel, defined by the visitor as  ‘have striven with God and with men, and have prevailed’. It is this definition which is the first hint that the visitor may have been God or an angel. This possibility seems compounded by the naming of the place as Peniel- ‘face of God’. The traditional interpretation have generally seen in the visitor some sort of theophany. The indications are that in the early sources, however, the ‘man’ may have been a demon or a contentious spirit originating either with Esau or within Jacob. 


An odd note in the story is the reference to the hip-joint. The ‘man’ dislocates Jacob’s hip just as dawn breaks. The explanation is given at the end of the narrative that this is the reason for not eating that bit of flesh from animal meat. A tradition not drawn from the later Israelite dietary laws.


At long last, Esau appears. In fear, Jacob greets him in the manner of a courtly supplicant. Esau runs to greet him, hugs him and weeps upon his neck. He professes confusion at the herds sent to him and the two camps. Jacob protests that they are tribute to which Esau responds - keep them. Jacob wins, however, persuading his brother to accept the tribute he has offered referring to it as ‘gift’ or ‘blessing’.


The two brothers part peaceably and Jacob moves on to settle in Succoth/Schechem.

The rape of Dinah


The story of the rape of Dinah is a braiding of the E and J traditions. It makes following the story sometimes confusing as the same events unfold in a pattern which is at once repetitious and contradictory. 

At an unnamed time later, Dinah, the only daughter recorded of Jacob and his wives and concubines, set out from her home. What she is abut is unclear, apparently going to see how the local women live. She is spotted by Schechem, son Prince Hamor. He rapes her and then falls in love with her. He demands of his father that he procure Dinah as a wife for him.


Hamor goes to Jacob, who has heard of the rape but is awaiting the return of his sons before venting his anger.  Hamor and Schechem seek not only a marriage between Schechem and Dinah, but a matrimonial alliance between their peoples. The full brothers of Dinah, Simeon and Levi, refuse all other offers insisting somewhat deceitfully in their anger that the only means by which such an alliance can be made is if Hamor , Schechem and their men be circumcised.  In their own jealousy and avarice, the men consent.  This proves to be of no avail. On the third day Simeon and Levi lead a raid on the town, killing every man there, retrieving Dinah, and plundering the town.


This story seems to have some connection to tribal movements  and archaeological evidence points to the large events being appropriate to the time and place. The involvement of the persons named, however, is unattested. 

  In a curious twist, the Midrash continues the story of Dinah (the rabbis not liking loose ends). According to midrash, Dinah is delivered of a girl who is left to die by the  road as she is a child of rape. The angel Gabriel has pity on the baby and takes it to be raised in the home of the Pharaoh of Egypt. This girl is given the name Asenath – the princess whom Joseph will marry!

The death of Rachel


This is the last segment in which we shall see Jacob as active rather than passive. It is a series of small events. Jacob receives a vision prompting him to return to Bethel. The reason given is the opportunity for a return to the pure worship of the God of Abraham and Isaac, an abandoning of the idols the tribe had turned to . 


The second incident in the series is a lonely obituary of a previously unnamed character - Deborah, Rebekah’s nurse. 


This is followed by a theophany in which Jacob’s name change is confirmed and the covenant reiterated.  This is a retelling of the story in the P tradition. It concludes with the building of an alter and the offering of a libation.


As the family nears their destination Rachel is brought to birth of a son, but dies in giving him life. With her last breath she names him - Ben-oni, son of my sorrow. Jacob, in keeping with his love for Rachel, renames the boy- Benjamin, son of my right hand.  This shall be the most precious of all his children. Jacob buries his beloved wife and sets up a pillar at her gravesite. 


Another odd bit of incomplete story is found at verse 22. We read only : “While Israel dwelt in that land Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine; and Israel heard of it.” We learn no more of  the story. It may be that this was a ritual claim upons his father’s concubine  in anticipation of gaining the inheritance as the first born son.


Lastly, we find an enumeration of the children of Jacob. At the end of the list we read that Jacob returns to his ancient father in Hebron. There, Isaac dies at the age of one hundred and eighty. He is buried by both his sons. 


The next chapter will be a series of genealogies and scripture will then turn to the story of Joseph.
Joseph


When the biblical narrative turns to the story of Joseph
 we read that he is now seventeen years old.  If we read the story with this in mind, we find not an innocent young boy that we would commonly imagine, but an almost stereotypical adolescent. 


