Genesis 12 – 25:  The Story of  Abraham

The story of Abraham begins (11:27-32) and ends (25:1-18) with genealogical notices about the families of Terah and Abraham. 12:1-9 acts as an overture introducing the key themes for the rest of the section (chs. 12-25). The Abraham-Lot cycle takes up most of chapters 13-14+19 and between these chapters, promises predominate (chs. 15,16,17 and 18:1-16).  Chapters 20-24 conclude the unit by telling of the fulfilment of the promise of the son and heir (21:1-7), Abraham’s obedience regarding his heir (22:1-19) and his heir’s marriage (ch. 24) and the fulfilment of the promise of the land by Abraham’s acquiring a small plot and well (21:22-34 and ch.23). Reading the various episodes in chapters 12-25 causes the reader to ponder the issues raised in chapter 12.  The characterisation is also more complex, and not only of the major characters such as Abraham, Sarah and Lot;  we are also provided with detailed cameos of minor characters such as Pharaoh, Hagar and Abimelech.  An overarching plot is more discernible than in chs 1-11 but the expectations of the characters, and with them those of the readers, are regularly raised and then disappointed (See Turner, Genesis,  p.17).

Some commentators ( R.E. Murphy in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary) see in this section a series of ten trials, each of which is followed by consolation:

1. Migration from country and family (12:1-4)
2. Dangerous journey to Egypt (12:10-13:1)
3. Yielding to Lot (13:2-8)
4. Rescue of Lot (chs 14-15)
5. Danger of loss of Ishmael (chs 16-17)
6. Testing through circumcision (18:1-15)
7. Lot in jeopardy from wickedness of neighbours (18:16-19:29)
8. Abraham again in danger from foreign king (20:1-21:7)
9. Birth of Isaac (21:8-34)
10. Offering of Isaac (ch. 22)

The most striking characteristic of Abraham’s portrayal in the Genesis narrative – and for which it is most admired in later tradition – is his passive obedience to the divine directives he receives. At the beginning of the story, he is told to leave his homeland and travel to a distant land.  That he seems to accept this summons without question or hesitation may be a consequence of the literal economy of the narrative, but in post-biblical interpretation his passive acceptance has been seen as a paradigm of the unquestioning obedience that arises from trust in God  (Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, p.10).



READING:

Walter Moberly in Genesis and Exodus (ed. John Rogerson) explores the moral dilemma presented by Genesis 22. [file attached].

Other reading:

· L. Eslinger (Prehistory in the Call of Abraham) 
· M. Bergmann (Divine Evil? Moral Character of God of Abraham) 
· Bechtel (Boundary Issues in Genesis 19) 
