Given the apparent differences between the religious practices and ideas in the Patriarchal Narratives (Genesis 12-36, 38) and those of later Israelite religion, such as that presented in Deuteronomy, why were these stories preserved by this later Israelite religion?

The patriarchal narratives tell the story of Abram/Abraham, Isaac and Jacob/Israel and God’s promise, passed on and reaffirmed from father to son, of descendants, land and blessing. Jews and Christians alike have used the choosing of Abraham and his seed to show that they are descendants of Abraham, and therefore God’s chosen people.  

Despite the importance of these stories there are many elements within them that do not seem to fit with the ideas found in Deuteronomy or other parts of the Old Testament. This essay will briefly outline a few of these differences and then go on to examine why despite (or perhaps even because of) these differences, the stories have been preserved. This essay will outline a number of reasons for their preservation and weigh their significance, but will not try to give one overall reason. Rather, it will argue that the different factors can fit together to give reasons why the stories were preserved.

The first apparent contradiction we shall deal with is the statement in Exodus 6:2 that God appeared to the patriarchs as El Shaday and not as YHWH. In the patriarchal narratives, however, God is repeatedly referred to as YHWH, by the patriarchs as well as by the narrator and even says explicitly to Abraham and to Jacob, “I am YHWH”.

There have been many attempts to bend the Hebrew of Exodus to make it fit, all of which are doubtful as the Hebrew is very straightforward. Other explanations have claimed that different sources, one claiming that use of divine name began with Enosh (Genesis 4:26) and the other(s) that it was first revealed to Moses. The question this approach begs is ‘why then have these so obviously different ideas about such a central issue been placed side by side by the final redactor?’. 

Moberly, after criticizing the above views in greater detail than here, offers the convincing idea that the stories in Genesis have been retold from a perspective of after the Divine Name has been revealed. Those responsible for this retelling agree that the name was first revealed to Moses, but also hold that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is the God specific to Israel, i.e. YHWH. They therefore replace “god” in the stories with “YHWH” as a way of indicating that what the text really means when it says “god” is not any old deity, and certainly not a foreign deity, but Israel’s God, YHWH.
 We will discuss this further in our second section.

There are also other differences between the Patriarchal narratives and later ideas. Some of the activities of the patriarchs, particularly acts of worship are explicitly forbidden in the law of Moses. Abraham regularly builds altars near trees, and on one occasion plants a tree next to his altar, which seems to be the practice forbidden in Deuteronomy 16:21. Jacob sets up and anoints pillars apparently as an act of worship, which is definitely what is forbidden in Deuteronomy 16:22. There is also little concern for worship only in one place that YHWH will choose, but rather (literally in Abraham’s case) they build altars under every green tree. Jacob’s preferential treatment of Rachel’s sons over Leah’s is also banned in Deuteronomy 21:15-17. The morality of the patriarchs in light of Deuteronomy and other texts could be questioned in an essay all of its own (particularly regarding Jacob!). It is suffice to say here that the patriarchs are far from perfect examples of those keeping the Mosaic law, but the text does not criticise them for it.

The Patriarchs’ relationship to, and the text’s view of, the current inhabitants of Canaan is also puzzling. Whilst the land is promised to the patriarchs, it is clearly seen as still belonging to the Canaanites because the patriarchs have to buy it in order to bury their dead. The patriarchs are seen as strangers in a land not their own. There is no interest in taking the land by force like there is in other texts, especially Joshua and Judges, except for one reference in Genesis 48:22, which is probably a prophetic perfect referring to the conquest. 

There also seems to be a degree of religious pluralism in these narratives. There is no mention of the Canaanites worshipping other gods. Melchizedek of Salem is said to be a priest (Cohen, usually reserved for Levitical priests) of El Elyon, who is later shown to be YHWH by Abram’s speech. Abimelech responds favourably when Abraham’s God appears to him in a dream. This is a stark contrast to the idea in Deuteronomy that the Canaanites will lead Israel astray after other gods. How can the differences we have outlined be explained? We will discuss this in our next section.

One key reason for the preservation of these narratives is that they are ‘good’ stories in and of themselves. Firstly, they are ‘good’ in terms of being entertaining, a factor which should not be underestimated, but also they teach good lessons. The story about Sodom, for example, teaches not only that God judges the wicked, but also that He will not punish the righteous with the wicked and that He will listen to the petitions of his servants (Abraham in this case).

The patriarchal narratives are also useful to Israel in explaining it’s history in a good light. Without the patriarchal narratives, Israel is simply a group of run away slaves. This is not a particularly good national identity. With these narratives, Israel is a special people chosen by God to leave the goodness of their homeland in the hope of a land promised by God. These last two uses of the patriarchal narratives do not fully explain why they were preserved in this form, but they do paint part of the picture.

As we have already said, Moberly argues that the patriarchal narratives have been retold from a Yahwist perspective, that is the perspective of those for whom the law of Deuteronomy was normal Israelite religion. These groups would have seen the patriarchal narratives in a similar way to how Christians today view the Old Testament. They were seen as guidance to the Israelite faith despite the differences. They would have been seen as different expressions of the same basic principals, and still valuable to teach about the nature of God, humanity and the relationship between the two.
   

Moberly backs up his ideas by showing evidence of the Yahwistic reinterpretation within the text of the narratives themselves, firstly the emphasis on promise and blessing in these narratives. Israel later saw itself as owning the land because of God’s promises to the patriarchs. This promise is made in Genesis 12:1-3 and is repeated to all three of the patriarchs as it is passed on.  The text’s constant returning to the theme of this promise shows that the narratives are in themselves looking forwards to the later period.

