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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 5  Commentary  Genesis 21:22 – 25:18

Lesson 6  Questions        Genesis 25:19 – 28:9

THE TESTING OF ABRAHAM, ISAAC 

AND REBEKAH, ABRAHAM’S DEATH

Genesis 21:22 - 25:18

I. AN INCIDENT AT BEERSHEBA (Genesis 21:22-34)


Abimelech, head of the Philistines, came to Gerar accompanied by his commander of the army, but with praise of Abraham as being pleasing to his God. He asked Abraham to swear to act loyally to him, which Abraham readily did; then told Abimelech that his men had seized a well dug by Abraham. The two settled the problem peacefully with a desert covenant. The incident is probably reported here to show Abraham’s peaceableness with his neighbors. The well received two traditional names from the incident: Well of the Seven (the seven lambs Abraham gave Abimelech) and Well of the Oath.

II. THE TESTING OF ABRAHAM (Genesis 22:1-19)


Here begins one of the most important events for both Israelite and Christian people. Abraham is called by both their “Father in Faith.” The incident pre-figures the Passion of Jesus, the only-begotten Son of God.


Called by name, Abraham’s response is one that is repeated in the Bible by key descendants—“Here I am,” he answered, expressing an unconditional acceptance, a self-oblation echoed by Jacob ( Genesis 31:11), Moses (Exodus 3:4), Samuel (1 Samuel 3:4), Isaiah (Isaiah 6:8-9), Ananias (Acts 9:10), and today in a loved Biblical hymn by Jesuit priest Daniel Schutte: HERE I AM.


A. Isaac as a Sacrifice (Genesis 22:1-18). God’s next words touch deeply of the meaning of the boy Isaac to his father. “Your son, your only one, Isaac, whom you love.” Mt. Moriah is the traditional site where Solomon built his temple to the one true God (2 Chronicles 3:1). It sounds ominous when we link them: How many sacrifices were slain by the priests there and offered to the God of Abraham! And yet, Abraham’s son was not slain—but the most perfect sacrifice ever offered near Mount Moriah, was that of God Himself, of His Son—for us.


Behind the story is the Israelite condemnation of the Canaanite practice of child sacrifice. Some commentators think that Abraham believed that his God was more worthy of such a sacrifice than the Canaanite gods; but this is generally discounted today. But the Israelites were forbidden in Leviticus (18:21 and its footnote in NAB) to do this, though unworthy kings did so later (Jeremiah 7:30-31).


This story is also the basis for the ritual of the “first-born son” being offered to the Lord, as the first-fruits of all God’s gifts belong to Him; and being redeemed back by his parents (Exodus 13:15). This is what Mary and Joseph did at the presentation of Jesus in the temple.


B. Meaning of God’s Command. The real meaning of this event is much more than the idea of child sacrifice. It is Abraham’s achieving a spiritual fatherhood of Isaac; a person of Faith must be willing to give up whatever he possesses, whatever he knows, for God. In this case, Abraham is a model of fidelity to his belief that God was God, to be obeyed even if it meant the surrender of his hopes in Isaac. His belief is remarkable in a world of demons, gods and goddesses. His was the simplicity that could say perfect obedience to and reverence for God is the one all-important attitude to life, despite the humanly incomprehensible ways in which God fulfills His promises. He is the answer to those who refuse to believe unless they understand all, who refuse to accept God on His own terms. Abraham believed in the wisdom of God, transcending and appearing to contradict human reason.


Abraham lived a universal drama of the origin of people of faith. He fathered a nation of people who were entirely sons of his faith. When Isaac’s “Father…” and his question about the victim came, Abraham replied, “God will provide.” The word Moriah is derived from raah (see) and Yah (God). God will see to it.


The author of Hebrews (11:17-19) notes that Abraham “considered that God was able to raise men even from the dead.” God’s promise of posterity through Isaac would come! At the end, God sends his angel to save the boy, and tells Abraham that because of his obedience, abundant blessings and countless descendants will come from Isaac his son whom he did not withhold from God. When we are tested, and God does test His friends—it is by this that He develops in them remarkable virtues. When we are going through contradictions seemingly from God, great trials, let us not fail in trusting the love, the designs of God.


C. Genealogy (Genesis 22:20-34, and Genesis 23). At the end of this important event is a small section of genealogy: Nahor’s descendants. Abraham’s brother, Nahor, was also the father of twelve tribes who lived east and northeast of Israel. Bethuel, the father of Rebekah, is listed here, as the writer is about to tell Rebekah’s story; but first we hear of Sarah’s death and Abraham’s mourning, and of his efforts to obtain a family burial place.

III. ABRAHAM PURCHASES A BURIAL PLACE (Genesis 23:1-20)


A. Abraham’s Request. The Hittites mentioned in this account were non-Semites of earlier migration into Canaan. The protocol, legalities, and extreme courtesy here are not only examples of intricate desert and Eastern customs, but probably contained ancient Hittite law. Archaeologists of the last hundred years have at last been able to decipher some of these found in the “tells” (diggings in mounds of the area).


