
INTRODUCTION TO

GENESIS

NAME AND PURPOSE
The title, Genesis, means “beginning.” It is the title of the book in the Septuagint (the pre-Christian 
Greek translation of the OT). This aptly describes a book that outlines the creation of the world and 
humanity (chs. 1 –  2) and goes on to describe the beginning of sin (ch. 3), the new creation (ch. 9), 
God’s plan for blessing the world (12:1 – 3), and how that plan begins with the family of Abraham 
(chs. 12 – 50). The Jewish title of the book, Bĕrēʾšît, is taken from the first word in the Hebrew text:  
“In the beginning.” It also emphasizes that the book is concerned with origins.

Genesis is the first of the five books of the Pentateuch (see Introduction to the Pentateuch, p. 9). 
Unlike the other books of the Torah, Genesis contains almost all narrative and few legal commands. 
Its purpose is to trace the beginnings of the world, humanity, and sin and to draw a line across 
human history that identifies God’s work with Abraham and his family. Thus, the book provides 
the necessary background for the divinely chosen origins of God’s people Israel and for their situa-
tion in Egypt at the beginning of Exodus. It also introduces God as Creator, Judge, and Redeemer. It 
describes the fall into sin and looks forward to how God will resolve his separation from the people 
he loved and created.

BACKGROUND AND AUTHOR
Exod 17:14 and Deut 31:9,24 attest to the composition of much of the first five books by Moses. Moses’ 
composition of Genesis was assumed until the advent of critical studies of the Bible that questioned 
its validity. Since then, scholars have argued for dividing Genesis into separate parts and dating 
them to different times. Multiple authors would then have written the book, some of them centuries 
after the time of Moses. However, it is now clear that many of the events of Genesis, when compared 
to examples of ancient Near Eastern texts, date to the period before Moses, ca. 2200 – 1500 BC, and 
not later.

1. The creation account of Genesis has been compared with the Bab ylonian Enuma Elish, a story 
about how the god Marduk defeats a monster and creates the other gods from her body. Archaeolo-
gists discovered this story in the library of an Assyrian king from the seventh century BC. But a 
closer parallel to Gen 1 – 11, with stories of the creation of humankind followed by a flood, with a fam-
ily and animals surviving on an ark, appears much earlier in the eighteenth-century BC Atrah̯asis 
Epic.

2. Many texts, including the Atrah̯asis Epic, mention a worldwide flood. Most famous is the 
 Gilgamesh Epic. The earliest text we have dates from the eighteenth century BC. It was copied in many 
places and times in the ancient Near East. Like Atrah̯asis, Gilgamesh has parallels with the details of 
Gen 6 – 9. A god decides to preserve a family, people construct a ship and bring animals into an ark 
and close the door, and the flood destroys everything outside the ark. These similarities should not 
blind us to the teaching of Gen 6 – 9 that God used the flood to judge the world and save righteous 
Noah and all on the ark in order to make a covenant with them upon disembarking (8:20 —  9:17).

3. Personal names can also attest to an early date for Genesis. Some of the names in chs. 1 – 11 
occur only in the earlier period of the ancient Near East. Methushael, Methuselah, Jabal, Jubal, and 
Tubal-Cain appear only in the earlier second millennium BC, not later. In chs. 12 – 50 other names 
with forms such as Isaac, Ishmael, Jacob, and Joseph appear frequently in the early second mil-
lennium BC, but much less in the later second millennium BC and hardly at all in the first millen-
nium BC. How would the author(s) of Genesis have known how to use these names that are authentic 
to the early period and not the later?

4. Gen 14 describes a war involving international armies from across the ancient Near East. 
Many of the names of the invaders in 14:1,9 occur only in the second millennium BC: Amraphel the 
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 Bab ylonian, Arioch the Hurrian (from northern Syria), and Tidal the Hittite (from modern Turkey). 
They do not appear later in the ancient Near Eastern texts. Only in this period (2000 – 1500 BC) was it 
possible for armies to move across the entire Holy Land with relative freedom as they do here. Only 
in this early period (the time of Abram, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph) do the Elamites appear in texts as 
far west as they do in Gen 14.

5. Customs from the early second millennium BC recur later, but their concentration in Genesis is 
unique. Examples include the stipulation that a surrogate mother could be used in cases where the 
wife remains barren for a period of seven years (16:1 – 4) and the betrothal gift that allows the bride-
groom to marry (34:12).

6. The city of Harran (11:31 – 32; 12:4; 27:43; 28:10; 29:4) appears in the accounts of Abram and his 
descendants. Ancient Near Eastern texts attest to the site as a well-populated city during the early 
second millennium BC, occupied by large tribal coalitions of Amorites.

7. In 37:12 – 17, Joseph’s brothers graze the family’s flocks some 60 miles (96.5 kilometers) north of 
their home in Hebron. Only in the early second millennium BC do we have records of similar shep-
herds (Amorites in north Syria) grazing their flocks and herds more than a hundred miles (160 kilo-
meters) from their homes, where their families remained. In the biblical account of later shepherds 
such as David, there is no mention of grazing in such distant pastures.

8. Benjamin is the only son of Jacob named after the family migrates south to the area of Bethle-
hem (35:16 – 19). This name is identical to the eighteenth-century BC southern tribal confederation in 
Syria known as the Binu-Yamina. The name refers to the south. Along with Asher and Zebulon, these 
proper names were known in the second millennium BC.

9. Joseph’s brothers sell him for 20 silver shekels (37:28). This price for a young male slave pertains 
only to the early second millennium BC.

These points provide evidence for the origin of the Genesis accounts early in the second millen-
nium BC. How were they passed along to the time of Moses and later? We are not told. Perhaps this 
occurred through oral tradition among the descendants of Abraham. Alternatively, the discovery of 
a cuneiform tablet written in the early or middle second millennium BC and preserved in Hebron, 
where Abraham lived (13:18; 23:2), gives evidence of authorship in Abraham’s day and in one of his 
places of residence.

The evidence allows for the origins of the accounts preserved in much of Genesis to be dated to the 
early second millennium BC. It counters critical scholarship that attempts to date the Genesis narra-
tives a thousand years later to the middle of the first millennium BC. Some scholars argue that the 
composition of Genesis became a means to tell stories about where some customs and names origi-
nated, e.g. why do Jews in the fifth century BC not eat the meat around the hip of an animal? Because 
their ancestor Jacob wrestled with someone who touched the socket of his hip and caused him to 
limp (32:25 – 32). This approach is sometimes called tradition history: although the event is recorded 
in the Bible, some critical scholars maintain that the account is a fabrication of a later author.
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Another critical approach is to divide the biblical text into layers that form sources written at 
different times in Israel’s history. This is sometimes called source criticism or the Documentary 
Hypothesis. The sources reflect different concerns. Thus, 1:1 —  2:3 emphasizes the Sabbath (2:1 – 3), 
and priests wrote it in the fifth century BC because they were interested in enforcing laws such as 
the Sabbath. At another time, an individual who was interested in tracing God’s plan through history 
wrote 2:4 – 25 to emphasize that God was involved in the lives of people. This person created a history 
that extends beyond the Pentateuch and ultimately demonstrates how God chose David as king.

But note that in this example from the Documentary Hypothesis, Gen 1 – 2 do not need to be 
understood as coming from two separate writers. Instead, they represent two different emphases:

• 1:1 —  2:3 describes God as the creator of the cosmos. Its themes focus on God’s sovereignty as 
Lord over all: the importance of Sabbath rest, humanity’s rulership over creation, and the 
creation of abundant life.

• 2:4 – 25 emphasizes different themes: the creation of man, his home, his partner, and his work. 
At the beginning of all, God is both the transcendent Creator who is sovereign over all and the 
imminent Lord providing a world in full harmony with himself and the people he has created.

Thus, significant evidence exists for the antiquity of the book. Attestations of a single author from 
Israel’s earliest period are not explicit but can be inferred as providing the necessary background for 
the opening chapters of Exodus. Joseph dies in Gen 50 with his extended family blessed and living in 
Egypt. Exod 1:1 – 7 repeats this information and goes on to introduce Israel’s oppressed condition and 
the birth of its deliverer, Moses.

STRUCTURE
The book can be naturally divided into two parts: the world before Abram (chs. 1 – 11) and the world of 
Abraham and his descendants (chs. 12 – 50). Genealogies divide the book into subsections, each begin-
ning with “the account of”: “the heavens and the earth” (2:4); “Adam’s family line” (5:1); “Noah and 
his family” (6:9); “Shem, Ham and Japheth, Noah’s sons” (10:1); “Shem’s family line” (11:10); “Terah’s 
family line” (11:27); “the family line of Abraham’s son Ishmael” (25:12); “the family line of Abraham’s 
son Isaac” (25:19); “the family line of Esau” (36:1,9); and “Jacob’s family line” (37:2). The genealogies 
tend to form groups of two: Noah’s three sons and the line of Shem (chs. 10 – 11); Ishmael and Isaac 
(ch. 25); Esau and Jacob (ch. 36; 37:2, where Jacob’s line is mentioned). In each of these cases, the 
first of the two is identified and described principally by the names of the descendants. The second 
line of the doublet (Shem, Isaac, and Jacob) goes on to deal with a single line of descendants with 
much greater development of the narratives surrounding the key figures through whom God will 
work specific promises. This is also true of the two major divisions of the entire book: chs. 1 – 11 and 
chs. 12 – 50. The first part deals with the world as a whole. It ends with humanity’s failure in the tower 
of Babel and with the decision of God to work with a single descendant in Shem’s line and with his 
offspring. The story of the second part of the book of Genesis thus emerges out of ch. 11.

These two major divisions depict the following theological themes:
1. God chooses again and again to focus his attention on a single individual or family and to work 

through them to accomplish his purpose. He is revealed as a personal God who relates to his people 
in a manner that suggests intimacy.

2. The same God remains sovereign in each generation and for all the families of the earth. This is 
clear from ch. 10, which identifies all people of the known world by tracing their origins to Noah and 
his sons. Therefore, all bear God’s image (9:6).

3. The God who speaks the world into being in ch. 1 is the same God who saves Noah in chs. 6 – 9. 
He is the same God who calls Abram from his land and gives him promises of blessing (12:1 – 3). He is 
the same God who provides Isaac and sustains Abram/Abraham’s line through Jacob/Israel and his 
12 sons in Egypt. This God remains alive and active in each generation from the beginning of cre-
ation until the present one.

GENESIS AND SCIENCE
The contemporary reader of Genesis should strive to read the text as it was originally intended to 
be read by the ancient reader —  not to presume that one can carry into this ancient writing all the 
assumptions and questions that we might have today. This requires care and knowledge of the 
purpose for which Moses wrote the text. We should exercise care to read the Bible in a manner that 
remains sensitive to the literary clues and nuances that the writer intended. This approach is pos-
sible but requires study and the guidance of the Spirit of God.

The question of the age of the earth is not automatically resolved with the use of the seven days 
in 1:1 —  2:3. In 2:4, Moses uses the same Hebrew word for “day” to summarize all the work of creation: 
“In the day when God created the heavens and the earth.” Of course, this does not mean that the 
term “day” cannot refer to a 24-hour day in the seven days of creation. But it may also serve other 
purposes. For one, the use of days builds up to the final climactic seventh day of Sabbath rest. This 
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forms one of the major theological emphases of the creation account. The Sabbath rest is built into 
creation and forms the goal of world history from its beginning. Another reason for the seven days 
may be connected with “the account of” in 2:4. While this term often precedes the genealogical lines, 
it can also fall in the midst of longer accounts of individuals and their families. This is true in the 
case of the last mention of this in Genesis, in the account of Jacob’s family line (37:2). Much of the 
story has already been told. The same may be true of 2:4. How do the heaven and earth have a “fam-
ily line”? There are no parents or children, only the beginning of the human race. Using a metaphor 
in which the sun and moon bring forth the earth would only confuse the reader in a strictly mono-
theistic world where these created things have no personhood and should not be worshiped. Instead, 
the author may have used the sequence of days to parallel the sequences of generations in the later 
family lines. Each day prepares for and gives way to the next day just as each generation prepares 
for and gives way to the next generation. This emphasizes the logical development of God’s creation 
more than it pinpoints the chronological development.

A second area concerns the expression “according to its/their kind(s).” This describes the plants 
(1:11 – 12), the fish of the sea (1:21), the land creatures (1:24 – 25), and all these as well as the birds (7:14). 
It is sometimes taken to mean that the text must describe exact reproduction and cannot allow for 
the gradual development of various forms of species. However, in Ezek 47:10 this same phrase refers 
to fish “of many kinds.” If that is the case in Genesis, then it does not emphasize limitation of each 
life form to it specific species but emphasizes the diversity of each general life form: fish of many 
kinds, land creatures of many kinds, etc.

The role of Adam and Eve as the first human couple appears in chs. 2 – 4. While some may argue 
that these figures represent a symbolic or metaphoric story that has no relation to the early history 
of humanity, they must address the explicit presentation of the Hebrew text. The syntax of the text 
resembles that of later books such as 2 Kings, Ezra, and Nehemiah. All readers understand that the 
authors of these books intended readers to accept them as history. The same should be true of a text 
such as ch. 3. Indeed, this becomes the witness of the memories of Genesis in the later biblical text 
(see Introduction: Genesis and History; Genesis and the New Testament).

GENESIS AND HISTORY
Modern journalism requires the testimony of independent sources to demonstrate the historical 
reliability of a report. We are not often blessed with multiple witnesses for Genesis. Nevertheless, 
evidence shows that the figures and events of chs. 12 – 50 fit into the world of the early second mil-
lennium BC and not a later time (see Introduction: Background and Author). If Gen 12 – 50 witnesses 
an authentic and ancient heritage in places where they can be tested, what can one say about the 
world of Genesis before Abram? As noted, some of the names in these genealogies are attested in the 
earliest sources for names of the West Semitic peoples, of whom Abram and his family formed a part.

Further, the occurrence of a divinely sent flood with universal impact on the human race is also 
preserved in some of the earliest texts recounting the primeval times (such as the eighteenth- 
century BC Old Bab ylonian Atrah̯asis Epic). At times the detailed agreement of these accounts (see 
also the story in the Old Bab ylonian version of and in later versions of Gilgamesh) suggests more 
than an independent witness to an ancient event. It may imply borrowing from a common source.

When we examine the account of the Sumerian King List from ca. 2000 BC, we find two important 
features that Gen 1 – 11 also shares: (1) A flood ended the cities named from earlier times (cf. 4:17), but 
survivors rebuilt cities after the flood. (2) The kings who ruled before the flood reigned for unusually 
long periods of time, often more than 10,000 years. This may preserve a memory of the actual event 
recorded in Gen 5, where those in Seth’s line each lived for hundreds of years.

Examples such as these demonstrate the historical value of the early chapters of Genesis. They 
witness God’s ongoing presence and work among the people of the world, especially with the line of 
promise as traced through Seth and Shem. But this does not mean it is possible to date the specific 
times when these events took place. As is true of all human history, the Bible selects those events 
and peoples that serve its purposes in recounting the advance of God’s kingdom and his work on 
earth. It reports these accurately but does not provide a complete record. Thus, when 10:24 asserts 
that “Arphaxad was the father of Shelah,” this may mean that he was the grandfather or ancestor of 
Shelah. (Luke 3:35 – 36 inserts the name of Cainan between these two men in its genealogy.)

GENESIS AND THEOLOGY
God

While the key themes of creation, sin, judgment, and salvation permeate the book of Genesis, the 
first three chapters express this in the most concentrated way in Scripture. God asserts his lordship 
over the world by speaking it into existence and then pronouncing each day’s work as “good.” It is 
good in that it perfectly agrees with God’s will. “Very good” (1:31) signals the end of the creation work 
and God’s blessing upon it by setting apart the next and final day for rest (2:1 – 3). The end of ch. 2 
shows God’s design in terms of the harmony of relationships among God, his creation, and Adam 
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and Eve. When sin (which God’s holiness cannot tolerate) enters the human race, God punishes the 
couple with expulsion from his presence and from the garden (3:23 – 24). But he also provides a way 
to continue his relationship with them, and he promises that a time would come when he would 
deal the serpent a mortal blow (3:15). When violence on the earth increases, God sends the judgment 
of the flood (chs. 6 – 9). Although the human race seeks to advance without God, he disperses them 
across the earth (11:1 – 9).

Faith
God calls one man, Abram, to come away from his home and move to a land that God will show 

him. In doing so, God promises land, seed, and blessing for Abram and his offspring (12:1 – 3; 
13:14 – 17). They will become instruments of blessing for everyone. As Abraham exercises faith, God 
is able to work through him and to magnify the promises and blessings. God not only promises off-
spring to Abraham (ch. 15), but he brings it about when Abraham and Sarah are far beyond the age to 
have children (21:1 – 5). Yet Abraham does not hold back when God demands that he sacrifice his son 
Isaac (ch. 22). With his knife raised, he was ready to kill his son, but the angel of the Lord intervenes, 
for now Abraham has demonstrated that he will trust God even with his most precious possession. 
For this reason God extends the promise beyond the land to occupation of the cities in the land 
(22:17). Abraham has trusted God and knows him to be just (18:25).

Grace
Isaac also receives the promise from God (26:3,24). God exercises his sovereignty in granting to 

Isaac’s son Jacob the birthright, even though this overturns custom. Esau is the firstborn but God 
favors Jacob (25:21 – 34; 27:1 – 30). He chooses to bless Jacob with the promises given to his father and 
grandfather (28:13 – 15). Jacob’s time with his uncle Laban involves one trick after another in which 
Laban seeks to get the better of Jacob and to profit by him (chs. 29 – 30). Nevertheless, God blesses 
Jacob at every step so that Jacob gains much wealth and a large family. God protects him from the 
anger of both his uncle Laban and his brother Esau. He confirms Jacob’s blessing by changing Jacob’s 
name to Israel (32:28). In his later life, however, Jacob would see his own sons trick him (ch. 37) as they 
sell their brother Joseph into slavery and return home to tell their father that a wild animal killed him.

While God has worked with Abraham and Isaac through direct visits and has spoken with Jacob in 
dreams, he chooses to work behind the scenes with Joseph. Although God gives Joseph (a younger 
son of Jacob) the ability to interpret dreams, Joseph does not enjoy direct appearances from God. 
Whether resisting the temptation of Potiphar’s wife or languishing in prison, Joseph serves respon-
sibly, and God rewards him for it. Eventually, through his skill in interpreting dreams, Joseph is able 
to interpret the dreams of Phar aoh, who raises Joseph to second in command over Egypt (ch. 41). 
As Joseph gathers grain during the years of plenty, he is able to sell it in the famine years. He later 
reveals himself to his brothers and delivers his family from famine in Canaan, but that is only part 
of his work. God enables Joseph to provide grain for all of Canaan and Egypt (47:13 – 26), thereby 
preserving alive both the Egyptians who would later enslave Israel and the Canaanites who would 
lead Israel away from God. Joseph recognizes all of this. While his brothers meant to harm him, God 
worked it out for the good of Joseph and for the saving of many lives (50:19 – 20). God took his prom-
ise to Abraham to bless the nations of the world through him (12:2 – 3) and embodies it in Joseph as 
much as any of his predecessors.

Humanity
Three theological themes play important roles in the lives of major characters in Genesis: the 

image of God, the spread of sin, and the covenant. These three themes relate to the doctrine of 
humanity.

God creates humans in his image in 1:26 – 28. Although he commands them to reproduce like the 
plants and animals, he reserves a unique role for the human race. God appoints them, as those cre-
ated in his image, to be leaders and rulers of his finished creation: God places the man in the Garden 
of Eden to take care to it, i.e., to maximize its life-giving potential (2:15). God reaffirms this image 
after the initial sin of Adam and Eve and the judgment of the flood (5:1; 9:6), and it becomes the basis 
for the prohibition of violence against and murder of others (9:6). As human society grows, God calls 
out Abram and his successors so that they reflect this image throughout the world and thereby bless 
the nations around them: Abram/Abraham gives Melchizedek, the king of Salem, a tenth of all he 
had with him (14:20). Later, Abraham intercedes for Sodom and Gomorrah (18:20 – 33). Jacob enriches 
Laban while working for him (30:27,30; 31:38 – 41). God uses Joseph to bless Potiphar and the prison 
warden through his administrative skills (39:2 – 5,22 – 23). God provides Joseph with the opportunity 
to collect grain during years of bountiful harvests and to sell it during a famine (41:48 – 49,56 – 57). 
Joseph’s provision for the starving multitudes leads to the salvation of his own family, of Egypt, and of 
Canaan (47:13 – 27). Joseph confesses that God accomplished the salvation of many lives (50:20). In this 
manner, the blessing of God was reflected through the lives of those who bore God’s image faithfully.
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In opposition to the work of God in the world, the spread of sin becomes a major theme in 
 Genesis. Human sin begins in the Garden of Eden when the man and woman follow their own desires 
rather than the will of God (3:1 – 7). It grows as Cain murders his brother (4:1 – 8) and his descen-
dant Lamech kills out of vengeance (4:23 – 24). Finally, there comes a time when evil controls every 
thought of every person, with the exception of Noah (6:5,8). Violence has corrupted the earth (6:11). 
The flood wipes out that sinful generation, but it does not end the rebellion in the hearts of people. 
Righteous Noah became drunk, and his son saw his nakedness (9:20 – 22). The builders of the tower 

of Babel thought only of themselves and their glory (11:1 – 8). Even 
Abram lies about Sarai his wife, bringing about diseases in Phar aoh’s 
household (12:10 – 20; cf. Abraham and Abimelek in ch. 20 and Isaac 
and Abimelek in 26:7 – 11). Abram’s nephew Lot chooses the well-
watered but wicked land around Sodom (13:10 – 13) and, like Noah, 
became drunk and was seduced by his own daughters (19:30 – 38). 
God judges the wicked cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and the other 
cities of that plain. He destroys them with fire when not even ten 

righteous can be found in Sodom (18:20 —  19:29). The deception of 
Jacob and Laban (chs. 29 – 31) and the betrayal of Joseph by his broth-
ers (37:12 – 28) provide further examples of sin.

God’s redeeming love and grace are always at work in the midst 
of this sin. Juxtaposed against some of the greatest descriptions of 

sin and judgment appear the two major covenants that  Genesis 
describes. The term “covenant” (Hebrew bĕrît) implies a rela-

tionship with God. Through a covenant God seeks to recreate 
the loving relationship that he had with Adam and Eve 

before human sin destroyed it. The term for “cov-
enant” first occurs in 6:18, where God promises 
Noah that he will establish a covenant that will 
benefit all life. God confirms its establishment 
in 9:9,11. The promise is that God will never again 
destroy the entire world with a flood. In 12:1 – 3, 
God begins to create a covenant with Abram (see 
Introduction: Genesis and Theology [Faith]). 
Abram believes God when God says that Abram will 
father a great nation (15:6). God makes the most 
solemn promise possible (15:1 – 21). He instructs 
Abram to divide the carcasses of various animals. 
At that point, Abram falls into a deep sleep, and 
in a dream God symbolically passes between the 
carcasses. In doing so, God swears by his own life 
that if his promises do not come true, he will be 

killed just like the animals were. The sign of the first covenant with Noah was the rainbow (9:13). The 
sign of the covenant God makes with Abraham is circumcision (17:11). This sign is related to the great 
increase in numbers that God promises he will give to Abraham and to his descendants (17:1 – 8).

GENESIS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT
Genesis lays the foundation for salvation history. It is no surprise, therefore, that the text has numer-
ous connections with the NT. Four stand out. First, Paul repeatedly describes the sin and judgments 
of Gen 3 and applies them to the redeeming work of Christ. This is clearest in Rom 5:12 – 21: the sin 
and death that one man’s (Adam’s) transgression brought contrasts with the justification, righteous-
ness, and life that one man ( Jesus Christ) brings through his sacrifice on the cross for our sins.  Jesus 
is a second Adam, succeeding where the first Adam failed.

Second, Gen 14:18 – 20 is a brief account about Melchizedek, the priest-king of Salem who blesses 
Abram by God Most High and receives from Abram a tithe of what Abram had captured. This account 
forms the background for designating the Messianic king of Ps 110 as one who is also a priest “in the 
order of Melchizedek” (Ps 110:4). The NT book of Hebrews mentions Melchizedek nine times to con-
nect  Jesus’ priestly ministry with the order of Melchizedek (Heb 5:6,10; 6:20; 7:1,10,11,15,17). Because 
Abram gave a tithe to Melchizedek, so did all his descendants. This included Aaron and the priestly 
line of the tribe of Levi. Thus, this line of priests honored Melchizedek as superior.  Jesus, the Mes-
sianic king, is in this priesthood (Ps 110), and therefore his priesthood surpasses that of Aaron and his 
line.

A third focus for the appearance of Genesis in the NT is the book of Revelation. The first book 
in the Bible describes how the serpent deceives the woman, and how her offspring consequently 
struggles with the serpent (Gen 3:1 – 15), and the last book describes how the serpent seeks to destroy 

The Atrahasis Epic, ca. seventeenth century BC, contains 
stories of creation and the flood in a sequence similar to 
that of Genesis.
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the woman and her child (Rev 12:1 – 17). The serpent is ultimately defeated and is explicitly identified 
as Satan in the NT (Rev 20:2). The first Eden had an abundance of water and a tree of life that gave 
life to those who ate its fruit (Gen 2:10 – 14; 3:22). The new Eden of the restored world, the new Jerusa-
lem, will have the river of the water of life with the tree of life growing on both sides of the river. The 
leaves of the tree will heal the nations (Rev 22:1 – 3). The curse of the ground (Gen 3:17) will no longer 
be present (Rev 22:3). Instead, the bounty of the Garden of Eden will return.

A final focus of Genesis in the NT appears in John 1:1 – 4, which consciously imitates the opening 
verses of Genesis. Theses verses refer to the Word, or Christ, who was present at the beginning and 
involved in the creation of the world. This parallels Gen 1:1 and identifies  Jesus Christ with God and 
the Creator of the world. The light was present in Christ (John 1:4 – 5), parallel to the creation of light 
in Gen 1:3. Finally, the Gospel of John emphasizes life (see notes on John 1:1 – 18; 1:4), modeling one of 
the great themes of Gen 1, God’s creation of abundant life and his blessing of that life.

OUTLINE

 I. The Primeval History (1:1 —  11:26)
 A. In the Beginning (1:1 —  2:3)
 B. Adam and Eve (2:4 – 25)
 C. The Fall (3:1 – 24)
 D. Cain and Abel (4:1 – 26)
 E. From Adam to Noah (5:1 – 32)
 F. Wickedness in the World (6:1 – 8)
 G. Noah and the Flood (6:9 —  8:22)
 H. God’s Covenant With Noah (9:1 – 17)
 I. The Sons of Noah (9:18 – 29)
 J. The Table of Nations (10:1 – 32)
 K. The Tower of Babel (11:1 – 9)
 L. From Shem to Abram (11:10 – 26)

 II. The Family of Abraham (11:27 —  25:18)
 A. Abram’s Family (11:27 – 32)
 B. The Call of Abram (12:1 – 9)
 C. Abram in Egypt (12:10 – 20)
 D. Abram and Lot Separate (13:1 – 18)
 E. Abram Rescues Lot (14:1 – 24)
 F. The Lord’s Covenant With Abram (15:1 – 21)
 G. Hagar and Ishmael (16:1 – 16)
 H. The Covenant of Circumcision (17:1 – 27)
 I. The Three Visitors (18:1 – 15)
 J. Abraham Pleads for Sodom (18:16 – 33)
 K. Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed (19:1 – 29)
 L. Lot and His Daughters (19:30 – 38)
 M. Abraham and Abimelek (20:1 – 18)
 N. The Birth of Isaac (21:1 – 7)
 O. Hagar and Ishmael Sent Away (21:8 – 21)
 P. The Treaty at Beersheba (21:22 – 34)
 Q. Abraham Tested (22:1 – 19)
 R. Nahor’s Sons (22:20 – 24)
 S. The Death of Sarah (23:1 – 20)
 T. Isaac and Rebekah (24:1 – 67)
 U. The Death of Abraham (25:1 – 11)
 V. Ishmael’s Sons (25:12 – 18)

 III. The Family of Isaac (25:19 —  36:43)
 A. Jacob and Esau (25:19 – 34)
 B. Isaac and Abimelek (26:1 – 33)
 C. Jacob Takes Esau’s Blessing (26:34 —  28:9)
 D. Jacob’s Dream at Bethel (28:10 – 22)
 E. Jacob Arrives in Paddan Aram (29:1 – 14)
 F. Jacob Marries Leah and Rachel (29:15 – 30)
 G. Jacob’s Children (29:31 —  30:24)
 H. Jacob’s Flocks Increase (30:25 – 43)
 I. Jacob Flees From Laban (31:1 – 21)
 J. Laban Pursues Jacob (31:22 – 55)
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 K. Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau (32:1 – 21)
 L. Jacob Wrestles With God (32:22 – 32)
 M. Jacob Meets Esau (33:1 – 20)
 N. Dinah and the Shechemites (34:1 – 31)
 O. Jacob Returns to Bethel (35:1 – 15)
 P. The Deaths of Rachel and Isaac (35:16 – 29)
 Q. Esau’s Descendants (36:1 – 30)
 R. The Rulers of Edom (36:31 – 43)

 IV. The Family of Jacob (37:1 —  50:26)
 A. Joseph’s Dreams (37:1 – 11)
 B. Joseph Sold by His Brothers (37:12 – 36)
 C. Judah and Tamar (38:1 – 30)
 D. Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife (39:1 – 23)
 E. The Cupbearer and the Baker (40:1 – 23)
 F. Phar aoh’s Dreams (41:1 – 40)
 G. Joseph in Charge of Egypt (41:41 – 57)
 H. Joseph’s Brothers Go to Egypt (42:1 – 38)
 I. The Second Journey to Egypt (43:1 – 34)
 J. A Silver Cup in a Sack (44:1 – 34)
 K. Joseph Makes Himself Known (45:1 – 28)
 L. Jacob Goes to Egypt (46:1 —  47:12)
 M. Joseph and the Famine (47:13 – 31)
 N. Manasseh and Ephraim (48:1 – 22)
 O. Jacob Blesses His Sons (49:1 – 28)
 P. The Death of Jacob (49:29 —  50:14)
 Q. Joseph Reassures His Brothers (50:15 – 21)
 R. The Death of Joseph (50:22 – 26)
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GENESIS

1:1 a Jn 1:1-2 
b Job 38:4; Ps 90:2; 

Isa 42:5; 44:24; 45:12,  
18; Ac 17:24; Heb 11:3; 

Rev 4:11

1:2 c Jer 4:23 
d Ps 104:30

1:3 e Ps 33:6,  9; 148:5; 
Heb 11:3 f 2Co 4:6*

1:5 g Ps 74:16

The Beginning

1   In the be gin ning a God cre ated the heav ens and the  earth. b 2 Now the  earth was 
form less and empty, c dark ness was over the sur face of the deep, and the Spirit of 
God d was hov er ing over the  wa ters.

 3 And God said, e “Let  there be  light,” and  there was  light. f 4 God saw that the  light was 
good, and he sep a rated the  light from the dark ness. 5 God  called the  light “day,” and 
the dark ness he  called “night.” g And  there was eve ning, and  there was morn ing —  the 
 first  day.

1:1 —  11:26 The Primeval History. The Bible 
begins by telling the story of how the world 
began, how humanity fell into sin, and how 
God began to address that sin. This story 
describes God’s creation of the world and 
all of life, the harmony that was in the 
world, the sin that destroyed that perfect 
harmony between God and his creation, the 
spiral of sin and violence, the judgment and 
salvation in the flood, the covenant that re-
sulted, the common heritage of all people, 
the tower of Babel, and the family line to 
Abram. The cycle begins: God creates, and 
humanity sins. As the violence of humanity 
increases, God punishes people with a flood 
and delivers Noah and his family. Humans 
continue to sin. Yet God does not give up 
but brings hope in the family line that leads 
to Abram.
1:1 —  2:25 The opening chapters of Genesis 
contain two complementary descriptions of 
creation: one panoramic, one close-up. The 
first creation account (1:1 —  2:3) describes 
God as the creator of the universe and of 
all life in it. The second account (2:4 – 25) 
focuses on God’s creation of the man and 
woman and their home. While it is possible 
that the account in ch. 2 continues the story 
of ch. 1, it may be that these are two cre-
ation accounts from different perspectives. 
Compare, e.g., the fact that each of the four 
Gospels has its own particular emphasis. Set-
ting Gen 1 and Gen 2 side by side, we see God 
at once as sovereign Creator and as person-
ally involved with the first people. The more 
general creation of the world is followed by 
the more specific focus on the first man and 
woman. The term “account” in 2:4a suggests 
that the creation accounts are related to 
the “accounts” of the lines of Cain and Seth 
(chs. 4 – 5) and of Noah’s sons (chs. 10 – 11). 
In each case the accounts appear as a pair, 
where the second account tends to zoom in 
on a specific line and move the story forward.
1:1 —  2:3 In the Beginning. The biblical account 
of creation presents the one God as Creator 
of all. It emphasizes how God creates life, 
establishes rest, and forms humanity in his 
image. The scientific information as to how 
this came about is not in the text.
1:1 In the beginning. This single Hebrew word 
(bĕrēšît) denotes the start of a sequence of 
events (cf. Isa 46:10). God. Hebrew ʾĕlōhîm, 
used of Israel’s deity and of other gods. It de-
scribes divinity, power, and the object of wor-
ship; it is the only word for God in ch. 1, which 
emphasizes God’s power as creator of the uni-
verse. created. God is the subject of this verb 
every time it appears in the Bible (e.g., 1:21,27; 
2:3 – 4). This is something that only God does. 
Although creation out of nothing is implicit in 
Gen 1, for more complete statements see Isa 

45:7 – 18; Rom 11:36; Col 1:16 – 17. the heavens 
and the earth. Describes all creation by iden-
tifying the extremes, i.e., from the heavens 
above to the earth below, and everything be-
tween them. God creates the heavens and the 
earth, and he will create the new heavens and 
the new earth. Isaiah repeatedly stresses that 
the heavens and earth are created by God 
(Isa 40:12,22; 42:5; 45:12,18; 51:13,16), who will 
also form the new heavens and the new earth 
that will never pass away (Isa 65:17; 66:22). For 
some, Gen 1:1 summarizes the account that 
follows; therefore, v. 2 is not subsequent to 
the events of v. 1 but is the first point in the 
unfolding of the creation. Others understand 
it as the creation of an unformed and empty 
heavens and earth that God forms and fills in 
the remaining verses of ch. 1.
1:2 the earth. The focus of God’s creation in 
ch. 1. formless and empty. This phrase occurs 
elsewhere only in Jer 4:23, where it identifies 
the judgment of God so that the land is un-
productive, out of order, and incapable of ful-
filling its purpose of producing life-sustaining 
food. Gen 1 is less concerned with the produc-
tion of things and more concerned with the 
creation of life. This expression describes the 
world before the creation of life, before there 
was even a background or context in which 
life could flourish. In days 1 – 3, God creates 
the structure of that background, while in 
days 4 – 6, he fills this world with living crea-
tures. darkness was over the surface of the 
deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering 
over the waters. Further portrays this time 
before creation in a pictorial manner. dark-
ness. Anticipates the coming light. deep. This 
is a common noun in Hebrew that describes 
the deep waters. Elsewhere, it parallels the 
waters or seas (Job 38:16). These waters por-
tray the potential of one of the mightiest 
destructive powers that the ancient world 
knew (Gen 7:11; 8:2). Spirit of God was hover-
ing over. The Spirit hovers over all potential 
threats as God prepares to create life. Spirit. 
Identical to the word for “wind” in both the 
OT and NT. God’s Spirit appears at this first 
act of creation and is found again at the be-
ginning of the great creative and redemptive 
acts of God through history: the turning of 
the destructive flood waters (“wind,” 8:1), at 
the “birth” of Israel in crossing the Red Sea 
(Exod 14:21; 15:8,10), the coming of the day 
of the Lord (Joel 2:28 – 29), the conception 
of  Jesus (Matt 1:18,20; Luke 1:35), the act of 
coming to God the Father (John 3:5,8), and 
the advent of the church at Pentecost (Acts 
2:1 – 4,16 – 21). Although the term “Holy Spirit” 
occurs only a few times in the OT (Ps 51:11; Isa 
63:10 – 11), his creative and redemptive activ-
ity associate the Spirit of God with the NT 
Holy Spirit.

1:3 God said. All of creation and each part of it 
begins with the Word of God as in John 1:1 – 4, 
which also connects creation with light (both 
spiritual and physical). John’s identification 
of the Word of God with  Jesus Christ (John 
1:14) draws out a doctrine that is not explicit 
in this text. Let there be light. Although God 
does not explicitly create light by using the 
terms “created,” “formed,” and “made” (as in 
the remainder of the six days), see Isa 45:7 for 
God creating light. and there was light. This 
response repeats the words of the command. 
Here, and throughout ch. 1 where the phrase, 
“there was” recurs, creation completely 
obeys God’s command.
1:4 God saw. This describes the notice God 
takes of his own acts, as well of those of 
others (1:10,12,18,21,25,31; 6:2,12; Jonah 3:10). 
The quality of the light being “good” im-
plies more than an aesthetic or moral judg-
ment. The creation is good (1:10,12,18,21,25) 
because its creator is good (Pss 34:8; 100:5; 
Jer 33:11; Nah 1:7; 1 Pet 2:3). It follows God’s 
plan exactly. he separated the light from the 
darkness. This characterizes the first three 
days of creation. Separating involves both 
distinguishing and purifying. God distin-
guishes between different items (here light 
and darkness) and thereby gives them an 
identity and integrity of their own. With light 
and darkness, the created order has daytime 
and nighttime.
1:5 called. This action repeatedly occurs in 
the accounts of creation (1:8,10; 2:19 – 20,23). 
“day.” Here, as elsewhere, the name given 
identifies the purpose of the object (or per-
son) so named even as the Creator God estab-
lishes its purpose by his authority. With light 
and darkness, this means that the day and 
night do not occur simultaneously, but in a 
sequence. Further, day does not intrude into 
night and vice versa. In this way time begins 
on the first day with “evening” (followed by 
night) and “morning” (followed by day). Time 
is logically the first element or dimension 
necessary for creating the world and for life 
to exist in it. The sun and moon are created 
on day four. first day. Or “day one.” The term 
can be used interchangeably with “first” to 
denote the initial element in an assumed se-
quence, especially a sequence denoting days 
(e.g., Ezra 3:6; 10:16 – 17; Neh 8:2; Hag 1:1). The 
Hebrew word for “day” can refer to a 24-hour 
period or a larger period of time. For example, 
Gen 2:4 uses the same Hebrew word for “day” 
when it refers to the “account” of the heav-
ens and the earth, that is, “on the day when 
they were created.” Thus, seven days become 
one day. On the other hand, the Hebrew word 
“day” often refers to a 24-hour period (e.g., 
7:11,13; 8:4 – 5,14).
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1:6 h Jer 10:12

1:7 i Job 38:8-11,  16; 
Ps 148:4

1:9 j Job 38:8-11; 
Ps 104:6-9; Pr 8:29; 
Jer 5:22; 2Pe 3:5

1:11 k Ps 65:9-13; 
104:14

1:14 l Ps 74:16 
m Jer 10:2 n Ps 104:19

1:16 o Ps 136:8 
p Ps 136:9 q Job 38:7,  
31-32; Ps 8:3; 
Isa 40:26

1:18 r Jer 33:20,  25

1:21 s Ps 104:25-26

1:22 t ver 28; Ge 8:17

1:25 u Jer 27:5

 6 And God said, “Let  there be a  vault h be tween the wa ters to sep a rate wa ter from wa-
ter.” 7 So God made the  vault and sep a rated the wa ter un der the  vault from the wa ter 
 above it. i And it was so. 8 God  called the  vault “sky.” And  there was eve ning, and  there 
was morn ing —  the sec ond  day.