Joseph tends the sheep with four of his ten older brothers, the sons of the handmaidens, that is Dan and Napthali the sons of Bilhah, and Gad and Asher the sons of Zilpah. As the son of the favored wife he sees himself as better than them: and Joseph brought an ill report of them to their father (Gen 37:2). In an odd juxtaposition, the very next verse informs us that Joseph is his father’s favorite and that as a symbol of this Jacob bestows on him the garment of a nobleman, the well-known ‘coat of many colors’, which is more properly translated as a robe with long sleeves, or of many pieces. The garment which is indicated would have been one which had all these features, therefore being one which would be costly to buy or a great labor to make, requiring the sewing together of many strips of cloth. As one might anticipate, this evokes the jealous anger of the older brothers.


Joseph seems to be naively unaware of this jealousy. When he has dreams of grandeur, one in which his brothers sheaves bow to his, one in which the stars representing his brothers and parents circle his own, he foolishly relates them in all their self-admiring detail to his brothers. These two scenes serve two purposes at once. Through them the author shows us the naïve arrogance of the youth while at the same time foreshadowing future events in both the truth of the dreams and Joseph’s interpretation of them.  The device of paired dreams, both these two of Joseph, the two of the cupbearer and baker in the prison, and the pair  of Pharaoh’s dreams, is intentional and meant to demonstrate that these are meant to be prophetic dreams, not just disturbed sleep.


Jacob rebukes Joseph for his arrogant-seeming dreams. Yet, the author informs us that Jacob gives further thought to the dreams of his son.  An odd element in the second dream is the presence of the moon/mother. This is apparently from a different source than that which reported the death of Rachel in giving birth to Benjamin. Jacob appears either unaware of or unconcerned with the jealousy of his other sons as he soon sends young Joseph to get a report from his brothers who are herding flocks in Shechem. 


When reading this next section of the Joseph story, we should strive to keep in mind the age difference between Joseph and his brothers.  Reuben is roughly thirteen years senior to Joseph, making him close to thirty years old, his next three full brothers then would all be in their late twenties. These are fully grown men, probably already with young children of their own (we read little of these families outside of genealogies).  The sons of Bilhah and Zilpah  would have been in their early twenties. The youngest of Joseph’s brothers, those nearest him in age would have been Issachar and Zebulon, the last two sons born of Leah.


 Joseph approaches his brothers, after a long journey alone and on foot, and after twice seeking directions. In his naïve arrogance he is wearing the robe which denotes his father’s favor and which provokes the anger of his brothers. The men see the youth coming and conspire amongst themselves to do away with him. The term they use of him, dream-master, is meant as sarcasm. Reuben is unwilling to shed Joseph’s blood, suggesting instead that they imprison him in a cistern, intending (according to an aside by the author), to rescue the youth and take him back to their father. The brothers  seem to comply, but when a caravan of Midianite/Ishmaelite traders arrive, they readily comply with  Judah’s alternate means of not having Joseph’s blood on their hands, they sell Joseph into slavery.
 


We have not been told that Reuben was absent from this episode, but he must have been, as he soon returns and rends his garments in his shock and grief upon finding Joseph gone. He is likely both worried about his brother and concerned over his own dilemma. As eldest, he is in theory responsible for all his brothers, including Joseph. His position as next tribal chief (which he had tried to assure by sleeping with Bilhah) is threatened by the unexplained absence of Joseph. If, however, an accident beyond the control of the bothers should have taken Joseph’s life, then they would all be exempt from any guilt. So a ruse is planned - Joseph’s  coat is soaked in the blood of a goat and presented to Jacob as evidence of the death of the youth from the attack of a wild beast.  

In his anguish Jacob falls readily for the subterfuge of his sons, he mourns the death of his favorite son. The garment and the kid may reflect a  type of poetic justice, as it was with the use of a festal robe and a kid goat that Jacob deceived Isaac into giving him Esau’s blessing.

Judah and Tamar


At this point the brief story of Judah and his daughter-in-law is inserted. We read of the marriage of Judah to a Canaanite wife. She bears him three sons:  Er, Onan and Shelah. 