Moberly also sees typology of later Israel in these narratives.  Using examples from Abraham, Moberly sees the story of Abraham’s decent into Egypt as a type of Israel’s period in Egypt. Both Abraham and Israel go down to Egypt at a time of famine, both prosper but suffer some ill at the hands of Pharaoh. In both instances God sends ‘great plagues’ on Pharaoh, and both Abraham and Israel are sent out of Egypt by Pharaoh. The parallels are undeniable.

Abraham is also seen as a type of, or example for, Torah obedience. Abraham is seen in Genesis 18:19 as keeping the way of YHWH and doing righteousness and justice. Genesis 26:5 explicitly says that Abraham listened to YHWH’s voice and kept his commandments, his statutes and finally, his Torah. This is clear enough evidence, but Moberly further explains how Genesis 22 typifies Abraham as an example for Torah obedience. Moberly successfully shows that Genesis 22 is a test of Abraham, whether or not he fears God. In Exodus 20:20 (right after the heart of the law – the ten words) Moses makes clear that the point of these commandments is to test Israel and cause them to fear Him.

There is a difference, however, between actually keeping the Torah and being a model for obedience to it. None of the patriarchs, including Abraham are portrayed by our texts as knowing and keeping the Torah. In fact, as we explored earlier, they often perform actions which are directly banned by the Torah. Abraham is seen then, as a model of obeying God’s instructions to him, whilst it is acknowledged that these instructions are not the same instructions as those of ‘the Torah’. Abraham obeys a different, or perhaps an ‘Old’, Torah.

For Moberly, these differences are the Yahwist being true to the fact that the religion of Abraham did have actual differences in form to the later Israelite religion, but what if these differences actually have a point in themselves? Could later Israelites have seen anything positive in the fact that Abraham did not know and practice the Torah?

A similar situation to that of the Patriarchs is also found in the book of Judges. Micah in chapter 17 is a good example. Like the patriarchs, Micah worships YHWH in a way totally inappropriate according to the Mosaic law. Micah has a molten image, a graven image and a household idol. He also installs his son (not a Levite) as a priest until a Levite shows up. This behaviour is explained by verse 6, “In those days there wasn’t a King in Israel. Each man, what was right in his eyes, he did.” The implication here is that there was no King to teach or enforce the law.

Doing what is right in ones eyes is an idea found in the Mosaic law. Deuteronomy 12:8-10 explains that Israel are currently doing what is right in their own eyes because they have not yet come into their inheritance and entered the land. Doing what is right in your own eyes is here contrasted with following the law, specifically in regards to worship in one place which the LORD will chose, something which none of the Patriarchs seemed to follow. 

Whilst there is nothing explicit in the narratives themselves, it is likely that the patriarchs were seen as doing what was right in their eyes. It is important to note that neither Judges nor Deuteronomy depict doing what is right in your own eyes as specifically bad, but rather as not best. We must also note the link in Deuteronomy to Torah obedience and being in the land.

The patriarchs’ non-obedience of the Torah, then, helps to show that the Torah is special, and part of God’s special relationship with Israel. It is a good part of the fulfilment of God’s covenant with Abraham along with the giving of the land. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob did not have the Torah for the same reasons that they did not yet posses the land. The fulfilment of God’s promise was for a later time.

Again, this is similar to the ways Christians see the Old and New Testaments. The New Testament is seen as better than the Old. Later Israelites saw the giving of the law as the start of a better covenant than the one Abraham had with God. The fact that Abraham did not have the law, made the giving of the law by Moses a unique new step in God’s relationship with his people. For this reason, the patriarchs’ disobedience to the Torah was preserved in the narratives. 

We have explained why the narratives have been kept in light of the practices of the patriarchs being at odds with those of the Mosaic law, but what about the other differences? The attitude to the land as belonging to the Canaanites rather than Israel and the patriarchs can easily be explained by pointing out that the land at that time did belong to the Canaanites, and it was not until later that God’s promises regarding land were to be fulfilled. 

In terms of religious pluralism, we noted the lack of condemnation of Canaanite deities, Melchizedek being a priest of YHWH and Abimelech having a dream from God and responding favourably. These must be taken individually. Firstly, the patriarchs are not instructed to separate themselves from other gods, in the same way that they are not instructed to worship properly in general, because they have not yet been given the law as explained above. There is no condemnation of the Canaanites for worshipping other gods, because not being Israelites, there is no expectation of them to. They are not YHWH’s chosen people.

With regards to Abimelech, there is no reason to suppose that he is actually following YHWH, just that he responds correctly when YHWH appears to him. Melchizedek is an odd case with no genealogy or even name, Melchizedek being a translation of the title of all the Canaanite kings of Jerusalem meaning Lord/King of righteousness. It is entirely fitting that such a strange character who appears from nowhere then disappears, and who the text would make perfect sense if his verse were cut out, should be a priest of YHWH.

There is no one real reason why the patriarchal narratives have been preserved as they have. We have shown that there are various reasons for preserving them, but the actual reasons of those responsible may or may not include the reasons we have outlined and may or may not include others. We cannot know for sure the exact reasons, not least because these texts have been preserved in this form in various ways at various times by various people in various places. These may have had various reasons.

The main reasons we have outlined are that the texts have value in themselves as good stories in a few senses of the word good. The texts are also seen in the same way Christians see the Old Testament, as providing guidance in the form of different expressions of the same principal. The narratives also provide a contrast to show that the (good) law was given as part of the ‘new’ (and better) covenant under Moses, and was not present in the ‘old’ covenant under Abraham.
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