 9 And God said, “Let the wa ter un der the sky be gath ered to one  place, j and let dry  ground 
ap pear.” And it was so. 10 God  called the dry  ground “land,” and the gath ered wa ters 
he  called “seas.” And God saw that it was  good.

    11 Then God said, “Let the land pro duce veg e ta tion: k seed-bear ing  plants and  trees 
on the land that bear  fruit with seed in it, ac cord ing to  their var i ous  kinds.” And it 
was so. 12 The land pro duced veg e ta tion:  plants bear ing seed ac cord ing to  their  kinds 
and  trees bear ing  fruit with seed in it ac cord ing to  their  kinds. And God saw that it 
was good. 13 And  there was eve ning, and  there was morn ing —  the  third  day.

 14 And God said, “Let  there be  lights l in the  vault of the sky to sep a rate the day from the 
 night, and let them  serve as  signs m to mark  sacred times, n and days and  years, 15 and 
let them be  lights in the  vault of the sky to give  light on the  earth.” And it was so. 
16 God made two  great  lights —  the greater  light to gov ern o the day and the lesser 
 light to gov ern p the  night. He also made the  stars. q 17 God set them in the  vault of the 
sky to give  light on the  earth, 18 to gov ern the day and the  night, r and to sep a rate  light 
from dark ness. And God saw that it was good. 19 And  there was eve ning, and  there was 
morn ing —  the  fourth  day.

 20 And God said, “Let the wa ter teem with liv ing crea tures, and let  birds fly  above the 
 earth  across the  vault of the sky.” 21 So God cre ated the  great crea tures of the sea and 
ev ery liv ing  thing with  which the wa ter  teems and that moves about in it, s ac cord ing 
to  their  kinds, and ev ery  winged bird ac cord ing to its kind. And God saw that it was 
good. 22 God  blessed them and said, “Be fruit ful and in crease in num ber and fill the 
wa ter in the seas, and let the  birds in crease on the  earth.” t 23 And  there was eve ning, 
and  there was morn ing —  the  fifth  day.

 24 And God said, “Let the land pro duce liv ing crea tures ac cord ing to  their  kinds: the live-
stock, the crea tures that move  along the  ground, and the wild an i mals, each ac-
cord ing to its kind.” And it was so. 25 God made the wild an i mals u ac cord ing to  their 
 kinds, the live stock ac cord ing to  their  kinds, and all the crea tures that move  along 
the  ground ac cord ing to  their  kinds. And God saw that it was  good.

1:6 vault. Has the root idea of a beaten metal 
plate; can also be translated “expanse” or 
“firmament.” The Hebrew noun customar-
ily carries the sense of the heavens or sky, 
where the sun, moon, and stars are found 
(vv. 14 – 17; Ps 19:1; Dan 12:3) and across which 
the birds fly (v. 20). The heavens also serve as 
the place where God lives (Ps 150:1) and as 
what lies above this world but beneath the 
divine throne (Ezek 1:22 – 26; 10:1). At the time 
Genesis was written, people thought the sky 
resembled a great dome or vault stretching 
from horizon to horizon.
1:7 separated. The act of separation on the 
second day is between “the water under 
the vault” and “the water above it.” While 
God will again address the water under the 
sky, the water above this vault will not recur 
until 7:11.
1:9 – 10 water under the sky . . . dry ground 
. . . “land” . . . “seas.” God creates the second 
(land) and third (seas) domains that will sup-
port life. gathered. The term emphasizes that 
the seas and dry ground are distinct. This re-
calls the destructive power of these waters to 
flood coastal towns and cities, and the limits 
that God has imposed. This boundary com-
pletes the three separate domains: sky, seas, 
and land. These are the three arenas in which 
movement and life take place.
1:11 – 13 These verses describe the last prepa-
rations for the coming of animal and human 
life. Producing the food that the living crea-
tures will consume (vv. 29 – 30) forms the fi-
nal element in the great landscape that the 
divine artist has created.
1:11 seed-bearing plants and trees . . . fruit 
with seed in it. God enables plant life to re-

produce. On the one hand, plants bear food 
not because people use the correct magic 
rituals to invoke gods of storm (e.g., Baal) 
and goddesses of fertility (e.g., Asherah). 
Rather, God creates food with its own power 
to reproduce within his world, so it does not 
run out. This envisions abundant food to 
provide for all the life that God creates (cf. 
the garden in chs. 2 – 3). according to their 
various kinds. This may refer either to each 
species, or “kind,” of plant reproducing in 
accordance with its parent plant (e.g., beans 
do not produce corn) or to “many kinds” of 
plants and trees (e.g., “many kinds” in Ezek 
47:10).
1:14 – 19 The creation of the sun, moon, and 
stars continues the theme of the first day 
(separating day from night), but here the pur-
pose is “to mark sacred times, and days and 
years” (v. 14). The emphasis now shifts from 
providing the background domains in which 
created things can move to filling these do-
mains. Thus, “fill” is not used for vegetation 
in vv. 11 – 13, but it appears in vv. 22,28 to de-
scribe the creation of animals and people. 
Beginning with the domain that is farthest 
away, God fills the sky with the sun, moon, 
and stars. A second purpose is to “give light 
on the earth” (v. 15).
1:16 two great lights. The sun and moon. The 
ancients worshiped the sun and moon as di-
vine, so this creation account distinguishes 
the God of the Bible as the one who created 
and controls the sun and moon.
1:17 set them in the vault of the sky to give 
light. A further manifestation of God’s sover-
eignty. He controls where they are and what 
they do. God —  not the sun and moon as 

gods —  is responsible for the days, months, 
and years.
1:20 – 23 It is only on the fifth day, after God 
produces the necessary backgrounds, that 
living creatures appear. The fifth day corre-
sponds to the sky and waters on the second 
day: God fills the sky with birds and the wa-
ters with fish.
1:20 teem. It points to a key element of this 
creation account: life is abundant and fills 
the world.
1:21 the great creatures of the sea. May refer 
to snakes (Exod 7:9 – 12) or sea monsters (Ps 
74:13; Isa 27:1). creatures. Plural in Hebrew, but 
the rest of ch. 1 collectively uses the Hebrew 
singular to identify entire groups: plant and 
tree (v. 11); living creature and bird (v. 20); 
domestic animal, creature that moves along 
the ground, and wild animal (v. 24). Perhaps 
“creatures” refers not to a large group but to 
a few specific animals such as large and more 
feared sea creatures. God creates them and 
has complete power over them. according to 
their kinds. As in vv. 11 – 12 (see note on v. 11), 
this can describe all kinds of creatures.
1:22 Be fruitful and increase. God creates life 
and wants it to fill the earth.
1:24 – 25 God creates land animals on the 
sixth day, which corresponds to dry land 
appearing on the third day. The animals 
fit in three categories: “the livestock, the 
creatures that move along the ground, and 
the wild animals” (v. 24). The first and third 
categories distinguish domestic and wild 
animals. The second group includes insects, 
reptiles, and other animals that remain close 
to the ground.
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1:26 v Ps 100:3 
w Ge 9:6; Jas 3:9 

x Ps 8:6-8

1:27 y 1Co 11:7 z Ge 5:2; 
Mt 19:4*; Mk 10:6*

1:28 a Ge 9:1,  7; 
Lev 26:9

1:29 b Ps 104:14

1:30 c Ps 104:14,  27; 
145:15

1:31 d Ps 104:24 
e 1Ti 4:4

2:2 f Ex 20:11; 31:17; 
Heb 4:4*

2:3 g Lev 23:3; 
Isa 58:13

    26 Then God said, “Let us v make man kind in our im age, w in our like ness, so that 
they may rule x over the fish in the sea and the  birds in the sky, over the live stock and 
all the wild an i mals, a and over all the crea tures that move  along the  ground.”

 27 So God created mankind in his own image, y

  in the image of God he created them;
  male and female z he created them.

    28 God  blessed them and said to them, “Be fruit ful and in crease in num ber; fill the 
 earth a and sub due it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the  birds in the sky and over 
ev ery liv ing crea ture that  moves on the  ground.”

    29 Then God said, “I give you ev ery seed-bear ing  plant on the face of the  whole 
 earth and ev ery tree that has  fruit with seed in it. They will be  yours for food. b 30 And 
to all the  beasts of the  earth and all the  birds in the sky and all the crea tures that 
move along the  ground —  ev ery thing that has the  breath of life in it —  I give ev ery 
 green  plant for food. c” And it was so.

    31 God saw all that he had made, d and it was very good. e And  there was eve ning, and 
 there was morn ing —  the  sixth  day.

2   Thus the heav ens and the  earth were com pleted in all  their vast  ar ray.

 2 By the sev enth day God had fin ished the work he had been do ing; so on the sev enth day 
he rested from all his work. f 3 Then God  blessed the sev enth day and made it holy, g 
be cause on it he rested from all the work of cre at ing that he had  done.

Adam and Eve
4 This is the ac count of the heav ens and the  earth when they were cre ated, when the 

Lord God made the  earth and the  heav ens.

1:26 – 27 This last act of God’s creative work 
is the climax.
1:26 us . . . our . . . our. “Us” portrays God de-
liberating in the midst of his court just as a 
king might have a court and discuss his plans 
among them (2 Kgs 22; Job 1 – 2; Ps 82; Isa 6). 
But “our” cannot be so easily explained in the 
context of the ancient world. No evidence 
exists for the creation of people in both the 
image of God and the image of his angels. 
Only the image of God appears in v. 27. It 
seems more likely that “us” and “our” im-
ply a greater complexity to God’s nature as 
already suggested by the Spirit of God (v. 2; 
see note on 11:7). mankind. Hebrew ʾādām. 
This is used in ch. 1 for the human species 
just as every other creature (except “the 
great creatures of the sea” in v. 21; see note 
there) created in ch. 1 appears in the Hebrew 
singular and describes a class of animals (e.g., 
“bird” translated “birds,” “wild animal” trans-
lated “wild animals”). In ch. 2, ʾādām appears 
with a definite article (“the man”) to describe 
the man placed in the garden. The personal 
name, Adam, has the same spelling. Ch. 1 
does not focus on a single male (see the par-
allel “male and female” in 1:27) nor even on 
the first couple, but it focuses on the whole 
human race. image . . . likeness. These are 
synonyms. Daniel 3:1 describes the statue of 
Nebuchadnezzar with the same Hebrew term 
for image; the statue represents the authority 
and power of the king and elicits obedience 
and worship from the multitude. Elsewhere 
in the ancient world, the same is true of this 
word “image,” which appears alongside “like-
ness.” A text from ancient Gozan contains 
both words, “image” and “likeness,” and 
translates them into Assyrian by using the 
same word, meaning “statue” or a symbol of 
authority. Thus, in this context to be made in 
the image of God means to rule over the life 
in the three domains that God created. This 

rulership is a stewardship. It is illustrated in 
ch. 2, where the man takes care of the gar-
den (2:15) and names the animals (2:20). In 
this context God placed humanity on earth 
to continue his rulership after he finished the 
work of creation. With the coming of  Jesus 
Christ as the perfect image of God (Col 1:15), 
Christians are re-created (2 Cor 5:17) and be-
come conformed to Christ as an expression 
of his image (Rom 8:29), with righteousness, 
holiness, and knowledge (Eph 4:24; Col 3:10).
1:28 Be fruitful . . . increase . . . fill. God also 
commanded the animals to do this (v. 22), so 
it represents the creaturely basis of human-
ity. subdue . . . Rule over. God commanded 
only humans to do this because only they are 
made in the image of God. The repetition of 
this idea (v. 26) underlines its importance.
1:29 – 30 God gives plants “for food” (v. 29) 
to sustain human and animal life. Vegetables 
and fruits form the foundation of the food 
chain for both herbivores and carnivores. 
Ch. 1 emphasizes abundant life; God provides 
abundant food, whose seeds guarantee that 
food will continue throughout the history of 
the world.
1:31 With the work of creation finished on the 
sixth day, all is now in perfect harmony with 
God’s will. The result is more than good; it is 
“very good.”

2:1 This verse concludes what the summary 
statement of 1:1 envisions. The same expres-
sions for the heavens and for the earth appear 
in both verses, now adding all the elements 
(“all their vast array”) that have been added 
since 1:1.
2:2 The creation “week” of seven days has 
been leading up to this point. The repeated 
phrases identifying the evening, morning, 
and ordinal number of each day finish and 
climax at “the seventh day.” God had finished 
the work. Of creation. It is a day of rest, not 

one of further creative work. finished. The 
same Hebrew verb as the passive form trans-
lated “were completed” in v. 1. rested. God 
does not require rest because he is tired; he 
chooses to stop working because his creation 
is complete. The Hebrew root of “rested” 
forms the noun “Sabbath,” and it carries the 
sense of stopping or ceasing.
2:3 made it holy. God’s rest on the seventh 
day makes it different from the other days of 
the week. Although the law requiring Israel to 
observe the Sabbath comes later, the week is 
built into creation from the beginning. The 
seventh day as a time of rest climaxes God’s 
work in ch. 1. All creation moves toward it. 
Both accounts of the Ten Commandments 
require Israel to observe the Sabbath (Exod 
20:8 – 11; Deut 5:12 – 15), and Exod 20:11 explic-
itly relates it to the seven days of creation and 
indeed to all special days and years in Israel’s 
sacred calendars. If the Sabbath is the climax 
of creation, it is also the goal of the redeemed 
community and cosmos (Heb 4:9 – 11). Re-
membering the Sabbath every week contrib-
utes to the idea that seven days, not months 
or years, describe the creation account.
2:4 – 25 Adam and Eve. The rest of ch. 2 re-
views all that happens with the creation of 
the man and his home, his tasks, and his 
companion. The account contrasts with ch. 1 
by focusing on the people rather than the 
cosmos.
2:4 This verse moves from the previous ac-
count and introduces the creation story of 
ch. 2. The creation of the heavens and the 
earth is explicitly described in 1:1 —  2:1, but 
the ongoing life of humanity in the world that 
God created begins its history in 2:4 and con-
tinues through the rest of Genesis.  account. 
This term that stands between the two cre-
ation accounts also introduces the family 
lines of Seth (5:1,3), of Noah (6:9), and of Shem 
(11:10), where it refers to a family history or 

a 26 Probable reading of the original Hebrew text (see Syriac); Masoretic Text the earth    
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2:7 j Ge 3:19 k Ps 103:14 
l Job 33:4 m Ac 17:25 
n 1Co 15:45*

2:8 o Ge 3:23,  24; 
Isa 51:3

2:9 p Ge 3:22,  24; 
Rev 2:7; 22:2,  14,  19 
q Eze 47:12

2:14 r Da 10:4

2:17 s Dt 30:15,  19; 
Ro 5:12; 6:23; Jas 1:15

2:18 t 1Co 11:9

5 Now no  shrub had yet ap peared on the  earth a and no  plant had yet  sprung up, h for the 
Lord God had not sent rain on the  earth i and  there was no one to work the  ground, 6 but 
 streams b came up from the  earth and wa tered the  whole sur face of the  ground. 7 Then the 
Lord God  formed a man c from the dust j of the  ground k and  breathed into his nos trils the 
 breath l of life, m and the man be came a liv ing  be ing. n

8 Now the Lord God had planted a gar den in the east, in Eden; o and  there he put the man 
he had  formed. 9 The Lord God made all  kinds of  trees grow out of the  ground —   trees that 
were pleas ing to the eye and good for food. In the mid dle of the gar den were the tree of 
life p and the tree of the knowl edge of good and  evil. q

10 A river wa ter ing the gar den  flowed from Eden; from  there it was sep a rated into four 
head wa ters. 11 The name of the  first is the Pi shon; it  winds  through the en tire land of Hav-
i lah,  where  there is gold. 12 (The gold of that land is good; ar o matic resin d and onyx are 
also  there.) 13 The name of the sec ond river is the Gi hon; it  winds  through the en tire land 
of Cush. e 14 The name of the  third river is the Ti gris; r it runs  along the east side of Ashur. 
And the  fourth river is the  Eu phra tes.

15 The Lord God took the man and put him in the Gar den of Eden to work it and take 
care of it. 16 And the Lord God com manded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in 
the gar den; 17 but you must not eat from the tree of the knowl edge of good and evil, for 
when you eat from it you will cer tainly  die.” s

18 The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be  alone. I will make a helper suit-
able for  him.” t

genealogy. The repetitive style of the seven 
days resembles the repetitive style of the 
genealogies. Thus, the story begins with the 
beginning of creation and God’s word (1:1 – 4), 
which connects it with all the family histories 
through Genesis. The word of God that cre-
ated the world continues in each generation 
and remains the same word down to the 
present. Lord. Translates the Hebrew name 
Yahweh, the personal and covenant name of 
God (“Jehovah” in the ASV). The Greek term 
for “Lord” translates this name in the earli-
est Greek translation of the OT. The meaning 
of Yahweh is unknown, but it sounds like a 
form of the verb “to be, become” (see Exod 
3:14 and note). God. ʾĕlōhîm, a title for deity 
(see note on 1:1) and the name of God used 
up to this point in Genesis. In ch. 1, ʾĕlōhîm 
emphasizes God’s power and majesty as the 
Creator of the universe. The rest of Genesis re-
tains that title but adds God’s personal name. 
“Lord” reflects the changed tone, which be-
comes more personal and is concerned with 
God’s relationship with the man and woman. 
the earth and the heavens. This reverses the 
order of “the heavens and the earth” as found 
in the beginning of the verse (see also 1:1; 2:1). 
It forms a “mirror” in Hebrew poetry in which 
the elements between the two references be-
come important. The two phrases repeat the 
same idea in the fashion of a poetic couplet: 
“when they were created, / when the Lord 
God made.” The first line uses “created,” the 
special verb applied only to God and appro-
priately emphasizing the cosmic creation of 
ch. 1 (where it occurs three times; it does not 
appear at all in the rest of chs. 2 – 4). The sec-
ond line focuses on God’s personal role in his 
relation to people, which ch. 2 emphasizes.
2:5 no shrub . . . no plant. Plants, essential for 
the life of animals and people (1:29 – 30), are 
not present because rain and humans are ab-
sent. This resembles ch. 1, which also begins 
with the absence of life and the material to 
sustain it (1:2).
2:6 streams. God provides water to create 
the food.

2:7 man . . . ground . . . life . . . living. Not only 
does the Hebrew for “man” (ʾādām) sound 
like the Hebrew for “ground” (ʾădāmâ), but 
the Hebrew for “life” (ḥayyîm) sounds like 
the Hebrew for “living” (ḥayyâ). This identi-
fies the two stages and components that 
construct the human person: the dirt of cre-
ation and the breath of God. The man is be-
tween the Lord God and the created world (Ps 
8:4 – 8); he is a ruler, yet he is under authority 
(Gen 1:26 – 28).
2:8 – 9 God creates a home for the man.
2:8 garden. A place for plants and thus food 
and work (v. 5). the east. The first of many 
hints in this chapter that the garden, as a 
sacred place where people meet with God, 
foreshadows the tabernacle and the Jerusa-
lem temple, which both face eastward. Eden. 
Often thought to mean paradise, it may mean 
well-watered, abundant in streams. there he 
put the man. God takes the initiative with the 
man and guides him throughout the chapter.
2:9 the tree of life. This appears again in 
Genesis only in 3:22, just before the couple 
are banished from Eden, and it recurs in Rev 
2:7; 22:2,14,19, where it heals all who come to 
it. the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil. This forms the center for the one com-
mand that the Lord God gives to the first 
couple (v. 17). “Good” and “evil” represent 
moral and ethical categories. God designed 
this tree to teach the man and woman the 
difference between right and wrong, but first 
they must learn this by obeying what he has 
commanded.
2:10 – 14 This section describes how much 
water was available in Eden and names the 
connected rivers. The Tigris and the Euphra-
tes Rivers are the best known. The name 
“Gihon” was also given to the underground 
spring beneath Jerusalem. It means “gusher” 
and could refer to another stream with this 
characteristic. “Cush” in the Bible is often 
connected with Africa but here may refer to 
an area in the Zagros Mountains east of the 
Tigris River, and thus east of Ashur, the name 
for the kingdom of Assyria. The Pishon River 

and land of Havilah are not otherwise known 
but may describe parts of central Saudi Ara-
bia where gold has been located as well as a 
prehistoric riverbed that can be traced to the 
confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates at the 
head of the Persian Gulf. This may be the site 
of Eden, but it is not so easy to understand 
how the water flows from it (rather than into 
it). These descriptions also look forward to 
another place where God meets his people: 
the temple in Jerusalem with its great “Sea” 
that holds the water in front of it (1 Kgs 
7:23 – 44), with the Gishon spring beneath 
it, and with much gold and precious stones, 
such as onyx, within it (1 Chr 29:2).
2:15 to work it and take care of it. Similar 
verbs describe the role of the priests and Le-
vites in the tabernacle and temple (e.g., Num 
3:7 – 8; 8:26). These verbs, however, can also 
be translated “serve” and “guard.” The man 
has a priestly role to protect the garden sanc-
tuary (Gen 1:26). When he fails to do this and 
is expelled from Eden, the task of guarding 
the garden is given to cherubim (3:24).
2:16 – 17 You are free to eat from any tree . . . 
but. In the Lord God’s first words to the man 
in ch. 2, he graciously supplies abundant food 
and the freedom to eat it. As is customary in 
Hebrew speech, this general offer is followed 
by a specific exception: “but you must not eat 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil.” The single forbidden tree contrasts with 
the many that are not forbidden. The reason 
for the prohibition is not explained. you will 
certainly die. This warning introduces death 
for the first time. If creation of life was “very 
good” (1:31) because it obeyed God perfectly, 
then the man’s disobedience can bring death, 
the opposite of the life that God has given so 
freely.
2:18 not good. The opposite of the good cre-
ation of ch. 1. helper. The Lord God seeks a 
“helper” for the man so that he is not alone. 
The Hebrew term (but as a verb) is found later 
in 49:25, where God “helps” (is a helper for) 
Israel.

a 5 Or land ; also in verse 6    b 6 Or mist    c 7 The Hebrew for man (adam) sounds like and may be related to the 
Hebrew for ground (adamah) ; it is also the name Adam (see verse 20).    d 12 Or good; pearls    e 13 Possibly southeast 
Mesopotamia    
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19 Now the Lord God had  formed out of the  ground all the wild an i mals u and all the 
 birds in the sky. He  brought them to the man to see what he  would name them; and what-
ever the man  called each liv ing crea ture, v that was its name. 20 So the man gave  names to 
all the live stock, the  birds in the sky and all the wild  an i mals.

But for Adam a no suit able helper was  found. 21 So the Lord God  caused the man to fall 
into a deep  sleep; and  while he was sleep ing, he took one of the  man’s ribs b and then  closed 
up the  place with  flesh. 22 Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib c w he had taken 
out of the man, and he  brought her to the  man.

23 The man  said,

  “This is now bone of my bones
  and flesh of my flesh; x

  she shall be called ‘woman,’
  for she was taken out of man.”

24 That is why a man  leaves his fa ther and mother and is united y to his wife, and they be-
come one  flesh. z

25 Adam and his wife were both na ked, a and they felt no  shame.

The Fall

3 Now the ser pent b was more  crafty than any of the wild an i mals the Lord God had 
made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in 

the  gar den’?”
2 The woman said to the ser pent, “We may eat  fruit from the  trees in the gar den, 3 but 

God did say, ‘You must not eat  fruit from the tree that is in the mid dle of the gar den, and 
you must not  touch it, or you will  die.’ ”

4 “You will not cer tainly die,” the ser pent said to the woman. c 5 “For God  knows that 
when you eat from it your eyes will be  opened, and you will be like God, d know ing good 
and  evil.”

6 When the woman saw that the  fruit of the tree was good for food and pleas ing to the 
eye, and also de sir able e for gain ing wis dom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some 

2:19 – 20 God’s search for a helper involves 
the man’s naming the animals. The man here 
discerns the purpose of the animals and so 
calls the creatures according to their role in 
creation. He exercises dominion over creation 
in general (see notes on 1:26,28).
2:22 rib. Always means “side” where it occurs 
elsewhere. As always, the Lord God initiates 
the action and takes from the man’s side 
so that the woman is in every way human 
(ʾādām; see 1:26; 2:7 and notes), just like the 
man.
2:23 bone of my bones. The man recognizes 
that the woman originates from himself. 
“woman” . . . man. Hebrew ʾiššâ . . . ʾiš. Like 
ʾādām (masculine word for humans and the 
man) and ʾădāmâ (feminine word for ground) 
in v. 7 that connect man with the ground (see 
note on v. 7), these words sound similar and 
connect man with woman.
2:24 why a man leaves his father and mother 
and is united to his wife. The physical cre-
ation of the woman by taking her from the 
man implies a natural relationship that is 
restored when the man and woman become 
“one flesh” by physically reuniting.
2:25 naked . . . felt no shame. The two a re in 
perfect harmony. There are no barriers and 
no shame from the absence of barriers. Ch. 2 
ends with harmony between God and cre-
ation, between God and the human couple, 
between the couple and creation, and be-
tween the man and the woman (cf. 3:7).

3:1 – 24 The Fall. Continuing the creation ac-
count, the biblical story recounts what went 
wrong with the perfect harmony of ch. 2 
and how sin changed everything so that the 

world has become the corrupted place that 
we know.
3:1 serpent. People in the ancient world 
considered snakes to be sources of long life, 
healing, and wisdom, but Israelites who were 
familiar with the food regulations of Leviticus 
would associate the serpent with unclean 
animals (Lev 11:42) and be suspicious. crafty. 
Hebrew ʿārûm. This rare Hebrew word, con-
sistent with the snake’s reputation for wis-
dom, sounds like the Hebrew for “naked” in 
2:25 (ʿămrûummîm). The wordplay suggests 
that the serpent’s craftiness will overturn the 
innocence symbolized by the couple’s naked-
ness. Did God really say . . . ? God invites the 
man to eat from “any tree” (2:16), but the 
serpent denies what God says by adding 
the word “not.” Such lies characterize the 
serpent’s speech (3:4). Genesis does not ex-
plicitly identify the serpent as Satan, but the 
NT describes the devil as “a liar and the father 
of lies” (John 8:44) and “that ancient serpent” 
(Rev 12:9; 20:2). If everything was “very good” 
in 1:31, then evil has now entered the world. 
The source of this evil is not given, but it ex-
isted before Adam and Eve disobeyed God. 
Something was already amiss in the world.
3:2 We may eat fruit from the trees. The 
woman correctly qualifies the serpent’s 
charge, but she diminishes God’s grace by 
not emphasizing that they are “free” to eat 
from “any” tree (2:16).
3:3 the tree that is in the middle of the gar-
den. She omits the name of the tree, which 
contains the rationale for not eating from it. 
you must not touch it. A statement that God 
apparently never made. The effect creates an 
arbitrary command (God just chose any tree) 

and trivializes the offense in contrast to the 
punishment (death for touching fruit!). God 
originally spoke this command only to the 
man. Although the man is present in this 
exchange (v. 6), the woman speaks. How did 
she know what God said? We are not told 
whether God told her directly or whether the 
man passed the words along to her. The re-
sult indicts both the man and the woman in 
this transgression.
3:4 You will not certainly die. The snake lies, 
again quoting God’s words (2:17) and placing 
a negative (“not”) in front of them (see 3:1 
and note).
3:5 God knows. Satan accuses God of selfish 
motives (cf. Job 1:9 – 11; 2:4 – 5). your eyes will 
be opened . . . knowing good and evil. This 
seems to coincide with the tree’s purpose. 
The man and woman both become aware 
of their nakedness (v. 7). But this knowledge 
does not exclude the punishment that God 
promised. So the serpent denies the sin’s 
punishment but glorifies its reward. The 
lure is to “be like God” in a manner differ-
ent from God’s intent. Ironically, the human 
couple have been made in the “image of God” 
(1:27). They are to be like God by ruling over 
the earth on his behalf. God has provided a 
way in the garden (through obedience) and 
will ultimately provide another way (through 
the sacrifice of Christ; see 2 Pet 1:4), but God’s 
way lacks the attractive false promise of the 
serpent’s seemingly easier way.
3:6 good. God created everything “good” (ch. 1).  
All the food in the garden was good, but 
the woman thought only of this food and 
made what God had said was not good (to 
eat) into something that seemed good.   

a 20 Or the man    b 21 Or took part of the man’s side    c 22 Or part    
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to her hus band, who was with her, and he ate it. f 7 Then the eyes of both of them were 
 opened, and they re al ized they were na ked; so they  sewed fig  leaves to gether and made 
cov er ings for  them selves.

8 Then the man and his wife  heard the  sound of the Lord God as he was walk ing g in 
the gar den in the cool of the day, and they hid h from the Lord God  among the  trees of the 
gar den. 9 But the Lord God  called to the man, “Where are  you?”

10 He an swered, “I  heard you in the gar den, and I was  afraid be cause I was na ked; so I 
 hid.”

11 And he said, “Who told you that you were na ked? Have you eaten from the tree that I 
com manded you not to eat  from?”

12 The man said, “The woman you put here with me —  she gave me some  fruit from the 
tree, and I ate it.”

13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have  done?”
The woman said, “The ser pent de ceived me, i and I  ate.”
14 So the Lord God said to the ser pent, “Be cause you have done  this,

  “Cursed j are you above all livestock
  and all wild animals!
  You will crawl on your belly
  and you will eat dust k

  all the days of your life.
 15 And I will put enmity
  between you and the woman,
  and between your offspring a l and hers; m

  he will crush b your head, n

  and you will strike his heel.”

16 To the woman he  said,

  “I will make your pains in childbearing very severe;
  with painful labor you will give birth to children.
  Your desire will be for your husband,
  and he will rule over you. o”

17 To Adam he said, “Be cause you lis tened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree  about 
 which I com manded you, ‘You must not eat from it,’

pleasing. The Hebrew word also occurs in 
Num 11:4, where the Israelites “crave” meat, 
rebel, and are judged. desirable. The Hebrew 
root for “covet” (ḥāmad). The same form ap-
pears in the Ten Commandments (Exod 20:17: 
Deut 5:21), where God also forbids desiring 
what is not yours. saw . . . took . . . ate . . . gave 
. . . he ate. The rapid-fire series of verbs sug-
gests that everything happens quickly, so 
that the couple do not consider the conse-
quences. By failing to rule over the serpent, 
the human couple betray God and permit evil 
to enter the garden.
3:7 realized they were naked. Their naked-
ness symbolizes their innocence (2:25), but 
now they have lost that innocence. So the 
first barrier is set up, symbolized by the fig 
leaves that separate them from each other, 
from the garden, and from God. The harmony 
has been lost.
3:8 the cool of the day. The evening (when 
the heat of the sun and the cool of the com-
ing darkness create currents of wind). they 
hid. Their sin separates them from God.
3:9 the Lord God called to the man. The man 
is addressed first.
3:10 I was afraid. The man confesses his fear 
due to the shame of nakedness.
3:11 Who told you . . . ? God is not ignorant but 
elicits open and honest confession so he can 
address the sin. A major theme of the Bible 
is that although people sin, God seeks them 
out in order to bring them to repentance. 

 Ultimately,  Jesus “came to seek and to save 
the lost” (Luke 19:10).
3:12 – 13 Instead of admitting their own guilt 
and responsibility, the man blames the 
woman, and the woman blames the serpent.
3:14 God said. God first addresses the ser-
pent, who spoke first. Cursed. Among living 
creatures, only the serpent is cursed. crawl. 
Whatever the serpent may have been before 
this moment, he would now crawl. Falling 
down on one’s stomach is an act of self-hu-
miliation before a king or leader. Under the 
laws of Leviticus, crawling animals were des-
ignated as ritually unclean (Lev 11:42). dust. 
Symbolizes humiliation (18:27; Job 30:19; 42:6; 
Ps 72:9; Isa 49:23; 65:25; Mic 7:17).
3:15 “Enmity.” Extends beyond the woman 
and the snake to all future generations. 
your offspring and hers. Or “your seed and 
her seed” (see NIV text note). It is rare to re-
fer to a woman’s “seed.” Genesis traces the 
line of seed from the woman (4:25). crush 
. . . strike. These words translate the same 
Hebrew verb. The snake’s attack at the heel 
of the woman is painful but not necessarily 
mortal, but the same action by the woman 
and her seed against the snake’s head will 
be mortal. This promise anticipates Rev 12 
(especially 12:9) and the victory in Rev 19 – 20 
(especially 20:2), where the dragon, “that 
ancient serpent,” represents Satan, and the 
woman represents the mother of  Jesus, who 
is her seed.  Jesus’ death and resurrection se-

cures the final victory over Satan and death. 
His victory begins with his coming into the 
world at the incarnation (John 1:1 – 14) and 
will culminate when he returns. In Christian 
history, v. 15 has been called the Protoevange-
lium, the first announcement of the gospel. 
At both the beginning and the end, the Bible 
pictures Satan as a snake or dragon at war 
with God for the dominion of the earth and 
the human race.
3:16 make your pains in childbearing very se-
vere. The Hebrew word for “pains” is identi-
cal to the “painful toil” assigned to the man 
in v. 17. desire. The Hebrew occurs elsewhere 
only in Song 7:10 and in Gen 4:7, which says 
that sin “desires” to control Cain but that Cain 
“must rule over it.” That verse uses the same 
language as here and describes a struggle 
between sin and Cain. Here there is a break-
down in the original harmonious relationship 
between the man and the woman. Ideals such 
as care for one another (1 Pet 3:5 – 8) give way 
to conflict. As the NT suggests, this is not ir-
reversible. The love that Song 7:10 suggests 
(“his desire is for me”) can be restored. The 
reconciliation that  Jesus Christ brought to the 
world by the forgiveness of sins (2 Cor 5:19) 
can restore the ideal harmony of the relation-
ship that existed between the man and the 
woman before the fall.
3:17 Because you listened to your wife. The 
man followed his wife rather than God in this 
instance. 1 Tim 2:14 states that the woman 

a 15 Or seed    b 15 Or strike    
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3:17 p Ge 5:29; 
Ro 8:20-22 q Job 5:7; 

14:1; Ecc 2:23

3:18 r Ps 104:14

3:19 s 2Th 3:10 
t Ge 2:7; Ps 90:3; 
104:29; Ecc 12:7

3:22 u Rev 22:14

3:23 v Ge 2:8 w Ge 4:2

3:24 x Ex 25:18-22 
y Ps 104:4 z Ge 2:9

4:2 a Lk 11:51

4:3 b Nu 18:12

4:4 c Lev 3:16 
d Ex 13:2,  12 e Heb 11:4

4:7 f Nu 32:23 
g Ro 6:16

4:8 h Mt 23:35; 
1Jn 3:12

  “Cursed p is the ground because of you;
  through painful toil you will eat food from it
  all the days of your life. q

 18 It will produce thorns and thistles for you,
  and you will eat the plants of the field. r

 19 By the sweat of your brow
  you will eat your food s

  until you return to the ground,
  since from it you were taken;
  for dust you are
  and to dust you will return.” t

20 Adam a  named his wife Eve, b be cause she  would be come the mother of all the  liv ing.
21 The Lord God made gar ments of skin for Adam and his wife and  clothed them. 22 And 

the Lord God said, “The man has now be come like one of us, know ing good and evil. He 
must not be al lowed to  reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life u and eat, 
and live for ever.” 23 So the Lord God ban ished him from the Gar den of Eden v to work the 
 ground w from  which he had been taken. 24 Af ter he  drove the man out, he  placed on the 
east side c of the Gar den of Eden cher u bim x and a flam ing  sword y flash ing back and  forth 
to  guard the way to the tree of  life. z

Cain and Abel

4 Adam a made love to his wife Eve, and she be came preg nant and gave  birth to Cain. d 
She said, “With the help of the Lord I have  brought  forth e a man.” 2 Later she gave 

 birth to his brother  Abel. a

Now Abel kept  flocks, and Cain  worked the soil. 3 In the  course of time Cain  brought 
some of the  fruits of the soil as an of fer ing to the Lord. b 4 And Abel also  brought an of fer-
ing —  fat por tions c from some of the first born of his  flock. d The Lord  looked with fa vor 
on Abel and his of fer ing, e 5 but on Cain and his of fer ing he did not look with fa vor. So Cain 
was very an gry, and his face was  down cast.

6 Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are you an gry? Why is your face down cast? 7 If you do 
what is  right, will you not be ac cepted? But if you do not do what is  right, sin is crouch ing 
at your door; f it de sires to have you, but you must rule over it. g”

8 Now Cain said to his brother Abel, “Let’s go out to the  field.” f  While they were in the 
 field, Cain at tacked his brother Abel and  killed  him. h

was deceived, but not the man. Cursed. God 
does not curse the man or woman, but he 
does curse the snake (v. 14) and the ground 
(here). The man (Hebrew ʾādām) and the 
ground (Hebrew ʾădāmâ) are connected by 
more than similar sound (see 2:7 and note). 
The cursed ground is no longer in harmony 
with the man; it does not respond to his de-
sire for food with immediate abundance. Out-
side the garden, the man and woman will in 
the future “eat the plants of the field” (v. 18), 
where “thorns and thistles” (v. 18) threaten 
to destroy food and require toil. painful toil. 
Uses the same Hebrew noun as in v. 16 (see 
note there) and includes the accompanying 
frustration and difficulty of bringing forth a 
harvest.
3:19 return to the ground. The result of physi-
cal death (cf. 2:7). Spiritual death began with 
the sin of v. 6 (1 Cor 15:22). These judgments 
on the woman and the man describe how life 
will be. The world has changed because of 
sin. While humans rightly do what they can 
to ameliorate the tragic consequences of the 
fall, ultimately it is God who will create a new 
heavens and a new earth (see 1:1 and note).
3:20 Adam names the woman after hearing 
God’s judgment against her (v. 16). Eve. The 
name (Hebrew ḥawwâ) suggests the woman’s 
unique role since it sounds like the Hebrew 
word that means to “give life” (Hebrew ḥawâ).

3:21 garments of skin. They protect Adam and 
Eve in the harsh world outside the garden. 
They also mark a separation and shame that 
the loss of innocence has brought. God had to 
kill some of the animals he created to make 
these garments. Although this text does not 
mention forgiveness or blood, as do Levitical 
texts (e.g., Lev 17:11; see Heb 9:22), it is under-
standable that many find here an anticipation 
of animal sacrifices for the forgiveness of sins 
(Lev 1; 3 – 7) and even of Christ’s sacrifice on 
the cross.
3:22 The man has now become like one of us. 
This affirms what the serpent predicted (v. 5). 
tree of life. God judges the couple with death 
and banishes them from the garden, denying 
them access to the tree of life, a blessing that 
God’s people receive again in the new cre-
ation (cf. 2:9; Rev 2:7; 22:2,14,19).
3:23 banished. The sin’s punishment includes 
removal from God’s presence. Thus, sin dis-
rupts the harmony of all parts of creation: 
between the ground and people, between 
one person and another, and between God 
and people. The couple forfeit their special 
relationship with God.
3:24 east side . . . cherubim. This final scene 
further associates Eden with the later taber-
nacle and temple, which faced east and con-
tained cherubim. sword. It points in every 
direction so that there is no way to enter the 

garden. By guarding the garden, the cheru-
bim take on the role that previously had been 
delegated to the man (2:15).

