Patriarchs and Matriarchs: The Importance of Abraham and Sarah in The Old Testament

Abstract
This essay will focus on the significance of the patriarchs and matriarchs of the Old Testament, specifically focusing on the book of Genesis. I will argue that while these characters are of great importance in the Old Testament, their journeys were not straightforward, instead being marked by personal struggle with divine faith and infertility. The beginning of God’s covenant with Abraham, Sarah’s infertility and Jacob’s struggles are the areas that this essay will explore.
Introduction
Within the Old Testament, patriarchs and matriarchs play a vital role in the development of God’s redemption of mankind. Two of the most significant of these are Abraham and Sarah. Introduced in Genesis 12, these key figures play a foundational role in the covenantal relationship between God and Israel. Through the theme of God’s divine covenant with the people of Israel, Sarah’s inability to bear children and its miraculous reversal, culminating in the birth of Isaac, their story lays the foundations for Israel’s understanding of promise and covenant continuity across generations. This essay will argue that Abraham and Sarah’s role within the narrative is not merely as ancestral figures, but as central theological characters through which the Old Testament conveys its understanding of divine faithfulness and covenant relationship, a covenant that is later developed through the life of Jacob and the formation of Israel. 
Covenant Origins
The covenant established between God and Abraham is one of the most integral theological moments within the Old Testament, and the passages detailing this covenant, such as Genesis 12, 15 and 17, form the foundations of Israel’s covenant identity. Genesis 12:2 outlines God’s purpose for Abraham, promising that he will ‘become a great nation’. The ESV Study Bible observes that ‘Abram is challenged by God to establish a new humanity’[footnoteRef:1], highlighting the radical nature of this divine call. The covenant is therefore not merely a personal blessing on Abram, but the beginning of redemption that establishes the identity of Israel as a chosen people. The covenant between God and Israel is an eternal relationship, with God promising an ‘everlasting covenant’ in Genesis 17:7. This idea is repeated throughout the Bible, an example of this being in 2 Kings 13:23 where God explains his reasoning for Israel’s survival during Jehoahaz’s reign ‘the Lord was gracious to them and had compassion on them, and he turned toward them because of his covenant with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and would not destroy them’[footnoteRef:2]. This passage demonstrates that this covenant functions not only as an origin narrative but as a continued theological foundation throughout Israel’s history. A theme that continues throughout the Old Testament is that of female barrenness. This is portrayed in Genesis through the matriarchs such as Sarah, Rebekah and Rachel, and continues throughout other books of the Bible, with figures such as Hannah (1 Samuel) and Manoah (Judges 13). While these figures are initially unable to conceive children, they are eventually given the ability to birth children by God, a symbolic gift which as Megan Loumagne notes ‘God, who dominates chaos in order to bring forth life from the previously barren earth, in the Priestly source creation account, creates humanity in God’s image and enables them to share the God-like qualities of dominion and fertility’[footnoteRef:3]. Sarah’s barrenness is a source of confusion for Abraham, as God tells him in Genesis 12:2 that he will become a great nation, yet without divine intervention, Sarah’s infertility would be an obvious obstacle to this promise. Sarah’s miraculous conception demonstrates that God’s promises cannot be limited by human limitations, reinforcing the covenantal theme of blessing that continues throughout subsequent generations. God’s blessing to Sarah allows her to conceive Isaac, not only fulfilling the promise to Abraham but also ensuring continuity of the covenant line, which will be carried forward and developed in the life of Jacob.  [1:  ESV Study Bible, English Standard Version, Study Edition (Crossway, 2008), p.71.]  [2:  Jeffrey J. Niehaus, ‘God’s Covenant With Abraham’, Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society, 56:2 (June 2013), 249 – 271, (p. 250) <https://etsjets.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/files_JETS-PDFs_56_56-2_JETS_56-2_249-271_Niehaus.pdf> [accessed 16 March 2026].]  [3:  Megan Loumage, ‘” And God Remembered:” Barrenness and Hope in Genesis’, Lumen Et Vita, 5 (1), (2015), (p.2)  <https://ejournals.bc.edu/index.php/lumenetvita/article/view/8692> [accessed 16 March 2026].] 