As a resident alien, a long-term sojourner, Abraham may not have had the right to own land; but, in view of the promise of God that ultimately, his descendants would have these rights, he needed at least a burial place for his wife. At first, his request is for a cove only, in the extreme edge of a field. To own a whole field meant certain services he owed to it, and he wanted to avoid those. Another possibility is that by asking for a very small part, he could then proceed to a larger request. The mention of trees of the field was characteristic of Hittite contracts, and of most Near Eastern contracts of land sale.


B. Purchase of a Burial Cave. With elaborate courtesy the Hittites addressed Abraham as an “elect of God”; offered him the “choicest of our burial sites.” An attempt not to let him own land? Abraham “bowed low before all the citizens,” and went immediately to open negotiations with the owner of the field, Ephron, by asking the citizens to ask Ephron to sell him the cave. With customary courtesy, Ephron began by offering to give the field and the cave. Now Abraham insisted in paying for both of them, and finally did, for an exorbitant sum! A shekel was a unit of weight, only later a coin. It’s value varied from place to place, from time to time, but was used throughout the Near East.


Now the Patriarchs had a stake in the land of Promise.

IV. ISAAC AND REBEKAH (Genesis 24)


A. Eliezer, Abraham’s “Senior Servant”. This is the longest of the patriarchal stories of Genesis; it has been called a short novel. Its main character is a mere servant; in fact, the same Eliezer who would have been Abraham’s heir, but for Isaac. Ironically, he is sent to perpetuate Isaac’s line of inheritance! This story is prized for important values in patriarchal history. Here it was told and retold in loving detail as a reminder to Israel of all that Abraham’s call had meant and what was signified by the coming of Rebekah, Israel’s second mother. To the Israelites and the author, it was a beautiful story, of which they would not sacrifice a single word. Genesis 24 is a unique literary form in Genesis.


B. Abraham’s Oath (Genesis 24:1-9). At the beginning, Abraham had reached a ripe old age; he is probably on his deathbed; when the story ends, he is not present and Eliezer reports to Isaac that Abraham is about to leave the scene of the Bible, as had Sarah. Abraham, however, lives in the hearts and minds of every lover of the Bible.


The swearing ceremony described involved a deep respect for life which the male organ of generation represented to the Eastern peoples; it was the same mentality that later produced all the pagan fertility rituals and phallic worship. But here, Abraham added a better oath: swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and earth. (A hint of a universal god here; not of a single place.) It is made clear, that though Isaac’s wife is to come from Abraham’s people, not from the Canaanites, under no circumstances is Isaac to turn away from the land of promise. “Never take my son there!” In this remark, is seen Abraham’s quiet confidence in God’s promise.


C. Rebekah’s Marriage Arranged. He sends an elaborate entourage from the land of opportunity, as though saying how God had blessed him, and dazzling his relatives in the “old country,” in Nahor. To Nahor, which has now been found to have been a city in Aram Naharaim, northeast of Mamre, and in the Mesopotamian region of Haran, neither the persons of Nahor, Abraham’s brother, or Bethuel, his son, appear in the story, but Laban, Bethuel’s son and brother of Rebekah, is the negotiator in the marriage contracting.


The shrewd servant headed for the best place to find the maidens of a place—the well outside the city, at evening. Making the camels (an anachronism) kneel, he also prayed to his master’s God, suggesting how he could recognize a girl with the qualities he described. Then he asked God “let her be the one you have decided upon!”


When a very beautiful girl, a virgin, arrives, and not only gave him a drink, but ran back and forth watering his ten camels, he knew he had found a kind, hospitable, and beautiful wife for Isaac. The jewelry he gave her was a portion of a “bride price” custom; then he asked who she was —no less than a relative of Isaac’s.


The girl went to her mother’s household—a clue that the father had died. Laban, the brother, “rushed” out to meet the guest and gushed welcome (Laban, as we see later in Jacob’s story, is quite money-conscious!) All the eastern hospitality went into play with a sumptuous meal. But conscientious, happy Eliezer insisted upon telling the story of Abraham and Sarah, and his commission, his prayer to God—the whole story in detail. Laban impressed, gives Rebekah in promise; the remaining bride price is given.


After a night of rest, the servant commits an unheard of breach of the social customs. He wants to leave immediately with the promised bride; but he matches wit with Laban by insisting this is an “affair of the LORD” and on that level, Laban has to accede.


D. Marriage in Abraham’s Times. Marriage, in the Old Testament (and even now, according to the movie FIDDLER ON THE ROOF!) was far too serious a subject to be left to the judgment of the young. Neither Isaac nor Rebekah were consulted. A comparative study of successful marriages by the old custom and by the modern one of quick courtship and personal decisions showed that the old way had two advantages: love developed in marriage, and marriages endured, more often than not. Ours more often end in falling out of love and trying another one.