In due time Er is wed to a woman named Tamar. Unfortunately, he is a wicked man and dies before producing sons. In accord with custom, Tamar is then given to Onan that he may give her sons in his  late brother’s name. Onan is not happy with this arrangement. He wants children only if they can be called his own.  It is from him that the term ‘onanism’ derives as “when he went in to his brother’s wife he spilled the semen on the ground, lest he should give offspring to his brother”. This also is evil, and he too dies without offspring. 


Judah sends Tamar back to her father’s house (a disgrace to her) with the promise that he shall give her to Shelah when he is old enough. Judah also seems worried that Tamar is a curse to his sons. 


Some time passes and Judah is widowed.  Tamar is still in the house of her father, and less than happy with her status, unwed and childless.  She dresses as a temple prostitute and waits where she knows Judah will pass. In due course Judah arrives and desires her services.  She complies, in  character with her costume, demanding the emblems of Judah’s identity as a pledge of payment. 


When payment is finally sent, she is gone. Tamar has returned home where she soon finds herself pregnant, as she had planned, by her father-in-law.  It is now time for her to get her revenge for his slighting of her. When her pregnancy is reported to Judah he declares that she should be burned to death. Tamar, however, produces Judah’s insignia, declaring him the father of her child. Defeated, Judah relents. Tamar is technically in the right, for she should by now have had children of his lineage. 


Tamar is eventually delivered of twins, Perez and Zerah. Zerah should have been first-born, a red string tied about his wrist that had reached out  indicating this. Perez, whose name means ‘breach’ is born first. He will be the ancestor of David.


This story has often caused bewilderment. Its placement in the middle of Joseph’s story seems disjointed. The events within the story seem insufficiently explained. Robert Alter, however, suggests that this story bears a number of elements which connect it to both the story of Jacob and that of Joseph.  He cites the parallel language that  Judah went down from his brothers/Joseph was brought down into Egypt, the contrast between Judah’s incest with Tamar contrasts with Joseph’s restraint with Potiphar’s wife, the running theme of deceit linked with both a garment and a kid goat, and the birth of twins, particularly the red thread which may be intended to evoke recollection of the redness of Esau.

Joseph in Egypt


The story returns to Joseph who is now in Egypt, in the employ of Potiphar, whose title can be translated as either meaning that he was the captain of Pharaoh’s guard or his chief chamberlain. There Joseph rises to head of his master’s household because of God’s favor.
 The success and the attractiveness of Joseph draw the unwelcome attention of the master’s wife, who importunes him for sexual favors. Joseph  is constant in his refusal, prompted by both duty to his master, and piety. Unaccustomed to being denied, she frames him in a false charge of rape, using his cloak - which he had left behind in fleeing from her clutches - as her evidence. This is the second time one of his garments has been used against Joseph. 


Potiphar does not sentence Joseph to death, as would have been expected, but imprisons him. Even in prison Joseph prospers in God’s favor (this seems to be a juncture between the E and J traditions). Some time has passed during which Joseph has risen to a position of responsibility among the prisoners. He is given the task of serving two very important new prisoners, Pharaoh’s cup-bearer and his baker. This provides the author with another occasion to highlight the faith of Joseph. When asked if he will interpret the dreams of the two men, Joseph replies “Do not interpretations belong to God? Tell them to me, I pray you.” This is in contrast to the Egyptian practice of trained interpreters of dreams. Joseph understands that a dream may be a vision, and as such its meaning would be for God to make clear. Yet, he is sure of himself as one who knows how to listen to what God reveals. 


In his role as interpreter, Joseph correctly delivers the meaning of the men’s’ dreams. In doing so, he plays with the phrase ‘lift up your head’. This idiom for royal attention he uses first to indicate the cupbearer’s restoration to his former life, but then uses it again, with a slight twist - the addition of a single word translated as ‘from you’, to declare the impending execution of the baker. He then asks the cup-bearer, who shall be restored to favor, to remember him and help him gain release from the false imprisonment which he endures.


The cupbearer does not remember Joseph for two years. Not until Pharaoh is having a troublesome recurring pair of dreams which his priests either cannot or will not (out of fear of reprisal when Pharaoh dislikes the interpretation) explain. In the first, seven lean cows devour seven healthy ones. In the second seven shriveled ears of corn engulf seven full ears.  Joseph is summoned at the request of the cupbearer. He fearlessly explains the dreams, again relating his ability to do so to the will of God, as the dreams are visions sent by God to allow Pharaoh to prepare for the events which they foretell. 