4:1 – 26 Cain and Abel. The sin that Adam and 
Eve brought into the world passes on to their 
son Cain. In ch. 4 it leads to envy and violence 
that results in the murder of one brother by 
another. As the generations progress, the 
violence escalates so that Lamech, the last in 
Cain’s line, commits murder to be avenged 11 
times more than his ancestor, Cain.
4:2 Abel. Hebrew hebel, meaning “breath” or 
what passes away without leaving anything 
significant. It is a commentary on the short 
life of Abel and his lack of children and heirs.
4:3 – 5 If there is any hint as to the reason 
the Lord prefers Abel’s sacrifice over Cain’s, 
it may be that Abel offers the “fat portions” 
(v. 4), considered the best part of animals (Lev 
3:16 – 17) from the “firstborn” (v. 4). Cain offers 
“some of the fruits of the soil” (v. 3), with no 
reference to their quality. Heb 11:4 attests to 
Abel’s faith.
4:7 sin. Named here for the first time in the 
Bible, it is personified as someone lying in 
wait for Cain. it desires to have you, but you 
must rule over it. A conflict of wills, just as 
in 3:16, where the same words and structure 
appear.
4:8 Sin escalates to one brother murdering 

a 20,1 Or The man    b 20 Eve probably means living.    c 24 Or placed in front    d 1 Cain sounds like the Hebrew for 
brought forth or acquired.    e 1 Or have acquired    f 8 Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac; Masoretic 
Text does not have “Let’s go out to the field.”    
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4:10 i Ge 9:5; 
Nu 35:33; Heb 12:24; 
Rev 6:9-10

4:14 j 2Ki 17:18; 
Ps 51:11; 139:7-12; 
Jer 7:15; 52:3 k Ge 9:6; 
Nu 35:19,  21,  27,  33

4:15 l Eze 9:4,  6 
m ver 24; Ps 79:12

4:16 n Ge 2:8

4:17 o Ps 49:11

9 Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where is your brother  Abel?”
“I  don’t know,” he re plied. “Am I my broth er’s  keeper?”
10 The Lord said, “What have you done? Lis ten! Your broth er’s  blood  cries out to me 

from the  ground. i 11 Now you are un der a  curse and driven from the  ground,  which  opened 
its  mouth to re ceive your broth er’s  blood from your hand. 12 When you work the  ground, it 
will no lon ger  yield its  crops for you. You will be a rest less wan derer on the  earth.”

13 Cain said to the Lord, “My pun ish ment is more than I can bear. 14 To day you are driv-
ing me from the land, and I will be hid den from your pres ence; j I will be a rest less wan-
derer on the  earth, and who ever  finds me will kill me.” k

15 But the Lord said to him, “Not so a; any one who  kills Cain l will suf fer ven geance seven 
 times over. m” Then the Lord put a mark on Cain so that no one who  found him  would kill 
him. 16 So Cain went out from the Lord’s pres ence and  lived in the land of Nod, b east of 
 Eden. n

17 Cain made love to his wife, and she be came preg nant and gave  birth to  Enoch. Cain 
was then build ing a city, and he  named it af ter his son o  Enoch. 18 To  Enoch was born Irad, 
and Irad was the fa ther of Me hu jael, and Me hu jael was the fa ther of Me thu shael, and Me-
thu shael was the fa ther of  La mech.

19 La mech mar ried two women, one  named Adah and the other Zil lah. 20 Adah gave  birth 
to Ja bal; he was the fa ther of  those who live in  tents and  raise live stock. 21 His broth er’s 
name was Ju bal; he was the fa ther of all who play  stringed in stru ments and  pipes. 22 Zil lah 
also had a son, Tu bal-Cain, who  forged all  kinds of  tools out of c  bronze and iron. Tu bal- 
Cain’s sis ter was  Na a mah.

another. This first violent act between two 
people anticipates the increase in violence in 
Cain’s line (vv. 23 – 24) and the violence that 
brings the flood in judgment (6:11 – 13).
4:9 Am I my brother’s keeper? Cain’s cal-
lous and deceptive response contrasts with 
Adam and Eve’s naive and evasive responses 
(3:10 – 13).
4:10 blood cries out . . . from the ground. 
The shedding of innocent blood pollutes the 
ground (Num 35:33 – 34). cries out. Abel rep-
resents the first of a long line of faithful peo-
ple who die and cry out for vengeance (Matt 
23:35; Luke 11:51); in contrast,  Jesus’ innocent 
blood provides mercy (Heb 12:24).
4:11 under a curse. The Lord curses Cain in 
relation to the ground (Deut 27:24). driven 
from the ground. Cain has polluted the land 
and cannot remain there. Adam and Eve were 
driven from the garden; Cain is driven from 
all “ground.”
4:12,14 restless wanderer. Cain must be on 
the move and leave nothing that will last.

4:12 it will no longer yield its crops. Cain 
works the ground (v. 2), so this punishment 
deprives him of his livelihood (v. 13).
4:14 whoever finds me will kill me. The pen-
alty for murdering the innocent is death (Deut 
19:11 – 13).
4:15 mark. The text does not say what the 
mark is, but it is readily visible and enables 
anyone to see that God marked Cain for his 
safety (see Ezek 9:4 for another protective 
mark).
4:16 Nod. Means “wandering,” from the same 
Hebrew root in “restless wanderer” (vv. 12,14).
4:17 – 18 Cain . . . Enoch . . . Irad . . . Mehujael . . . 
Methushael . . . Lamech. Together with Adam 
the genealogy of seven generations sym-
bolizes the completion of the line. As seven 
symbolizes completeness, here it leads to a 
completeness of violence in Lamech’s poem 
in vv. 23 – 24.
4:17 wife. Perhaps Cain’s sister. city. Could be 
any settlement.
4:18 Enoch . . . Irad. May be related to Erech 

and Eridu, two of the earliest cities in the 
south of ancient Mesopotamia (modern 
Iraq).
4:19 married two women. Genesis often 
mentions polygamy, which tends to end 
badly for those involved. Adah . . . Zillah. 
Could mean “ornament” and “cymbal,” sug-
gesting the cultural activities in this family 
history.
4:20 – 22 tents . . . livestock . . . stringed in-
struments and pipes . . . tools . . . bronze and 
iron. In ancient Mesopotamian lore, there 
were a group of sages, one for each genera-
tion of kings in the age before the flood. They 
introduce major aspects of human culture. 
The Bible teaches that these inventors came 
from the line of Cain. Although their work 
could be used for good, in this case it seems 
to have led to greater violence.
4:22 Tubal-Cain. Like his ancestor Cain, his 
name means “metal-smith,” another aspect 
of civilization (see note on vv. 20 – 22).

a 15 Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac; Hebrew Very well    b 16 Nod means wandering (see verses 12 and 14).    c 22 Or who 
instructed all who work in    

Two cherubs guarding a sacred tree, ca. 1400 BC, Cyprus. The author of Genesis uses similar imagery 
in Gen 3:24.

Z. Radovan/www.BibleLandPictures.com
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4:23 p Ex 20:13; 
Lev 19:18

4:24 q Dt 32:35 r ver 15

4:25 s Ge 5:3 t ver 8

4:26 u Ge 12:8; 
1Ki 18:24; Ps 116:17; 
Joel 2:32; Zep 3:9; 

Ac 2:21; 1Co 1:2

5:1 v Ge 1:27; 
Eph 4:24; Col 3:10

5:2 w Ge 1:27; Mt 19:4; 
Mk 10:6; Gal 3:28

5:3 x Ge 1:26; 
1Co 15:49

5:5 y Ge 3:19

5:18 z Jude 1:14

5:22 a ver 24; Ge 6:9; 
17:1; 48:15; Mic 6:8; 

Mal 2:6

23 La mech said to his  wives,

  “Adah and Zillah, listen to me;
  wives of Lamech, hear my words.
  I have killed p a man for wounding me,
  a young man for injuring me.
 24 If Cain is avenged q seven times, r

  then Lamech seventy-seven times.”

25 Adam made love to his wife  again, and she gave  birth to a son and  named him Seth, a s 
say ing, “God has granted me an other  child in  place of Abel,  since Cain  killed him.” t 26 Seth 
also had a son, and he  named him  Enosh.

At that time peo ple be gan to call on b the name of the  Lord. u

From Adam to Noah

5 This is the writ ten ac count of  Adam’s fam ily  line.

When God cre ated man kind, he made them in the like ness of God. v 2 He cre ated them 
male and fe male w and  blessed them. And he named them “Man kind” c when they were 
created.

3 When Adam had  lived 130  years, he had a son in his own like ness, in his own im age; x 
and he  named him Seth. 4 Af ter Seth was born, Adam  lived 800  years and had other sons 
and daugh ters. 5 Al to gether, Adam  lived a to tal of 930  years, and then he  died. y

6 When Seth had  lived 105  years, he be came the fa ther d of  Enosh. 7 Af ter he be came the 
fa ther of  Enosh, Seth  lived 807  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 8 Al to gether, Seth 
 lived a to tal of 912  years, and then he  died.

9 When  Enosh had  lived 90  years, he be came the fa ther of Ke nan. 10 Af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Ke nan,  Enosh  lived 815  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 11 Al to gether, 
 Enosh  lived a to tal of 905  years, and then he  died.

12 When Ke nan had  lived 70  years, he be came the fa ther of Ma ha la lel. 13 Af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Ma ha la lel, Ke nan  lived 840  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 14 Al to-
gether, Ke nan  lived a to tal of 910  years, and then he  died.

15 When Ma ha la lel had  lived 65  years, he be came the fa ther of Ja red. 16 Af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Ja red, Ma ha la lel  lived 830  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 17 Al to-
gether, Ma ha la lel  lived a to tal of 895  years, and then he  died.

18 When Ja red had  lived 162  years, he be came the fa ther of  Enoch. z 19 Af ter he be came 
the fa ther of  Enoch, Ja red  lived 800  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 20 Al to gether, 
Ja red  lived a to tal of 962  years, and then he  died.

21 When  Enoch had  lived 65  years, he be came the fa ther of Me thu se lah. 22 Af ter he be-
came the fa ther of Me thu se lah,  Enoch  walked faith fully with God a 300  years and had other 

4:23 killed a man for wounding me. This is 
not the later “eye for eye” of the law (Exod 
21:23 – 25; Lev 24:20; Deut 19:21 – 22) but is in-
citing violence.
4:24 seventy-seven times. The anger is 
spelled out. As God promised sevenfold ven-
geance for any who tried to kill Cain (v. 15), 
Lamech’s arrogance increases the vengeance 
another ten times in addition to the first 
seven. Cf. Matt 18:22, where  Jesus transforms 
vengeance into forgiveness and uses the 
same number for how many times one must 
forgive.
4:25 Seth. The word sounds like the Hebrew 
of “granted” in the phrase “granted me an-
other child in place of Abel.” In chs. 4 – 5, two 
lines of descendants are contrasted —  one 
negative, the other positive. One is associ-
ated with violence, which links with the rea-
son for the flood. The other leads to Noah. 
The positive comments associated with 
the birth of Seth —  another seed in place of 
Abel —  suggest some connection with the 
seed of the woman (see 3:15 and note).

4:26 Enosh. Hebrew for “man,” similar to a 
meaning of Adam. God provides a new line 
of hope. call on the name of the Lord. An 
expression used elsewhere for prayer (12:8; 
26:25; 1 Kgs 18:24; 2 Kgs 5:11; Joel 2:32).

5:1 – 32 From Adam to Noah. In contrast 
with the line of Cain (4:17 – 24), the regular-
ity of Seth’s line, its positive notes of God’s 
blessing —  Enoch (vv. 21 – 24) and Lamech 
(vv. 28 – 31) —  and its extension beyond the 
seventh generation to Noah identify this as 
the line of hope.
5:1 account. See note on 2:4. These headings 
structure Genesis (2:4; here; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10,27; 
25:12,19; 36:1,9; 37:2). the likeness of God. 
This reaffirms the presence of God’s image 
in humanity (see 1:26 – 28 and note on 1:26), 
despite the sin that has taken place since 
humanity’s creation. It anticipates 9:6, which 
expands the sense of the image of God.
5:2 – 3 Mankind . . . Adam. “Mankind” and 
“Adam” translate the same Hebrew word 
(ʾādām). See note on 1:26.

5:5 930 years. Adam’s life span and the life 
spans of others mentioned in this line far 
exceed today’s human life span. Whether 
the long life spans are literal or serve a liter-
ary purpose, or both, the life spans of Enoch 
and Lamech may be symbolic (see notes on 
vv. 23,31). The ten names in this genealogy 
may suggest a selection of the line as in 
ch. 11 (cf. Luke 3:36, where the name Cainan is 
added to the line in Gen 11). Three kings listed 
in the Sumerian King List as ruling before the 
flood have reigns that add up to 72,000 years, 
and thus exaggerate these numbers. The con-
nection with the line of hope (and not with 
Cain’s line) suggests that God’s blessing was 
on this line.
5:9 Kenan. Means “little Cain.”
5:12 Mahalalel. Means “praising God.”
5:15 Jared. Means “(God) has descended (from 
heaven).” This name given at birth may con-
fess God’s aid in a safe delivery.
5:18 Enoch. Means “dedicate; dedication.”
5:21 Methuselah. Means perhaps “man/devo-
tee of the spear/missile.”

a 25 Seth probably means granted.    b 26 Or to proclaim    c 2 Hebrew adam    d 6 Father may mean ancestor; also 
in verses 7-26.    
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5:24 b ver 22 c 2Ki 2:1,  
11; Heb 11:5

5:29 d Ge 3:17; 
Ro 8:20

6:1 e Ge 1:28

6:3 f Isa 57:16 
g Ps 78:39

6:4 h Nu 13:33

6:5 i Ge 8:21; Ps 14:1-3

6:6 j 1Sa 15:11,  35; 
Isa 63:10

sons and daugh ters. 23 Al to gether,  Enoch  lived 
a to tal of 365  years. 24 Enoch  walked faith fully 
with God; b then he was no more, be cause God 
took him  away. c

25 When Me thu se lah had  lived 187  years, he 
be came the fa ther of La mech. 26 Af ter he be-
came the fa ther of La mech, Me thu se lah  lived 
782  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 
27 Al to gether, Me thu se lah  lived a to tal of 969 
 years, and then he  died.

28 When La mech had  lived 182  years, he had 
a son. 29 He  named him Noah a and said, “He 
will com fort us in the la bor and pain ful toil of 
our  hands  caused by the  ground the Lord has 
 cursed. d” 30 Af ter Noah was born, La mech  lived 
595  years and had other sons and daugh ters. 
31 Al to gether, La mech  lived a to tal of 777  years, 
and then he  died.

32 Af ter Noah was 500  years old, he be came 
the fa ther of Shem, Ham and  Ja pheth.

Wickedness in the World

6 When hu man be ings be gan to in crease in 
num ber on the  earth e and daugh ters were 

born to them, 2 the sons of God saw that the 
daugh ters of hu mans were beau ti ful, and they 
mar ried any of them they  chose. 3 Then the 
Lord said, “My Spirit will not con tend with b hu-
mans for ever, f for they are mor tal c; g  their days 
will be a hun dred and twenty  years.”

4 The Neph i lim h were on the  earth in  those 
days —  and also af ter ward —  when the sons of 
God went to the daugh ters of hu mans and had 
chil dren by them. They were the he roes of old, 
men of  re nown.

5 The Lord saw how  great the wick ed ness of the hu man race had be come on the  earth, 
and that ev ery in cli na tion of the  thoughts of the hu man  heart was only evil all the time. i 
6 The Lord re gret ted j that he had made hu man be ings on the  earth, and his  heart was 
deeply trou bled. 7 So the Lord said, “I will wipe from the face of the  earth the hu man race 
I have cre ated —  and with them the an i mals, the  birds and the crea tures that move  along 

5:23 365 years. There are also 365 days in a 
 solar year. Enoch became famous for his 
faithfulness to God and as one who knew 
much about God (Jude 14 – 15).
5:24 God took him. The seventh from Adam 
does not die like the others (cf. the sev-
enth day of creation [2:2 – 3], which does 
not end like the other six days). Enoch’s 
acceptance by God gives hope to his con-
temporaries as well as those who read this 
account.
5:25 Lamech. Meaning unknown. Like the 
Lamech of Cain’s line, this Lamech brings 
the genealogy to an end with a statement. 
Whereas Cain’s Lamech looks backward and 
stresses vengeance and violence (4:23 – 24), 
this Lamech looks forward to one who will 
bring “comfort” (5:29), which in Hebrew 
sounds like “Noah.”
5:27 969 years. Methuselah, the longest liv-
ing person in the Bible, dies in the year of 
the flood (see 5:25,28; 7:6, where 187 + 182 + 
600 = 969).
5:31 777 years. This lifespan, composed of the 
number “7,” symbolizes a perfect and com-
plete number of years.

6:1 – 8 Wickedness in the World. Violence con-
tinues to grow (cf. ch. 4) and leads to contin-
ual thoughts and acts of evil that bring God’s 
judgment on the world.
6:1 increase. Humans continue to “increase in 
number” as God commanded (1:28), but they 
are corrupt.
6:2 sons of God. Four options explain this 
phrase: (1) They are angels. This is what the 
phrase refers to elsewhere in the OT (see Job 
1:6; 2:1; 38:7 and NIV text notes; cf. Pss 29:1; 
89:6) except for a related expression in Hos 
1:10. Mark 12:25 may suggest that angels do 
not marry, but Mark 12 refers to angels who 
are in heaven fulfilling their roles, not in a 
fallen state. (Compare 2 Pet 2:4 – 5, Jude 5 – 6, 
and the tradition of these angels as “Watch-
ers” in some strands of Judaism.) (2) They are 
sons of Cain. But given how ch. 4 describes 
them, it is surprising that they would be 
called “sons of God.” (3) They are sons of Seth. 
(4) They are otherwise unknown kings. But 
why call them “sons of God”? Some commen-
tators combine two or more explanations.
6:3 a hundred and twenty years. God limits 

the life span of humans because of their in-
creasing sin and increasing numbers so that 
they cannot do more violence. If Abraham 
lived 175 years (25:7) and Isaac lived 180 years 
(35:28), how can this statement be true? Ei-
ther it describes the number of years remain-
ing to the flood and the destruction of all of 
that sinful generation or it is a general obser-
vation about human life spans (and not true 
in every case).
6:4 Nephilim. The Hebrew word means 
“fallen ones.” They also appear much later 
(Num 13:33). They are not an ethnic group but 
a social group of warriors, usually past “he-
roes” of legendary power. Here they illustrate 
the extent of violence in the world.
6:5 This concisely describes total depravity, 
which continues after the flood (8:21).
6:6 regretted. Does sin cause God to change 
his mind? Elsewhere the answer is no (Mal 3:6; 
Heb 6:17; Jas 1:17). Yet some passages suggest 
the opposite (1 Sam 15:11 [but see v. 29]; Jonah 
3:10). God is involved personally with human-
ity. While his final purpose for humanity does 
not change, his means to carry that purpose 
forward may.

a 29 Noah sounds like the Hebrew for comfort.    b 3 Or My spirit will not remain in    c 3 Or corrupt    

Sumerian King List, ca. 1800 BC, records 
kings who reigned tens of thousands of 
years “Before the Flood.” Gen 5 also records 
ancient ancestors.

Sumerian King List giving rulers from ‘before the Flood’ 
to King Sin-magir of Isin (ca.1827 – 17 BC) inscribed in 
cuneiform script, probably from Larsa, Iraq, Sumerian/
Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford, UK/
Bridgeman Images
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6:8 k Ge 19:19; 
Ex 33:12,  13,  17; 

Lk 1:30; Ac 7:46

6:9 l Ge 7:1; Eze 14:14,  
20; Heb 11:7; 2Pe 2:5 

m Ge 5:22

6:10 n Ge 5:32

6:11 o Eze 7:23; 8:17

6:12 p Ps 14:1-3

6:13 q ver 17; Eze 7:2-3

6:14 r Heb 11:7; 
1Pe 3:20 s Ex 2:3

6:17 t Ge 7:4,  21-23; 
2Pe 2:5

6:18 u Ge 9:9-16 
v Ge 7:1,  7,  13

6:20 w Ge 7:15

6:22 x Ge 7:5,  9,  16

7:1 y Mt 24:38 
z Ge 6:9; Eze 14:14

7:2 a ver 8; Ge 8:20; 
Lev 10:10; 11:1-47

7:5 b Ge 6:22

the  ground —  for I re gret that I have made them.” 8 But Noah  found fa vor in the eyes of 
the  Lord. k

Noah and the Flood
9 This is the ac count of Noah and his  fam ily.

Noah was a righ teous man, blame less  among the peo ple of his time, l and he  walked 
faith fully with God. m 10 Noah had  three sons: Shem, Ham and  Ja pheth. n

11 Now the  earth was cor rupt in  God’s  sight and was full of vi o lence. o 12 God saw how cor-
rupt the  earth had be come, for all the peo ple on  earth had cor rupted  their ways. p 13 So God 
said to Noah, “I am go ing to put an end to all peo ple, for the  earth is  filled with vi o lence be-
cause of them. I am surely go ing to de stroy both them and the  earth. q 14 So make your self an 
ark of cy press a wood; r make  rooms in it and coat it with  pitch s in side and out. 15 This is how 
you are to  build it: The ark is to be  three hun dred cu bits long, fifty cu bits wide and thirty cu-
bits high. b 16 Make a roof for it, leav ing be low the roof an open ing one cu bit c high all  around. d 
Put a door in the side of the ark and make lower, mid dle and up per  decks. 17 I am go ing to 
 bring flood wa ters on the  earth to de stroy all life un der the heav ens, ev ery crea ture that has 
the  breath of life in it. Ev ery thing on  earth will per ish. t 18 But I will es tab lish my cov enant 
with you, u and you will en ter the ark v —  you and your sons and your wife and your sons’ 
 wives with you. 19 You are to  bring into the ark two of all liv ing crea tures, male and fe male, to 
keep them  alive with you. 20 Two w of ev ery kind of bird, of ev ery kind of an i mal and of ev ery 
kind of crea ture that  moves  along the  ground will come to you to be kept  alive. 21 You are to 
take ev ery kind of food that is to be eaten and  store it away as food for you and for  them.”

22 Noah did ev ery thing just as God com manded  him. x

7 The Lord then said to Noah, “Go into the ark, you and your  whole fam ily, y be cause 
I have  found you righ teous z in this gen er a tion. 2 Take with you seven  pairs of ev ery 

kind of  clean a an i mal, a male and its mate, and one pair of ev ery kind of un clean an i mal, 
a male and its mate, 3 and also seven  pairs of ev ery kind of bird, male and fe male, to keep 
 their var i ous  kinds  alive through out the  earth. 4 Seven days from now I will send rain on 
the  earth for forty days and forty  nights, and I will wipe from the face of the  earth ev ery 
liv ing crea ture I have  made.”

5 And Noah did all that the Lord com manded  him. b

6:8 Ezekiel twice mentions Noah first in 
a list of righteous men who, despite the 
enormity of their merit, could not prevent 
the city of Jerusalem from facing judgment 
(Ezek 14:14,20). favor. Of the dozens of times 
that the Bible mentions favor or grace, this 
is the first (see “Love and Grace,” p. 2370). 
Noah represents the minority who remain 
righteous despite evil all around; he was the 
first, but not the last. It is this small group of 
believers that God calls out in each genera-
tion —  Abram (Gen 12:1 – 3), Israel (Exod 1 – 19), 
faithful exiles (2 Kgs 19; Isa 10:20 – 22) —  until 
the coming of Christ, who though abandoned 
by his disciples remains faithful to death.
6:9 —  8:22 Noah and the Flood. The story of 
the flood has many parallels with ancient 
Bab ylonian accounts. Agreement in details 
(e.g., a single man and his family rescued, 
a window, birds sent from the ark, the se-
quence in a larger narrative) make coinci-
dence unlikely to explain the relationship. 
There was a memory of a great flood, but 
the reasoning for it in the fictional stories of 
Bab ylonia have to do with divine decisions to 
deal with too much human noise and over-
population. In contrast, the biblical account 
connects the flood with God’s judgment for 
sin, especially violence. In some ways the 
flood story resembles the opening account of 
creation and may be viewed as a re-creation 
of the earth after it has been cleansed from 
the defilement of human sin.
6:9 – 22 Righteous Noah (v. 9; 7:1) explicitly 

obeys God’s detailed commands (6:22). He 
saves his family through faith and is heir to 
the righteousness that comes by faith (Heb 
11:7).
6:9 – 10 account. This “account” of Noah and 
his sons and all their families as they survive 
the flood signals an important new unit in 
Genesis by describing a major event rather 
than listing a genealogy.
6:11 violence. The fundamental nature of 
harmful and destructive corruption (cf. 9:6).
6:15 Noah would build a rectangular ark, six 
times longer than it was wide and ten times 
longer than it was 
high. Estimates 
suggest that all the 
land animals could 
be accommodated 
in the ark with 
more than half of it 
remaining for other 
uses.
6:18 covenant. He-
brew bĕrît. This is 
its first occurrence 
in the Bible. God 
here prophesies the 
covenant of 9:8 – 17. 
As with the later 
covenants, God 
promises salvation 
and preservation. 
See “Covenant,” 
p. 2334.

6:22 did everything just as God commanded 
him. Noah models perfect obedience (7:5).

7:2 seven pairs . . . clean . . . one pair . . . un-
clean. The additional clean animals might 
be used for sacrifice (8:20) or food (9:2 – 4). 
Although details about clean and unclean 
animals occur later (Lev 11; Deut 14), there was 
early awareness of the correct animals for 
proper sacrifices (Gen 22:13).
7:4 forty days and forty nights. Forty years 
characterizes a generation of wilderness wan-
dering (Num 14:33 – 34; 32:13) and rulership 

a 14 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain.    b 15 That is, about 450 feet long, 75 feet wide and 45 feet 
high or about 135 meters long, 23 meters wide and 14 meters high    c 16 That is, about 18 inches or about 45 centimeters    
d 16 The meaning of the Hebrew for this clause is uncertain.    

Artistic representation of the size of the ark (see Gen 6:15).
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7:11 c Eze 26:19 
d Ge 8:2

7:12 e ver 4

7:15 f Ge 6:19

7:17 g ver 4

7:19 h Ps 104:6

7:21 i Ge 6:7,  13

7:22 j Ge 1:30

7:23 k Mt 24:39; 
Lk 17:27; 1Pe 3:20; 
2Pe 2:5 l Heb 11:7

6 Noah was six hun dred  years old when the flood wa ters came on the  earth. 7 And Noah 
and his sons and his wife and his sons’  wives en tered the ark to es cape the wa ters of the 
 flood. 8 Pairs of  clean and un clean an i mals, of  birds and of all crea tures that move  along 
the  ground, 9 male and fe male, came to Noah and en tered the ark, as God had com manded 
Noah. 10 And af ter the seven days the flood wa ters came on the  earth.

11 In the six hun dredth year of No ah’s life, on the sev en teenth day of the sec ond 
 month —  on that day all the  springs of the  great deep c  burst  forth, and the flood gates of 
the heav ens d were  opened. 12 And rain fell on the  earth forty days and forty  nights. e

13 On that very day Noah and his sons, Shem, Ham and Ja pheth, to gether with his wife 
and the  wives of his  three sons, en tered the ark. 14 They had with them ev ery wild an i mal 
ac cord ing to its kind, all live stock ac cord ing to  their  kinds, ev ery crea ture that  moves 
 along the  ground ac cord ing to its kind and ev ery bird ac cord ing to its kind, ev ery thing 
with  wings. 15 Pairs of all crea tures that have the  breath of life in them came to Noah and 
en tered the ark. f 16 The an i mals go ing in were male and fe male of ev ery liv ing  thing, as 
God had com manded Noah. Then the Lord shut him in.

17 For forty days g the  flood kept com ing on the  earth, and as the wa ters in creased they 
lifted the ark high  above the  earth. 18 The wa ters rose and in creased greatly on the  earth, 
and the ark floated on the sur face of the wa ter. 19 They rose greatly on the  earth, and all the 
high moun tains un der the en tire heav ens were cov ered. h 20 The wa ters rose and cov ered 
the moun tains to a  depth of more than fif teen cu bits. a , b 21 Ev ery liv ing  thing that  moved 
on land per ished —   birds, live stock, wild an i mals, all the crea tures that  swarm over the 
 earth, and all man kind. i 22 Ev ery thing on dry land that had the  breath of life j in its nos trils 
died. 23 Ev ery liv ing  thing on the face of the  earth was  wiped out; peo ple and an i mals and 
the crea tures that move  along the  ground and the  birds were  wiped from the  earth. k Only 
Noah was left, and  those with him in the  ark. l

over Israel (David, 2 Sam 5:4; Solomon, 1 Kgs 
11:42; cf. Judg 3:11; 5:31; 8:28; 1 Sam 4:18; 2 Kgs 
12:1), and forty days characterizes important 
events like the reception of the law (Deut 9:11) 
and the temptation of  Jesus (Matt 4:2).
7:11 In the six hundredth year. The numbers 
identify when key events occur. The gen-
eral chronology continues a theme already 
mentioned in 1:1 —  2:4 (see Introduction: 
 Structure, 3; see also note on 2:4) that the 
same God who created and worked in each 
generation (including Noah’s) continues to 

work today for creative and redemptive pur-
poses.
7:16 the Lord shut him in. The security of 
Noah and his family within the Lord’s provi-
sion contrasts with the danger faced by those 
outside.
7:19 all the high mountains . . . were covered. 
If this includes Mount Ararat (in the Urartian 
mountain range in eastern Turkey), then the 
waters need to rise above 16,854 feet (5,137 
meters). A natural reading suggests a global 
flood, and some find this in 2 Pet 2:5; 3:6. The 

reference may also imply a regional flood 
(nevertheless possessing tremendous sever-
ity) with impact affecting the whole human 
race, who may have remained in one area 
(Gen 11:1 – 9). In 41:57, “all the world” refers 
to the eastern Mediterranean lands, so in 
chs. 6 – 8 the flood may have covered only the 
part of the earth where people lived.
7:23 Every living thing. Foreshadows the 
coming judgment of the cosmos by fire in 
2 Pet 3:6 – 7.

a 20 That is, about 23 feet or about 6.8 meters    b 20 Or rose more than fifteen cubits, and the mountains were covered    

CHRONOLOGY OF NOAH’S TIME IN THE ARK
Dates are in the form of month, day, and Noah’s year, as given in the text. Hence, 2/10/600 means the tenth day of the second month in Noah’s 600th 

year. Months are calculated at 30 days each. Dates in parentheses are extrapolations from dates explicitly given in the text.

REFERENCE EVENT DATE

Waters prevail: 150-day period

7:7,9,13 Noah, family, and animals enter ark (2/10/600)

7:10 – 11 Flood begins 2/17/600

7:12 40 days of rain (3/27/600)

8:3 – 4 Waters present 150 days until ark rests on dry ground 7/17/600

Waters abate: 150-day period 8:5 Mountaintops visible 10/1/600

8:6 – 7 Raven sent out 40 days later (11/10/600)

8:8 Dove sent out (11/17/600)

8:10 Dove’s second flight (11/24/600)

8:12 Dove does not return (12/1/600)

8:3 Waters fully abated after 150 days (12/17/600)

Earth dries: 70-day period
8:13 Noah opens the ark 1/1/601

8:14 – 19 Earth dried out; Noah leaves ark 2/27/601

Total time in ark: 370 days
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7:24 m Ge 8:3

8:1 n Ge 9:15; 19:29; 
Ex 2:24; 1Sa 1:11,  19 

o Ex 14:21

8:2 p Ge 7:11

8:16 q Ge 7:13

8:17 r Ge 1:22

8:20 s Ge 12:7-8; 13:18; 
22:9 t Ge 7:8; Lev 11:1-

47 u Ge 22:2,  13; 
Ex 10:25

8:21 v Lev 1:9,  13; 
2Co 2:15 w Ge 3:17 

x Ge 6:5; Ps 51:5; 
Jer 17:9 y Ge 9:11,  15; 

Isa 54:9

8:22 z Ge 1:14; 
Jer 33:20,  25

9:1 a Ge 1:22

24 The wa ters flooded the  earth for a hun dred and fifty  days. m

8 But God re mem bered n Noah and all the wild an i mals and the live stock that were with 
him in the ark, and he sent a wind over the  earth, o and the wa ters re ceded. 2 Now the 

 springs of the deep and the flood gates of the heav ens p had been  closed, and the rain had 
 stopped fall ing from the sky. 3 The wa ter re ceded steadily from the  earth. At the end of 
the hun dred and fifty days the wa ter had gone down, 4 and on the sev en teenth day of the 
sev enth  month the ark came to rest on the moun tains of Ar a rat. 5 The wa ters con tin ued 
to re cede un til the  tenth  month, and on the  first day of the  tenth  month the tops of the 
moun tains be came  vis i ble.

6 Af ter forty days Noah  opened a win dow he had made in the ark 7 and sent out a ra-
ven, and it kept fly ing back and  forth un til the wa ter had  dried up from the  earth. 8 Then 
he sent out a dove to see if the wa ter had re ceded from the sur face of the  ground. 9 But 
the dove  could find no where to  perch be cause  there was wa ter over all the sur face of the 
 earth; so it re turned to Noah in the ark. He  reached out his hand and took the dove and 
 brought it back to him self in the ark. 10 He waited seven more days and  again sent out 
the dove from the ark. 11 When the dove re turned to him in the eve ning,  there in its beak 
was a freshly  plucked ol ive leaf ! Then Noah knew that the wa ter had re ceded from the 
 earth. 12 He waited seven more days and sent the dove out  again, but this time it did not 
re turn to  him.

13 By the  first day of the  first  month of No ah’s six hun dred and  first year, the wa ter had 
 dried up from the  earth. Noah then re moved the cov er ing from the ark and saw that the 
sur face of the  ground was dry. 14 By the twenty-sev enth day of the sec ond  month the  earth 
was com pletely  dry.

15 Then God said to Noah, 16 “Come out of the ark, you and your wife and your sons and 
 their  wives. q 17 Bring out ev ery kind of liv ing crea ture that is with you —  the  birds, the 
an i mals, and all the crea tures that move  along the  ground —  so they can mul ti ply on the 
 earth and be fruit ful and in crease in num ber on it.” r

18 So Noah came out, to gether with his sons and his wife and his sons’  wives. 19 All the 
an i mals and all the crea tures that move  along the  ground and all the  birds —  ev ery thing 
that  moves on land —  came out of the ark, one kind af ter  an other.

20 Then Noah  built an al tar to the Lord s and, tak ing some of all the  clean an i mals and 
 clean t  birds, he sac ri ficed  burnt of fer ings u on it. 21 The Lord  smelled the pleas ing aroma v 
and said in his  heart: “Never  again will I  curse the  ground w be cause of hu mans, even 
 though a ev ery in cli na tion of the hu man  heart is evil from child hood. x And never  again 
will I de stroy all liv ing crea tures, y as I have  done.

 22 “As long as the earth endures,
  seedtime and harvest,
  cold and heat,
  summer and winter,
  day and night
  will never cease.” z

God’s Covenant With Noah

9 Then God  blessed Noah and his sons, say ing to them, “Be fruit ful and in crease in num-
ber and fill the  earth. a 2 The fear and  dread of you will fall on all the  beasts of the  earth, 

and on all the  birds in the sky, on ev ery crea ture that  moves  along the  ground, and on all 

7:24 a hundred and fifty days. Identical to 8:3. 
Rain comes in the first forty days (7:4,17), and 
the mountain tops become visible during the 
final forty days (8:5).

8:1 But God remembered Noah. At this turn-
ing point in the flood is the first use of the 
verb “remember.” When God remembers, he 
acts for judgment (Rev 16:19) or blessing (Gen 
30:22; 1 Sam 1:19 – 20). Here he saves faithful 
Noah and those with him. Judgment is over 
and a new creation lies ahead. wind. See note 
on 1:2.
8:4 mountains of Ararat. Mountain range in 
modern eastern Turkey. Today Mount Ararat 
is the highest peak, but the wording of the 
text refers to the range.
8:17 multiply . . . be fruitful and increase. See 

1:22,28, where God gave this command to an-
imals and humans after creating them. God 
repeats it here as a new world begins, with 
the land having been cleansed from the de-
filement caused by the spilling of blood due 
to human violence.
8:20 altar. Almost always a place of animal 
sacrifice (though later some altars were used 
to burn incense).
8:21 Never again will I curse the ground. This 
promise may refer to the flood, or it may ful-
fill Lamech’s promise that Noah would bring 
relief from the toil caused by the cursed 
ground (5:29). The effects of the curse (weeds 
and thistles, 3:18) remain, but for Noah, a man 
of the ground (9:20), the soil is productive. 
evil from childhood. God frankly acknowl-
edges the human condition that will not be 

remedied by this judgment. as I have done. 
God will not again destroy life on earth by a 
flood, but he will continue to judge people 
(Matt 24:37 – 39; Luke 17:27 – 29), and he will 
move forward his plan of redemption for all 
(Gen 12:1 – 3).
8:22 This beautiful poem of promise launches 
the new world.

9:1 – 17 God’s Covenant With Noah. God’s 
salvation of Noah leads to the command to 
preserve human life and not destroy people 
who are created in God’s image. The sign of 
the covenant is the rainbow, by which God’s 
promise is guaranteed.
9:1,7 Be fruitful and increase. See note on 8:17. 
This command is an “envelope” because the 
paragraph begins and ends with it.

a 21 Or humans, for    
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9:3 b Ge 1:29

9:4 c Lev 3:17;  
17:10-14; Dt 12:16,   
23-25; 1Sa 14:33

9:5 d Ex 21:28-32 
e Ge 4:10

9:6 f Ge 4:14; Ex 21:12,  
14; Lev 24:17; 
Mt 26:52 g Ge 1:26

9:7 h Ge 1:22

9:9 i Ge 6:18

9:11 j ver 16; Isa 24:5 
k Ge 8:21; Isa 54:9

9:12 l ver 17; Ge 17:11

9:15 m Ex 2:24; 
Lev 26:42,  45; Dt 7:9; 
Eze 16:60

9:16 n ver 11; Ge 17:7,  
13,  19; 2Sa 7:13; 23:5

9:17 o ver 12; Ge 17:11

9:18 p ver 25-27; 
Ge 10:6,  15

9:19 q Ge 10:32

the fish in the sea; they are given into your  hands. 3 Ev ery thing that  lives and  moves about 
will be food for you. b Just as I gave you the  green  plants, I now give you  ev ery thing.

4 “But you must not eat meat that has its life blood  still in it. c 5 And for your life blood I 
will surely de mand an ac count ing. I will de mand an ac count ing from ev ery an i mal. d And 
from each hu man be ing, too, I will de mand an ac count ing for the life of an other hu man 
 be ing. e

 6 “Whoever sheds human blood,
  by humans shall their blood be shed; f

  for in the image of God g

  has God made mankind.

7 As for you, be fruit ful and in crease in num ber; mul ti ply on the  earth and in crease 
upon it.” h

8 Then God said to Noah and to his sons with him: 9 “I now es tab lish my cov enant with 
you i and with your de scen dants af ter you 10 and with ev ery liv ing crea ture that was with 
you —  the  birds, the live stock and all the wild an i mals, all  those that came out of the ark 
with you —  ev ery liv ing crea ture on  earth. 11 I es tab lish my cov enant j with you: Never  again 
will all life be de stroyed by the wa ters of a  flood; never  again will  there be a  flood to de-
stroy the  earth. k”

12 And God said, “This is the sign of the cov enant l I am mak ing be tween me and you 
and ev ery liv ing crea ture with you, a cov enant for all gen er a tions to come: 13 I have set my 
rain bow in the  clouds, and it will be the sign of the cov enant be tween me and the  earth. 
14 When ever I  bring  clouds over the  earth and the rain bow ap pears in the  clouds, 15 I will 
re mem ber my cov enant m be tween me and you and all liv ing crea tures of ev ery kind. Never 
 again will the wa ters be come a  flood to de stroy all life. 16 When ever the rain bow ap pears 
in the  clouds, I will see it and re mem ber the ever last ing cov enant n be tween God and all 
liv ing crea tures of ev ery kind on the  earth.”