Covenant Inheritance and Transformation
God’s covenant established with Abraham is not only given to the first patriarch but extends through his descendants, perhaps most significantly in the life of Jacob. Although Jacob inherits the covenant, this doesn’t exclude him from facing personal struggles, and his story is marked by divine encounters that result in a transformation. We see in Genesis 27 that one of the first significant events in Jacob’s story is the deception of his father, Isaac, who wished to bless his son Esau. While Jacob succeeds in this deception, the story gives a deeper insight into the theology of the patriarchs, who are blessed by God and carry the covenant, despite failing to live perfect lives. The vision at Bethel (Genesis 28:10-22) is an important event in the life of Jacob, as this is the first time that God communicates directly with Jacob, where God affirms the covenant promises of land and descendants, ‘The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring.’ God makes an explicit connection between Jacob, Abraham and Isaac here, by stating ‘I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac.’ clearly stating that the covenant will continue through Jacob. Following this dream, we begin to see the transformation of Jacob, from the character who was focused on personal gain at his brother’s expense (Genesis 25:31; 27) to a man walking in God’s plan (Genesis 28:18-22). This moment in Jacob’s life marks a significant turning point for his narrative, as Poweska notes ‘For the first time in the biblical narrative, Jacob professes faith in God’s presence in his life, linking that presence to the place of revelation… this vow represents the fruit of Jacob’s first personal encounter with God, marking the beginning of his lifelong process of ‘learning’ God in his experience.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Michal Filip Poweska, An Attempt to Interpret the Patriarch Jacob’s Dream (Genesis 28:10-22) in Light of Viktor E. Frankl’s Existential Analysis, Poznan Theological Studies, 47, 7-22, (p. 20) <https://research-ebsco-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/c/onvpsy/viewer/pdf/3o32jy7a4r?route=details&auth-callid=ecbae1f3-1798-4481-9eb4-32f0a5319324> [accessed 16 March 2026].] 

Following Jacob’s encounter with God at Bethel, he begins to follow God’s plan, and his prosperity becomes immediately evident in the large flocks of servants and animals he obtains while at Laban (Genesis 30:25-43). However, a consistent theme throughout the Bible is that God will continue to test those who are faithful to Him, which is displayed in Genesis 32, when Jacob confronts his brother Esau. Fearing his brother, Jacob prays to God to deliver him from Esau, to whom he sends gifts of animals. While awaiting the confrontation with his brother, a man appears and wrestles with Jacob throughout the night. The man who wrestles with Jacob is not named in the text; some scholars interpret him as an angel, or an emissary of God[footnoteRef:5]. Following the struggle, the stranger blesses Jacob and changes his name to Israel, which marks not only a personal transformation but also his covenantal responsibility as the inheritor of Abraham and Isaac’s promises. The symbolic nature of Jacob’s wrestling demonstrates that while God’s covenant is inherited, it also requires faith and engagement, a prospect that shapes the patriarchs who inherit it.  [5:  Michael Abramsky, ‘Jacob Wrestles the Angel: A Study in Psychoanalytic Midrash’, International Journal of Transpersonal Studies, 29 (1), (2010), 106-117, (p. 113) <https://digitalcommons.ciis.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1140&context=ijts-transpersonalstudies> [accessed 16 March 2026].] 

The Matriarchs and the Foundation of Israel
While the patriarchs play a pivotal role in fulfilling God’s covenant, the matriarchs are just as vital to this plan, ensuring the continuity of the promised line. The first of these is the wife of Abraham, Sarah. When Sarah is first introduced in Genesis, she is described as unable to bear children (Genesis 11:30). This is a theme that is prevalent throughout the matriarchs of Genesis, the three matriarchs suffering from this inability to conceive being Sarah, Rebekah, and Rachel. The commonality between the barren matriarchs is that God eventually blesses the women with the ability to conceive children, this is a symbolic action that shows how God has power over life and death, as Adelman notes ‘The paradigm of the Barren Woman in the Hebrew Bible supports the Rabbinic adage that God holds the keys to birth and death – what God gives, God may take back.’[footnoteRef:6]  With this divine blessing, the matriarchs ensure that the covenantal line continues, demonstrating that God’s promises are fulfilled not only through the patriarchs but also through the women of Israel. [6:  Rachel Adelman, ‘Barren Women in the Bible’, The Shalvi/ Hyman Encyclopaedia of Jewish Women, June 23 2021 <https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/barren-women-in-the-bible#pid-13676> [accessed 16 March 2026].] 

Conclusion
Abraham and Sarah are the founders of the covenant. Their lives exemplify the divine faithfulness that is passed down through following generations, and show that despite remaining faithful to God, they still faced personal struggles. Through Abraham’s faithful obedience and Sarah’s miraculous conception, the covenant was created, establishing the lineage of Israel, where God’s promises would unfold. Jacob’s life showed that despite his inheritance of the covenant, he faced struggles but remained faithful, his transformation at Bethel and the wrestling at Peniel being pivotal moments in the covenant continuity. The matriarchs display that God not only works through the patriarchs but also through the women of Israel, ensuring the continuity of the bloodline through miraculous conception. Together, these narratives show that the covenant is not simply a promise from God, but a relationship between God’s faithfulness and human effort, which forms the theological foundation of Israel.
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