Much has been made, at times, of the role of the number seven in these dreams. This occurrence has often been pointed to as an indication of the fiction of the entire Joseph narrative, and particularly of the role of Joseph in Egyptian affairs. It is, some claim, to symbolic of a number. However, there are records form the Hyksos period in Egypt which demonstrate (both in text and in archaeology) just such a period of seven years of bumper crops - due to an ideal flooding and abating of the Nile, followed by an equal time of famine, due to several years in sequence in which there was a prolonged flooding of the Nile which rotted the crops. This correlation, along with the emphasis near the end of the story on the shepherding culture of the Israelites (the term Hyksos means ‘shepherd’ , a reference to the original background of the foreign rulers of Egypt during this period), increases the likelihood of the  historical setting of this story during the Hyksos period of Egyptian history (c. 1730 BC). 


At the conclusion of his interpretation of Pharaoh’ s dreams, Joseph suggests (possibly prompted by the recollection of his own early dreams of future greatness
) that  Pharaoh should “select a man discreet and wise, and set him over the land of Egypt. 34 Let Pharaoh proceed to appoint overseers over the land, and take the fifth part of the produce of the land of Egypt during the seven plenteous years. 35 And let them gather all the food of these good years that are coming, and lay up grain under the authority of Pharaoh for food in the cities, and let them keep it. 36 That food shall be a reserve for the land against the seven years of famine which are to befall the land of Egypt, so that the land may not perish through the famine.” (Gen. 41:33-36)


Pharaoh heeds Joseph’s advice by renaming him and making him vizier of Egypt, a position second only to Pharaoh himself. Joseph’s new name is only used here. Its meaning is unclear, as interpretation by different concordances and commentaries vary widely. Joseph is given a noble Egyptian wife, the daughter of a priest ( also named Potiphar, it is unclear if this is the same man who had been his master). Joseph’s Egyptian wife will bear him two sons - Manessah and Ephraim. We are told that Joseph is now thirty years old and that his plan for the abundance and famine is effective.

The famine effects not just Egypt, but also Canaan. In due time Jacob’s family faces hunger and he sends all his remaining sons, except Benjamin, into Egypt to buy grain. It appears that these men came with a large caravan, as they are brought at once to the attention of the vizier , Joseph. (Either they attracted notice in this way, or Joseph had his men on the watch in the assumption that his brothers might come.) Although Joseph recognizes his brothers whom he has not seen in some twenty years (Reuben must now be at least 50 years old!), they fail to recognize him. This is not all that surprising. The ten brothers are together, they have come from Canaan, Joseph may even have been told their names, or at least their origins, they are dressed in the same style they have always worn. Joseph, however, the brothers believe to be dead or enslaved. He is using a new name, he is probably clean shaven, wearing a linen skirt and a broad gold necklace, a stylized wig and eye-paint. He speaks through an interpreter and bears almost no resemblance at approximately forty years of age to when they last saw him as a youth of seventeen. 

Joseph acts as though these men are strangers, but tests their honesty. Joseph’s test is twofold - the demand that they bring Benjamin to him and the placing of their silver back into the bags of grain they have bought.  The author only tells us of what Joseph does. We are left to surmise if this is merely a device or is Joseph supposed to be genuinely uncertain of the motives of the men who sold him into slavery.

At first Joseph demands that only one go fetch Benjamin, later he alters this to allow most of them to return home,  that only one must remain as surety. One would expect  that the one to remain would be Reuben, the eldest. However, Simeon, not Reuben, is bound. The  JBC 
sees in this a device for the brother’s to be reminded that Reuben had tried to save Joseph and is therefore not being held.

When the brother return home they tell their father of  all their adventures.  Jacob refuses to send Benjamin, even when Reuben offers his own two sons as surety. No mention is made in this section of the narrative of the captivity of Simeon, and indication of the conflation of the two sources for the Joseph stories. Eventually, however, Jacob must allow a second trip to Egypt as the famine continues  and the tribe is once again without sufficient grain.  This  second trip to Egypt seems a J rather than E source - Judah, not Reuben, is again the protector of the favored son.
Although this story seems to originally have been ignorant of the first trip into Egypt, , careful work was done to mesh the two narratives. Upon their return to Egypt 

the brothers are quite confused. The steward has summoned them to Joseph’s house, giving them cause to fear.  However, the steward assures them that their God must have put the money in their sacks after their earlier visit, for he received it. Without further comment,  he restores Simeon to them.