17 So God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the cov enant o I have es tab lished be tween me 
and all life on the  earth.”

The Sons of Noah
18 The sons of Noah who came out of the ark were Shem, Ham and Ja pheth. (Ham was 

the fa ther of Ca naan.) p 19 These were the  three sons of Noah, and from them came the peo-
ple who were scat tered over the  whole  earth. q

20 Noah, a man of the soil, pro ceeded a to  plant a vine yard. 21 When he  drank some of its 
wine, he be came  drunk and lay un cov ered in side his tent. 22 Ham, the fa ther of Ca naan, 
saw his fa ther na ked and told his two broth ers out side. 23 But Shem and Ja pheth took a 
gar ment and laid it  across  their shoul ders; then they  walked in back ward and cov ered 
 their fa ther’s na ked body.  Their faces were  turned the other way so that they  would not 
see  their fa ther  na ked.

9:3 food. The first explicit statement of a 
carnivorous diet. Although the olive leaf (8:11) 
signifies the return of agricultural life, it can-
not provide Noah’s children with sufficient 
food, especially in the first months after de-
parting from the ark, when the harvest sea-
son has not yet begun (8:22).
9:4,5 lifeblood. Blood is the God-given sign 
of life (Lev 17:11). God forbids his people to 
eat blood as a way of recognizing that life 
belongs to him (Lev 17:10 – 14). This remains 
a regulation through the OT and into the NT 
(Acts 15:20).
9:5 I will demand an accounting. God will 
hold responsible “each human being” who 
takes the life of another.
9:6 by humans shall their blood be shed. In 
the context of the law, God bans the ven-
detta and commands death for shedding 
innocent blood (Exod 21:12 – 13; Deut 21:1 – 9) 
while recognizing different levels of inten-
tion in planning a murder and adjusting the 
punishment accordingly. in the image of God. 
See note on 1:26. Because human beings are 

formed in God’s image, human life is so valu-
able that taking innocent life can only be paid 
for by the life of the one who took it in the 
first place.
9:9,11 my covenant. The new world after the 
flood is characterized by covenants (6:18; see 
“Covenant,” p. 2334). This covenant is for all of 
Noah’s family, that is, for all the world (9:19; 
10:1 – 32).
9:10 and with every living creature. This 
is God’s only OT covenant with the animal 
kingdom.
9:11 Never again. This repeats the promise of 
8:21 – 22 in the context of a covenant.
9:12 – 13 sign . . . rainbow. Every major cov-
enant that God makes in the Pentateuch has 
a sign: Abraham’s covenant has circumcision 
(ch. 17) and Israel’s covenant has the Sabbath 
(Exod 20:8 – 11; 31:13,17; Deut 5:12 – 15). The sign 
assures us that God remembers his covenant 
(see note on 8:1) and acts on our behalf.
9:16 This verse ends the paragraph (vv. 12 – 16) 
as it begins, with an “envelope” emphasizing 
the sign and the parties involved —  God and 

all life. See vv. 1 – 7 and note on 9:1,7.
9:18 – 29 The Sons of Noah. Even one so righ-
teous as Noah (6:9) is subject to the tempta-
tions of sin. The sin of Noah’s son Ham and 
the acts of Ham’s brothers to preserve Noah’s 
honor lead to a prophecy about the descen-
dants of Noah’s three sons.
9:18 Ham was the father of Canaan. This an-
ticipates Canaan’s coming role in the curse of 
vv. 25 – 27 and in the subsequent condemna-
tion of the Canaanites (15:16 – 21; Deut 20:17).
9:21 he became drunk and lay uncovered. As 
in 19:30 – 38, drunkenness is connected with 
sexual immorality.
9:22 saw his father naked. The curse (v. 25) 
suggests that Ham does more than see his 
father naked. “Uncover the nakedness” refers 
to dishonoring a close relative by having in-
cestuous relations, which God condemns (Lev 
18:6 – 18; 20:11 – 12,17,19 – 21). This text and the 
events in this passage are extremely difficult 
to interpret.
9:23 covered. Shem and Japheth’s action re-
spects their father.

a 20 Or soil, was the first    
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MAJOR COVENANTS IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

COVENANTS REFERENCE TYPE PARTICIPANT DESCRIPTION

NOAHIC Gen 9:8–17 Royal Grant Made with righteous (6:9) Noah and 

his descendants and every living 

thing on earth—all life that is subject 

to human jurisdiction

An unconditional divine promise never to 

destroy all earthly life with some natural 

 catastrophe, the covenant “sign” (9:13,17) being 

the rainbow in the storm cloud

ABRAHAMIC

    A

Gen 15:6–21 Royal (land)

Grant

Made with “righteous” Abram 

(his faith was “credited . . . to him 

as righteousness,” v. 6) and his 

descendants, v. 16

An unconditional divine promise to fulfill the 

grant of the land; a self-maledictory oath 

symbolically enacted it (15:18; see note on 

vv. 18–21)

ABRAHAMIC

    B

Gen 17 Suzerain-vassal Made with Abraham as patriarchal 

head of his household

A conditional divine pledge to be Abraham’s 

God and the God of his descendants (cf. “as 

for me,” v. 4; “as for you,” v. 9); the condition: 

total consecration to the Lord as symbolized 

by circumcision

SINAITIC Exod 19–24 Suzerain-vassal Made with Israel as the descendants 

of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and as 

the people the Lord had redeemed 

from bondage to an earthly power

A conditional divine pledge to be Israel’s 

God (as its protector and the guarantor of its 

blessed destiny); the condition: Israel’s total 

consecration to the Lord as his people (his 

kingdom) who live by his rule and serve his 

purposes in history

PHINEHAS Num 25:10–13 Royal Grant Made with the zealous priest 

Phinehas

An unconditional divine promise to maintain 

the family of Phinehas in a “lasting priesthood” 

(v. 13; implicitly a pledge to Israel to provide it 

forever with a faithful priesthood)

DAVIDIC 2 Sam 7:5–16 Royal Grant Made with faithful King David after 

his devotion to God as Israel’s king 

and the Lord’s anointed vassal had 

come to special expression (v. 2)

An unconditional divine promise to establish 

and maintain the Davidic dynasty on the 

throne of Israel (implicitly a pledge to Israel) to 

provide it forever with a godly king like David 

and through that dynasty to do for it what he 

had done through David—bring it into rest in 

the promised land (1 Kgs 4:20–21; 5:3–4)

NEW Jer 31:31–34 Royal Grant Promised to rebellious Israel as it 

is about to be expelled from the 

promised land in actualization of 

the most severe covenant curse (Lev 

26:27–39; Deut 28:36–37, 45–68)

An unconditional divine promise to unfaithful 

Israel to forgive its sins and establish his 

relationship with it on a new basis by writing 

his law “on their hearts” (v. 33)—a covenant of  

pure grace

MAJOR TYPES OF ROYAL COVENANTS/TREATIES IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

ROYAL GRANT (UNCONDITIONAL) PARITY SUZERAIN-VASSAL (CONDITIONAL)

A king’s grant (of land or some other  

benefit) to a loyal servant for faithful or 

exceptional service. The grant was normally 

perpetual and unconditional, but the 

servant’s heirs benefited from it only as 

they continued in their father’s loyalty and 

service. (Cf. 1 Sam 8:14; 22:7; 27:6; Esth 8:1.)

A covenant between equals, 

binding them to mutual friendship 

or at least to mutual respect for 

each other’s spheres and interests. 

Participants called each other 

“brother. ” (Cf. Gen 21:27; 26:31; 

31:44–54; 1 Kgs 5:12; 15:19; 20:32–34; 

Amos 1:9.)

A covenant regulating the relationship between a great king and 

one of his subject kings. The great king claimed absolute right 

of sovereignty, demanded total loyalty and service (the vassal 

must “love” his suzerain) and pledged protection of the subject’s 

realm and dynasty, conditional on the vassal’s faithfulness 

and loyalty to him. The vassal pledged absolute loyalty to his 

suzerain—whatever service his suzerain demanded—and 

exclusive reliance on the suzerain’s protection. Participants 

called each other “lord” and “servant” or “father” and “son.” 

(Cf. Josh 9:6,8; Ezek 17:13–18; Hos 12:1.)

Commitments made in these covenants were accompanied by self-maledictory oaths (made orally, ceremonially, or both). The gods were called upon to 

 witness the covenants and implement the curses of the oaths if the covenants were violated.
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9:25 r ver 18 
s Ge 25:23; Jos 9:23

10:1 t Ge 2:4

10:2 u Eze 38:6 
v Eze 38:2; Rev 20:8 
w Isa 66:19

10:3 x Jer 51:27 
y Eze 27:14; 38:6

10:4 z Eze 27:12,  25; 
Jnh 1:3

10:6 a ver 15; Ge 9:18

24 When Noah  awoke from his wine and  found out what his youn gest son had done to 
him, 25 he  said,

  “Cursed be Canaan! r

  The lowest of slaves
  will he be to his brothers. s”

26 He also  said,

  “Praise be to the Lord, the God of Shem!
  May Canaan be the slave of Shem.
 27 May God extend Japheth’s a territory;
  may Japheth live in the tents of Shem,
  and may Canaan be the slave of Japheth.”

28 Af ter the  flood Noah  lived 350  years. 29 Noah  lived a to tal of 950  years, and then he 
 died.

The Table of Nations

10 This is the ac count t of Shem, Ham and Ja pheth, No ah’s sons, who them selves had 
sons af ter the  flood.

The Japhethites
10:2-5pp —  1Ch 1:5-7

 2 The sons b of  Ja pheth:
  Go mer, u Ma gog, v Madai, Ja van, Tu bal, w Me shek and  Ti ras.
 3 The sons of  Go mer:
  Ash ke naz, x Ri phath and  To gar mah. y

 4 The sons of  Ja van:
  Eli shah, Tar shish, z the Kit tites and the Rod a nites. c 5 (From  these the mar i time peo-

ples  spread out into  their ter ri to ries by  their  clans within  their na tions, each with 
its own  lan guage.)

The Hamites
10:6-20pp —  1Ch 1:8-16

 6 The sons of  Ham:
  Cush,  Egypt, Put and  Ca naan. a

 7 The sons of  Cush:
  Seba, Hav i lah, Sab tah, Ra a mah and  Sab teka.
  The sons of  Ra a mah:
  Sheba and  De dan.

9:25 Cursed be Canaan! Why does Noah sin-
gle out Canaan rather than Canaan’s father, 
Ham? There are various views. If Canaan is the 
fruit of some sort of sexual immorality, Noah 
could have cursed this symbol of his shame. 
This also may anticipate the future role of the 
Canaanites under Joshua and under David 
and Solomon.
9:26 the Lord, the God of Shem. Shem’s line 
leads to Abram (11:10 – 26) and ultimately to 
 Jesus Christ (Matt 1:1).
9:27 extend Japheth’s territory. Japheth in 
Hebrew means “to (cause to) open.” His de-
scendants are most distant from the land of 
Israel (10:2 – 5); they include people whom 
Abram’s offspring would bless (12:1 – 3), some 
of whom David and Solomon may rule (“live 
in the tents of Shem”), and people who would 
become the object of Christian mission (Matt 
28:18 – 20; Acts 1:8).

10:1 – 32 The Table of Nations. This chapter 
divides into three groups according to the 
three sons of Noah (10:1). Although terms 

such as “sons of” and “father of” point to eth-
nic relations, some connections are surprising 
(e.g., Canaanites are not usually considered 
to be related to Egyptians as descendants of 
one ancestor —  Ham). These names come to 
us as people groups; they may have migrated 
by the time they appear in historical records 
outside the Bible. All the people of the known 
world come from Noah. They are all made in 
God’s image (9:6), and thus they are all equal 
before God. In contrast to past attempts to 
justify the enslavement of Africans by mis-
interpreting 9:25 – 27, ch. 10 celebrates the 
common origin and community of humanity.
10:1 account. See note on 2:4.
10:2 sons of Japheth. See note on 9:27. Ja-
pheth’s descendants live in the most distant 
places from the land of Israel, particularly 
north and northwest. Most of the sons named 
may be connected with similar-sounding 
names of places known from ancient sources. 
Gomer. Cimmerians from the Caucasus region 
who moved south to eastern Turkey and Arme-
nia. Magog. Unknown; likely related to Gomer. 

Madai. Lived in northwestern Iran. Javan. 
Ionia, Greek cities in western Turkey. Tubal, 
Meshek. Tabal and Mushki, Phyrgian kingdoms 
in Cappadocia (modern central Turkey). Tiras. 
Could refer to the Etruscans, who migrated 
from Lydia to Italy in the eighth century BC.
10:3 Ashkenaz. Could refer to the Scyth-
ians, first encountered when coming from 
the north into the region of eastern Turkey. 
Riphath. Unknown. Togarmah. Til-garimmu, 
modern Gurun on the Upper Euphrates.
10:4 Elishah. Alashia on the south coast of 
Cyprus. Tarshish. Tarsus in Cilicia, the Adana 
region of modern Turkey. Kittites. Kition in 
Cyprus. Rodanites. Associated with the Greek 
island of Rhodes.
10:6 sons of Ham. These include Egypt and 
Canaan, areas south of the land of Israel. 
Cush. Sudan. Put. Coastal Libya.
10:7 Seba, Havilah, Sabtah, Raamah and 
Sabteka . . . Sheba and Dedan. On the south-
ern tip of the Arabian peninsula or across 
the straits in Eritrea and Djibouti. Raamah 
includes the western coastal area of Arabia, 

a 27 Japheth sounds like the Hebrew for extend.    b 2 Sons may mean descendants or successors or nations; also in 
verses 3, 4, 6, 7, 20-23, 29 and 31.    c 4 Some manuscripts of the Masoretic Text and Samaritan Pentateuch (see also 
Septuagint and 1 Chron. 1:7); most manuscripts of the Masoretic Text Dodanites    
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8 Cush was the fa ther a of Nim rod, who be came a  mighty war rior on the  earth. 9 He was a 
 mighty hunter be fore the Lord; that is why it is said, “Like Nim rod, a  mighty hunter be fore 
the Lord.” 10 The  first cen ters of his king dom were Bab ylon, b Uruk, Ak kad and Kal neh, in b 
Shi nar. c c 11 From that land he went to As syria, d  where he  built Nin e veh, e Re ho both Ir, d Ca-
lah 12 and Re sen,  which is be tween Nin e veh and Ca lah —   which is the  great  city.

 13 Egypt was the fa ther of
  the Lu dites, An a mites, Le ha bites, Naph tu hites, 14 Path ru sites, Kas lu hites (from 

whom the Phi lis tines f came) and  Caph to rites.
 15 Ca naan g was the fa ther of
  Si don h his first born, e and of the Hit tites, i 16 Jeb u sites, j Am o rites, Gir ga shites, 17 Hi-

vites, Ar kites, Si nites, 18 Ar vad ites, Zem a rites and  Ha math ites.

Later the Ca naan ite k  clans scat tered 19 and the bor ders of Ca naan l  reached from Si don m 
to ward Ge rar as far as Gaza, and then to ward Sodom, Go mor rah, Ad mah and Ze boyim, as 
far as  La sha.

20 These are the sons of Ham by  their  clans and lan guages, in  their ter ri to ries and 
 na tions.

The Semites
10:21-31pp —  Ge 11:10-27; 1Ch 1:17-27

21 Sons were also born to Shem,  whose older brother was f Ja pheth; Shem was the an ces-
tor of all the sons of  Eber. n

 22 The sons of  Shem:
  Elam, o Ashur, Ar phaxad, p Lud and  Aram.
 23 The sons of  Aram:
  Uz, q Hul, Ge ther and  Me shek. g

 24 Ar phaxad was the fa ther of h  She lah,
  and She lah the fa ther of  Eber. r

 25 Two sons were born to  Eber:
  One was  named Pe leg, i be cause in his time the  earth was di vided; his brother was 

 named  Jok tan.
 26 Jok tan was the fa ther of
  Al mo dad, She leph, Ha zar ma veth, Je rah, 27 Ha do ram, Uzal, Dik lah, 28 Obal, Abim ael, 

Sheba, 29 Ophir, Hav i lah and Jo bab. All  these were sons of  Jok tan.
a 8 Father may mean ancestor or predecessor or founder; also in verses 13, 15, 24 and 26.    b 10 Or Uruk and Akkad —  all of 
them in    c 10 That is, Babylonia    d 11 Or Nineveh with its city squares    e 15 Or of the Sidonians, the foremost    
f 21 Or Shem, the older brother of    g 23 See Septuagint and 1 Chron. 1:17; Hebrew Mash.    h 24 Hebrew; Septuagint 
father of Cainan, and Cainan was the father of    i 25 Peleg means division.    

with Sheba in the south (1 Kgs 10:1 – 13; 2 Chr 
9:1 – 12) and Dedan in the north.
10:8 Nimrod. In Hebrew this name uses a ver-
bal form meaning “to rebel.” He is connected 
with warfare, hunting, and ruling cities in 
Mesopotamia (modern Iraq). He is a mighty 
hunter and kingdom builder (vv. 9 – 12), and 
his name may suggest that he is “against 
Yahweh.” Later, both the Assyrians and the 
Bab ylonians are responsible for the destruc-
tion of Israel and Judah, respectively. In the 
light of how violence is picked up in the early 
chapters of Genesis, Nimrod appears to be the 
antithesis of what God wants, using power to 
build cities and kingdoms that stand in op-
position to God’s kingdom and city.
10:10 Nimrod’s lordship of Bab ylon and Shi-
nar (the ancient name for Bab ylonia) may 
suggest a connection with the tower of Babel 
(11:2,9; see note on 11:9). Uruk [Erech], Akkad 
and Kalneh. The region of Bab ylon along the 
southern Euphrates River.
10:11 Assyria. Along the Tigris River north of 
Uruk, Akkad, and Kalneh. Nineveh. A capital 
of Assyria. Rehoboth Ir. The Hebrew means 
“squares/spaces of (the) city” (see NIV text 
note). Calah. An Assyrian city.
10:12 Resen. Unknown. 
10:13 – 14 The names are organized accord-

ing to the number of consonants they con-
tain rather than any geographic relationship. 
Ludites. Lydia in western Turkey. Anamites. 
Unknown. Lehabites. May be Libyans, though 
the name is spelled differently elsewhere 
(2 Chr 12:3; 16:8; Isa 66:19; Ezek 30:5; Dan 11:43; 
Nah 3:9). Naphtuhites, Pathrusites, Kasluhites. 
Associated with the delta, southern Egypt, and 
elsewhere in northern Egypt (before Kasluhites 
moved to Greek islands, possibly where the 
Philistines came from). Caphtorites. Cretans.
10:15 – 19 Sidon. A coastal Lebanese city; 
Sidonians is another name for Phoenicians. 
Hittites, Jebusites, Amorites, Girgashites, 
Hivites. Inhabitants of Canaan who are to be 
removed when God gives the land to Israel 
(Deut 7:1; Josh 3:10). They probably originated 
in south Turkey (the Hittites were a kingdom 
in Turkey) and northwest Syria (if the Amorites 
are Amurru [Josh 13:4] and not the inhabitants 
of the hill country near the Jordan River [Deut 
1:4,7]). Arkites, Sinites, Arvadites, Zemarites 
and Hamathites. Kingdoms in northwest Syria. 
Canaan. An area known in Egyptian records of 
the second millennium BC and in early bibli-
cal texts (Num 13:17,21 – 22; 34:3 – 12; Josh 1:4) 
but not later. Gaza. Ancient and modern city 
at the southern boundary of Canaan along the 
Mediterranean. The eastern border of Canaan 

is the Jordan Valley, with Sodom, Gomorrah, 
Admah and Zeboyim (14:2,8) southward and 
Lasha (Israelite Dan; Judg 18:29) in the north.
10:21 – 31 Ch. 11 repeats these descendants ex-
cept for Joktan, the brother of Peleg (whose 
name means “divide, division”; see v. 25). Most 
of the places are east of the land of Israel.
10:22 sons of Shem. Shem is the origin of the 
term Semite. Elam. At the Persian Gulf. Ashur. A 
capital of Assyria (see v. 11 and note). Aram. The 
Arameans north and east of the land of Israel.
10:23 Uz. Job’s land (Job 1:1). Hul, Gether. Ap-
pear elsewhere only in 1 Chr 1:17. Meshek. See 
note on v. 2.
10:25 Eber. This is the name from which the 
term “Hebrew” is derived. the earth was di-
vided. This may refer to the division of people 
in 11:1 – 9 (see 10:8 – 12 and notes).
10:26 Joktan. Most of the descendants of 
Joktan are unknown.
10:27 Hadoram. Related to Syrian Hamath 
(v. 18; 1 Chr 18:9 – 10). Uzal. Associated with 
Danites and Greeks (Ezek 27:19 “Izal”).
10:28 Sheba. See v. 7 and note.
10:29 Ophir. Coastal land famous for gold 
(1 Kgs 9:28; 10:11; 22:48). Havilah. See v. 7; 
2:10 – 14 and notes. Jobab. The name of an 
Edomite king (36:33; 1 Chr 1:44) and a king of 
Madon, north of the land of Israel (Josh 11:1).

10:10 b Ge 11:9 c Ge 11:2

10:11 d Ps 83:8; 
Mic 5:6 e Jnh 1:2; 4:11; 

Na 1:1

10:14 f Ge 21:32,  34; 
26:1,  8

10:15 g ver 6; Ge 9:18 
h Eze 28:21  

i Ge 23:3,  20

10:16 j 1Ch 11:4

10:18 k Ge 12:6; 
Ex 13:11

10:19 l Ge 11:31; 13:12; 
17:8 m ver 15

10:21 n ver 24; 
Nu 24:24

10:22 o Jer 49:34 
p Lk 3:36

10:23 q Job 1:1

10:24 r ver 21
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10:32 s ver 1 t Ge 9:19

11:2 u Ge 10:10

11:3 v Ex 1:14 w Ge 14:10

11:4 x Dt 1:28; 9:1 
y Ge 6:4 z Dt 4:27

11:5 a ver 7; Ge 18:21; 
Ex 3:8; 19:11,  18,  20

11:7 b Ge 1:26 
c Ge 42:23

11:8 d Ge 9:19; Lk 1:51

11:9 e Ge 10:10

11:12 f Lk 3:35

30 The re gion  where they  lived  stretched from Me sha to ward Se phar, in the east ern hill 
 coun try.

31 These are the sons of Shem by  their  clans and lan guages, in  their ter ri to ries and 
 na tions.

32 These are the  clans of No ah’s sons, s ac cord ing to  their  lines of de scent, within  their 
na tions. From  these the na tions  spread out over the  earth t af ter the  flood.

The Tower of Babel

11 Now the  whole  world had one lan guage and a com mon  speech. 2 As peo ple  moved 
east ward, a they  found a  plain in Shi nar b u and set tled  there.

3 They said to each other, “Come,  let’s make  bricks v and bake them thor oughly.” They 
used  brick in stead of  stone, and tar w for mor tar. 4 Then they said, “Come, let us  build our-
selves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heav ens, x so that we may make a name y for 
our selves; other wise we will be scat tered over the face of the  whole  earth.” z

5 But the Lord came down a to see the city and the tower the peo ple were build ing. 6 The 
Lord said, “If as one peo ple speak ing the same lan guage they have be gun to do this, then 
noth ing they plan to do will be im pos si ble for them. 7 Come, let us b go down and con fuse 
 their lan guage so they will not un der stand each  other.” c

8 So the Lord scat tered them from  there over all the  earth, d and they  stopped build ing 
the city. 9 That is why it was  called Ba bel c e —  be cause  there the Lord con fused the lan guage 
of the  whole  world. From  there the Lord scat tered them over the face of the  whole  earth.

From Shem to Abram
11:10-27pp —  Ge 10:21-31; 1Ch 1:17-27

10 This is the ac count of  Shem’s fam ily  line.

Two  years af ter the  flood, when Shem was 100  years old, he be came the fa ther d of Ar-
phaxad. 11 And af ter he be came the fa ther of Ar phaxad, Shem  lived 500  years and had other 
sons and  daugh ters.

12 When Ar phaxad had  lived 35  years, he be came the fa ther of She lah. f 13 And af ter he 
be came the fa ther of She lah, Ar phaxad  lived 403  years and had other sons and  daugh ters. e

10:30 Mesha . . . Sephar. Unknown.
10:32 the nations spread out. This does not 
happen until after the tower of Babel incident 
(11:1 – 9), so this verse does not follow chrono-
logical order.

11:1 – 9 The Tower of Babel. The people of the 
earth want to make a name for themselves, 
even if this means opposing God. God’s cre-
ation of the many languages of the human 
race leads them to spread across the earth 
and give up their defiant plans.
11:2 people moved eastward. In the eastern 
part of the Fertile Crescent, the waters of the 
Persian Gulf receded in the fourth millen-
nium BC. There is archaeological evidence 
that people lived there. People who have not 
yet “spread out over the earth” (10:32) settle 
in Shinar (i.e., Bab ylon, 10:10). They band to-
gether for security.
11:3 bake them thoroughly. Mud bricks can 
simply dry in the heat of the sun, but the 
strongest ones were fired in kilns. Oven-fired 
bricks were more expensive and used only for 
the facades of special buildings. brick instead 
of stone. Brick is characteristic building ma-
terial in Mesopotamia, where it is far more 
abundant than building stone.
11:4 tower. Hebrew migdāl. It usually refers 
to a fortress and emphasizes security. Here it 
may be associated with the pyramid-shaped 
ziggurats that humans in early Mesopota-

mian cities used to access the divine world of 
the god they worshiped. In some views, the 
ziggurat was primarily a staircase for the god; 
the temple was near the bottom of the stairs 
that went up the side of the ziggurat. The city 
was built to house the ziggurat, the temple, 
and other buildings for the priests, king, and 
army. a name. A reputation guaranteeing that 
one would be honored after death. This ac-
count intentionally contrasts with Abram and 
the “name” God promises him (12:1 – 3) by 
calling him out from the same urban environ-
ment and into a “backwater” land with little 
promise for security and worldly success. 
Because the people feared being “scattered” 
and were vulnerable, they planned to unite 
and build a powerful fortress that would al-
low them to call down their god to protect 
them and their descendants.
11:5 the Lord came down to see. The build-
ers constructed their tower to the heavens. 
Ironically, God had to descend to reach them.
11:6 nothing they plan to do will be impos-
sible. It will not be beyond their reach. The 
tower is a central fortress that opposes God’s 
plans. Cities, though at times blessed by God 
(e.g., Jerusalem) and centers for the expan-
sion of the gospel (as in Acts), can also be evil 
centers of rebellion against God.
11:7 us. The plural pronoun may reflect the 
divine court, where decisions are made that 
overturn the deliberations of any human 

court, or it may suggest God’s self-reflection 
as a deity far more complex in personhood 
than other gods (see note on 1:26). confuse. 
Hebrew n-b-l, a wordplay on “brick” (Hebrew 
l-b-n). This does not permanently remove the 
danger of the city, but it mitigates the threat 
of a one-world government where no alterna-
tive worship is allowed.
11:9 Babel. Bab ylon (see 10:8 – 10 and notes). 
Babel (Hebrew b-b-l) is a wordplay on “con-
fused” (Hebrew n-b-l; see note on v. 7). The 
name “Babel” is translated as “Bab ylon” ev-
erywhere else in the OT. Bab ylon becomes 
symbolic of human opposition to God and 
the antithesis of the city that God desires to 
have constructed for his glory on the earth.
11:10 – 26 From Shem to Abram. This geneal-
ogy forms the most direct line in Genesis, 
with no notes or glosses. It is regular and 
formulaic, suggesting an interest only in 
recording the line to show the connection 
between Shem and Abram. The life spans of 
these patriarchs before Abram’s grandfather 
remain unusually long, gradually descending 
from 500 to 200 years. Perhaps this demon-
strates the effects of sin on even the best of 
the human race. See 6:3 and note.
11:10 account. See note on 2:4. Shem. Means 
“name,” perhaps related to the “name” the 
Babel builders wanted and the “name” God 
promised Abram (see v. 4; 12:2 and notes).

a 2 Or from the east ; or in the east    b 2 That is, Babylonia    c 9 That is, Babylon; Babel sounds like the Hebrew for 
confused.    d 10 Father may mean ancestor; also in verses 11-25.    e 12,13 Hebrew; Septuagint (see also Luke 3:35, 36 and 
note at Gen. 10:24) 35 years, he became the father of Cainan. 13And after he became the father of Cainan, Arphaxad lived 
430 years and had other sons and daughters, and then he died. When Cainan had lived 130 years, he became the father of 
Shelah. And after he became the father of Shelah, Cainan lived 330 years and had other sons and daughters    
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11:20 g Lk 3:35

11:24 h Lk 3:34

11:26 i Lk 3:34 
j Jos 24:2

11:27 k ver 31; Ge 12:4; 
14:12; 19:1; 2Pe 2:7

11:28 l ver 31; Ge 15:7

11:29 m Ge 17:15 
n Ge 22:20

11:30 o Ge 16:1; 18:11

11:31 p Ge 15:7; Ne 9:7; 
Ac 7:4 q Ge 10:19

12:1 r Ac 7:3*; Heb 11:8

12:2 s Ge 15:5; 17:2,  4; 
18:18; 22:17; Dt 26:5 

t Ge 24:1,  35

14 When She lah had  lived 30  years, he be came the fa ther of Eber. 15 And af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Eber, She lah  lived 403  years and had other sons and  daugh ters.

16 When Eber had  lived 34  years, he be came the fa ther of Pe leg. 17 And af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Pe leg, Eber  lived 430  years and had other sons and  daugh ters.

18 When Pe leg had  lived 30  years, he be came the fa ther of Reu. 19 And af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Reu, Pe leg  lived 209  years and had other sons and  daugh ters.

20 When Reu had  lived 32  years, he be came the fa ther of Se rug. g 21 And af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Se rug, Reu  lived 207  years and had other sons and  daugh ters.

22 When Se rug had  lived 30  years, he be came the fa ther of Na hor. 23 And af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Na hor, Se rug  lived 200  years and had other sons and  daugh ters.

24 When Na hor had  lived 29  years, he be came the fa ther of Te rah. h 25 And af ter he be came 
the fa ther of Te rah, Na hor  lived 119  years and had other sons and  daugh ters.

26 Af ter Te rah had  lived 70  years, he be came the fa ther of  Abram, i Na hor j and  Ha ran.

Abram’s Family
27 This is the ac count of Te rah’s fam ily  line.

Te rah be came the fa ther of  Abram, Na hor and Ha ran. And Ha ran be came the fa ther 
of Lot. k 28 While his fa ther Te rah was  still  alive, Ha ran died in Ur of the Chal de ans, l in the 
land of his  birth. 29 Abram and Na hor both mar ried. The name of  Abram’s wife was Sa rai, m 
and the name of Na hor’s wife was Mil kah; n she was the daugh ter of Ha ran, the fa ther of 
both Mil kah and Is kah. 30 Now Sa rai was child less be cause she was not able to  con ceive. o

31 Te rah took his son  Abram, his grand son Lot son of Ha ran, and his daugh ter-in-law 
Sa rai, the wife of his son  Abram, and to gether they set out from Ur of the Chal de ans p to go 
to Ca naan. q But when they came to Har ran, they set tled  there.

32 Te rah  lived 205  years, and he died in  Har ran.

The Call of Abram

12 The Lord had said to  Abram, “Go from your coun try, your peo ple and your fa ther’s 
house hold to the land I will show  you. r

 2 “I will make you into a great nation, s

  and I will bless you; t

  I will make your name great,
  and you will be a blessing. a

11:18 Reu. The name means “friend” or “shep-
herd.” Cf. Reuel, “friend of God” (Exod 2:18).
11:20 – 26 Serug . . . Nahor . . . Terah. Also 
place-names in the region of Harran in north-
ern Mesopotamia. The homeland for Abram 
was in this region. Ur may have been a branch 
of the “family business” (Josh 24:2).
11:27 —  25:18 The Family of Abraham. A new 
heading introduces the next major narrative 
section in Genesis. Almost every episode in 
11:27 —  25:18 involves Abraham, who plays 
a very significant role in the outworking of 
God’s redemptive plan.
11:27 – 32 Abram’s Family. These verses pro-
vide background information essential for 
understanding the subsequent story: the 
death of Abram’s brother, Haran, the father 
of Lot; the barrenness of Abram’s wife, Sarai; 
the relocation of Terah’s family to northern 
Mesopotamia.
11:27 This is the account of. Marks the start of 
a new section in Genesis. The heading intro-
duces Terah’s immediate family. Abram. God 
later renames him Abraham (17:5).
11:28 Ur of the Chaldeans. The remains of the 
ancient city of Ur, located at Tell el-Muqayyar 
in Iraq, were excavated by Leonard Woolley 
from 1922 to 1934. His investigations revealed 
the existence of a well-developed urban cul-
ture at the end of the third millennium and 
the start of the second millennium BC, around 
the time that Terah’s family lived there. To 
distinguish it from other cities with the same 

name, Ur is associated with the Chaldeans. 
The Kaldu people settled in southern Bab-
ylon about 1200 BC, giving their name to the 
region. The designation “of the Chaldeans” 
probably belongs to the period 1000 – 500 
BC and is anachronistic, reflecting, like some 
other place-names in Genesis, geographic 
knowledge from a later time when the text 
of Genesis was updated. See Introduction to  
the Pentateuch, p. 9.
11:29 Sarai. Later renamed Sarah (17:15).
11:30 childless. Sarai’s inability to have chil-
dren is a major obstacle to the fulfillment of 
God’s promise that Abram will have many de-
scendants and become a great nation (12:2). 
The same problem recurs with Rebekah 
(25:21) and Rachel (29:31). In each case, God 
enables a son to be born who becomes an im-
portant link in the unique family line traced 
throughout Genesis.
11:31 Terah’s family moves from southern 
to northern Mesopotamia. Harran. Located 
in Turkey at Eskiharran, the modern name 
meaning “old Harran.” In Hebrew script the 
place-name Harran differs markedly from the 
name of Lot’s father (Haran).
11:32 205 years. Taking into account the num-
bers given in v. 26 and 12:4, Terah would have 
been 145 years old when Abram left Harran. If 
Terah lived for 205 years, he would have died 
long after Abram’s departure for Canaan. 
Yet in Acts 7:4 Stephen states that Abram 
departed from Harran after Terah’s death. 

Stephen’s remark corresponds with the text 
of the Samaritan Pentateuch, a very early ver-
sion of Genesis through Deuteronomy, which 
claims that Terah died when he was 145 years 
old. The figure of 205 years may be due to a 
mistake by an early copyist.

12:1 – 9 The Call of Abram. Having set the 
scene in 11:27 – 32, the account of Abram’s re-
lationship with God begins with a significant 
agenda-setting speech that will influence 
both Abram’s immediate future and the long-
term future of all humanity.
12:1 – 3 God’s invitation to Abram is a key pas-
sage in the book of Genesis. It places Abram 
at the heart of God’s plans to reverse all that 
has gone wrong since Adam and Eve were 
expelled from the Garden of Eden (3:22 – 24). 
Adam and Eve’s disobedience resulted in di-
vine displeasure and curses; Abram’s obedi-
ence will bring blessing. God’s call requires 
Abram to exercise tremendous faith. He 
must first abandon the security of family and 
country and then travel to a foreign land, con-
fidently believing that God will give him both 
descendants and land, essential ingredients 
in order to become a “great nation” (12:2). At 
the time of his call, Abram and Sarai are child-
less (11:30).
12:2 name great. The promise that God will 
make Abram famous comes in the wake of the 
failed ambitions of the city-builders of Babel 
(11:4 – 8) and possibly has royal connotations 

a 2 Or be seen as blessed    
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12:3 u Ge 27:29; 
Ex 23:22; Nu 24:9 
v Ge 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 
Ac 3:25; Gal 3:8*

12:4 w Ge 11:31

12:5 x Ge 14:14; 17:23

 3 I will bless those who bless you,
  and whoever curses you I will curse; u

  and all peoples on earth
  will be blessed through you. v” a

4 So  Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him.  Abram was sev enty-
five  years old when he set out from Har ran. w 5 He took his wife Sa rai, his nephew Lot, all 
the pos ses sions they had ac cu mu lated and the peo ple x they had ac quired in Har ran, and 
they set out for the land of Ca naan, and they ar rived  there.

(2 Sam 7:9). While God’s promises have an ex-
plicit national dimension, this is subservient 
to the international aspect that marks the 
climax of the speech.
12:3 bless those who bless you. The theme 
of God’s blessing others through Abram 
later links to the line of descendants traced 
initially through Isaac and Jacob (22:18; 26:4; 
27:29; 28:14). In the NT Paul sees in this prom-
ise of blessing an advance announcement 
of the gospel (Gal 3:8), the blessing coming 
ultimately through  Jesus Christ, the “seed” 

of Abraham (Gal 3:16; see Gen 22:18 and NIV 
text note). The apostle Peter likewise associ-
ates  Jesus Christ with the fulfillment of God’s 
promise to bless the families of the earth 
(Acts 3:25 – 26). Although the initial promises 
of nationhood and international blessing 
are conditional upon Abram’s obedience, 
God later guarantees these by making two 
covenants with Abram (chs. 15; 17). See “Cov-
enant,” p. 2334.
12:4 Abram went. In faith Abram obeys God’s 
call (Heb 11:8). Lot. Although he is sufficiently 

wealthy to have remained in Harran (13:5 – 6), 
since his father is dead (11:28), Lot decides 
that his future will be served best by accom-
panying Abram, his uncle. This too is an act of 
faith on the part of Lot.
12:5 people they had acquired. Abram ap-
pears to have had a substantial number of 
men attached to his household; some were 
bought from foreigners (17:12) and some were 
born in his household. Gen 14:14 refers to 318 
trained men. Lot also had a separate retinue 
of men (13:7).

a 3 Or earth / will use your name in blessings (see 48:20)    
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12:6 y Heb 11:9 
z Ge 35:4; Dt 11:30 

a Ge 10:18

12:7 b Ge 17:1; 18:1; 
Ex 6:3 c Ge 13:15,  17; 

15:18; 17:8; Ps 105:9-11 
d Ge 13:4

12:8 e Ge 13:3

12:9 f Ge 13:1,  3

12:13 g Ge 20:2; 26:7

6 Abram trav eled  through the land y as far as the site of the  great tree of Mo reh z at She-
chem. At that time the Ca naan ites a were in the land. 7 The Lord ap peared to  Abram b and 
said, “To your off spring a I will give this land.” c So he  built an al tar  there to the Lord, d who 
had ap peared to  him.

8 From  there he went on to ward the  hills east of Bethel e and  pitched his tent, with Bethel 
on the west and Ai on the east.  There he  built an al tar to the Lord and  called on the name 
of the Lord.

9 Then  Abram set out and con tin ued to ward the  Negev. f

Abram in Egypt
12:10-20Ref —  Ge 20:1-18; 26:1-11

10 Now  there was a fam ine in the land, and  Abram went down to  Egypt to live  there for a 
 while be cause the fam ine was se vere. 11 As he was  about to en ter  Egypt, he said to his wife 
Sa rai, “I know what a beau ti ful woman you are. 12 When the Egyp tians see you, they will 
say, ‘This is his wife.’ Then they will kill me but will let you live. 13 Say you are my sis ter, g so 
that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be  spared be cause of  you.”

14 When  Abram came to  Egypt, the Egyp tians saw that Sa rai was a very beau ti ful woman. 
15 And when Phar aoh’s of fi cials saw her, they  praised her to Phar aoh, and she was taken 
into his pal ace. 16 He treated  Abram well for her sake, and  Abram ac quired  sheep and cat tle, 
male and fe male don keys, male and fe male ser vants, and  cam els.