Yet, the bride’s consent was asked. Assyrian law protected a girl’s right to stay in her own country; she could not be married to a foreigner against her will. Rebekah wills to go.


“They allowed their sister” implies there were other brothers and relatives in the household, and “they invoked a marriage blessing, which is a rare form not found elsewhere in the Old Testament. It has a warlike, conquering tone, with a fertility blessing.


E. The Marriage. Isaac, at Beer-lahai-roi, saw the camels approaching; Rebekah seeing him, covered herself with her veil, symbol of a wedding ritual, sometimes for all of wedded life, worn by the wife. It has been a custom of many people and many times. It still accounts for the dress of a Muslim or Eastern lands wife, and of vowed nuns in Catholic custom, and even for the veil of a wedding dress today. It is the sign of a woman who has given fidelity to one other…


Significantly, the narrator tells us that after Isaac “married her” he found his love for her consoled him for the death of his mother Sarah.

V. ABRAHAM’S OTHER DESCENDANTS AND HIS DEATH (Genesis 25:1-18)


A. Keturah and Her Sons (Genesis 25:1-6). At some point, Abraham married another wife, a girl named Keturah. The narrator duly names his sons by this marriage: twelve names for twelve desert tribes of the Arabian peninsula. Some of these (note Midian and Sheba) are names of places even today. Sheba’s queen comes to Solomon one day; Sheba is now Yemen, at the Southwest corner of Arabia. Abraham made grants to these sons and “sent them away,” deeding all his property to Isaac.


B. Death of Abraham (Genesis 25:7-11). The valiant patriarch’s death at one hundred and seventy-five years, whatever that meant in time, brought Ishmael to the burial. With Isaac they buried him in the cave at Machpalah, with Sarah. This section ends with the descendants of Hagar and Abraham’s son Ishmael. These were the ancestors of tribes in the Arabian desert.


We have lived with Abraham for several chapters and several sessions and pondered over the great patriarch’s story. With him, humankind again knew the true God, as in the first Paradise; the unredeemed ages of humans began their redemption. He is a true model of the Father—willing to sacrifice his dearest son; of Jesus, willing to make the supreme sacrifice to do God’s will.


The story presents him as blameless in all his dealings with others and with God. Scripture continues this; only as time goes on, he is more and more recognized as larger than life. His is a spritual fatherhood without frontiers, a model of fidelity. Read some of these texts which describe his meaning to us: Exodus 13:11, Wisdom 10:5, Sirach 44:20, Hebrews 11:17f, James 2:21-22 and Romans 4:1-3, 13 and 16-25. (Don’t miss this last one—Paul writes about Abraham and us.)


Angel Gonzales writes in his book ABRAHAM THE FATHER OF BELIEVERS: 

What once belonged entirely to one people becomes the heritage of all nations. What was said about him long ago is repeated in new language. A call and a message from Yahweh can also be heard in silent inspiration; his apparition by inward awareness. The journey to Moriah and the raising of the knife have reality in a thousand other acts of renunciation in the life of believers. We cannot anchor Abraham in the past; he belongs to all, to heaven.


C. Abraham’s Greatest Descendant. Yet, one of his descendants, Jesus, the humble carpenter of insignificant Nazareth, was able to say with simplicity and yet, triumph: “Your father Abraham rejoiced that he might see my day. He saw it and was glad.” At this the Jews objected: “You are not yet fifty! How can you have seen Abraham?” JESUS answered them: “I solemnly declare it: before Abraham came to be I AM” (John 8:56-58).

* * * * * * *

 QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 6

Genesis 25:19 - 28:9

Day 1

Read the Notes and look up the references given.



a.
What specific points in the notes helped you?



b.
For you, who is Abraham?

Day 2

Read Genesis 25:19-34.



a.
Which of the sons of Isaac is “his father’s boy”? How are we told?



b.
Which is “his mother’s boy”? How are we told?

Day 3

Read Genesis 26:1-35.



a.
What characteristics of Isaac can you identify?



b.
What is God’s message to Isaac in Gerar?



c.
In Beer-Sheba?

Day 4

Read Genesis 27:1-45.



a.
What is your feeling towards each of the sons?



b.
What clues in Genesis 25:27-34, and in Genesis 26:34-35 do you find for Rebekah’s leading Jacob to deceive his father?



c.
In Genesis 27:46, what might be another reason?

Day 5

Reread Genesis 27. What do you think of Rebekah?

Day 6

Read Genesis 28:1-9.



a.
What do you think is Isaac’s reason for sending Jacob away?



b.
What is Rebekah’s reason?



c.
Might God’s reason be different from either?



d.
What does this say to human situations in our own world?
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