As this second meeting between Joseph and his brothers progresses, Joseph is overcome with emotion and withdraws - he returns to command the dinner. The separate tables at which the brothers, the Egyptians, and Joseph dine would have been customary. The brothers are astonished at being seated in order of age. They wonder at the favor shown to Benjamin. Soon, however, this favor is seemingly turned on its head. A special  silver cup, one allegedly used by Joseph for divination - a hint here as to who he is, the dream-master  the brothers had last named him -  is planted and then found in Benjamin’s bag. His fate should be death, but the steward has relayed a  merciful decree of slavery for the thief. When the cup is found the brothers rend their garments - indicating their terrible grief. This entire scene serves as a demonstration of the changed attitudes of Joseph’s elder brothers.

Distraught at Joseph’s refusal to accept their communal guilt, Judah gives an eloquent speech in which he pleads for Benjamin because of their father’s love for the youngest of his sons. He offers himself in the place of Benjamin. Joseph is so moved by this speech, by the evidence of the honesty of his brothers, that he reveals himself in tears. At first the brothers do not understand, cannot accept what Joseph seems to be telling them. The are likely shocked that he can speak their language - he has sent away all his servants. Joseph tells them to draw near - they were likely a good distance away in keeping with what would have been custom in the court of a vizier. As Joseph reveals himself, the theology of the entire story is also revealed - “And now do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life.  For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are yet five years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest.  And God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors.  So it was not you who sent me here, but God; and he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of Egypt.” (Gen. 45: 5-8)

The family is invited to dwell in Goshen , a fertile region in the NE delta. This is again supporting evidence for dating Joseph to the Hyksos period, one of only two times during which the Egyptian court would have been near Goshen (the other time being the 19th dynasty ). Joseph and Pharaoh both shower the brothers (esp. Benjamin) with wealth. An odd injunction is made by Joseph as he sends the men to get their families - he warns them not to quarrel on the way. Robert Alter explains this as a misinterpretation. The Hebrew, according to him, is intended to be a consolation - they are to be anxious or fearful
. 

The narrative draws to a close with a return first to Beer-sheba where Jacob once again receives a dream vision. The covenant is again renewed, the promise of a stay in Egypt and an eventual return to Canaan appended to it, foreshadowing the event of Exodus Another genealogy is interposed: Jacob is bringing 66 of his own offspring, plus their wives, not to mention servants. 

Upon the families arrival in Egypt they are given audience by the Pharaoh. The injunction of Joseph that his family call themselves shepherds makes most sense if this is indeed the Hyksos period - the Asian shepherd kings of Egypt would have been most favorable to another Mesopotamian shepherd people and allowed them to settle in a  fertile border area. The naming of the new land as Rameses is anachronistic- the city, known by a different name at the time the Israelites came to it,  has been identified by modern archaeology. The reference to the horses again increases the likelihood of the Hyksos era as it was they who are believed to have introduced the horse to Egypt. 

Another foreshadowing is found in 47:13-26. Although these verses concern the deeds of Joseph as vizier, they also describe typical Egyptian practices - and a background which presages the events of the Exodus, by which time even the family of Joseph had come to be ’slaves’ in the land of Egypt - as were all the people except the priests.

Some time later, knowing himself to be nearing death, Jacob extracts a solemn vow from Joseph that he is to be buried with his fathers in Mach-pelah. Jacob then adopts Joseph’s Egyptian sons and gives them a final blessing. Here, as throughout the patriarchal narrative, the younger son is given the better blessing, the older son, only a broad blessing of general prosperity. A series of oracles follows - these probably are of a somewhat later date and reflect a status already in evidence at the time during which they were written (at the time of David?).

Jacob is given a royal burial - he is embalmed in a forty-day process, he is given a national period of mourning of seventy days, he is escorted to his resting place by a royal progress. Joseph’s brothers again fear him now that their father is dead, but he reassures them that judgment for their deeds is up to God, that he is certain that the evil they did to him was intended by God so that the  good which he has done could occur.

Joseph dies at age 110 and is buried in Egyptian a coffin (sarcophagus?). In a book entitled ‘Pharaohs and Kings’ , David Rohl has made some interesting claims concerning possible remains of Joseph’s home in Egypt and a statue which he believes may be of Joseph.
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