12:6 traveled through the land. Abram’s jour-
ney brings him to Shechem in Canaan. His life-
style as a seminomadic herdsman involved 
living in a tent away from urban settlements. 
Occasionally large trees identify the locations 
of his encampments (13:18). Heb 11:8 – 16 em-
phasizes that Abram intentionally lived in a 
tent because he anticipated the creation of 
a city designed and built by God. This hope 
distinguishes him from the God-defiant city-
builders of Babel (11:1 – 9). Canaanites were in 
the land. Although God promises Abram the 
land of Canaan, it is already occupied.
12:7 The Lord appeared. Genesis records a 
number of occasions when God appeared 

to the patriarchs. God pledges to transform 
Abram’s present circumstances; at this stage 
Abram is both childless and landless.
12:8 Bethel. Means “house of God” in Hebrew. 
built an altar. The religious practices of the 
patriarchs predate the construction of the 
tabernacle and later the temple. The altars 
built by the patriarchs anticipate a future 
time when God will dwell on the earth per-
manently. Although they did not view God as 
residing at these altars, they could encoun-
ter him there (Exod 20:24). Their existence 
served as reminders of the patriarch’s spe-
cial relationship with God and the promise 
of land.

12:9 Negev. Means “south” in Hebrew. See 
map, p. 2548. Abram moves southward from 
Shechem, eventually coming by stages to the 
Negev.
12:10 – 20 Abram in Egypt. Egypt was better 
equipped than Canaan to withstand famine 
caused by drought because of irrigation along 
the banks of the Nile River. Given Abram’s 
southward trek from Harran to Canaan, Egypt 
was a natural place to seek refuge.
12:11 – 13 Rather than trusting in God’s protec-
tion, Abram selfishly devises a cunning ruse.
12:16 camels. It is often stated that refer-
ences to camels in Genesis are anachronis-
tic because camels were not domesticated 

a 7 Or seed    
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12:17 h 1Ch 16:21

12:18 i Ge 20:9; 26:10

13:1 j Ge 12:9

13:3 k Ge 12:8

13:4 l Ge 12:7

13:6 m Ge 36:7

13:7 n Ge 26:20,  21 
o Ge 12:6

13:8 p Pr 15:18; 20:3 
q Ps 133:1

13:10 r Ge 19:22,  30 
s Ge 2:8-10; Isa 51:3 
t Ge 14:8; 19:17-29

13:12 u Ge 19:17,  25,  29 
v Ge 14:12

13:13 w Ge 18:20; 
Eze 16:49-50; 2Pe 2:8

13:14 x Ge 28:14; 
Dt 3:27

13:15 y Ge 12:7; 
Gal 3:16*

13:17 z ver 15; 
Nu 13:17-25

13:18 a Ge 14:13,  24; 
18:1 b Ge 35:27 
c Ge 8:20

14:1 d Ge 10:10

14:2 e Ge 10:19 
f Ge 13:10

17 But the Lord in flicted se ri ous dis eases on Phar aoh and his house hold h be cause of 
 Abram’s wife Sa rai. 18 So Phar aoh sum moned  Abram. “What have you done to me?” i he 
said. “Why  didn’t you tell me she was your wife? 19 Why did you say, ‘She is my sis ter,’ so 
that I took her to be my wife? Now then, here is your wife. Take her and go!” 20 Then Phar-
aoh gave or ders  about  Abram to his men, and they sent him on his way, with his wife and 
ev ery thing he  had.

Abram and Lot Separate

13 So  Abram went up from  Egypt to the Negev, j with his wife and ev ery thing he had, 
and Lot went with him. 2 Abram had be come very  wealthy in live stock and in sil ver 

and  gold.
3 From the Negev he went from  place to  place un til he came to Bethel, k to the  place be-

tween Bethel and Ai  where his tent had been ear lier 4 and  where he had  first  built an al tar. l 
 There  Abram  called on the name of the  Lord.

5 Now Lot, who was mov ing  about with  Abram, also had  flocks and  herds and  tents. 6 But 
the land  could not sup port them  while they  stayed to gether, for  their pos ses sions were so 
 great that they were not able to stay to gether. m 7 And quar rel ing n  arose be tween  Abram’s 
herd ers and Lot’s. The Ca naan ites and Per iz zites were also liv ing in the land o at that  time.

8 So  Abram said to Lot, “Let’s not have any quar rel ing be tween you and me, p or be tween 
your herd ers and mine, for we are  close rel a tives. q 9 Is not the  whole land be fore you?  Let’s 
part com pany. If you go to the left, I’ll go to the  right; if you go to the  right, I’ll go to the 
 left.”

10 Lot  looked  around and saw that the  whole  plain of the Jor dan to ward Zoar r was well 
wa tered, like the gar den of the Lord, s like the land of  Egypt. (This was be fore the Lord 
de stroyed Sodom and Go mor rah.) t 11 So Lot  chose for him self the  whole  plain of the Jor dan 
and set out to ward the east. The two men parted com pany: 12 Abram  lived in the land of 
Ca naan,  while Lot  lived  among the cit ies of the  plain u and  pitched his  tents near Sodom. v 
13 Now the peo ple of Sodom were wicked and were sin ning greatly  against the  Lord. w

14 The Lord said to  Abram af ter Lot had parted from him, “Look  around from  where you 
are, to the  north and  south, to the east and west. x 15 All the land that you see I will give to 
you and your off spring a for ever. y 16 I will make your off spring like the dust of the  earth, 
so that if any one  could  count the dust, then your off spring  could be counted. 17 Go, walk 
 through the  length and  breadth of the land, z for I am giv ing it to  you.”

18 So  Abram went to live near the  great  trees of Mamre a at He bron, b  where he  pitched 
his  tents.  There he  built an al tar to the  Lord. c

Abram Rescues Lot

14 At the time when Am ra phel was king of Shi nar, b d Ar i och king of El la sar, Ked or-
la o mer king of Elam and Ti dal king of Goyim, 2 these  kings went to war  against 

Bera king of Sodom, Bir sha king of Go mor rah, Shi nab king of Ad mah, Shem e ber king of 
Ze boyim, e and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar). f 3 All  these lat ter  kings  joined forces in the 

until the end of the second millennium BC. 
Archaeological evidence for the early domes-
tication of camels is understandably limited 
given their use in desert regions. Even in 
Genesis they are usually mentioned in con-
texts involving long-distance travel close 
to deserts (e.g., 24:10 – 64; 31:17,34; 37:25). 
Recent research, however, suggests that 
people used camels as early as the third mil-
lennium BC. Genesis tends to mention them 
at the very end of lists of possessions (30:43; 
32:7), possibly suggesting that they were the 
least numerous of the animals the patriarchs 
owned.
12:17 serious diseases. A minimum of detail is 
given regarding Phar aoh’s punishment. There 
is no reason to assume that these are related 
to any of the diseases recorded in Exod 7 – 12.

13:1 – 18 Abram and Lot Separate. After they 
return to Canaan, a conflict over pastureland 
causes Abram to give his nephew Lot first 
choice of the land. However, after the two 
men part company, God reiterates his prom-

ise to Abram that his descendants will pos-
sess all of Canaan.
13:6 land could not support them. The hill 
country to the east of Bethel (v. 3) provides in-
adequate pasture for all the livestock Abram 
and Lot own.
13:7 Canaanites and Perizzites. The presence 
of other inhabitants probably also limited 
the pastureland available to the livestock of 
Abram and Lot.
13:10 well watered. An abundance of water 
made the Jordan Valley an obvious choice for 
Lot, especially after the famine mentioned in 
12:10. But the fertility of the land masks a hid-
den danger. Sodom and Gomorrah. Linked 
in 10:19 to Canaan, Noah’s grandson, whom 
Noah cursed (9:25 – 27). The brief remark 
about their destruction anticipates the fuller 
description in ch. 19. The original location of 
these cities is unknown, although they were 
probably situated near the southern end of 
the Dead Sea.
13:11 – 12 Separating from Abram, Lot camps 
near Sodom. When we next read of him, he 

has settled within the city (14:12; see 19:3 – 11). 
In sharp contrast to Abram, the men of 
 Sodom are antagonistic toward the Lord. As 
subsequent events reveal, Lot’s choice seri-
ously endangers his well-being on two occa-
sions (chs. 14; 19).
13:16 like the dust of the earth. Although 
Abram remains childless, the Lord promises 
him that his descendants will be numerous. 
Elsewhere, God compares Abram’s descen-
dants to the stars in the sky and the sand on 
the seashore (22:17; see 15:5).
13:18 altar. The one built by Abraham near 
Hebron was located relatively close to those 
mentioned in 12:6 – 8. All three altars were 
constructed in what would later be the cen-
tral regions of the kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah.

14:1 – 24 Abram Rescues Lot. When a foreign 
confederation of four kings defeats an alli-
ance of five Canaanite kings, they take cap-
tive Abram’s nephew Lot. After Abram returns 
from successfully rescuing Lot and other cap-

a 15 Or seed ; also in verse 16    b 1 That is, Babylonia; also in verse 9    
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14:3 g Nu 34:3,  12; 
Dt 3:17; Jos 3:16;  

15:2,  5

14:5 h Ge 15:20; 
Dt 2:11,  20 i Dt 2:10

14:6 j Dt 2:12,  22 
k Dt 2:1,  5,  22 l Ge 21:21; 

Nu 10:12

14:7 m 2Ch 20:2

14:8 n Ge 13:10; 19:17-
29 o Dt 29:23

14:10 p Ge 19:17,  30

14:13 q ver 24; Ge 13:18

14:14 r Ge 15:3 
s Dt 34:1; Jdg 18:29

14:17 t 2Sa 18:18

14:18 u Ps 110:4; 
Heb 5:6 v Ps 76:2; 

Heb 7:2

14:19 w Heb 7:6

Val ley of Sid dim (that is, the Dead Sea Val ley g). 4 For  twelve  years they had been sub ject to 
Ked or la o mer, but in the thir teenth year they  re belled.

5 In the four teenth year, Ked or la o mer and the  kings al lied with him went out and de-
feated the Reph a ites h in Ash te roth Kar naim, the Zu zites in Ham, the  Emites i in Sha veh 
Kir ia thaim 6 and the Ho rites j in the hill coun try of Seir, k as far as El Pa ran l near the des ert. 
7 Then they  turned back and went to En Mish pat (that is, Ka desh), and they con quered the 
 whole ter ri tory of the Am a lek ites, as well as the Am o rites who were liv ing in Haz e zon 
 Ta mar. m

8 Then the king of Sodom, the king of Go mor rah, n the king of Ad mah, the king of Ze-
boyim o and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar)  marched out and drew up  their bat tle  lines in 
the Val ley of Sid dim 9 against Ked or la o mer king of Elam, Ti dal king of Goyim, Am ra phel 
king of Shi nar and Ar i och king of El la sar —  four  kings  against five. 10 Now the Val ley of 
Sid dim was full of tar pits, and when the  kings of Sodom and Go mor rah fled, some of the 
men fell into them and the rest fled to the  hills. p 11 The four  kings  seized all the  goods 
of Sodom and Go mor rah and all  their food; then they went away. 12 They also car ried off 
 Abram’s nephew Lot and his pos ses sions,  since he was liv ing in  Sodom.

13 A man who had es caped came and re ported this to  Abram the He brew. Now  Abram 
was liv ing near the  great  trees of Mamre q the Am o rite, a brother a of Esh kol and Aner, all 
of whom were al lied with  Abram. 14 When  Abram  heard that his rel a tive had been taken 
cap tive, he  called out the 318  trained men born in his house hold r and went in pur suit 
as far as Dan. s 15 Dur ing the  night  Abram di vided his men to at tack them and he routed 
them, pur su ing them as far as Ho bah,  north of Da mas cus. 16 He re cov ered all the  goods 
and  brought back his rel a tive Lot and his pos ses sions, to gether with the women and the 
other  peo ple.

17 Af ter  Abram re turned from de feat ing Ked or la o mer and the  kings al lied with him, the 
king of Sodom came out to meet him in the Val ley of Sha veh (that is, the  King’s  Val ley). t

18 Then Mel chiz e dek u king of Sa lem v  brought out  bread and wine. He was  priest of God 
Most High, 19 and he  blessed  Abram, w  say ing,

tives, the kings of Sodom and Salem greet 
him. Abram’s different responses to the two 
kings are exceptionally important, revealing 
how Abram rejects the spoils of battle in or-
der to enhance his own standing within the 
land of Canaan. Although his defeat of the in-
vading kings provides Abram with an oppor-
tunity to enrich himself further, he places his 
future hope in God, affirming through the gift 
of a tithe the truthfulness of Melchizedek’s 
remarks. The events of this chapter portray 
Abram as worthy of royal status.
14:1 – 4 A dispute between two groups of 
kings results in a conflict in the Jordan Valley, 
where Lot is living. For 12 years the local kings 
have been subject to a foreign coalition com-
posed of kings from the region of Mesopo-
tamia and beyond. Although these kings are 
not known in existing extrabiblical sources, 
their names are typical of the territories as-
sociated with them.
14:1 Shinar. Region of southern Mesopota-
mia, later known as Bab ylonia (10:10; see 
Josh 7:21 and NIV text note). Ellasar. Possibly 
northern Mesopotamia, the name “Arioch” 
having been found in ancient texts from Mari 
and Nuzi. Elam. Region to the east of south-
ern Mesopotamia. Only in the early second 
millennium BC is there evidence of Elamite 
armies advancing westward into Mesopota-
mia and possibly onward to Canaan. Tidal. 
The name may be of Hittite origin. The inser-
tion of explanatory names in vv. 1 – 8 (e.g., 
Zoar [vv. 2,8] and Kadesh [v. 7]) point to the 
antiquity of this account.
14:5 – 7 Before they arrive in the Jordan Val-
ley, the foreign coalition defeats various tribal 
groups whose territories lie along the King’s 
Highway in Transjordan. After reaching the 
Gulf of Aqabah, they travel northward to Haze-
zon Tamar, known as En Gedi in 2 Chr 20:2.

14:8 – 11 Unable to repel the invading coali-
tion, the local kings flee in disarray, leaving 
the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah to be 
plundered.
14:13 Hebrew. Against the background of all 
the different ethnic groups mentioned in the 
first part of this chapter, Abram is designated 
a Hebrew. This is the first occurrence of this 
term in the Bible. It may be associated with 
the name Eber, first mentioned in 10:21, from 
whom the Israelites are descended. Although 
similar sounding, the name Hebrew is not 
associated with the people referred to as 
habiru/hapiru in the el-Amarna tablets of the 
fourteenth century BC.
14:14 trained men. This translates a rare He-
brew word that possibly refers to those who 
have had some form of military training. 
Through a surprise attack at night, Abram’s 
relatively small force successfully routs their 
opponents, who flee northward toward their 
own territories (v. 15). Dan. The name that the 
Israelites gave to the city of Laish after they 
captured it (Judg 18:27 – 29). See Introduction 
to the Pentateuch, p. 9.
14:17 – 24 The different responses of the kings 
of Salem and Sodom to Abram’s victory con-
trast a God-centered approach to life with 
a human-centered one. Recognizing God’s 
place in human affairs, Abram is not prepared 
to enhance his own status within the land 
of Canaan by taking what belonged to oth-
ers, even when it is captured in battle. Abram 
distances himself from the “winner takes all” 
attitude of the king of Sodom. Abram will not 
use the military power available to him to 
take control of the land of Canaan; rather, he 
waits on God to reward him (cf. 15:1). Genesis 
condemns the misuse of violence as a perver-
sion of humanity’s divinely given authority 
over the earth.

14:17 Valley of Shaveh. Later known as the 
King’s Valley (2 Sam 18:18), it was east of Je-
rusalem.
14:18 Melchizedek. This form of name was 
common among second-millennium BC Ca-
naanites. Scholars debate its original mean-
ing; it could possibly mean “Melek is just,” 
“Zedek is my king,” or “My king is just” (cf. 
Malkiel, meaning “El is my king,” in 46:17), 
where Melek and Zedek are divine names. 
By NT times, the name was understood to 
mean “king of righteousness” (Heb 7:2). 
Although little is known of him, as a priest-
king of Jerusalem associated with both righ-
teousness and peace, Melchizedek became a 
figure of special significance (see Ps 110:4). 
The author of Hebrews argues that  Jesus 
Christ is a priest belonging to the “order 
of Melchizedek” (Heb 5:6,10; 6:20; 7:11,17); 
because Abram gives him a tithe, Melchize-
dek’s priestly order is superior to the priests 
associated with the tribe of Levi (see Heb 
5:5 – 10; 6:20 —  7:28 and notes). Salem. A 
shortened form of Jerusalem (Ps 76:2). “Sa-
lem” also resembles the Hebrew word for 
peace (Heb 7:2). God Most High. This is one 
of several designations Genesis uses for God 
in which various attributes qualify “El,” the 
common Semitic term for God (e.g., ʾēl rŏʾî, 
“the God who sees me” [16:13]; ʾēl šadday, 
“God Almighty” [17:1]; ʾēl ʿôlām, “the Eternal 
God” [21:33]).
14:19 Creator of heaven and earth. Melchize-
dek’s description of God implies that God is 
more than simply the creator of everything. 
He is also its possessor, a striking affirma-
tion in the light of the human conflict over 
territory in the opening part of this chapter. 
Rejecting God’s ownership of the earth lies at 
the heart of human sin.

a 13 Or a relative; or an ally    

GENESIS 14:19 | 47

9780310450405_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_BTSB_FINAL.indd   47 2/8/18   12:59 PM



14:19 x ver 22

14:20 y Ge 24:27 
z Ge 28:22; Dt 26:12; 
Heb 7:4

14:22 a Ex 6:8; 
Da 12:7; Rev 10:5-6 
b ver 19

14:23 c 2Ki 5:16

15:1 d Da 10:1 
e Ge 21:17; 26:24; 
46:3; 2Ki 6:16; Ps 27:1; 
Isa 41:10,  13-14 
f Dt 33:29; 2Sa 22:3,  
31; Ps 3:3

15:2 g Ac 7:5

15:3 h Ge 24:2,  34

15:4 i Gal 4:28

15:5 j Ps 147:4; 
Jer 33:22 k Ge 12:2; 
22:17; Ex 32:13; 
Ro 4:18*; Heb 11:12

15:6 l Ps 106:31; 
Ro 4:3*,  20-24*; 
Gal 3:6*; Jas 2:23*

15:8 m Lk 1:18

15:10 n ver 17; 
Jer 34:18 o Lev 1:17

15:12 p Ge 2:21

15:13 q ver 16; 
Ex 12:40; Ac 7:6,  17 

  “Blessed be Abram by God Most High,
  Creator of heaven and earth. x

 20 And praise be to God Most High, y

  who delivered your enemies into your hand.”

Then  Abram gave him a  tenth of  ev ery thing. z

21 The king of Sodom said to  Abram, “Give me the peo ple and keep the  goods for 
 your self.”

22 But  Abram said to the king of Sodom, “With  raised hand a I have  sworn an oath to the 
Lord, God Most High, Cre a tor of heaven and  earth, b 23 that I will ac cept noth ing be long ing to 
you, c not even a  thread or the  strap of a san dal, so that you will never be able to say, ‘I made 
 Abram rich.’ 24 I will ac cept noth ing but what my men have eaten and the  share that be longs 
to the men who went with me —  to Aner, Esh kol and Mamre. Let them have  their  share.”

The Lord’s Covenant With Abram

15 Af ter this, the word of the Lord came to  Abram d in a  vi sion:

  “Do not be afraid, e Abram.
  I am your shield, a f

  your very great reward. b ”

2 But  Abram said, “Sov er eign Lord, what can you give me  since I re main child less g and 
the one who will in herit c my es tate is El i e zer of Da mas cus?” 3 And  Abram said, “You have 
given me no chil dren; so a ser vant h in my house hold will be my  heir.”

4 Then the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be your heir, but a son who 
is your own flesh and blood will be your heir. i” 5 He took him out side and said, “Look up 
at the sky and  count the  stars j —  if in deed you can  count them.” Then he said to him, “So 
 shall your off spring d be.” k

6 Abram be lieved the Lord, and he cred ited it to him as  righ teous ness. l

7 He also said to him, “I am the Lord, who  brought you out of Ur of the Chal de ans to give 
you this land to take pos ses sion of it.”

8 But  Abram said, “Sov er eign Lord, how can I know m that I will gain pos ses sion of it?”
9 So the Lord said to him, “Bring me a heifer, a goat and a ram, each  three  years old, 

 along with a dove and a  young  pi geon.”
10 Abram  brought all  these to him, cut them in two and ar ranged the  halves op po site 

each other; n the  birds, how ever, he did not cut in half. o 11 Then  birds of prey came down on 
the car casses, but  Abram  drove them  away.

12 As the sun was set ting,  Abram fell into a deep  sleep, p and a  thick and dread ful dark-
ness came over him. 13 Then the Lord said to him, “Know for cer tain that for four hun dred 
 years q your de scen dants will be strang ers in a coun try not  their own and that they will be 

14:20 a tenth. In order to affirm Melchizedek’s 
remarks, Abram gives him a tithe, or tenth, of 
the recovered goods.
14:22 – 24 Abram swiftly dismisses the king of 
Sodom’s offer. He will not become indebted 
to the king of Sodom in order to fulfill God’s 
plan that he become a “great nation” (12:2). 
Although Abram has demonstrated that he 
is more than the equal of earthly kings, he 
recognizes that such greatness comes from 
God and is not the product of merely human 
effort.

15:1 – 21 The Lord’s Covenant With Abram. 
The related issues of descendants and land 
dominate this chapter; both are essential to 
the future creation of a great nation. Whereas 
vv. 1 – 6 focus on Abram’s childlessness, 
vv. 7 – 21 address the issue of how Abram can 
be certain that his descendants will possess 
the land of Canaan. The earlier conditional 
promise of nationhood (12:2) is now strength-
ened by a covenant that guarantees uncon-
ditionally a future fulfillment centuries after 
Abram’s death.
15:1 very great reward. The events of ch. 15 are 
a sequel to Abram’s rejection of the plunder 

taken from the cities of Sodom and Gomor-
rah. Rather than place his hope in wealth 
acquired by force, Abram looks to God. Pos-
sibly, Abram’s vision occurs at night, for v. 5 
indicates that numerous stars are visible.
15:2 Eliezer of Damascus. His identity is un-
certain; he is mentioned by name only here. 
He is highly trusted by Abram and is perhaps 
a slave who came originally from Damascus. 
During his journey to Canaan, Abram prob-
ably acquired men to look after his herds and 
flocks (17:23,27). Ancient Near Eastern texts 
provide examples of childless couples adopt-
ing a member of their household to be their 
heir. Because the meaning of the Hebrew 
text is slightly obscure (see NIV text note), 
the interpretation of this verse should be ap-
proached cautiously.
15:6 This verse is highly significant within the 
episode. Descriptive comments like this are 
very rare in OT narratives and are all the more 
important when they occur. Abram’s trust in 
God becomes the basis upon which God views 
him as righteous. Only later is Abram circum-
cised (17:23 – 27). The concept of righteousness 
based on faith becomes an important biblical 
principle for how people are brought into a 

right relationship with God. In the NT Paul 
quotes this verse three times (Rom 4:3,22; 
Gal 3:6) to argue that Gentile Christians can 
be righteous through faith without being cir-
cumcised (Rom 4:1 – 25; Gal 3:1 – 9). The apos-
tle James observes that Abram’s faith later 
expresses itself in good works (Jas 2:21 – 24).
15:9 – 17 The ritual described here has been 
interpreted in different ways. Based on pos-
sible parallels with Jer 34:18 – 19, this may 
be a self-curse in which God indicates that 
he will become like the dead animals if he 
breaks his promise to Abram. Alternatively, 
the “smoking firepot” (v. 17) may represent 
God; the animals, Abram’s descendants; and 
the birds of prey, their enemies. If we adopt 
the symbolism of this second alternative, this 
unusual event anticipates the future presence 
of God among the Israelites after their exodus 
from Egypt.
15:13 four hundred years. God indicates 
clearly to Abram that his descendants will 
take possession of the land of Canaan only af-
ter a long period of time has elapsed. This fig-
ure, which may refer to all of the time spent 
in the foreign land and not just the period of 
oppression, is probably best understood as a 

a 1 Or sovereign    b 1 Or shield; / your reward will be very great    c 2 The meaning of the Hebrew for this phrase is 
uncertain.    d 5 Or seed    
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Gal 4:24-25 a Ge 21:9

16:2 b Ge 30:3-4,  9-10
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16:7 e Ge 21:17; 22:11,  
15; 31:11 f Ge 20:1

16:10 g Ge 13:16; 17:20

16:11 h Ex 2:24; 3:7,  9

en slaved r and mis treated  there. 14 But I will pun ish the na tion they  serve as  slaves, and af-
ter ward they will come out s with  great pos ses sions. t 15 You, how ever, will go to your an ces-
tors in  peace and be bur ied at a good old age. u 16 In the  fourth gen er a tion your de scen dants 
will come back here, for the sin of the Am o rites v has not yet  reached its full  mea sure.”

17 When the sun had set and dark ness had fallen, a smok ing fire pot with a blaz ing  torch 
ap peared and  passed be tween the pieces. w 18 On that day the Lord made a cov enant with 
 Abram and said, “To your de scen dants I give this land, x from the Wadi a of  Egypt y to the 
 great river, the Eu phra tes —   19 the land of the Ke nites, Ken iz zites, Kad mon ites, 20 Hit tites, 
Per iz zites, Reph a ites, 21 Am o rites, Ca naan ites, Gir ga shites and  Jeb u sites.”

Hagar and Ishmael

16 Now Sa rai,  Abram’s wife, had  borne him no chil dren. z But she had an Egyp tian slave a 
 named Ha gar; 2 so she said to  Abram, “The Lord has kept me from hav ing chil dren. 

Go,  sleep with my slave; per haps I can  build a fam ily  through  her.” b

Abram  agreed to what Sa rai said. 3 So af ter  Abram had been liv ing in Ca naan c ten  years, 
Sa rai his wife took her Egyp tian slave Ha gar and gave her to her hus band to be his wife. 
4 He  slept with Ha gar, and she  con ceived.

When she knew she was preg nant, she be gan to de spise her mis tress. 5 Then Sa rai said 
to  Abram, “You are re spon si ble for the  wrong I am suf fer ing. I put my slave in your arms, 
and now that she  knows she is preg nant, she de spises me. May the Lord  judge be tween 
you and me.” d

6 “Your slave is in your  hands,”  Abram said. “Do with her what ever you  think best.” Then 
Sa rai mis treated Ha gar; so she fled from  her.

7 The an gel of the Lord e  found Ha gar near a  spring in the des ert; it was the  spring that is 
be side the road to Shur. f 8 And he said, “Ha gar, slave of Sa rai,  where have you come from, 
and  where are you  go ing?”

“I’m run ning away from my mis tress Sa rai,” she  an swered.
9 Then the an gel of the Lord told her, “Go back to your mis tress and sub mit to her.” 

10 The an gel added, “I will in crease your de scen dants so much that they will be too nu-
mer ous to  count.” g

11 The an gel of the Lord also said to  her:

  “You are now pregnant
  and you will give birth to a son.
  You shall name him Ishmael, b

  for the Lord has heard of your misery. h

round number, equivalent to the expression 
“four centuries” in English. Although Exod 
12:40 states that the Israelites were in Egypt 
for 430 years, for at least 70 of these years 
they enjoyed protection from oppression 
while Joseph was still alive.
15:16 the sin of the Amorites. The population 
of Canaan consisted of various ethnic groups, 
among whom the Amorites appear to have 
been well established (vv. 19 – 21), especially 
in the hill country where the Israelites settled 
first (Num 13:29; Deut 1:7). God will dispos-
sess the Amorites of their territory because 
of their immoral behavior. While God displays 
patience in not punishing them immediately, 
he will not tolerate their immorality forever. 
Later, the populations of both the northern 
kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom 
of Judah will experience similar punishment 
for living immorally and disregarding their 
covenant commitments to God.
15:17 Assuming that vv. 1 – 6 are set during the 
night, Abram must have taken most of the 
day to prepare the animals. a smoking firepot 
with a blazing torch. After sunset this passes 
between the pieces. Since God’s presence is 
frequently linked directly to fire (e.g., Exod 
3:2; 13:21 – 22; 14:24; 19:18), it may be assumed 
that he is the one who passes between the 
divided animals.
15:18 – 21 The chapter concludes with a sum-

mary confirming that God made a covenant 
through which he pledged unconditionally 
to give to Abram’s descendants the land of 
Canaan. This covenant guarantees that God 
will fulfill his earlier promise to make Abram 
into a great nation (12:2). All that is solemnly 
pledged here comes to fulfillment for a brief 
period during the reign of Solomon (1 Kgs 
4:21). The boundaries of the land extend from 
the Euphrates in the north to the Wadi of 
Egypt in the south (see v. 18 and note).
15:18 Wadi of Egypt. May refer to the eastern 
branch of the Nile (although this is not the 
usual Hebrew word for the Nile). Alternatively, 
it may refer to the Wadi el Arish, which lies to 
the east of the Nile.

16:1 – 16 Hagar and Ishmael. Sarai’s desire to 
provide an heir for Abram prompts her to 
adopt a custom referred to in a few ancient 
Near Eastern texts. Sarai offers her Egyptian 
maidservant Hagar to Abram in the hope that 
Hagar will bear a son on her behalf. After Hagar 
conceives, friction develops between the two 
women, causing Hagar to run away. In the end 
God sees Hagar’s plight and persuades her to 
return. Perhaps Abram mistakenly assumes 
that Ishmael is the heir God promised.
16:3 wife. Hagar’s status changes from ser-
vant to wife, although she still has a second-
ary position within the household in relation 

to Sarai (25:6). Abram’s taking a second wife 
does not indicate that God sanctions bigamy. 
This was not something God required in order 
to fulfill his promises. Abram’s actions hinder 
rather than help the outworking of God’s 
plan for Abram. Scripture always portrays 
taking additional wives as problematic and 
less than the ideal.
16:5 – 6 Responding to the rift that develops 
between the two women, Abram acquiesces 
to Sarai’s demand. As a result, Sarai treats 
Hagar harshly. Of Egyptian descent, Hagar 
flees toward her homeland.
16:7 angel of the Lord. The Hebrew word for 
“angel” may also denote a “messenger,” and 
angels may have the appearance of human 
beings (18:2). While the expression “angel of 
the Lord” may denote a creature other than 
the Lord, it seems more likely in this instance, 
as sometimes elsewhere (e.g., Exod 3:2 – 4), 
that this is God himself. Not only does the 
angel speak with divine authority, but after-
ward Hagar refers to her experience in terms 
of having seen God (v. 13).
16:10 As a reward, the angel promises Hagar 
numerous descendants. This may have en-
couraged Abram to see Hagar’s child as the 
divinely promised heir.
16:11 Ishmael. Hagar calls her son “God hears” 
(see NIV text note) in recognition of God’s 
intervention.

a 18 Or river    b 11 Ishmael means God hears.    
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 12 He will be a wild donkey of a man;
  his hand will be against everyone
  and everyone’s hand against him,
  and he will live in hostility
  toward a all his brothers. i”

13 She gave this name to the Lord who  spoke to her: “You are the God who sees me,” for 
she said, “I have now seen b the One who sees me.” j 14 That is why the well was  called Beer 
La hai Roi c; it is  still  there, be tween Ka desh and  Be red.

15 So Ha gar bore  Abram a son, k and  Abram gave the name Ish mael to the son she had 
 borne. 16 Abram was  eighty-six  years old when Ha gar bore him  Ish mael.

The Covenant of Circumcision

17 When  Abram was ninety-nine  years old, the Lord ap peared to him and said, “I am 
God Al mighty d; l walk be fore me faith fully and be blame less. m 2 Then I will make my 

cov enant be tween me and you n and will greatly in crease your  num bers.”
3 Abram fell face down, and God said to him, 4 “As for me, this is my cov enant with 

you: o You will be the fa ther of many na tions. p 5 No lon ger will you be  called  Abram e; 
your name will be Abra ham, f q for I have made you a fa ther of many na tions. r 6 I will 
make you very fruit ful; s I will make na tions of you, and  kings will come from you. t 7 I 
will es tab lish my cov enant as an ever last ing cov enant be tween me and you and your 
de scen dants af ter you for the gen er a tions to come, to be your God u and the God of your 
de scen dants af ter you. v 8 The  whole land of Ca naan, w  where you now re side as a for-
eigner, x I will give as an ever last ing pos ses sion to you and your de scen dants af ter you; y 
and I will be  their  God.”

9 Then God said to Abra ham, “As for you, you must keep my cov enant, you and your 
de scen dants af ter you for the gen er a tions to come. 10 This is my cov enant with you and 
your de scen dants af ter you, the cov enant you are to keep: Ev ery male  among you  shall 

16:12 Although the angel commands Hagar to 
submit to Sarai (v. 9), he states that her son’s 
independent spirit will bring him into conflict 
with others.
16:13 – 14 God’s unexpected intervention 
makes a deep impression on Hagar. His con-
cern for her plight causes her to name him “El 
Roi” (“the God who sees me”) and the well 
“Beer Lahai Roi” (see NIV text note). Not only 
does God see her, but she has also seen him.
16:15 After Hagar returns to Abram’s house-
hold and her son is born, Abram names him. 
Recognizing Ishmael as his heir, Abram must 
have believed that here was God’s solution to 
the continuation of his family and the fulfill-
ment of the divine promise of nationhood. 
Regrettably, Ishmael was not the promised 
son that God intended Abram and Sarai to 
have. Their attempt to fulfill God’s plan by 
human effort ultimately fails. As the ongo-
ing story of Abram’s life reveals, in his time 
God enables Sarai to give birth to Isaac. The 
contrast between the son of promise and the 
son of the slave woman is later used by Paul in 
his letter to the Galatians to illustrate the dis-
tinction between acquiring salvation through 
faith in Christ and failing to merit salvation 
through human endeavor (Gal 4:21 – 31).

17:1 – 27 The Covenant of Circumcision. Having 
previously made a covenant with Abram to 
guarantee the divine promise of nationhood 
(ch. 15), the Lord now appears to Abram in 
order to either establish another covenant or 
develop further the one already made in Gen 
15. Coming 13 years after the birth of Ishmael, 
this covenant involves the birth of Sarai’s son, 
with whom God will establish the covenant in 
the next generation. At the heart of this cov-
enant is God’s promise to bless the nations of 

the earth (12:3), which the change of Abram’s 
name to Abraham reflects. God’s speech to 
Abraham moves from God’s part (vv. 4 – 8) to 
that of Abraham (vv. 9 – 14) and then to Sarah 
(vv. 15 – 16).
17:1 God Almighty. God introduces himself 
to Abram as El Shaddai (see NIV text note). 
While the precise meaning of Shaddai is de-
bated, the designation most likely underlines 
God’s power, anticipating God’s promise to 
provide Abram a son through Sarai, who is 
now 89 years old. walk before me. Elsewhere 
those who “walk with” God display a positive, 
consistent relationship with him (e.g., Enoch 
[5:22]; Noah [6:9]). blameless. The Hebrew 
elsewhere denotes sacrificial animals that are 
without blemish. Abram must resemble Noah 
(6:9), with whom God also made an everlast-
ing covenant (9:1 – 17).
17:2 Then I will make my covenant. Unlike the 
covenant in ch. 15, the establishment of this 
covenant is conditional based upon Abram 
remaining faithful to God.
17:4,5 father of many nations. Repeated for 
emphasis, this phrase encapsulates the cov-
enant.
17:5 By changing the patriarch’s name from 
Abram to Abraham (see NIV text notes), God 
conveys the purpose of this covenant. fa-
ther. Although this term usually points to a 
biological relationship, here it is metaphoric, 
picking up God’s earlier promise that through 
Abram “all peoples on earth will be blessed” 
(12:3). As the spiritual father of many nations, 
Abraham will bring God’s blessing to them. 
For this reason, the males circumcised in 
17:27 include those who are not Abraham’s 
offspring (see v. 12). Later in Genesis, Joseph, 
who brings blessing to the nations, states 
that God made him “father to Phar aoh” (45:8; 

see Judg 17:10 for another metaphoric use of 
“father”). many nations. The international 
dimension of this covenant is important and 
indicates that circumcision was not originally 
about merely defining ethnic Israel. For this 
reason the apostle Paul views the “offspring” 
of Abraham as including Gentiles who share 
Abraham’s faith (Rom 4:16 – 17; 15:8 – 12; Gal 
3:6 – 9,29; cf. Rom 9:6 – 7).
17:6 I will make you very fruitful. This promise 
recalls God’s blessing of humanity at creation 
(1:28), which was later renewed with Noah 
(9:1). Through Abraham God will eventually 
fulfill his plan to fill the earth with people 
who will live in harmony with their Creator. 
I will make nations of you. This underlines 
the international nature of the covenant, for 
Abraham was the biological father of only a 
few nations. kings will come from you. This 
possibly looks backward to the theme of rul-
ing mentioned in 1:26 – 28 and looks forward 
to the establishment of a monarchy within 
Israel.
17:7 everlasting. This covenant looks toward 
the future and will be established with future 
generations of Abraham’s descendants, be-
ginning with Isaac (v. 21).
17:10 – 14 Certain covenants have signs associ-
ated with them (e.g., the rainbow [9:12 – 13]; 
the Sabbath [Exod 31:16 – 17]). Circumcision is 
the distinctive sign of this covenant.
17:10 circumcised. This required cutting the 
foreskin off of the penis. Associating this 
covenant with the male reproductive organ 
draws attention to the special offspring of 
Abraham through whom the benefits of 
the covenant will be mediated to others. In 
the first instance, the covenant will be es-
tablished with Isaac, but not Ishmael, even 
though Ishmael is circumcised.

a 12 Or live to the east / of    b 13 Or seen the back of    c 14 Beer Lahai Roi means well of the Living One who sees me.    
d 1 Hebrew El-Shaddai    e 5 Abram means exalted father.    f 5 Abraham probably means father of many.    
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Jn 7:22; Ac 7:8; 

Ro 4:11

17:11 a Ex 12:48; 
Dt 10:16 b Ro 4:11
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Lk 2:21

17:14 d Ex 4:24-26

17:16 e Ge 18:10 
f Ge 35:11; Gal 4:31

17:17 g Ge 18:12; 21:6

17:19 h Ge 18:14; 21:2 
i Ge 26:3

17:20 j Ge 16:10 
k Ge 25:12-16 l Ge 21:18

17:21 m Ge 21:2

17:24 n Ro 4:11

18:1 o Ge 13:18; 14:13

be cir cum cised. z 11 You are to un dergo cir cum ci sion, a and it will be the sign of the cov-
enant b  be tween me and you. 12 For the gen er a tions to come ev ery male  among you who 
is  eight days old must be cir cum cised, c in clud ing  those born in your house hold or  bought 
with money from a for eigner —   those who are not your off spring. 13 Whether born in your 
house hold or  bought with your money, they must be cir cum cised. My cov enant in your 
 flesh is to be an ever last ing cov enant. 14 Any un cir cum cised male, who has not been cir-
cum cised in the  flesh, will be cut off from his peo ple; d he has bro ken my  cov enant.”

15 God also said to Abra ham, “As for Sa rai your wife, you are no lon ger to call her Sa rai; 
her name will be Sarah. 16 I will  bless her and will surely give you a son by her. e I will  bless 
her so that she will be the mother of na tions; f  kings of peo ples will come from  her.”

17 Abra ham fell face down; he  laughed g and said to him self, “Will a son be born to a man 
a hun dred  years old? Will Sarah bear a  child at the age of ninety?” 18 And Abra ham said to 
God, “If only Ish mael  might live un der your  bless ing!”

