Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (chs. 12-36)

The point of this short unit is really to get you to think in terms of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as a family of characters....and especially to compare and contrast them.  Why, for example, is Jacob given such extended and comprehensive treatment as opposed to Isaac whose story is short and who is presented in such a passive way?


Context:

The world of Israel’s ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their families is introduced in chs. 12-36. Frequent attempts have been made to find historical situations into which these patriarchs can be fitted but they have all failed to convince.  Gunkel, in his famous commentary on Genesis (1901), put forward a view that was long accepted that most of these stories were independent short story folk-tales which circulated by word of mouth for a very long time before they were combined into longer complexes and eventually set down in writing.   However, today, several scholars hold that in their final form these stories may not be much older than the final redaction of the Pentateuch – this is supported by the fact that in texts normally described as pre-exilic, there is no knowledge of Abraham, Isaac or Jacob as individuals or of events connected with them, apart from one possible exception (Hos.12:2-3).

The true purpose of this large section is theological rather than historical. It is generally held that the three patriarchs were largely unrelated to one another and that their stories have been combined in order to create a family story whose main them is set out at the start (12:1-3).  Here Abraham is commanded by God to leave his country and to emigrate to another land whose identify will be revealed to him, where he will become the ancestor of a great nation, especially blessed and in turn conferring his blessing on other peoples. This theme of God’s promise dominates these chapters: the promise is repeated on several more occasions to Abraham himself  (15:4-7, 18-21: 17:4-8; 22:17-18) and then to Isaac (26:2-5, 24) and Jacob (35:11-12).  The promise of future blessing implies material success; and it is made clear that God will guide the fortunes of the family.  Bu the continuity of that family depends on the production of an heir in each succeeding generation; and the difficulties and dangers attending this provide the dramatic content of many incidents in the story.

The promise of the possession of the land, which proved to be the land of Canaan, was not in fact fulfilled in the course of the book of Genesis; but by the end of the book there had been a positive development. The twelve sons of Jacob, who were to be the ancestors of the twelve tribes of Israel had been born (at intervals between 29:32 and 35:18) and had received their blessings (ch. 49). So the nation of Israel now existed in embryo.

Chs 12-36 fall into three sections, each concerned with the life of one of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. In their present form, they are a combination of separate parts to form the history of a single family; the three stories have been made to interlock so as to produce a continuous family saga.  Thus Abraham’s death is recorded in 25:8 but the birth of his heir Isaac had taken place long before in 21:2; similarly the birth of Isaac’s son Jacob is noted in 25:25-6 but Isaac’s death only in 35:29. 
	
Whereas Abraham (12-25) and Jacob (25:19-36) are distinct and well rounded characters in Genesis, Isaac is much less so and his story does not constitute a discrete unit within the Genesis narrative.  (For this reason, only the narratives of Abraham and Jacob receive separate headings below).   Nevertheless, Isaac is inextricably linked to the promises of God to his ancestors.  Before his marriage, Isaac’s story is intertwined with that of his father and mother, and after his marriage his story is part of the story of his children.  Isaac’s genealogy (25:19) follows directly after the account of Abraham’s death (vv.7-11) and directly before the birth of Jacob and Esau (vv.21-26).  The two major events in the life of Isaac are tied closely to Abraham and Jacob.  In Gen. 22, Isaac is more the object of, than a participant in, Abraham’s test of faithfulness to God, and in Gen. 27 he is again more the object of, than a participant in, Jacob’s deception.  Only in Gen.24: 62-67, when Isaac meets Rebekah for the first time and in Gen. 26, when Isaac encounters Abimelech, is Isaac something of a central player in the narrative (Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, p. 647).


Reading:

For the importance of the theme of brothers in the Hebrew Bible, please read the following chapter:
· Greenspahn (Where Brothers Dwell Together) 


	
Issues to explore:

· How the theme of 12:1-3 is picked up and continued throughout the rest of the section.
· The roles of Sarah, Hagar and Rebekah in the narrative
· The values represented by Abraham in the narrative 

Formative assignment:

By the end of this unit, you should be able to answer the following question, in the context of contemporary scholarship:

In what ways do the plot and characters of this unit anticipate the next unit (25:19-36:1)?