19 Then God said, “Yes, but your wife Sarah will bear you a son, h and you will call him 
 Isaac. a I will es tab lish my cov enant with him i as an ever last ing cov enant for his de-
scen dants af ter him. 20 And as for Ish mael, I have  heard you: I will surely  bless him; I 
will make him fruit ful and will greatly in crease his num bers. j He will be the fa ther of 
 twelve rul ers, k and I will make him into a  great na tion. l 21 But my cov enant I will es tab-
lish with  Isaac, whom Sarah will bear to you by this time next year.” m 22 When he had 

fin ished speak ing with Abra ham, God went 
up from  him.

23 On that very day Abra ham took his son 
Ish mael and all  those born in his house hold 
or  bought with his money, ev ery male in his 
house hold, and cir cum cised them, as God 
told him. 24 Abra ham was ninety-nine  years 
old when he was cir cum cised, n 25 and his son 
Ish mael was thir teen; 26 Abra ham and his son 
Ish mael were both cir cum cised on that very 
day. 27 And ev ery male in Abra ham’s house-
hold, in clud ing  those born in his house hold 
or  bought from a for eigner, was cir cum cised 
with  him.

The Three Visitors

18 The Lord ap peared to Abra ham near 
the  great  trees of Mamre o  while he 

was sit ting at the en trance to his tent in the 
heat of the day. 2 Abra ham  looked up and saw 

17:12 – 14 Every male within Abraham’s house-
hold must be circumcised, including those 
bought as slaves from foreigners. Given the 
international aspect of the covenant, circum-
cision is not restricted to only those who are 
the biological descendants of Abraham.
17:14 will be cut off from his people. Applies 
to those who are not circumcised. While the 
precise nature of this cutting off is unclear, it 
undoubtedly implies exclusion from the com-
munity, if not death. To refuse circumcision 
would have been perceived as rejecting the 
significance of God’s promises to Abraham. 
Much later, when these promises are being 
fulfilled in  Jesus Christ, the apostle Paul in-
sists that the circumcision of the heart is more 
important than circumcision of the foreskin 
(Rom 2:25 – 29; cf. 1 Cor 7:18 – 19; Gal 6:15). For 
Paul, “righteousness” comes through faith in 
Christ, the one to whom circumcision pointed.
17:15 Sarah. Sarai’s name is changed to Sarah; 
both forms mean “princess.”
17:16 bless her. Although Sarah has been child-
less for many years (11:30), God states that he 
will bless her with a son. God’s blessing, how-
ever, is not restricted to a son. Sarah will pro-
duce “nations,” as well as “kings of peoples” 

(cf. 17:6). Once again this chapter underscores 
the international aspect of this covenant.
17:19 Isaac. Since Abraham laughed when God 
announced that Sarah will have a son (v. 17), 
it is ironic that their son should be called “he 
laughs” (see NIV text note). Later, when Sarah 
overhears that she will have a son, she also 
laughs (18:12 – 15). In both instances the laugh-
ter of Abraham and Sarah probably reflects 
their disbelief, given their ages (17:17). The mo-
tif of laughter recurs in the account of Isaac’s 
birth (21:6). establish my covenant. Although 
Abraham considers Ishmael to be his son, God 
stresses that his covenant will be linked spe-
cifically to Isaac. While Ishmael and the other 
male members of Abraham’s household will 
be circumcised before Isaac is born, God does 
not establish the covenant with them. descen-
dants after him. God indicates that the cov-
enant will pass from Abraham to Isaac and then 
on through Isaac to future generations. This 
links the blessing of the nations to the unique 
line of offspring descended from Abraham via 
Isaac and then Jacob. Ultimately this special 
lineage leads to  Jesus Christ (Matt 1:1 – 17).
17:20 the father of twelve rulers. In spite of 
being passed over in favor of his yet-to-be-

born brother, Ishmael’s family will be impor-
tant in its own right (25:12 – 18).
17:23 – 27 Abraham confirms that he accepts 
everything God has said by circumcising all 
the males in his household.

18:1 —  19:38 The three episodes that comprise 
this section center on Lot’s dramatic rescue 
when God destroys Sodom. By comparing 
Lot’s hospitality with Abraham’s, the nar-
rative explains why God saves Lot and his 
family. However, God punishes the remaining 
inhabitants of the city for their immorality.
18:1 – 15 The Three Visitors. Responding gener-
ously to the unexpected arrival of three “men” 
at his tent, Abraham graciously offers them 
hospitality that extends from washing their 
feet to providing a freshly prepared meal. While 
the text describes all three visitors as “men,” 
one of them is the Lord (v. 1), and the others are 
angels (19:1). They disclose the purpose of their 
encounter with Abraham only when they set 
out to journey on to Sodom (vv. 16 – 21).
18:1 the great trees of Mamre. As a semino-
madic herdsman and tent-dweller, Abraham 
may have regularly camped at this location 
(13:18).

a 19 Isaac means he laughs.    

A detail of a relief in the tomb of Ankhmahor at Saqqara depicting a 
priest performing ritual circumcision, ca. 2600 BC.

Werner Forman Archive/Glow Images
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 three men p stand ing nearby. When he saw them, he hur ried from the en trance of his tent 
to meet them and  bowed low to the  ground.

3 He said, “If I have  found fa vor in your eyes, my lord, a do not pass your ser vant by. 4 Let 
a lit tle wa ter be  brought, and then you may all wash your feet q and rest un der this tree. 
5 Let me get you some thing to eat, r so you can be re freshed and then go on your way —  now 
that you have come to your  ser vant.”

“Very well,” they an swered, “do as you  say.”
6 So Abra ham hur ried into the tent to Sarah. “Quick,” he said, “get  three se ahs b of the 

fin est  flour and  knead it and bake some  bread.”
7 Then he ran to the herd and se lected a  choice, ten der calf and gave it to a ser vant, who 

hur ried to pre pare it. 8 He then  brought some  curds and milk and the calf that had been 
pre pared, and set  these be fore them. s  While they ate, he  stood near them un der a  tree.

9 “Where is your wife Sarah?” they  asked  him.
“There, in the tent,” he  said.
10 Then one of them said, “I will surely re turn to you  about this time next year, and 

Sarah your wife will have a  son.” t

Now Sarah was lis ten ing at the en trance to the tent,  which was be hind him. 11 Abra ham 
and Sarah were al ready very old, u and Sarah was past the age of child bear ing. v 12 So Sarah 
 laughed w to her self as she  thought, “Af ter I am worn out and my lord x is old, will I now 
have this  plea sure?”

13 Then the Lord said to Abra ham, “Why did Sarah  laugh and say, ‘Will I really have a 
 child, now that I am old?’ 14 Is any thing too hard for the Lord? y I will re turn to you at the 
ap pointed time next year, and Sarah will have a  son.”

15 Sarah was  afraid, so she lied and said, “I did not  laugh.”
But he said, “Yes, you did  laugh.”

Abraham Pleads for Sodom
16 When the men got up to  leave, they  looked down to ward Sodom, and Abra ham  walked 

 along with them to see them on  their way. 17 Then the Lord said, “Shall I hide from Abra-
ham z what I am  about to do? a 18 Abra ham will surely be come a  great and pow er ful na tion, b 
and all na tions on  earth will be  blessed  through him. c 19 For I have cho sen him, so that 
he will di rect his chil dren c and his house hold af ter him to keep the way of the Lord d by 
do ing what is  right and just, so that the Lord will  bring  about for Abra ham what he has 
prom ised  him.”

20 Then the Lord said, “The out cry  against Sodom and Go mor rah is so  great and  their 
sin so griev ous 21 that I will go down e and see if what they have done is as bad as the out cry 
that has  reached me. If not, I will  know.”

22 The men  turned away and went to ward Sodom, f but Abra ham re mained stand ing 
be fore the Lord. d 23 Then Abra ham ap proached him and said: “Will you  sweep away the 
righ teous with the wicked? g 24 What if  there are fifty righ teous peo ple in the city? Will you 

18:2 three men. See note on vv. 1 – 15. Abra-
ham must have viewed them as important 
visitors, for he runs to meet them and bows 
down to the ground before them. An elderly, 
wealthy herdsman would not normally greet 
visitors like this.
18:3 – 5 While Abraham treats all the visitors 
with respect, his initial word of invitation in-
dicates that he views one of the men as more 
important than the others.
18:3 my lord. May be used to indicate respect 
for an important person (e.g., 23:6 [“Sir”]) or 
to address God in prayer (e.g., 20:4). From 
what is said, it is difficult to tell at what point 
Abraham recognized the special visitor as the 
Lord (see NIV text note).
18:5 something to eat. Abraham sets about 
preparing a lavish meal for his visitors. Abra-
ham’s actions underline his desire to satisfy 
his guests as best he can. He even stands 
(v. 8), waiting on them, while they eat the 
food. Stressing the importance of hospitality, 
Heb 13:2 possibly alludes to this occasion and 
also Lot’s actions in Gen 19:1 – 3.

18:9 – 15 As the meal proceeds, the Lord 
promises that Sarah will bear Abraham a son 
in 12 months (v. 10).
18:11 – 12 Since Sarah has passed the age of 
bearing children, she laughs disbelievingly 
at the thought of giving birth to a son. Her 
reaction resembles that of Abraham in 17:17. 
Nothing, however, is “too hard for the Lord” 
(18:14).
18:16 – 33 Abraham Pleads for Sodom. Per-
haps out of concern for his nephew Lot 
(although he does not specifically mention 
Lot), Abraham questions the Lord about the 
forthcoming destruction of Sodom. The text 
already mentioned that Sodom’s inhabi-
tants are wicked (13:13), a point underlined by 
how Melchizedek contrasts with the king of 
 Sodom (14:17 – 24). Abraham’s concern centers 
on the possibility that the total destruction 
of the city may include people who are righ-
teous. Cautiously, Abraham presents various 
scenarios to God, reducing by stages the 
number of righteous people in the city. Even-
tually, God reassures Abraham that he will 

not destroy Sodom if there are ten righteous 
people within the city.
18:18 all nations on earth. God’s remarks 
emphasize the important role that Abraham 
will have in mediating God’s blessing to the 
whole world. This recalls God’s earlier prom-
ise in 12:2 – 3 and the covenant in ch. 17, which 
portrays Abraham as the “father of many na-
tions” (17:5; see note there).
18:20 – 21 God does not take lightly his deci-
sion to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah. The 
Lord’s visit demonstrates that the destruc-
tion is punishment for their wrongdoing. 
There is no reason to assume on the basis of 
these verses that God’s knowledge of all that 
occurs on earth is somehow limited. Before 
God punishes, he scrutinizes the situation 
with the utmost rigor.
18:23 – 26 Seizing the opportunity, Abraham 
questions the Lord regarding the fate of the 
righteous in Sodom. Will God treat the good 
and the bad in the same way? Abraham seeks 
reassurance that God will not act unfairly. See 
“Justice,” p. 2366.

a 3 Or eyes, Lord    b 6 That is, probably about 36 pounds or about 16 kilograms    c 18 Or will use his name in blessings 
(see 48:20)    d 22 Masoretic Text; an ancient Hebrew scribal tradition but the Lord remained standing before Abraham    
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m Jer 5:1

19:1 n Ge 18:22 
o Ge 18:1

19:2 p Ge 18:4; Lk 7:44

19:3 q Ge 18:6

19:5 r Jdg 19:22; 
Isa 3:9; Ro 1:24-27

19:6 s Jdg 19:23

19:8 t Jdg 19:24

19:9 u Ex 2:14; Ac 7:27

19:11 v Dt 28:28-29; 
2Ki 6:18; Ac 13:11

really  sweep it away and not  spare a the  place for the sake of the fifty righ teous peo ple in 
it? h 25 Far be it from you to do such a  thing —  to kill the righ teous with the wicked, treat ing 
the righ teous and the wicked  alike. Far be it from you! Will not the  Judge of all the  earth 
do  right?” i

26 The Lord said, “If I find fifty righ teous peo ple in the city of Sodom, I will  spare the 
 whole  place for  their  sake. j”

27 Then Abra ham  spoke up  again: “Now that I have been so bold as to  speak to the Lord, 
 though I am noth ing but dust and ashes, k 28 what if the num ber of the righ teous is five less 
than fifty? Will you de stroy the  whole city for lack of five  peo ple?”

“If I find forty-five  there,” he said, “I will not de stroy it.”
29 Once  again he  spoke to him, “What if only forty are  found  there?”
He said, “For the sake of forty, I will not do it.”
30 Then he said, “May the Lord not be an gry, but let me  speak. What if only thirty can 

be  found  there?”
He an swered, “I will not do it if I find thirty  there.”
31 Abra ham said, “Now that I have been so bold as to  speak to the Lord, what if only 

twenty can be  found  there?”
He said, “For the sake of twenty, I will not de stroy it.”
32 Then he said, “May the Lord not be an gry, but let me  speak just once more. l What if 

only ten can be  found  there?”
He an swered, “For the sake of ten, m I will not de stroy it.”
33 When the Lord had fin ished speak ing with Abra ham, he left, and Abra ham re turned 

 home.

Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed

19 The two an gels ar rived at Sodom n in the eve ning, and Lot was sit ting in the gate way 
of the city. o When he saw them, he got up to meet them and  bowed down with his 

face to the  ground. 2 “My  lords,” he said, “please turn  aside to your ser vant’s  house. You 
can wash your feet p and  spend the  night and then go on your way early in the  morn ing.”

“No,” they an swered, “we will  spend the  night in the  square.”
3 But he in sisted so strongly that they did go with him and en tered his  house. He pre-

pared a meal for them, bak ing  bread with out  yeast, and they ate. q 4 Be fore they had gone to 
bed, all the men from ev ery part of the city of Sodom —  both  young and old —  sur rounded 
the  house. 5 They  called to Lot, “Where are the men who came to you to night?  Bring them 
out to us so that we can have sex with  them.” r

6 Lot went out side to meet them s and shut the door be hind him 7 and said, “No, my 
 friends.  Don’t do this wicked  thing. 8 Look, I have two daugh ters who have never  slept with 
a man. Let me  bring them out to you, and you can do what you like with them. But  don’t 
do any thing to  these men, for they have come un der the pro tec tion of my  roof.” t

9 “Get out of our way,” they re plied. “This fel low came here as a for eigner, and now he 
 wants to play the  judge! u  We’ll  treat you  worse than them.” They kept bring ing pres sure 
on Lot and  moved for ward to  break down the  door.

10 But the men in side  reached out and  pulled Lot back into the  house and shut the door. 
11 Then they  struck the men who were at the door of the  house,  young and old, with blind-
ness v so that they  could not find the  door.

18:27 – 32 Acknowledging the inappropriate-
ness of questioning God on this issue (v. 27), 
Abraham boldly ventures to do so, gradually 
reducing the number of righteous from fifty 
(v. 28) to ten (v. 32). In all likelihood, Abraham 
stops at ten because God has established the 
principle that the righteous will not be pun-
ished alongside the wicked, and reducing the 
number yet further seems petty or unbeliev-
ing. In the light of this, it is noteworthy that 
in ch. 19 only Lot and two of his daughters 
escape from the city when the angels warn 
them of its destruction.

19:1 – 29 Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed. Al-
though Sodom is destroyed, Lot escapes with 
two of his daughters due to the intervention 
of the angels. Lot’s desire to protect his “visi-
tors” from being sexually abused by the men 

of Sodom sets him apart from the rest of the 
population. His hospitality and protection of 
the men is an indicator of his righteousness 
(2 Pet 2:7 – 8).
19:1 – 3 Lot previously camped “near Sodom” 
(13:12), but now he lives within the city. His 
hospitable response to the visitors closely 
resembles Abraham’s in 18:1 – 5. The simi-
larities indicate that Lot by nature resembles 
Abraham. His subsequent protection of the 
men further indicates his righteousness 
(2 Pet 2:7 – 8). Lot’s wife, unlike Sarah, plays 
no obvious role in preparing the meal for the 
strangers.
19:4 from every part of the city . . . both 
young and old. The assault on Lot’s house 
involves all the men of Sodom.
19:5 have sex with them. Their desire to have 
homosexual relations with the two visitors 

indicates their depravity (Jude 7); the term 
“sodomy” derives from this episode. See note 
on Rom 1:26.
19:6 – 11 When Lot tries unsuccessfully to 
placate the men of Sodom, rather than hand 
over his guests, he offers the mob his unmar-
ried daughters. In this ancient context, a host 
was obliged to protect his guests from all 
harm, a cultural imperative that drove him 
to this extreme suggestion. In 2 Pet 2:7 Lot is 
called a “righteous man, who was distressed 
by the depraved conduct of the lawless”; this 
statement is difficult to understand apart 
from this ancient code of honor. Lot’s offer 
also sheds light on the mob itself: These men 
of Sodom were determined to have sexual 
relations with Lot’s two guests. Their wicked-
ness was pervasive and persistent.

a 24 Or forgive; also in verse 26    
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12 The two men said to Lot, “Do you have any one else here —  sons-in-law, sons or daugh-
ters, or any one else in the city who be longs to you? w Get them out of here, 13 be cause we 
are go ing to de stroy this  place. The out cry to the Lord  against its peo ple is so  great that 
he has sent us to de stroy it.” x

14 So Lot went out and  spoke to his sons-in-law, who were  pledged to marry a his daugh-
ters. He said, “Hurry and get out of this  place, be cause the Lord is  about to de stroy the 
city! y” But his sons-in-law  thought he was  jok ing. z

15 With the com ing of dawn, the an gels  urged Lot, say ing, “Hurry! Take your wife and 
your two daugh ters who are here, or you will be  swept away a when the city is  pun ished. b”

16 When he hes i tated, the men  grasped his hand and the  hands of his wife and of his two 
daugh ters and led them safely out of the city, for the Lord was mer ci ful to them. 17 As soon 
as they had  brought them out, one of them said, “Flee for your  lives! c  Don’t look back, d 
and  don’t stop any where in the  plain! Flee to the moun tains or you will be  swept  away!”

18 But Lot said to them, “No, my  lords, b  please! 19 Your c ser vant has  found fa vor in your c 
eyes, and you c have  shown  great kind ness to me in spar ing my life. But I  can’t flee to the 
moun tains; this di sas ter will over take me, and I’ll die. 20 Look, here is a town near  enough 
to run to, and it is  small. Let me flee to it —  it is very  small,  isn’t it? Then my life will be 
 spared.”

21 He said to him, “Very well, I will  grant this re quest too; I will not over throw the town 
you  speak of. 22 But flee  there quickly, be cause I can not do any thing un til you  reach it.” 
(That is why the town was  called  Zoar. d)

23 By the time Lot  reached Zoar, the sun had risen over the land. 24 Then the Lord  rained 
down burn ing sul fur on Sodom and Go mor rah e —  from the Lord out of the heav ens. f 
25 Thus he over threw  those cit ies and the en tire  plain, de stroy ing all  those liv ing in the 
cit ies —  and also the veg e ta tion in the land. g 26 But  Lot’s wife  looked back, h and she be-
came a pil lar of  salt. i

27 Early the next morn ing Abra ham got up and re turned to the  place  where he had  stood 
be fore the Lord. j 28 He  looked down to ward Sodom and Go mor rah, to ward all the land of 
the  plain, and he saw  dense  smoke ris ing from the land, like  smoke from a  fur nace. k

29 So when God de stroyed the cit ies of the  plain, he re mem bered Abra ham, and he 
 brought Lot out of the ca tas tro phe l that over threw the cit ies  where Lot had  lived.

Lot and His Daughters
30 Lot and his two daugh ters left Zoar and set tled in the moun tains, m for he was  afraid to 

stay in Zoar. He and his two daugh ters  lived in a cave. 31 One day the older daugh ter said to 
the youn ger, “Our fa ther is old, and  there is no man  around here to give us chil dren —  as 
is the cus tom all over the  earth. 32 Let’s get our fa ther to  drink wine and then  sleep with 
him and pre serve our fam ily line  through our  fa ther.”

33 That  night they got  their fa ther to  drink wine, and the older daugh ter went in and 
 slept with him. He was not  aware of it when she lay down or when she got up.

34 The next day the older daugh ter said to the youn ger, “Last  night I  slept with my fa-
ther.  Let’s get him to  drink wine  again to night, and you go in and  sleep with him so we can 
pre serve our fam ily line  through our fa ther.” 35 So they got  their fa ther to  drink wine that 
 night also, and the youn ger daugh ter went in and  slept with him.  Again he was not  aware 
of it when she lay down or when she got up.

19:12 – 16 Lot’s sons-in-law greet the an-
nouncement of Sodom’s destruction with ridi-
cule. Even Lot himself is reluctant to leave and 
has to be physically led out of the city (v. 16).
19:17 – 23 In spite of being instructed to leave 
the valley, Lot begs for permission to go to 
another settlement in the valley appropriately 
called Zoar, which means “small.”
19:24 – 25 God destroys Sodom and Gomorrah 
using burning sulfur that rains down from the 
sky. The unusual nature of this exceptional 
event underlines that it is an act of divine 
punishment. Subsequently, the cities of 
 Sodom and Gomorrah become synonymous 
with human depravity (e.g., Isa 1:9; Lam 4:6; 
Zeph 2:9; Matt 11:23 – 24; Rev 11:8). Against this 
background, Lot’s rescue emphasizes God’s 
concern for the righteous in the midst of a 
world that stands condemned for its sinful-
ness (2 Pet 2:6 – 9).

19:26 a pillar of salt. For disobeying the in-
struction not to look back (v. 17), Lot’s wife 
becomes petrified. Her action suggests that 
she identified with the people of Sodom, of 
whom she may have been one. Her failure to 
flee from God’s punishment becomes a vivid 
warning to others (Luke 17:32).
19:27 – 29 Looking down on the plain, Abra-
ham witnesses what has happened to Sodom 
and Gomorrah. By linking Lot’s rescue to the 
Lord remembering Abraham (v. 29), the narra-
tor alludes to the recurring motif that through 
Abraham others will be divinely blessed. This 
is the second occasion when Abraham has 
come to the rescue of Lot (14:14 – 16).
19:30 – 38 Lot and His Daughters. Genesis re-
cords one further brief episode in Lot’s life, 
revealing how through incestuous relations 
with his daughters he becomes the ancestor 
of the Moabites and Ammonites.

19:30 lived in a cave. Fear causes Lot to aban-
don Zoar and live in a cave. The ravines and 
cliffs around the Dead Sea contain numerous 
caves; archaeological evidence reveals that 
these were sometimes used for shelter from 
danger.
19:31 – 36 Lot’s decision to live in the moun-
tains has unexpected consequences. Given 
their isolated existence, his daughters have 
no one with which to have children. A child-
less woman in this time period had an in-
secure future. Thus, the daughters plot to 
become pregnant through having intercourse 
with their father. By getting Lot drunk with 
wine, they succeed in having sex with him, 
though he is entirely unaware of what has 
happened. As in the case of Noah (9:21 – 24), 
sexual immorality is associated with alcohol 
abuse.

a 14 Or were married to    b 18 Or No, Lord ; or No, my lord    c 19 The Hebrew is singular.    d 22 Zoar means small.    
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36 So both of  Lot’s daugh ters be came preg nant by  their fa ther. 37 The older daugh ter 
had a son, and she  named him Moab a; he is the fa ther of the Mo ab ites n of to day. 38 The 
youn ger daugh ter also had a son, and she  named him Ben-Ammi b; he is the fa ther of the 
Am mon ites c o of  to day.

Abraham and Abimelek
20:1-18Ref —  Ge 12:10-20; 26:1-11

20 Now Abra ham  moved on from  there p into the re gion of the Negev and  lived be-
tween Ka desh and Shur. For a  while he  stayed in Ge rar, q 2 and  there Abra ham said 

of his wife Sarah, “She is my sis ter. r” Then Abim e lek king of Ge rar sent for Sarah and took 
 her. s

3 But God came to Abim e lek in a  dream t one  night and said to him, “You are as good as 
dead be cause of the woman you have taken; she is a mar ried  woman.” u

4 Now Abim e lek had not gone near her, so he said, “Lord, will you de stroy an in no cent 
na tion? v 5 Did he not say to me, ‘She is my sis ter,’ and  didn’t she also say, ‘He is my brother’? 
I have done this with a  clear con science and  clean  hands.”

6 Then God said to him in the  dream, “Yes, I know you did this with a  clear con science, 
and so I have kept w you from sin ning  against me. That is why I did not let you  touch her. 
7 Now re turn the  man’s wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you x and you will 
live. But if you do not re turn her, you may be sure that you and all who be long to you 
will  die.”

8 Early the next morn ing Abim e lek sum moned all his of fi cials, and when he told them 
all that had hap pened, they were very much  afraid. 9 Then Abim e lek  called Abra ham in 
and said, “What have you done to us? How have I  wronged you that you have  brought such 
 great  guilt upon me and my king dom? You have done  things to me that  should never be 
done. y” 10 And Abim e lek  asked Abra ham, “What was your rea son for do ing  this?”

11 Abra ham re plied, “I said to my self, ‘There is surely no fear of God z in this  place, and 
they will kill me be cause of my wife.’ a 12 Be sides, she really is my sis ter, the daugh ter of 
my fa ther  though not of my mother; and she be came my wife. 13 And when God had me 
wan der from my fa ther’s house hold, I said to her, ‘This is how you can show your love to 
me: Ev ery where we go, say of me, “He is my  brother.” ’ ”

14 Then Abim e lek  brought  sheep and cat tle and male and fe male  slaves and gave them 
to Abra ham, b and he re turned Sarah his wife to him. 15 And Abim e lek said, “My land is be-
fore you; live wher ever you  like.” c

16 To Sarah he said, “I am giv ing your brother a thou sand shek els d of sil ver. This is to 
cover the of fense  against you be fore all who are with you; you are com pletely  vin di cated.”

17 Then Abra ham  prayed to God, d and God  healed Abim e lek, his wife and his fe male 
 slaves so they  could have chil dren  again, 18 for the Lord had kept all the women in Abim-
e lek’s house hold from con ceiv ing be cause of Abra ham’s wife  Sarah. e

19:37 – 38 Moab . . . Ben-Ammi. These names 
possibly reflect the circumstances by which 
the boys are conceived (see NIV text notes). 
In explaining the origin of the Moabites and 
Ammonites, this episode clearly casts them 
in a negative light. Later generations of Isra-
elites may well have been suspicious of these 
nations.

20:1 – 18 Abraham and Abimelek. Sarah’s 
abduction by the king of Gerar threatens 
to undermine God’s promise that she will 
bear Abraham a son. Building on the earlier 
account of Sarah being taken by Phar aoh 
(12:10 – 20), this episode stresses that Abime-
lek did not touch Sarah, an important con-
sideration in the light of Isaac’s subsequent 
birth (21:1 – 7).
20:1 This episode opens by describing how 
Abraham moves to a location where he and 
Sarah are unknown. Gerar. Located in the 
south of what became known as Israel (see 
map, p. 2547).
20:2 Because they are unknown in Gerar, 
Abraham is able to claim that Sarah is his sis-
ter. The narrator provides no explanation as 

to why Abraham makes this claim, presum-
ing that the reader is already familiar with 
12:11 – 13. Abraham’s actions suggest that he 
lacks faith in God to protect him. Abimelek. 
Means “my father is king”; it was a common 
royal name (26:1; Ps 34 superscription).
20:3 – 5 God’s intervention ensures that no 
harm comes to Sarah. Abim elek rightly pro-
claims his innocence. Such details underline 
that he did not have intercourse with Sarah, 
excluding the possibility that he could be the 
father of Isaac.
20:3 in a dream. This is the first occasion in 
the OT when God communicates in this way 
(see 28:12; 31:10 – 11; 37:5 – 9; 40:5 – 8; 41:1).
20:7 prophet. Abraham is the first person 
the OT designates as a prophet. God’s com-
ments emphasize how Abraham is able 
to intercede on behalf of others, which he 
previously did for the righteous in Sodom 
(18:16 – 33).
20:9 With justification Abimelek points to 
Abraham’s deceptive behavior in calling 
Sarah his sister. guilt. May also be translated 
“sin.” Canaanite texts designate adultery as a 
“great sin.”

20:11 no fear of God in this place. As Abime-
lek’s actions demonstrate, Abraham’s expec-
tations regarding the people of Gerar are 
mistaken.
20:12 Abraham looks to excuse his actions 
by noting that Sarah is his half sister. Abra-
ham’s use of this half-truth, however, has not 
prevented others from taking Sarah. But for 
God’s intervention, Abimelek would not have 
returned Sarah to Abraham.
20:14 – 16 Although innocent, Abimelek 
makes restitution in public to Abraham for 
having taken Sarah. The king demonstrates 
that others should not attribute guilt to 
Sarah.
20:17 – 18 The healing of Abimelek, his wife, 
and his female slaves highlights God’s ability 
to restore fertility. This anticipates the next 
episode, in which God restores to Sarah the 
ability to conceive and have a son. By noting 
that Abraham prayed for the restoration of 
Abim elek’s household to normality, the nar-
rator draws attention to the motif of others 
being blessed through Abraham (12:3). This is 
the first occasion in the Bible when healing is 
associated with intercessory prayer.

a 37 Moab sounds like the Hebrew for from father.    b 38 Ben-Ammi means son of my father’s people.    c 38 Hebrew 
Bene-Ammon    d 16 That is, about 25 pounds or about 12 kilograms    
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The Birth of Isaac

21 Now the Lord was gra cious to Sarah f as he had said, and the Lord did for Sarah what 
he had prom ised. g 2 Sarah be came preg nant and bore a son h to Abra ham in his old 

age, i at the very time God had prom ised him. 3 Abra ham gave the name  Isaac a j to the son 
Sarah bore him. 4 When his son  Isaac was  eight days old, Abra ham cir cum cised him, k as 
God com manded him. 5 Abra ham was a hun dred  years old when his son  Isaac was born 
to  him.

6 Sarah said, “God has  brought me laugh ter, l and ev ery one who  hears  about this will 
 laugh with me.” 7 And she added, “Who  would have said to Abra ham that Sarah  would 
 nurse chil dren? Yet I have  borne him a son in his old  age.”

Hagar and Ishmael Sent Away
8 The  child grew and was  weaned, and on the day  Isaac was  weaned Abra ham held a 

 great  feast. 9 But Sarah saw that the son whom Ha gar the Egyp tian had  borne to Abra ham m 
was mock ing, n 10 and she said to Abra ham, “Get rid of that  slave woman and her son, for 
that wom an’s son will never  share in the in her i tance with my son  Isaac.” o

11 The mat ter dis tressed Abra ham greatly be cause it con cerned his son. p 12 But God said 
to him, “Do not be so dis tressed  about the boy and your slave wom an. Lis ten to what ever 
Sarah  tells you, be cause it is  through  Isaac that your off spring b will be reck oned. q 13 I will 
make the son of the slave into a na tion r also, be cause he is your  off spring.”

14 Early the next morn ing Abra ham took some food and a skin of wa ter and gave them 
to Ha gar. He set them on her shoul ders and then sent her off with the boy. She went on her 
way and wan dered in the Des ert of  Be er sheba. s

15 When the wa ter in the skin was gone, she put the boy un der one of the bushes. 16 Then 
she went off and sat down  about a bow shot away, for she  thought, “I can not  watch the boy 
die.” And as she sat  there, she c be gan to  sob.

17 God  heard the boy cry ing, t and the an gel of God  called to Ha gar from heaven and said 
to her, “What is the mat ter, Ha gar? Do not be  afraid; God has  heard the boy cry ing as he lies 
 there. 18 Lift the boy up and take him by the hand, for I will make him into a  great  na tion. u”

19 Then God  opened her eyes v and she saw a well of wa ter. So she went and  filled the skin 
with wa ter and gave the boy a  drink.

20 God was with the boy w as he grew up. He  lived in the des ert and be came an ar cher. 
21 While he was liv ing in the Des ert of Pa ran, his mother got a wife for him x from  Egypt.

The Treaty at Beersheba
22 At that time Abim e lek and Phi col the com mander of his forces said to Abra ham, “God 

is with you in ev ery thing you do. 23 Now  swear y to me here be fore God that you will not 

21:1 – 7 The Birth of Isaac. In her old age Sarah 
gives birth to Isaac in fulfillment of God’s 
promise to Abraham and Sarah. God does 
what they had considered to be impossible.
21:1 – 2 God’s earlier promises to Abraham and 
Sarah (17:16,19,21; 18:10,14) are now fulfilled.
21:3 – 4 Abraham obeys God’s instructions by 
naming his son Isaac (17:19) and circumcising 
him (17:12).
21:5 – 7 Sarah’s comments about laughter in 
v. 6 provide a further wordplay on the name 
Isaac, which means “he laughs” (17:17 – 19; 
18:12 – 15). Laughter of disbelief now becomes 
laughter of joy as God provides the elderly 
couple with a son.
21:8 – 21 Hagar and Ishmael Sent Away. 
The departure of Ishmael from Abraham’s 
household signals that he is no longer Abra-
ham’s main heir, something that would have 
been assumed as he is Abraham’s firstborn 
son.
21:8 weaned. Isaac is possibly two or three 
years old.
21:9 Ishmael’s attitude toward Isaac distresses 
Sarah. Ishmael, about 16 years old, mocks his 
younger brother (cf. Gal 4:29). mocking. The 
Hebrew term used probably implies here 

laughing in jest and is a further wordplay on 
the name Isaac (see note on vv. 5 – 7).
21:10 Offended by Ishmael’s treatment of 
Isaac, Sarah demands that Abraham disinherit 
Ishmael, expelling both him and his mother, 
Hagar.
21:11 distressed. Abraham is distraught be-
cause he viewed Ishmael as his son (16:15; 
17:18).
21:12 – 13 God intervenes, however, confirm-
ing Isaac’s special status and reassuring 
Abraham again that Ishmael will become a 
nation (17:20).
21:12 offspring will be reckoned. In spite of 
Ishmael being Abraham’s eldest son, God 
confirms that Abraham’s descendants will 
be traced through Isaac. As in 17:19 – 21, the 
outworking of God’s plan to bless the na-
tions is linked to Isaac. Other biblical writers 
note that God chose Isaac over Ishmael. God’s 
promise to establish his covenant with Isaac 
gives Abraham the confidence to believe that 
God, if necessary, will raise Isaac to life again 
(Heb 11:17 – 19). Paul draws on this verse to 
show that not all of Abraham’s biological chil-
dren are automatically “children of the prom-
ise” (Rom 9:8; see Rom 9:6 – 13). God is free to 
choose how he will fulfill his redemptive plan.

21:14 – 15 In obedience to God, Abraham sends 
Hagar and Ishmael off. When they run out of 
water in the desert region in the south of 
what became known as Israel, they collapse 
with exhaustion, anticipating that they will 
soon die. God, however, intervenes and re-
assures Hagar that he cares for both her and 
Ishmael. Although God has special plans for 
Isaac, he does not abandon Hagar and Ish-
mael. God previously intervened in Hagar’s 
life and promised that she would be the 
mother of a great nation (16:10 – 12).
21:19 well of water. Wells were an important 
source of water in this region (26:18 – 22; see 
note on 21:25 – 26).
21:21 Desert of Paran. Lies in the northern part 
of Sinai, between Egypt and Canaan. See map, 
p. 2550.
21:22 – 34 The Treaty at Beersheba. Abimelek’s 
desire to establish a friendship treaty with 
Abraham reflects Abraham’s status as some-
one of importance. Abimelek’s actions would 
be pointless if Abraham was merely an insig-
nificant seminomadic herdsman.
21:22 God is with you in everything you do. 
Abimelek’s opening words acknowledge the 
source of Abraham’s power. Abimelek, king of 
Gerar (20:2), views Abraham as an equal.

a 3 Isaac means he laughs.    b 12 Or seed    c 16 Hebrew; Septuagint the child    
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deal falsely with me or my chil dren or my de scen dants. Show to me and the coun try  where 
you now re side as a for eigner the same kind ness I have  shown to  you.”

24 Abra ham said, “I  swear it.”
25 Then Abra ham com plained to Abim e lek  about a well of wa ter that Abim e lek’s ser-

vants had  seized. z 26 But Abim e lek said, “I  don’t know who has done this. You did not tell 
me, and I  heard  about it only  to day.”

27 So Abra ham  brought  sheep and cat tle and gave them to Abim e lek, and the two men 
made a treaty. a 28 Abra ham set  apart seven ewe  lambs from the  flock, 29 and Abim e lek 
 asked Abra ham, “What is the mean ing of  these seven ewe  lambs you have set  apart by 
 them selves?”

30 He re plied, “Ac cept  these seven  lambs from my hand as a wit ness b that I dug this 
 well.”

31 So that  place was  called Be er sheba, a c be cause the two men  swore an oath  there.
32 Af ter the treaty had been made at Be er sheba, Abim e lek and Phi col the com mander of 

his forces re turned to the land of the Phi lis tines. 33 Abra ham planted a tam a risk tree in Be-
er sheba, and  there he  called on the name of the Lord, d the Eter nal God. e 34 And Abra ham 
 stayed in the land of the Phi lis tines for a long  time.

Abraham Tested

22 Some time later God tested f Abra ham. He said to him,  “Abra ham!”
“Here I am,” he  re plied.

2 Then God said, “Take your son g, your only son, whom you love —   Isaac —  and go to 
the re gion of Mo riah. h Sac ri fice him  there as a  burnt of fer ing on a moun tain I will show 
 you.”

3 Early the next morn ing Abra ham got up and loaded his don key. He took with him two 
of his ser vants and his son  Isaac. When he had cut  enough wood for the  burnt of fer ing, he 
set out for the  place God had told him  about. 4 On the  third day Abra ham  looked up and 
saw the  place in the dis tance. 5 He said to his ser vants, “Stay here with the don key  while I 
and the boy go over  there. We will wor ship and then we will come back to  you.”

6 Abra ham took the wood for the  burnt of fer ing and  placed it on his son  Isaac, i and he 
him self car ried the fire and the  knife. As the two of them went on to gether, 7 Isaac  spoke 
up and said to his fa ther Abra ham,  “Fa ther?”

“Yes, my son?” Abra ham  re plied.
“The fire and wood are here,”  Isaac said, “but  where is the lamb j for the  burnt  of fer ing?”

21:25 – 26 Since the treaty about to be sealed 
is designed to ensure harmony between the 
two men, Abraham seizes the opportunity to 
resolve a dispute over ownership of a well. 
Without Abimelek’s knowledge, some of his 
servants took possession of a well Abraham 
had dug (26:18).
21:30 as a witness. In the process of ratify-
ing the treaty, Abraham gives Abimelek seven 
lambs to confirm that he was responsible for 
digging the well.
21:31 Beersheba. The name of the well is as-
sociated with the covenant ceremony (see 
NIV text note). The Genesis narrative implies 
that in Abraham’s time no permanent settle-
ment existed at Beersheba. Later, when a 
town was established there, it became fa-
mous as the southern boundary of Israel 
(2 Sam 3:10; 17:11).
21:32 Philistines. The name usually denotes 
people from territories bordering the Ae-
gean Sea who invaded southwest Canaan 
around 1180 BC. Since Abraham lived much 
earlier, some argue that this reference to 
Philistines is anachronistic. If this is so, “Phi-
listines” may replace an older, less-known 
term so that readers of Genesis would eas-
ily understand the geographic detail. Such 
updating of names occurs elsewhere in 
Genesis (e.g., “Dan” in 14:14; see note there). 
It is also possible that even in Abraham’s 
time some of the population in southwest 
Canaan may have originated from Crete and 

Cyprus. Aegean pottery from the first half of 
the second millennium BC has been found in 
the region of Beersheba. Later writers might 
well have considered these people to be 
Philistines, given their links with the Aegean 
region. See Introduction to the Pentateuch,  
p. 9.
21:34 The treaty with Abimelek may explain 
Abraham’s prolonged stay in the region of 
Beersheba.

22:1 – 19 Abraham Tested. God’s request that 
Abraham sacrifice Isaac is highly remarkable, 
especially given the importance attached to 
Isaac’s birth. This test of Abraham’s obedi-
ence results, however, in a divine oath that 
guarantees the fulfillment of the promises 
God first gave to Abraham in 12:1 – 3. The 
events of ch. 22 form a fitting climax to the 
story of Abraham’s relationship with God. 
While Abraham’s faith in God has been evi-
dent from the time he left his family in Harran 
(12:1) and later led to God’s crediting it to 
him as righteousness (15:6), this same faith, 
shown through obedience, brings to a spe-
cial fulfillment Abraham’s journey with God 
(Jas 2:21).
22:1 God tested Abraham. Faith in God, to be 
genuine, must be tested. On this occasion 
God seeks to determine Abraham’s willing-
ness to obey him by placing on him the ulti-
mate challenge: he must kill his own son. This 
request is highly ironic given the importance 

placed upon the birth of Isaac in ch. 21 and 
the expectation that through him God will 
establish the covenant of circumcision (17:19). 
While God may test the obedience of people 
(e.g., Exod 15:25; 16:4), he never tempts any-
one to do something wrong (Jas 1:13).
22:2 your son, your only son, whom you love. 
God’s words underscore Abraham’s special 
relationship with his son Isaac, especially 
given the departure of Ishmael (21:8 – 21). 
Moriah. The author of Chronicles places the 
later construction of the temple by Solomon 
at Mount Moriah (2 Chr 3:1). Although Gen 22 
does not specifically identify the mountain, it 
is possible that it was located where Solomon 
constructed the temple. Sacrifice him there 
as a burnt offering. Although God demands 
that Abraham sacrifice Isaac, the outcome 
reveals that God never intended Abraham 
to fulfill this request. Rather, as the narra-
tor highlights in his opening words, God in-
tended to test Abraham’s trust in him. God 
could have placed no greater demand on 
Abraham.
22:3 – 4 From Beersheba to the region of 
Moriah is about 45 miles (72 kilometers), a 
journey that would have taken several days.
22:5 we will come back to you. In spite of his 
mission, Abraham is confident that Isaac will 
return with him. According to the author of 
Hebrews, Abraham obeyed God, believing 
that in these circumstances God would re-
store Isaac to life again (Heb 11:17 – 19).

a 31 Beersheba can mean well of seven and well of the oath.    

GENESIS 22:7 | 57

9780310450405_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_BTSB_FINAL.indd   57 2/8/18   12:59 PM



22:9 k Heb 11:17-19; 
Jas 2:21

22:12 l 1Sa 15:22; 
Jas 2:21-22 m ver 2; 
Jn 3:16

22:13 n Ro 8:32

22:14 o ver 8

22:16 p Lk 1:73; 
Heb 6:13

22:17 q Heb 6:14* 
r Ge 15:5 s Ge 26:24; 
32:12 t Ge 24:60

22:18 u Ge 12:2,  3; 
Ac 3:25*; Gal 3:8* 
v ver 10

22:20 w Ge 11:29

22:23 x Ge 24:15

23:2 y Jos 14:15 
z ver 19; Ge 13:18

8 Abra ham an swered, “God him self will pro vide the lamb for the  burnt of fer ing, my 
son.” And the two of them went on  to gether.

9 When they  reached the  place God had told him  about, Abra ham  built an al tar  there and 
ar ranged the wood on it. He  bound his son  Isaac and laid him on the al tar, k on top of the 
wood. 10 Then he  reached out his hand and took the  knife to slay his son. 11 But the an gel 
of the Lord  called out to him from heaven, “Abra ham!  Abra ham!”

“Here I am,” he  re plied.
12 “Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not do any thing to him. Now I know that 

you fear God, l be cause you have not with held from me your son, your only  son. m”
13 Abra ham  looked up and  there in a thicket he saw a ram a  caught by its  horns. He went 

over and took the ram and sac ri ficed it as a  burnt of fer ing in stead of his son. n 14 So Abra-
ham  called that  place The Lord Will Pro vide. And to this day it is said, “On the moun tain 
of the Lord it will be  pro vided. o”

15 The an gel of the Lord  called to Abra ham from heaven a sec ond time 16 and said, “I 
 swear by my self, p de clares the Lord, that be cause you have done this and have not with-
held your son, your only son, 17 I will surely  bless you and make your de scen dants q as 
nu mer ous as the  stars in the sky r and as the sand on the sea shore. s Your de scen dants will 
take pos ses sion of the cit ies of  their en e mies, t 18 and  through your off spring b all na tions 
on  earth will be  blessed, c u be cause you have  obeyed me.” v

19 Then Abra ham re turned to his ser vants, and they set off to gether for Be er sheba. And 
Abra ham  stayed in  Be er sheba.

Nahor’s Sons
20 Some time later Abra ham was told, “Mil kah is also a mother; she has  borne sons to 

your brother Na hor: w 21 Uz the first born, Buz his brother, Kem uel (the fa ther of Aram), 
22 Ke sed, Hazo, Pil dash, Jid laph and Be thuel.” 23 Be thuel be came the fa ther of Re bekah. x 
Mil kah bore  these  eight sons to Abra ham’s brother Na hor. 24 His con cu bine,  whose name 
was Reu mah, also had sons: Te bah, Ga ham, Ta hash and  Ma a kah.

The Death of Sarah

23 Sarah  lived to be a hun dred and twenty-seven  years old. 2 She died at Kir i ath Arba y 
(that is, He bron) z in the land of Ca naan, and Abra ham went to  mourn for Sarah and 

to weep over  her.

22:8 God himself will provide the lamb. Up 
to this point, Abraham has apparently not 
disclosed to Isaac the full details of God’s in-
structions. Abraham’s reply to Isaac reflects 
either a profound trust in God that he will in-
tervene or an attempt to conceal from Isaac 
the fate that awaits him.
22:11 angel of the Lord. See note on 16:7.
22:12 God intervenes because Abraham has 
shown through his obedience how much he 
reverences God. Previously, God reckoned 
Abraham righteous on the basis of his faith 
(15:6). That same faith is now made evident by 
what Abraham does (Jas 2:21 – 23).
22:13 ram. God not only intervenes to prevent 
Abraham from sacrificing Isaac, but he also 
provides an alternative sacrifice. Burnt offer-
ings atone for human wrongdoing and are a 
reminder that obedience alone is insufficient 
to restore humanity’s broken relationship 
with God. In this instance, the burnt offering 
precedes and prepares for a divine oath that 
confirms Abraham’s unique place in God’s 
plan for the redemption of humanity. The 
provision of the ram as a substitutionary of-
fering in place of Isaac reflects a wider biblical 
understanding of sacrificial offerings. Animal 
sacrifice was commonly viewed as being sub-
stitutionary, i.e., the animal dies in the place 
of the worshiper.  Jesus Christ is the ultimate, 
divinely provided substitute (Mark 10:45; 
John 1:29; Heb 7:27; 10:14; 1 Pet 3:18).

22:14 The Lord Will Provide. Echoing v. 8, this 
name reflects God’s provision of a sacrifice. 
God later sends his Son to redeem humanity 
by dying sacrificially near the same location. 
to this day. Introduces a comment that prob-
ably comes from the time of the monarchy 
when the temple was functioning in Jeru-
salem. See Introduction to the  Pentateuch, 
p. 9. the mountain of the Lord. Alludes to 
the temple in Jerusalem (Isa 2:3).
22:15 – 18 The oath God swears links back to 
the call of Abraham in 12:1 – 3. The fulfillment of 
all that God promised Abraham in 12:1 – 3 was 
conditional upon the patriarch’s obedience. 
Having passed the ultimate test of submission 
to God, Abraham now receives a solemn guar-
antee confirming that God will bring to com-
pletion everything that he promised Abraham 
(Heb 6:13 – 18). Whereas the first part of the di-
vine oath affirms that Abraham will have many 
descendants, the final part indicates that 
through one of Abraham’s offspring all nations 
on earth will be blessed. While some interpret 
the second half of the oath as referring to all of 
Abraham descendants, the book of Genesis as 
a whole associates blessing with a unique lin-
eage that it traces from Abraham via Isaac and 
Jacob to Joseph. This family line anticipates 
the coming of a divinely chosen king who will 
mediate God’s blessing to the nations. This 
divine oath to Abraham finds its fulfillment in 
 Jesus Christ (Acts 3:25 – 26; Gal 3:16).

22:17 descendants. In the NIV, the final part of 
v. 17 refers to Abraham’s many descendants. 
But it is possible that the Hebrew word de-
notes a single individual who will be victori-
ous over his enemies. This singular reading 
could help explain the apostle Paul’s claim 
that  Jesus Christ is the ultimate descendant 
of Abraham (Gal 3:16).
22:20 – 24 Nahor’s Sons. This short section 
lists the sons of Abraham’s brother Nahor. This 
information is placed here to separate the 
main account of Abraham’s life (chs. 12 – 22) 
from three episodes that bring closure to 
what has been recorded: reports of the death 
and burial of Sarah (23:1 – 20) and of Abraham 
(25:1 – 11) frame the lengthy report of how 
 Rebekah becomes Isaac’s wife (24:1 – 67).
22:23 Rebekah. A granddaughter of Nahor. 
This reference to her anticipates the events 
of ch. 24.

23:1 – 20 The Death of Sarah. The account of 
Sarah’s death is significant because it results 
in Abraham buying a plot of land near the 
town of Hebron. As a burial site, the cave of 
Machpelah becomes the permanent property 
of Abraham’s descendants, a reminder that 
their future will be closely tied to the land of 
Canaan, in fulfillment of God’s promises (12:7; 
13:14 – 17; 15:18 – 21; 17:8).
23:2 Kiriath Arba. This town was later re-
named Hebron (Josh 14:15; Judg 1:10). 

a 13 Many manuscripts of the Masoretic Text, Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint and Syriac; most manuscripts of the 
Masoretic Text a ram behind him    b 18 Or seed    c 18 Or and all nations on earth will use the name of your offspring in 
blessings (see 48:20)    
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23:4 a Ge 17:8; 
1Ch 29:15; Ps 105:12; 

Heb 11:9,  13

23:6 b Ge 14:14-16; 
24:35

23:8 c Ge 25:9

23:10 d Ge 34:20-24; 
Ru 4:4

23:11 e 2Sa 24:23

23:15 f Eze 45:12

23:16 g Jer 32:9; 
Zec 11:12

23:17 h Ge 25:9; 
49:30-32; 50:13; 

Ac 7:16

23:20 i Jer 32:10

24:1 j ver 35

24:2 k Ge 39:4-6 
l ver 9; Ge 47:29

24:3 m Ge 14:19 
n Ge 28:1; Dt 7:3 

o Ge 10:15-19

24:4 p Ge 12:1; 28:2

3 Then Abra ham rose from be side his dead wife and  spoke to the Hit tites. a He said, 4 “I 
am a for eigner and stranger a  among you. Sell me some prop erty for a burial site here so 
I can bury my  dead.”

5 The Hit tites re plied to Abra ham, 6 “Sir, lis ten to us. You are a  mighty  prince b  among 
us. Bury your dead in the choic est of our  tombs. None of us will refuse you his tomb for 
bury ing your  dead.”

7 Then Abra ham rose and  bowed down be fore the peo ple of the land, the Hit tites. 8 He 
said to them, “If you are will ing to let me bury my dead, then lis ten to me and in ter cede 
with  Ephron son of Zo har c on my be half 9 so he will sell me the cave of Mach pe lah,  which 
be longs to him and is at the end of his  field. Ask him to sell it to me for the full  price as a 
burial site  among  you.”

10 Ephron the Hit tite was sit ting  among his peo ple and he re plied to Abra ham in the 
hear ing of all the Hit tites who had come to the gate d of his city. 11 “No, my lord,” he said. 
“Lis ten to me; I give b e you the  field, and I give b you the cave that is in it. I give b it to you 
in the pres ence of my peo ple. Bury your  dead.”

12 Again Abra ham  bowed down be fore the peo ple of the land 13 and he said to  Ephron in 
 their hear ing, “Lis ten to me, if you will. I will pay the  price of the  field. Ac cept it from me 
so I can bury my dead  there.”

14 Ephron an swered Abra ham, 15 “Lis ten to me, my lord; the land is  worth four hun dred 
shek els c of sil ver, f but what is that be tween you and me? Bury your  dead.”

16 Abra ham  agreed to  Ephron’s  terms and  weighed out for him the  price he had  named 
in the hear ing of the Hit tites: four hun dred shek els of sil ver, g ac cord ing to the  weight cur-
rent  among the  mer chants.

17 So  Ephron’s  field in Mach pe lah near Mamre h —  both the  field and the cave in it, and 
all the  trees within the bor ders of the  field —  was deeded 18 to Abra ham as his prop erty in 
the pres ence of all the Hit tites who had come to the gate of the city. 19 Af ter ward Abra ham 
bur ied his wife Sarah in the cave in the  field of Mach pe lah near Mamre (which is at He-
bron) in the land of Ca naan. 20 So the  field and the cave in it were deeded i to Abra ham by 
the Hit tites as a burial  site.

Isaac and Rebekah

24 Abra ham was now very old, and the Lord had  blessed him in ev ery way. j 2 He said 
to the sen ior ser vant in his house hold, the one in  charge of all that he had, k “Put 

your hand un der my  thigh. l 3 I want you to  swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and the 
God of  earth, m that you will not get a wife for my son n from the daugh ters of the Ca naan-
ites, o  among whom I am liv ing, 4 but will go to my coun try and my own rel a tives p and get 
a wife for my son  Isaac.”

 Abraham’s link with Hebron is first mentioned 
in 13:18.
23:3 Hittites. Here the term designates the in-
habitants of Kiriath Arba (see NIV text note). 
This name appears to have been used of dif-
ferent people groups, the best known being 
the Hittites of Anatolia and Syria. It seems un-
likely that the Hittites of Hebron are closely 
related to those of Anatolia and Syria.
23:4 a foreigner and stranger among you. 
Abraham recognizes that he has no legitimate 
claim to any land in Canaan. For 62 years he 
has adopted a seminomadic lifestyle, refusing 
to settle in any of the towns of Canaan. He now 
looks to make a permanent claim to some 
land by buying property close to Hebron. 
Heb 11:9 – 10 attributes Abraham’s wandering 
lifestyle to his theological beliefs: “He was 
looking forward to the city with foundations, 
whose architect and builder is God” (v. 10).
23:6 Although Abraham plays down his sta-
tus (v. 4), the Hittites view him as someone 
of standing, and they generously offer to let 
him bury Sarah in one of their own tombs. 
mighty prince. Or “prince of God”; the title is 
highly fitting in the light of the unique royal 
lineage that will come from Abraham (17:6; 
Matt 1:1 – 17).

23:7 – 9 Careful not to offend the Hittites in 
view of their generous offer, Abraham tact-
fully requests that he be permitted to buy a 
cave from its owner, Ephron. Abraham seeks 
permission from the Hittite population as a 
whole, possibly because selling property to 
a non-Hittite required communal approval. 
Without their support, Ephron would not 
have been able to sell the cave to Abraham.
23:10 gate. It was usual for transactions re-
quiring public approval to take place at the 
entrance to the settlement (Ruth 4:1 – 11).
23:11 – 15 In spite of Ephron’s willingness to 
give Abraham the cave and the field attached 
to it, Abraham insists on buying it for its full 
value. He wants to ensure that they will for-
mally recognize the property as belonging to 
him and his descendants in perpetuity.
23:15 four hundred shekels of silver. Abraham 
readily agrees to what appears to be a sub-
stantial price (Jer 32:9). Later in Genesis, Jo-
seph as a slave is valued at 20 shekels (37:28).
23:20 burial site. The cave of Machpelah was 
the burial site for Abraham (25:9) and Isaac 
(35:27 – 29; 49:29 – 31) and Jacob (49:29 – 30; 
50:13).

24:1 – 67 Isaac and Rebekah. Reported in ex-

ceptional detail, the account of Rebekah be-
coming Isaac’s wife not only underlines how 
God providentially directs Abraham’s servant 
to her but also portrays Rebekah as following 
in Abraham’s footsteps by leaving her family 
and country in order to settle permanently in 
Canaan.
24:1 the Lord had blessed him in every way. 
This opening statement confirms that God 
has fulfilled his earlier promise to bless Abra-
ham (12:2).
24:2 – 8 Genesis usually describes the Ca-
naanites negatively (9:25 – 27; 13:11 – 13); the 
inhabitants of Sodom (13:13) and Gomor-
rah are prime examples (18:20 – 32). For this 
reason, Abraham does not want Isaac to be 
influenced by a Canaanite wife. Too old to 
undertake the journey himself, he charges 
his most senior servant with the task of 
traveling to Abraham’s homeland, Harran in 
northern Mesopotamia. While Abraham re-
fers to this region as “my country” (v. 4), he 
prohibits Isaac from going there. Trusting in 
God’s covenantal guarantee (15:18 – 21), Abra-
ham is convinced that his future descendants 
will inhabit the land of Canaan. Moreover, he 
believes that God will enable his servant to 
successfully find a wife for Isaac.

a 3 Or the descendants of Heth; also in verses 5, 7, 10, 16, 18 and 20    b 11 Or sell    c 15 That is, about 10 pounds or about 
4.6 kilograms    
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24:7 q Gal 3:16* 
r Ge 12:7; 13:15 
s Ex 23:20,  23

24:9 t ver 2

24:11 u Ex 2:15 v ver 13; 
1Sa 9:11

24:12 w ver 27,  42,  48; 
Ge 26:24; Ex 3:6,  15,  16

24:14 x Jdg 6:17,  37

24:15 y ver 45 
z Ge 22:23 a Ge 22:20 
b Ge 11:29

24:16 c Ge 26:7

24:18 d ver 14

24:19 e ver 14

24:21 f ver 12

24:22 g ver 47

24:24 h ver 15

24:26 i ver 48,  52; 
Ex 4:31

24:27 j Ex 18:10; 
Ru 4:14; 1Sa 25:32 
k ver 49; Ge 32:10; 
Ps 98:3 l ver 21 
m ver 12,  48

24:29 n ver 4; Ge 29:5,  
12,  13

24:31 o Ge 26:29; 
Ru 3:10; Ps 115:15

5 The ser vant  asked him, “What if the woman is un will ing to come back with me to this 
land?  Shall I then take your son back to the coun try you came  from?”

6 “Make sure that you do not take my son back  there,” Abra ham said. 7 “The Lord, the 
God of heaven, who  brought me out of my fa ther’s house hold and my na tive land and who 
 spoke to me and prom ised me on oath, say ing, ‘To your off spring a q I will give this land’ r —  
he will send his an gel be fore you s so that you can get a wife for my son from  there. 8 If the 
woman is un will ing to come back with you, then you will be re leased from this oath of 
mine. Only do not take my son back  there.” 9 So the ser vant put his hand un der the  thigh t 
of his mas ter Abra ham and  swore an oath to him con cern ing this  mat ter.

10 Then the ser vant left, tak ing with him ten of his mas ter’s cam els loaded with all  kinds 
of good  things from his mas ter. He set out for Aram Na ha raim b and made his way to the 
town of Na hor. 11 He had the cam els  kneel down near the well u out side the town; it was 
to ward eve ning, the time the women go out to draw  wa ter. v

12 Then he  prayed, “Lord, God of my mas ter Abra ham, w make me suc cess ful to day, and 
show kind ness to my mas ter Abra ham. 13 See, I am stand ing be side this  spring, and the 
daugh ters of the towns peo ple are com ing out to draw wa ter. 14 May it be that when I say 
to a young wom an, ‘Please let down your jar that I may have a  drink,’ and she says, ‘Drink, 
and I’ll wa ter your cam els too’ —  let her be the one you have cho sen for your ser vant  Isaac. 
By this I will know x that you have  shown kind ness to my  mas ter.”

15 Be fore he had fin ished pray ing, y Re bekah z came out with her jar on her shoul der. She 
was the daugh ter of Be thuel son of Mil kah, a who was the wife of Abra ham’s brother Na-
hor. b 16 The wom an was very beau ti ful, c a vir gin; no man had ever  slept with her. She went 
down to the  spring,  filled her jar and came up  again.

17 The ser vant hur ried to meet her and said, “Please give me a lit tle wa ter from your  jar.”
18 “Drink, d my lord,” she said, and quickly low ered the jar to her  hands and gave him a 

 drink.
19 Af ter she had given him a  drink, she said, “I’ll draw wa ter for your cam els too, e un til 

they have had  enough to  drink.” 20 So she quickly emp tied her jar into the  trough, ran 
back to the well to draw more wa ter, and drew  enough for all his cam els. 21 With out say-
ing a word, the man  watched her closely to  learn whether or not the Lord had made his 
jour ney  suc cess ful. f

22 When the cam els had fin ished drink ing, the man took out a gold nose ring g weigh-
ing a beka c and two gold brace lets weigh ing ten shek els. d 23 Then he  asked, “Whose 
daugh ter are you?  Please tell me, is  there room in your fa ther’s  house for us to  spend 
the  night?”

24 She an swered him, “I am the daugh ter of Be thuel, the son that Mil kah bore to Na-
hor. h” 25 And she added, “We have plenty of  straw and fod der, as well as room for you to 
 spend the  night.”

26 Then the man  bowed down and wor shiped the Lord, i 27 say ing, “Praise be to the Lord, j 
the God of my mas ter Abra ham, who has not aban doned his kind ness and faith ful ness k 
to my mas ter. As for me, the Lord has led me on the jour ney l to the  house of my mas ter’s 
 rel a tives.” m

28 The young wom an ran and told her moth er’s house hold  about  these  things. 29 Now 
Re bekah had a brother  named La ban, n and he hur ried out to the man at the  spring. 30 As 
soon as he had seen the nose ring, and the brace lets on his sis ter’s arms, and had  heard 
Re bekah tell what the man said to her, he went out to the man and  found him stand ing by 
the cam els near the  spring. 31 “Come, you who are  blessed by the Lord,” o he said. “Why are 
you stand ing out here? I have pre pared the  house and a  place for the  cam els.”

24:9 put his hand under the thigh of his mas-
ter Abraham. By placing his hand there, the 
servant formally commits himself to fulfilling 
Abraham’s instructions. Jacob later uses this 
ritual to ensure that Joseph will bury him in 
Canaan (47:29 – 30).
24:10 camels. See note on 12:16. Aram Naha-
raim. Means “Aram of the rivers”; see NIV text 
note. Ancient texts from Mari mention a town 
called Nakhur situated close to Harran (see 
11:31). Nahor. The name of both Abraham’s 
grandfather and brother (11:25 – 27; 22:20). It is 
not unusual for individuals to be called after a 
place and vice versa. From Hebron to Harran is 
a journey of over 500 miles (800 kilometers).

24:12 – 14 Like Abraham, the servant is a 
man of faith. He asks God to guide him to 
the woman who will become Isaac’s wife. 
Common sense informs his prayer for divine 
help. He seeks a woman who will be both 
hospitable and hardworking; ten camels 
(v. 10) would require a considerable quantity 
of water.
24:15 – 16 The narrator’s description of Re-
bekah creates a sense of expectation; she is 
both a relative of Abraham and an attractive, 
unmarried woman. She has also come to the 
well to collect water.
24:17 – 21 Rebekah does everything that the 
servant mentioned in his prayer.

24:24 – 27 When she identifies herself as the 
granddaughter of Nahor, Abraham’s brother, 
the servant responds by worshiping God. 
Through divine guidance he has encountered 
Abraham’s relatives.
24:29 After Rebekah rushes off to inform 
her family, her brother Laban comes to 
greet Abraham’s servant. Laban’s involve-
ment (vv. 30 – 31,33,50,55 – 60) suggests that 
his father, Bethuel, is possibly old and frail. 
Bethuel is mentioned only once as an active 
participant in the events that unfold (v. 50). In 
marked contrast, there are several references 
to the involvement of Rebekah’s mother 
(vv. 28,55,57 – 58).

a 7 Or seed    b 10 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    c 22 That is, about 1/5 ounce or about 5.7 grams    d 22 That is, 
about 4 ounces or about 115 grams    
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32 So the man went to the  house, and the cam els were un loaded.  Straw and fod der were 
 brought for the cam els, and wa ter for him and his men to wash  their feet. p 33 Then food 
was set be fore him, but he said, “I will not eat un til I have told you what I have to  say.”

“Then tell us,” La ban  said.
34 So he said, “I am Abra ham’s ser vant. 35 The Lord has  blessed my mas ter abun dantly, q 

and he has be come  wealthy. He has given him  sheep and cat tle, sil ver and gold, male and 
fe male ser vants, and cam els and don keys. r 36 My mas ter’s wife Sarah has  borne him a son 
in her old age, s and he has given him ev ery thing he owns. t 37 And my mas ter made me 
 swear an oath, and said, ‘You must not get a wife for my son from the daugh ters of the 
Ca naan ites, in  whose land I live, u 38 but go to my fa ther’s fam ily and to my own clan, and 
get a wife for my  son.’ v

39 “Then I  asked my mas ter, ‘What if the woman will not come back with me?’ w

40 “He re plied, ‘The Lord, be fore whom I have  walked faith fully, will send his an gel with 
you x and make your jour ney a suc cess, so that you can get a wife for my son from my own 
clan and from my fa ther’s fam ily. 41 You will be re leased from my oath if, when you go to 
my clan, they refuse to give her to you —  then you will be re leased from my  oath.’ y

42 “When I came to the  spring to day, I said, ‘Lord, God of my mas ter Abra ham, if you 
will,  please  grant suc cess z to the jour ney on  which I have come. 43 See, I am stand ing be side 
this  spring. a If a  young woman  comes out to draw wa ter and I say to her, “Please let me 
 drink a lit tle wa ter from your jar,” b 44 and if she says to me, “Drink, and I’ll draw wa ter for 
your cam els too,” let her be the one the Lord has cho sen for my mas ter’s  son.’

45 “Be fore I fin ished pray ing in my  heart, c Re bekah came out, with her jar on her shoul-
der. d She went down to the  spring and drew wa ter, and I said to her, ‘Please give me a  drink.’ e

46 “She quickly low ered her jar from her shoul der and said, ‘Drink, and I’ll wa ter your 
cam els too.’ f So I  drank, and she wa tered the cam els  also.

47 “I  asked her, ‘Whose daugh ter are  you?’ g

“She said, ‘The daugh ter of Be thuel son of Na hor, whom Mil kah bore to  him.’ h

“Then I put the ring in her nose and the brace lets on her arms, i 48 and I  bowed down 
and wor shiped the Lord. j I  praised the Lord, the God of my mas ter Abra ham, who had led 
me on the  right road to get the grand daugh ter of my mas ter’s brother for his son. k 49 Now 
if you will show kind ness and faith ful ness l to my mas ter, tell me; and if not, tell me, so I 
may know  which way to  turn.”

50 La ban and Be thuel an swered, “This is from the Lord; m we can say noth ing to you one 
way or the other. n 51 Here is Re bekah; take her and go, and let her be come the wife of your 
mas ter’s son, as the Lord has  di rected.”

52 When Abra ham’s ser vant  heard what they said, he  bowed down to the  ground be fore 
the Lord. o 53 Then the ser vant  brought out gold and sil ver jew elry and ar ti cles of cloth ing 
and gave them to Re bekah; he also gave costly  gifts p to her brother and to her mother. 
54 Then he and the men who were with him ate and  drank and  spent the  night  there.

When they got up the next morn ing, he said, “Send me on my way q to my  mas ter.”
55 But her brother and her mother re plied, “Let the young wom an re main with us ten 

days or so; then you a may go.”
56 But he said to them, “Do not de tain me, now that the Lord has granted suc cess to my 

jour ney. Send me on my way so I may go to my  mas ter.”
57 Then they said, “Let’s call the young wom an and ask her  about it.” 58 So they  called 

Re bekah and  asked her, “Will you go with this  man?”
“I will go,” she  said.
59 So they sent  their sis ter Re bekah on her way,  along with her  nurse r and Abra ham’s 

ser vant and his men. 60 And they  blessed Re bekah and said to  her,

  “Our sister, may you increase
  to thousands upon thousands; s

  may your offspring possess
  the cities of their enemies.” t

24:34 – 49 The servant’s speech rehearses 
closely the events that occur in vv. 1 – 27. The 
repetition underlines God’s guidance in bring-
ing the servant into contact with Rebekah. If 
Rebekah is to leave her family in order to marry 
Isaac, whom she has never met, she must be 
persuaded that this is God’s will for her.
24:50 This is from the Lord. Rebekah’s 
brother and father readily acknowledge that 

God intends Rebekah to marry Isaac.
24:53 As a token of the commitment they 
have made, the servant gives gifts to Rebekah 
and members of her family. Marriage arrange-
ments usually involved gifts of money to the 
bride’s family.
24:55 – 58 Rebekah’s willingness to go im-
mediately with Abraham’s servant reveals a 
deep faith in God. She is prepared to leave 

her family and country to marry a man she 
has never met. Her actions parallel closely 
those of Abraham (12:1), suggesting that she 
is indeed a suitable wife for Isaac.
24:60 The blessing resembles God’s oath to 
Abraham in 22:17. your offspring. Could re-
fer to an individual or group of people. Ev-
erything points to Rebekah being a perfect 
match for Isaac.

a 55 Or she    
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24:62 u Ge 16:14; 25:11 
v Ge 20:1

24:63 w Ps 1:2; 77:12; 
119:15,  27,  48,  97,  148; 
143:5; 145:5

24:67 x Ge 25:20 
y Ge 29:18,  20 
z Ge 23:1-2

25:2 a 1Ch 1:32,  33

25:5 b Ge 24:36

25:6 c Ge 22:24 
d Ge 21:10,  14

25:8 e Ge 15:15 f ver 17; 
Ge 35:29; 49:29,  33

25:9 g Ge 35:29 
h Ge 50:13

25:10 i Ge 23:16

25:11 j Ge 16:14

25:12 k Ge 16:1 
l Ge 16:15

25:16 m Ge 17:20

25:17 n ver 8

25:18 o Ge 16:12

25:20 p ver 26; 
Ge 26:34 q Ge 24:67 
r Ge 24:29

61 Then Re bekah and her at ten dants got  ready and mounted  the cam els and went back 
with the man. So the ser vant took Re bekah and  left.

62 Now  Isaac had come from Beer La hai Roi, u for he was liv ing in the Negev. v 63 He went 
out to the  field one eve ning to med i tate, a w and as he  looked up, he saw cam els ap proach-
ing. 64 Re bekah also  looked up and saw  Isaac. She got down from her camel 65 and  asked 
the ser vant, “Who is that man in the  field com ing to meet us?”

“He is my mas ter,” the ser vant an swered. So she took her veil and cov ered  her self.
66 Then the ser vant told  Isaac all he had done. 67 Isaac  brought her into the tent of his 

mother Sarah, and he mar ried Re bekah. x So she be came his wife, and he  loved her; y and 
 Isaac was com forted af ter his moth er’s  death. z

The Death of Abraham
25:1-4pp —  1Ch 1:32-33

25 Abra ham had taken an other wife,  whose name was Ke tu rah. 2 She bore him Zim ran, 
Jok shan, Me dan, Mid ian, Ish bak and Shuah. a 3 Jok shan was the fa ther of Sheba and 

De dan; the de scen dants of De dan were the Ash ur ites, the Le tu shites and the Le um mites. 
4 The sons of Mid ian were  Ephah,  Epher, Ha nok, Abida and El daah. All  these were de scen-
dants of  Ke tu rah.

5 Abra ham left ev ery thing he  owned to  Isaac. b 6 But  while he was  still liv ing, he gave  gifts 
to the sons of his con cu bines c and sent them away from his son  Isaac d to the land of the  east.

7 Abra ham  lived a hun dred and sev enty-five  years. 8 Then Abra ham  breathed his last and 
died at a good old age, e an old man and full of  years; and he was gath ered to his peo ple. f 
9 His sons  Isaac and Ish mael bur ied him g in the cave of Mach pe lah near Mamre, in the  field 
of  Ephron son of Zo har the Hit tite, h 10 the  field Abra ham had  bought from the Hit tites. b i 
 There Abra ham was bur ied with his wife Sarah. 11 Af ter Abra ham’s  death, God  blessed his 
son  Isaac, who then  lived near Beer La hai  Roi. j

Ishmael’s Sons
25:12-16pp —  1Ch 1:29-31

12 This is the ac count of the fam ily line of Abra ham’s son Ish mael, whom Sar ah’s slave, 
Ha gar k the Egyp tian, bore to  Abra ham. l

13 These are the  names of the sons of Ish mael, listed in the or der of  their  birth: Ne ba ioth 
the first born of Ish mael, Ke dar, Ad beel, Mib sam, 14 Mishma, Du mah, Massa, 15 Ha dad, Tema, 
Je tur, Na phish and Ked e mah. 16 These were the sons of Ish mael, and  these are the  names 
of the  twelve tribal rul ers m ac cord ing to  their set tle ments and  camps. 17 Ish mael  lived a 
hun dred and thirty-seven  years. He  breathed his last and died, and he was gath ered to 
his peo ple. n 18 His de scen dants set tled in the area from Hav i lah to Shur, near the east ern 
bor der of  Egypt, as you go to ward Ashur. And they  lived in hos til ity to ward c all the  tribes 
re lated to  them. o

Jacob and Esau
19 This is the ac count of the fam ily line of Abra ham’s son  Isaac.

Abra ham be came the fa ther of  Isaac, 20 and  Isaac was forty  years old p when he mar ried 
Re bekah q daugh ter of Be thuel the Ar a mean from Pad dan Aram d and sis ter of La ban r the 
 Ar a mean.

24:65 took her veil and covered herself. 
Probably a sign that she was betrothed. Hav-
ing seen Isaac, she indicates her willingness 
to marry him.

25:1 – 11 The Death of Abraham. This concludes 
the account of Abraham’s life, which started 
in 11:27. For completeness, it records addi-
tional family details.
25:1 another wife. See note on 16:3. The au-
thor provides few details about Abraham’s re-
lationship with Keturah and does not view her 
sons as being on a par with Isaac. Although 
Abraham provides for these sons during his 
lifetime, they do not inherit anything when 
he dies; everything goes to Isaac (vv. 5 – 6). 

Given how Abraham treats Keturah’s sons, 
it seems likely that he viewed both Keturah 
and Hagar as concubines. Certain OT contexts 
portray such women as married, being “sec-
ond” wives, but not necessarily of equal sta-
tus to the “first” wife. Hagar, e.g., continued 
to be Sarah’s maidservant after the birth of 
Ishmael (16:1 – 3; 21:10,12; cf. 29:24,29; 30:4,9). 
While 25:1 – 6 highlights the identity of vari-
ous people groups descended from Abraham, 
it carefully distinguishes these descendants 
from Isaac. He alone is Abraham’s heir.
25:8 he was gathered to his people. This 
expression may indicate belief in life after 
death. It occurs elsewhere in Genesis in con-
junction with the deaths of Ishmael (v. 17), 

Isaac (35:28 – 29), and Jacob (49:33). Abraham 
was buried in the cave of Machpelah (v. 9), 
which he had bought from Ephron (23:1 – 20).
25:12 – 18 Ishmael’s Sons. While the main story 
focuses on Isaac and his sons, Genesis also 
includes some information about Ishmael’s 
family.
25:12 This is the account of the family line of. 
A formulaic heading that introduces new sec-
tions of material in Genesis (see note on 2:4).
25:18 they lived in hostility toward. Regardless 
of how this phrase is translated (see NIV text 
note), it confirms what God predicted in 16:12.
25:19 —  36:43 The Family of Isaac. This is 
the next main narrative section in Genesis. 
It concentrates mainly on Isaac’s twin sons, 

a 63 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain.    b 10 Or the descendants of Heth    c 18 Or lived to the east of    
d 20 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    
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25:21 s 1Ch 5:20; 
2Ch 33:13; Ezr 8:23; 

Ps 127:3; Ro 9:10

25:22 t 1Sa 9:9; 10:22

25:23 u Ge 17:4 
v Ge 27:29,  40; 

Mal 1:3; Ro 9:11-12*

25:25 w Ge 27:11

25:26 x Hos 12:3 
y Ge 27:36

25:27 z Ge 27:3,  5

25:28 a Ge 27:19 
b Ge 27:6

25:33 c Ge 27:36; 
Heb 12:16

26:1 d Ge 12:10 
e Ge 20:1

26:2 f Ge 12:7; 17:1; 
18:1 g Ge 12:1

21 Isaac  prayed to the Lord on be half of his wife, be cause she was child less. The Lord 
an swered his  prayer, s and his wife Re bekah be came preg nant. 22 The ba bies jos tled each 
other within her, and she said, “Why is this hap pen ing to me?” So she went to in quire of 
the  Lord. t

23 The Lord said to  her,

  “Two nations u are in your womb,
  and two peoples from within you will be separated;
  one people will be stronger than the other,
  and the older will serve the younger. v”

24 When the time came for her to give  birth,  there were twin boys in her womb. 25 The 
 first to come out was red, and his  whole body was like a  hairy gar ment; w so they  named 
him Esau. a 26 Af ter this, his brother came out, with his hand grasp ing  Esau’s heel; x so he 
was  named Ja cob. b y  Isaac was sixty  years old when Re bekah gave  birth to  them.

27 The boys grew up, and Esau be came a skill ful hunter, a man of the open coun try, z 
 while Ja cob was con tent to stay at home  among the  tents. 28 Isaac, who had a  taste for wild 
game, a  loved Esau, but Re bekah  loved  Ja cob. b

29 Once when Ja cob was cook ing some stew, Esau came in from the open coun try, fam-
ished. 30 He said to Ja cob, “Quick, let me have some of that red stew! I’m fam ished!” (That 
is why he was also  called  Edom. c )

31 Ja cob re plied, “First sell me your  birth right.”
32 “Look, I am  about to die,” Esau said. “What good is the birth right to me?”
33 But Ja cob said, “Swear to me  first.” So he  swore an oath to him, sell ing his birth right c 

to  Ja cob.
34 Then Ja cob gave Esau some  bread and some len til stew. He ate and  drank, and then 

got up and  left.
So Esau de spised his  birth right.

Isaac and Abimelek
26:1-11Ref —  Ge 12:10-20; 20:1-18

26 Now  there was a fam ine in the land d —  be sides the pre vi ous fam ine in Abra ham’s 
time —  and  Isaac went to Abim e lek king of the Phi lis tines in Ge rar. e 2 The Lord ap-

peared f to  Isaac and said, “Do not go down to  Egypt; live in the land  where I tell you to live. g 

highlighting how the younger brother Jacob 
takes precedence over his older twin Esau. 
The entire story is skillfully composed, with 
the motifs of birthright and blessing being 
especially significant.
25:19 – 34 Jacob and Esau. The strained rela-
tionship between the twin sons of Isaac and 
Rebekah comes to the fore in chs. 25 – 36. 
Even before they are born, the boys struggle 
with each other (vv. 22 – 23), anticipating a 
greater struggle that will eventually result in 
Jacob fleeing for his life (27:41 —  28:5). At the 
heart of this struggle is the issue of who will 
be heir to the promises God gave to Abraham. 
While the birthright belongs to Esau, he dis-
misses it as unimportant, being willing to sell 
it to his brother for a bowl of stew (vv. 29 – 34). 
Jacob, however, is keen to have the benefits 
that accompany the status of firstborn.
25:19 This is the account of the family line of. 
This formula marks the start of a new section 
in Genesis (25:19 — 35:29). See note on 2:4.
25:20 Paddan Aram. The roots of Abraham’s 
family go back to this location in Northwest 
Mesopotamia (see NIV text note); for this rea-
son Abraham is later designated a “wander-
ing Aramean” (Deut 26:5).
25:21 childless. Like Sarah before her (11:30) 
and Rachel after her (29:31), Rebekah is unable 
to have children. The motif of childlessness in 
Genesis draws attention to how God ensures 
the continuation of the unique family lineage 
through which the nations of the earth will 
be blessed.

25:22 – 23 When Rebekah asks God to explain 
the struggle that is happening inside her 
womb, she learns that her twins will produce 
two nations.
25:23 the older will serve the younger. Con-
trary to the custom of that time. This pre-
diction provides the first indication that the 
special family line that Genesis traces will 
continue through Jacob rather than Esau. The 
struggle between the unborn babies recalls 
how throughout Genesis, beginning with Cain 
and Abel, conflict between brothers is a recur-
ring motif. Such conflict threatens the survival 
of the unique lineage through which the na-
tions will be blessed. The apostle Paul quotes 
from this verse to show that God is free to act 
as he pleases in the process of accomplishing 
his plan of salvation (Rom 9:10 – 13).
25:25 – 26 The names of both Jacob and Esau 
derive from features associated with their 
births (see NIV text notes). A person who 
grasps another person by the heel was a way 
to describe a deceiver. The motif of deception 
reappears throughout Jacob’s life.
25:26 Isaac was sixty years old. If Isaac was 
this age when the twins were born, then 
Abraham was still alive. Not all events in 
Genesis are in strict chronological order; see 
vv. 7 – 10, where Abraham’s death is recorded.
25:27 – 28 As the two boys grow into man-
hood, they differ significantly in their interests 
and character (see note on vv. 29 – 34). Esau 
favors outdoor activities, while Jacob prefers 
a more domesticated lifestyle. Their differing 

interests not only cause Isaac and Rebekah to 
favor different sons, but they set the scene for 
the events in the episodes that follow.
25:29 – 34 Although Jacob’s desire to buy his 
brother’s birthright demonstrates his grasp-
ing nature, Esau’s attitude comes in for partic-
ular criticism. By selling for a bowl of stew the 
benefits associated with his firstborn status, 
Esau displays contempt for all that God prom-
ised to Abraham and his family line. What 
Esau despises (v. 34), Jacob desires. Jacob 
recognizes the value of the birthright, even 
though his method of attaining it is hardly 
commendable. This short episode casts a 
long shadow over the rest of the Jacob-Esau 
story, building on the earlier prediction in v. 23 
that “the older will serve the younger.”

26:1 – 33 Isaac and Abimelek. The next stage 
in the story of Jacob and Esau’s struggle with 
each other occurs when their father Isaac is 
close to death (26:34 —  28:9). Meanwhile, 
ch. 26 records various incidents involving 
Isaac. Remarkably, these incidents have much 
in common with events involving Abraham. 
Not only do Isaac’s actions closely parallel 
those of his father, but Isaac receives the 
promises God made to Abraham.
26:1 famine. Abraham went to Egypt during a 
famine (12:10 – 20), but God instructs Isaac to 
remain in Gerar (v. 2). Abimelek. Possibly the 
king chs. 20 – 21 mention; more likely, he is a 
son or grandson of that Abimelek. Philistines. 
See note on 21:32.

a 25 Esau may mean hairy.    b 26 Jacob means he grasps the heel, a Hebrew idiom for he deceives.    c 30 Edom means red.    
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26:3 h Ge 20:1; 28:15 
i Ge 12:2; 22:16-18 
j Ge 12:7; 13:15; 15:18

26:4 k Ge 15:5; 22:17; 
Ex 32:13 l Ge 12:3; 
22:18; Gal 3:8

26:5 m Ge 22:16

26:7 n Ge 12:13; 20:2,  
12; Pr 29:25

26:10 o Ge 20:9

26:11 p Ps 105:15

26:12 q ver 3; 
Job 42:12

26:13 r Pr 10:22

26:14 s Ge 24:36 
t Ge 37:11

26:15 u Ge 21:30 
v Ge 21:25

26:16 w Ex 1:9

26:18 x Ge 21:30

26:20 y Ge 21:25

26:22 z Ge 17:6; Ex 1:7

26:24 a Ge 24:12; 
Ex 3:6 b Ge 15:1 c ver 4 
d Ge 17:7

26:25 e Ge 12:7,  8; 
13:4,  18; Ps 116:17

26:26 f Ge 21:22

26:27 g ver 16

26:28 h Ge 21:22

26:29 i Ge 24:31; 
Ps 115:15

3 Stay in this land for a  while, h and I will be with you and will  bless you. i For to you and your 
de scen dants I will give all  these  lands j and will con firm the oath I  swore to your fa ther Abra-
ham. 4 I will make your de scen dants as nu mer ous as the  stars in the sky k and will give them 
all  these  lands, and  through your off spring a all na tions on  earth will be  blessed, b l 5 be cause 
Abra ham  obeyed me m and did ev ery thing I re quired of him, keep ing my com mands, my 
de crees and my in struc tions.” 6 So  Isaac  stayed in  Ge rar.

7 When the men of that  place  asked him  about his wife, he said, “She is my sis ter, n” be-
cause he was  afraid to say, “She is my wife.” He  thought, “The men of this  place  might kill 
me on ac count of Re bekah, be cause she is  beau ti ful.”

8 When  Isaac had been  there a long time, Abim e lek king of the Phi lis tines  looked down 
from a win dow and saw  Isaac ca ress ing his wife Re bekah. 9 So Abim e lek sum moned  Isaac 
and said, “She is really your wife! Why did you say, ‘She is my  sis ter’?”

Isaac an swered him, “Be cause I  thought I  might lose my life on ac count of  her.”
10 Then Abim e lek said, “What is this you have done to us? o One of the men  might well 

have  slept with your wife, and you  would have  brought  guilt upon us.”
11 So Abim e lek gave or ders to all the peo ple: “Any one who  harms p this man or his wife 

 shall surely be put to  death.”
12 Isaac planted  crops in that land and the same year  reaped a hun dred fold, be cause the 

Lord  blessed him. q 13 The man be came rich, and his  wealth con tin ued to grow un til he be-
came very  wealthy. r 14 He had so many  flocks and  herds and ser vants s that the Phi lis tines 
en vied him. t 15 So all the  wells u that his fa ther’s ser vants had dug in the time of his fa ther 
Abra ham, the Phi lis tines  stopped up, v fill ing them with  earth.

16 Then Abim e lek said to  Isaac, “Move away from us; you have be come too pow er ful 
for us. w”

17 So  Isaac  moved away from  there and en camped in the Val ley of Ge rar,  where he set-
tled. 18 Isaac re opened the  wells x that had been dug in the time of his fa ther Abra ham, 
 which the Phi lis tines had  stopped up af ter Abra ham died, and he gave them the same 
 names his fa ther had given  them.

19 Isaac’s ser vants dug in the val ley and dis cov ered a well of  fresh wa ter  there. 20 But the 
herd ers of Ge rar quar reled with  those of  Isaac and said, “The wa ter is ours!” y So he  named 
the well Esek, c be cause they dis puted with him. 21 Then they dug an other well, but they 
quar reled over that one also; so he  named it Sit nah. d 22 He  moved on from  there and dug 
an other well, and no one quar reled over it. He  named it Re ho both, e say ing, “Now the Lord 
has given us room and we will flour ish z in the  land.”

23 From  there he went up to Be er sheba. 24 That  night the Lord ap peared to him and 
said, “I am the God of your fa ther Abra ham. a Do not be  afraid, b for I am with you; I will 
 bless you and will in crease the num ber of your de scen dants c for the sake of my ser vant 
 Abra ham.” d

25 Isaac  built an al tar e  there and  called on the name of the Lord.  There he  pitched his 
tent, and  there his ser vants dug a  well.

26 Mean while, Abim e lek had come to him from Ge rar, with Ahuz zath his per sonal ad-
viser and Phi col the com mander of his forces. f 27 Isaac  asked them, “Why have you come 
to me,  since you were hos tile to me and sent me  away? g”

28 They an swered, “We saw clearly that the Lord was with you; h so we said, ‘There  ought 
to be a  sworn agree ment be tween us’ —  be tween us and you. Let us make a treaty with you 
29 that you will do us no harm, just as we did not harm you but al ways treated you well and 
sent you away peace fully. And now you are  blessed by the  Lord.” i

26:3 – 5 God accompanies his instructions 
to Isaac with assurances that resonate with 
the promises he gave to Abraham. Through 
Isaac God will “confirm the oath” (v. 3) that 
he swore to Abraham (22:16 – 18). Since Isaac 
was present when God made that oath, he 
would easily recall the occasion. By associ-
ating this oath with Abraham’s obedience 
and by underlining that Abraham kept God’s 
commands, decrees, and instructions, God 
encourages Isaac to obey him. Obeying God 
takes many forms.
26:7 Famine forces Isaac to relocate to a new 
region (see v. 1). Like Abraham (12:10 – 20; 
20:1 – 18), Isaac pretends that his wife is 
his sister in order to safeguard his own life. 

Isaac’s behavior implies that the region was 
far from peaceful. It also reflects his lack of 
trust in God.
26:8 – 11 When Abimelek discovers Isaac’s 
deception, he acts with integrity, fearful 
that unknowingly he and his people may be-
come guilty of adultery. Abimelek’s reaction 
contrasts sharply with what Isaac expected. 
This incident parallels Abraham’s earlier ruse 
(20:1 – 18; cf. 12:10 – 20).
26:12 the Lord blessed him. God’s favor or 
blessing is associated with those who be-
long to the unique lineage Genesis traces. 
Like Abraham, Isaac prospers materially 
(v. 13).
26:14 – 16 Isaac’s prosperity causes the Philis-

tines to become envious and fearful of Isaac, 
so Isaac moves away.
26:17 – 23 Isaac’s move brings him to a lo-
cation where earlier Abraham dug wells. 
Since the Philistines subsequently stopped 
up these wells (presumably to discourage 
seminomadic herdsmen from settling there), 
Isaac reopens them (v. 18). Unfortunately, his 
actions provoke protests (vv. 20 – 21), which 
eventually cause him to move further away 
from Gerar (vv. 22 – 23).
26:26 – 31 When Isaac relocates to Beersheba, 
Abimelek comes to him seeking to make 
a treaty. This event recalls 21:22 – 32, which 
records that Abraham and the king of Gerar 
made a similar peace treaty in Beersheba.

a 4 Or seed    b 4 Or and all nations on earth will use the name of your offspring in blessings (see 48:20)     
c 20 Esek means dispute.    d 21 Sitnah means opposition.    e 22 Rehoboth means room.    
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26:30 j Ge 19:3

26:31 k Ge 21:31

26:33 l Ge 21:14

26:34 m Ge 25:20 
n Ge 28:9; 36:2

26:35 o Ge 27:46

27:1 p Ge 48:10; 
1Sa 3:2 q Ge 25:25

27:2 r Ge 47:29

27:3 s Ge 25:27

27:4 t ver 10,  25,  31; 
Ge 49:28; Dt 33:1; 

Heb 11:20

27:6 u Ge 25:28

27:8 v ver 13,  43

27:11 w Ge 25:25

27:12 x ver 22

27:13 y Mt 27:25 z ver 8

27:15 a ver 27

27:19 b ver 4

30 Isaac then made a  feast j for them, and they ate and  drank. 31 Early the next morn ing 
the men  swore an oath k to each other. Then  Isaac sent them on  their way, and they went 
away  peace fully.

32 That day  Isaac’s ser vants came and told him  about the well they had dug. They said, 
“We’ve  found wa ter!” 33 He  called it Shi bah, a and to this day the name of the town has been 
 Be er sheba. b l

Jacob Takes Esau’s Blessing
34 When Esau was forty  years old, m he mar ried Ju dith daugh ter of Be eri the Hit tite, and 

also Bas e math daugh ter of Elon the Hit tite. n 35 They were a  source of  grief to  Isaac and 
 Re bekah. o

27 When  Isaac was old and his eyes were so weak that he  could no lon ger see, p he  called 
for Esau his older son q and said to him, “My  son.”

“Here I am,” he  an swered.
2 Isaac said, “I am now an old man and  don’t know the day of my  death. r 3 Now then, get 

your equip ment —  your quiver and bow —  and go out to the open coun try s to hunt some 
wild game for me. 4 Pre pare me the kind of  tasty food I like and  bring it to me to eat, so 
that I may give you my bless ing t be fore I  die.”

5 Now Re bekah was lis ten ing as  Isaac  spoke to his son Esau. When Esau left for the open 
coun try to hunt game and  bring it back, 6 Re bekah said to her son Ja cob, u “Look, I over-
heard your fa ther say to your brother Esau, 7 ‘Bring me some game and pre pare me some 
 tasty food to eat, so that I may give you my bless ing in the pres ence of the Lord be fore I 
die.’ 8 Now, my son, lis ten care fully and do what I tell you: v 9 Go out to the  flock and  bring 
me two  choice  young  goats, so I can pre pare some  tasty food for your fa ther, just the way 
he  likes it. 10 Then take it to your fa ther to eat, so that he may give you his bless ing be fore 
he  dies.”

11 Ja cob said to Re bekah his mother, “But my brother Esau is a  hairy man w  while I have 
 smooth skin. 12 What if my fa ther touches me? x I  would ap pear to be trick ing him and 
 would  bring down a  curse on my self rather than a  bless ing.”

13 His mother said to him, “My son, let the  curse fall on me. y Just do what I say; z go and 
get them for me.”

14 So he went and got them and  brought them to his mother, and she pre pared some 
 tasty food, just the way his fa ther  liked it. 15 Then Re bekah took the best  clothes a of Esau 
her older son,  which she had in the  house, and put them on her youn ger son Ja cob. 16 She 
also cov ered his  hands and the  smooth part of his neck with the goat skins. 17 Then she 
handed to her son Ja cob the  tasty food and the  bread she had  made.

18 He went to his fa ther and said, “My  fa ther.”
“Yes, my son,” he an swered. “Who is it?”
19 Ja cob said to his fa ther, “I am Esau your first born. I have done as you told me.  Please 

sit up and eat some of my game, so that you may give me your  bless ing.” b

20 Isaac  asked his son, “How did you find it so quickly, my  son?”

26:32 – 33 Digging a new well and discovering 
water coincides with ratifying the treaty. Isaac 
calls the well Shibah (see NIV text note), pos-
sibly because of circumstances surrounding 
Abraham’s treaty with Abimelek (21:30 – 31; 
cf. v. 18).
26:34 —  28:9 Jacob Takes Esau’s Blessing. 
This section gives considerable attention 
to how Jacob deceives his father Isaac into 
giving him the blessing due to the firstborn 
son. This incident, which is full of subtle ob-
servations regarding the family members, 
further develops Jacob’s ambition to be heir 
to the promises God gave to Abraham and 
Isaac. While Jacob’s actions are central to 
the deception, the narrator highlights the 
shortcomings of both Isaac and Esau and 
depicts Rebekah as the deception’s prime 
instigator. In the light of the blessing Isaac 
gives to Jacob (27:28 – 29) and Isaac’s subse-
quent reluctance to denounce Jacob (27:37), 
this fulfills what God predicted in 25:23, 
for Isaac says to Esau, “You will serve your 
brother” (27:40). Having previously sold his 
birthright to Jacob, Esau now witnesses the 

final stage in the process by which Jacob 
receives Isaac’s deathbed blessing. In the 
Hebrew text, a striking wordplay links the 
concepts of blessing (bĕrākâ) and birthright 
(bĕkōrâ). The association of Jacob with bless-
ing recalls what God promised Abraham in 
12:1 – 3 (cf. 27:29).
26:35 a source of grief to Isaac and Rebekah. 
The story gives few details regarding this 
phrase, but a significant factor may be the 
Hittite origin of Esau’s wives. Unlike his fa-
ther, Isaac, Esau did not look for a wife from 
among his own relatives, suggesting that he 
did not fully embrace the beliefs of his par-
ents.

27:1 – 4 Nearing death, Isaac summons Esau 
in order to make arrangements to formally 
bless him as his firstborn son. This blessing 
would confirm Esau as Isaac’s principal heir, 
making him the one through whom the fam-
ily line associated with God’s redemptive 
plan would continue. By noting that Isaac 
was blind (v. 1), the narrator anticipates later 
developments in the story and may also in-

dicate that Isaac failed to see clearly Esau’s 
true nature. By highlighting Isaac’s desire for 
“tasty food” (v. 4), the narrator possibly im-
plies that selfishness motivated Isaac’s deci-
sion to bless Esau.
27:5 – 13 As the one who overhears Isaac 
speaking to Esau, Rebekah both instigates 
and oversees Jacob’s deception of Isaac. 
When Jacob voices anxiety about Isaac find-
ing him out, Rebekah states that she will bear 
full responsibility: “My son, let the curse fall 
on me” (v. 13). While Rebekah’s scheming 
probably reflects her particular love for Ja-
cob (25:28), God’s prediction that the older 
would serve the younger (25:23) and her own 
assessment of Esau’s character may also have 
influenced her.
27:15 – 16 Rebekah cunningly disguises Jacob 
as Esau, even using goatskins to make Jacob 
appear hairy like Esau (v. 11; 25:25).
27:18 – 22 Although Isaac is blind, he is ini-
tially suspicious when Jacob claims to be 
Esau. Sensing that the voice is that of Jacob, 
he touches Jacob in order to be certain.

a 33 Shibah can mean oath or seven.    b 33 Beersheba can mean well of the oath and well of seven.    
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27:28 j Dt 33:13 
k ver 39 l Ge 45:18; 
Nu 18:12; Dt 33:28

27:29 m Isa 45:14,  23; 
49:7,  23 n Ge 9:25; 
25:23; 37:7 o Ge 12:3; 
Nu 24:9; Zep 2:8

27:31 p ver 4

27:32 q ver 18
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Ge 28:3,  4; Ro 11:29

27:34 s Heb 12:17

27:35 t Jer 9:4; 12:6

27:36 u Ge 25:26 
v Ge 25:33

27:37 w ver 28

27:38 x Heb 12:17

27:39 y ver 28

“The Lord your God gave me suc cess, c” he  re plied.
21 Then  Isaac said to Ja cob, “Come near so I can  touch you, d my son, to know whether 

you really are my son Esau or  not.”
22 Ja cob went  close to his fa ther  Isaac, who  touched him and said, “The  voice is the  voice 

of Ja cob, but the  hands are the  hands of Esau.” 23 He did not rec og nize him, for his  hands 
were  hairy like  those of his brother Esau; e so he pro ceeded to  bless him. 24 “Are you really 
my son Esau?” he  asked.

“I am,” he  re plied.
25 Then he said, “My son,  bring me some of your game to eat, so that I may give you my 

 bless ing.” f

Ja cob  brought it to him and he ate; and he  brought some wine and he  drank. 26 Then 
his fa ther  Isaac said to him, “Come here, my son, and kiss me.”

27 So he went to him and  kissed him g. When  Isaac  caught the  smell of his  clothes, h he 
 blessed him and  said,

  “Ah, the smell of my son
  is like the smell of a field
  that the Lord has blessed. i

 28 May God give you heaven’s dew j

  and earth’s richness k —  
  an abundance of grain and new wine. l

 29 May nations serve you
  and peoples bow down to you. m

  Be lord over your brothers,
  and may the sons of your mother bow down to you. n

  May those who curse you be cursed
  and those who bless you be blessed. o”

30 Af ter  Isaac fin ished bless ing him, and Ja cob had scarcely left his fa ther’s pres ence, his 
brother Esau came in from hunt ing. 31 He too pre pared some  tasty food and  brought it to 
his fa ther. Then he said to him, “My fa ther,  please sit up and eat some of my game, so that 
you may give me your  bless ing.” p

32 His fa ther  Isaac  asked him, “Who are  you?” q

“I am your son,” he an swered, “your first born,  Esau.”
33 Isaac trem bled vi o lently and said, “Who was it, then, that hunted game and  brought 

it to me? I ate it just be fore you came and I  blessed him —  and in deed he will be  blessed! r”
34 When Esau  heard his fa ther’s  words, he  burst out with a loud and bit ter cry s and said 

to his fa ther, “Bless me —  me too, my  fa ther!”
35 But he said, “Your brother came de ceit fully t and took your  bless ing.”
36 Esau said, “Isn’t he rightly  named Ja cob a ? u This is the sec ond time he has taken ad-

van tage of me: He took my birth right, v and now he’s taken my bless ing!” Then he  asked, 
“Haven’t you re served any bless ing for me?”

37 Isaac an swered Esau, “I have made him lord over you and have made all his rel a tives 
his ser vants, and I have sus tained him with  grain and new wine. w So what can I pos si bly 
do for you, my  son?”

38 Esau said to his fa ther, “Do you have only one bless ing, my fa ther?  Bless me too, my 
fa ther!” Then Esau wept  aloud. x

39 His fa ther  Isaac an swered  him,

  “Your dwelling will be
  away from the earth’s richness,
  away from the dew y of heaven above.

27:27 – 29 Immediately prior to blessing Ja-
cob, Isaac smells him in order to be convinced 
that this is indeed Esau. The outdoor scent of 
Esau’s clothing, which Jacob has put on, re-
assures Isaac. While Isaac prays that God will 
bless Jacob materially, his aspirations for his 
firstborn son lead him to request that “na-
tions” and “peoples” (v. 29) serve him, as well 
as his closest family members. Isaac’s prayer 
is exceptionally ambitious given that he and 
his family are relative newcomers to the land 
of Canaan and Isaac himself has previously 
feared for his own life (26:7). His expectations 

regarding his firstborn son, however, are 
grounded in God’s promises to Abraham; he 
assures Jacob that God will bless him, echo-
ing what God said to Abraham (12:2).
27:30 – 40 Esau is furious when he learns 
that Jacob deceived Isaac and that Isaac 
gave Jacob the blessing he intended for 
Esau. Recalling that the name Jacob means 
“deceiver” (see NIV text note on v. 36), Esau 
charges Jacob with having exploited him 
on two occasions: Jacob has taken Esau’s 
birthright (25:29 – 34) and his blessing. The 
patriarchal stories of Genesis give special at-

tention to those who receive the blessing of 
the firstborn because through them God will 
fulfill his promise to bless the nations of the 
earth. When Esau pleads with his father for a 
blessing, Isaac states that he cannot revoke 
what he has requested for Jacob (v. 37). As 
God predicted in 25:23, Esau will serve Jacob. 
However, by way of consoling Esau, Isaac 
pronounces that although Esau will serve 
his brother, eventually he will “throw [off] 
his yoke” (v. 40). While Isaac’s words seem to 
refer to Esau’s own lifetime, in line with other 
paternal deathbed blessings, they include 

a 36 Jacob means he grasps the heel, a Hebrew idiom for he takes advantage of or he deceives.    
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 40 You will live by the sword
  and you will serve z your brother. a

  But when you grow restless,
  you will throw his yoke
  from off your neck. b”

41 Esau held a  grudge c  against Ja cob d be cause of the bless ing his fa ther had given him. 
He said to him self, “The days of mourn ing e for my fa ther are near; then I will kill my 
brother  Ja cob.” f

42 When Re bekah was told what her older son Esau had said, she sent for her youn ger 
son Ja cob and said to him, “Your brother Esau is plan ning to  avenge him self by kill ing you. 
43 Now then, my son, do what I say: g Flee at once to my brother La ban h in Har ran. i 44 Stay 
with him for a  while j un til your broth er’s fury sub sides. 45 When your brother is no lon ger 
an gry with you and for gets what you did to him, k I’ll send word for you to come back from 
 there. Why  should I lose both of you in one  day?”

46 Then Re bekah said to  Isaac, “I’m dis gusted with liv ing be cause of  these Hit tite wom-
en. If Ja cob  takes a wife from  among the women of this land, from Hit tite women like 
 these, my life will not be  worth  liv ing.” l

28 So  Isaac  called for Ja cob and  blessed him. Then he com manded him: “Do not marry 
a Ca naan ite woman. m 2 Go at once to Pad dan Aram, a to the  house of your moth er’s 

fa ther Be thuel. n Take a wife for your self  there, from  among the daugh ters of La ban, your 
moth er’s brother. 3 May God Al mighty b o  bless you and make you fruit ful p and in crease your 
num bers un til you be come a com mu nity of peo ples. 4 May he give you and your de scen-
dants the bless ing given to Abra ham, q so that you may take pos ses sion of the land  where 
you now re side as a for eigner, r the land God gave to Abra ham.” 5 Then  Isaac sent Ja cob on 
his way, and he went to Pad dan Aram, s to La ban son of Be thuel the Ar a mean, the brother 
of Re bekah, t who was the mother of Ja cob and  Esau.

6 Now Esau  learned that  Isaac had  blessed Ja cob and had sent him to Pad dan Aram to 
take a wife from  there, and that when he  blessed him he com manded him, “Do not marry 
a Ca naan ite woman,” u 7 and that Ja cob had  obeyed his fa ther and mother and had gone 
to Pad dan Aram. 8 Esau then re al ized how dis pleas ing the Ca naan ite women v were to his 
fa ther  Isaac; w 9 so he went to Ish mael and mar ried Ma ha lath, the sis ter of Ne ba ioth x and 
daugh ter of Ish mael son of Abra ham, in ad di tion to the  wives he al ready  had. y

Jacob’s Dream at Bethel
10 Ja cob left Be er sheba and set out for Har ran. z 11 When he  reached a cer tain  place, he 

 stopped for the  night be cause the sun had set. Tak ing one of the  stones  there, he put it un-
der his head and lay down to  sleep. 12 He had a  dream a in  which he saw a stair way rest ing 

Esau’s descendants. In the light of this, later 
history reveals that the relationship between 
Jacob’s descendants (the Israelites) and 
 Esau’s descendants (the Edomites) was some-
times anything but brotherly (see Obad 1 – 21).
27:41 – 45 Unwilling to forgive his brother, 
Esau plots to kill Jacob once his father is 
dead. When Rebekah learns of Esau’s inten-
tion, she tells Jacob to take refuge with her 
brother Laban in Harran (24:29).
27:46 Having decided that Jacob should flee 
to Harran, Rebekah looks to persuade Isaac 
that this would be best by highlighting the 
difficulties Esau’s Hittite wives created (see 
26:34 – 35). life will not be worth living. Re-
bekah bluntly states how devastated she 
would be if Jacob also were to marry a native 
of Canaan.

28:1 – 2 Because he also dislikes Esau’s wives 
(26:35), Isaac instructs Jacob to go to Paddan 
Aram in order to find a wife. While Abraham 
had sent a servant to do this on behalf of 
Isaac (24:2 – 4), Jacob himself must go.
28:1 Canaanite woman. Whereas Rebekah 
speaks of “Hittite women” (27:46), Isaac uses 
the broader designation “Canaanite woman.” 
On the basis of 10:15, Hittites were considered to 
be a subgroup of Canaanites (see note on 23:3).

28:2 Paddan Aram. See note on 25:20.
28:3 – 4 The second half of Isaac’s speech 
abounds with expressions that recall God’s 
promises to Abraham, whom Isaac names 
twice. Strikingly, Isaac stresses the divine 
promises of numerous descendants and 
possession of the land of Canaan. These 
promises take on added significance in the 
light of Esau’s threat to kill his brother and 
Jacob’s departure to Paddan Aram to find 
a wife. The fulfillment of the promises an-
ticipates Jacob’s safe return to the land of 
Canaan. Throughout the patriarchal stories, 
the promises of numerous descendants and 
possession of the land of Canaan connect to 
1:28. Through the patriarchs and their descen-
dants, God will eventually fulfill his purpose 
in creating people to inhabit the earth. By 
stating that Jacob will become a “community 
of peoples” (v. 3; see 35:11), Isaac alludes to 
the covenant involving circumcision, in which 
God promised that Abraham would become 
the father of many nations (17:4 – 6). While 
the creation of Israel as a nation fulfills God’s 
promises to the patriarchs, that is not the 
sole purpose for which God chose Abraham 
and his descendants. Through all that occurs, 
God desires to bless all the families/nations 
of the earth.

28:6 – 9 In a belated attempt to gain his par-
ent’s approval, Esau marries a daughter of 
“Ishmael son of Abraham” (v. 9; see 16:15). Iron-
ically, Esau’s link with the family of Ishmael —  
Nebaioth (Esau’s brother-in-law) is Ishmael’s 
firstborn son (25:13) —  further signals that 
God will not fulfill his promises through Esau, 
for God passed over Ishmael in favor of Isaac.
28:8 Canaanite women. See note on v. 1.
28:10 – 22 Jacob’s Dream at Bethel. Jacob ex-
periences two encounters with God that occur 
at significant points in his life: (1) in this night-
time experience when he is about to leave 
the land of Canaan and (2) when he returns 
to Canaan (32:22 – 32). God’s speech to Jacob 
recalls his earlier promises to Abraham and 
Isaac, and he concludes by promising to pro-
tect Jacob. The whole experience transforms 
Jacob’s understanding of God and is part of 
the process by which God changes him.
28:10 Harran. See note on 11:31.
28:12 stairway. While the Hebrew term sullām 
is often translated “ladder,” it probably de-
notes here a flight of stairs like those con-
structed on ancient ziggurats. Linking heaven 
to earth, this stairway vividly reminds Jacob 
that God intends to reside on the earth, so 
Jacob calls the location Bethel (see NIV text 
note on v. 19). See note on John 1:51.

a 2 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia; also in verses 5, 6 and 7    b 3 Hebrew El-Shaddai    
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29:1 w Jdg 6:3,  33
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on the  earth, with its top reach ing to heaven, and the an gels of God were as cend ing and 
de scend ing on it. b 13 There  above it a  stood the Lord, c and he said: “I am the Lord, the God of 
your fa ther Abra ham and the God of  Isaac. d I will give you and your de scen dants the land e 
on  which you are ly ing. 14 Your de scen dants will be like the dust of the  earth, and you f will 
 spread out to the west and to the east, to the  north and to the  south. g All peo ples on  earth 
will be  blessed  through you and your off spring. b h 15 I am with you i and will  watch over you j 
wher ever you go, and I will  bring you back to this land. I will not  leave you k un til I have 
done what I have prom ised  you.” l

16 When Ja cob  awoke from his  sleep, he  thought, “Surely the Lord is in this  place, and I 
was not  aware of it.” 17 He was  afraid and said, “How awe some is this  place! m This is none 
other than the  house of God; this is the gate of  heaven.”

18 Early the next morn ing Ja cob took the  stone he had  placed un der his head and set it 
up as a pil lar n and  poured oil on top of it. o 19 He  called that  place Bethel, c  though the city 
used to be  called  Luz. p

20 Then Ja cob made a vow, q say ing, “If God will be with me and will  watch over me r on 
this jour ney I am tak ing and will give me food to eat and  clothes to wear 21 so that I re turn 
safely s to my fa ther’s house hold, then the Lord d will be my God t 22 and e this  stone that I 
have set up as a pil lar will be  God’s  house, u and of all that you give me I will give you a 
 tenth. v”

Jacob Arrives in Paddan Aram

29 Then Ja cob con tin ued on his jour ney and came to the land of the east ern peo ples. w 
2 There he saw a well in the open coun try, with  three  flocks of  sheep ly ing near it 

be cause the  flocks were wa tered from that well. The  stone over the  mouth of the well was 
 large. 3 When all the  flocks were gath ered  there, the shep herds  would roll the  stone away 
from the  well’s  mouth and wa ter the  sheep. Then they  would re turn the  stone to its  place 
over the  mouth of the  well.

4 Ja cob  asked the shep herds, “My broth ers,  where are you  from?”
“We’re from Har ran, x” they  re plied.
5 He said to them, “Do you know La ban, Na hor’s  grand son?”
“Yes, we know him,” they  an swered.
6 Then Ja cob  asked them, “Is he  well?”
“Yes, he is,” they said, “and here  comes his daugh ter Ra chel with the  sheep.”

28:13 – 15 Jacob’s father has blessed him, and 
now God gives Jacob similar assurances that 
his descendants will take possession of the 
land of Canaan and that all peoples on earth 
will be blessed through Jacob and his off-
spring. This not only echoes how Isaac blessed 
Jacob prior to his departure for Paddan Aram 
(vv. 3 – 4), but the wording closely resem-
bles God’s promises to Abraham (12:2 – 3,7; 
13:14 – 17; 17:7 – 8; 18:18; 22:17 – 18) and Isaac 
(26:3 – 4). God reassures Jacob that he will ac-
company him on his journey.
28:13 above it. See NIV text note. When 
speaking to Jacob, God is standing either (1) 
in heaven at the top of the stairway or (2) on 
the earth beside Jacob, looking down on him 
as he lies on the ground.
28:16 – 17 For Jacob, his experience is more 
than a dream. He is filled with a sense of awe 
as he contemplates the significance of what 
has happened. His vision convinces him that 
this location is part of “the house of God” 
(v. 17), the entrance to heaven itself. This adds 
considerably to the significance of the prom-
ise of land in v. 13. God promises Jacob and 
his descendants land that includes “the gate 
of heaven” (v. 17).
28:18 pillar . . . poured oil on top of it. The 
method Jacob uses to mark his experience. 
This is apparently a Canaanite practice that 
Deut 16:22 later prohibits. Interestingly, while 
Jacob continues the custom during his stay 

in Paddan Aram (31:45,51 – 52) and after he re-
turns to Canaan (35:14,20), following his next 
encounter with God at Peniel (32:22 – 32) he 
constructs altars (33:20; 35:1 – 7), as Abraham 
(12:7 – 8; 13:4,18; 22:9) and Isaac (26:25) did, 
one of these being located at Bethel. The shift 
to making altars may indicate that Jacob has 
undergone a deep spiritual experience.
28:19 Bethel . . . Luz. Jacob’s vision of God 
probably took place outside the city of Luz 
(Josh 16:2). Although he names the location 
Bethel, the nearby city of Luz retained its 
name until the Israelites settled there after 
their exodus from Egypt (Josh 18:13; Judg 
1:23,26).
28:20 – 21 If . . . then. Jacob’s vow possibly 
suggests that he is still less than fully com-
mitted to serving the Lord. He rests his future 
commitment to God on God’s bringing him 
back safely to his father’s household. His 
words suggest that he lacks a truly personal 
faith in God. This ambivalence may suggest 
why Jacob’s next encounter with God at Pe-
niel (32:22 – 32) is especially significant.
28:22 Having named the location Bethel (see 
NIV text note on v. 19), Jacob appears to sug-
gest that on his return he will use the stone he 
has consecrated to construct a temple. While 
Jacob does not build a permanent temple at 
Bethel, he builds an altar (35:1 – 7), which he 
may have viewed as forming part of a tem-
porary sanctuary. I will give you a tenth. The 

gift of a tithe to God became a regular feature 
of Israelite worship (Lev 27:30,32; Num 18:26; 
Deut 14:22 – 23). Previously, Abraham gave a 
tenth to Melchizedek to recognize God’s role 
in helping him rescue Lot (14:20).

29:1 – 14 Jacob Arrives in Paddan Aram. Ja-
cob’s meeting with Rachel at a well recalls the 
earlier account of Abraham’s servant meeting 
Rebekah at a well (24:10 – 20). On this occa-
sion, the roles are reversed: Jacob waters the 
flock that Rachel brings to the well. As previ-
ously, when Laban hears what has happened, 
he hurries to meet the new arrival.
29:1 land of the eastern peoples. This is an 
unusual expression to designate Northwest 
Mesopotamia. However, Abraham’s family 
was originally from Ur in southeastern Meso-
potamia (see 11:28 and note). Terah and his 
sons migrated to Harran (11:31). Other families 
may also have moved in the same direction, 
settling in the region of Harran. This might 
explain the designation “eastern peoples.”
29:6 sheep. The Hebrew term ṣōʾn means 
flock. Jacob’s family in Paddan Aram keep 
sheep and goats, like Abraham and Isaac. The 
family’s dependency upon these animals may 
explain why Laban named his daughter Ra-
chel (meaning “ewe”). Normally men would 
shepherd the animals. Possibly Laban’s sons 
are still too young to undertake this duty (cf. 
30:35; 31:1).

a 13 Or There beside him    b 14 Or will use your name and the name of your offspring in blessings (see 48:20)    
c 19 Bethel means house of God.    d 20,21 Or Since God . . . father’s household, the Lord    e 21,22 Or household, and  
the Lord will be my God, 22then    
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7 “Look,” he said, “the sun is  still high; it is not time for the  flocks to be gath ered. Wa ter 
the  sheep and take them back to  pas ture.”

8 “We  can’t,” they re plied, “un til all the  flocks are gath ered and the  stone has been  rolled 
away from the  mouth of the well. Then we will wa ter the  sheep.”

9 While he was  still talk ing with them, Ra chel came with her fa ther’s  sheep, y for she was 
a shep herd. 10 When Ja cob saw Ra chel daugh ter of his uncle La ban, and La ban’s  sheep, he 
went over and  rolled the  stone away from the  mouth of the well and wa tered his un cle’s 
 sheep. z 11 Then Ja cob  kissed Ra chel and be gan to weep  aloud. a 12 He had told Ra chel that he 
was a rel a tive b of her fa ther and a son of Re bekah. So she ran and told her  fa ther. c

13 As soon as La ban d  heard the news  about Ja cob, his sis ter’s son, he hur ried to meet him. 
He em braced him and  kissed him and  brought him to his home, and  there Ja cob told him 
all  these  things. 14 Then La ban said to him, “You are my own  flesh and  blood.” e

Jacob Marries Leah and Rachel
Af ter Ja cob had  stayed with him for a  whole  month, 15 La ban said to him, “Just be cause 

you are a rel a tive of mine,  should you work for me for noth ing? Tell me what your wages 
 should be.”

16 Now La ban had two daugh ters; the name of the older was Leah, and the name of the 
youn ger was Ra chel. 17 Leah had weak a eyes, but Ra chel had a lovely fig ure and was beau-
ti ful. 18 Ja cob was in love with Ra chel and said, “I’ll work for you seven  years in re turn for 
your youn ger daugh ter  Ra chel.” f

19 La ban said, “It’s bet ter that I give her to you than to some other man. Stay here with 
me.” 20 So Ja cob  served seven  years to get Ra chel, but they  seemed like only a few days to 
him be cause of his love for  her. g

21 Then Ja cob said to La ban, “Give me my wife. My time is com pleted, and I want to 
make love to  her. h”

22 So La ban  brought to gether all the peo ple of the  place and gave a  feast. i 23 But when 
eve ning came, he took his daugh ter Leah and  brought her to Ja cob, and Ja cob made love 
to her. 24 And La ban gave his ser vant Zil pah to his daugh ter as her  at ten dant.

25 When morn ing came,  there was Leah! So Ja cob said to La ban, “What is this you have 
done to me? j I  served you for Ra chel,  didn’t I? Why have you de ceived me? k”

26 La ban re plied, “It is not our cus tom here to give the youn ger daugh ter in mar riage be-
fore the older one. 27 Fin ish this daugh ter’s bridal week; l then we will give you the youn ger 
one also, in re turn for an other seven  years of  work.”

28 And Ja cob did so. He fin ished the week with Leah, and then La ban gave him his 
daugh ter Ra chel to be his wife. 29 La ban gave his ser vant Bil hah m to his daugh ter Ra chel 
as her at ten dant. n 30 Ja cob made love to Ra chel also, and his love for Ra chel was greater 
than his love for Leah. o And he  worked for La ban an other seven  years. p

Jacob’s Children
31 When the Lord saw that Leah was not  loved, q he en abled her to con ceive, r but Ra chel 

re mained child less. 32 Leah be came preg nant and gave  birth to a son. She  named him 

29:10 rolled the stone away . . . and watered 
[the] sheep. Jacob’s actions suggest that his 
presence would be an asset to Laban’s family.
29:14 my own flesh and blood. On learning 
that Jacob is Rebekah’s son, Laban embraces 
him as a close relative.
29:15 – 30 Jacob Marries Leah and Rachel. 
Having been sent to Paddan Aram to find a 
wife, Jacob is captivated by Rachel’s beauty. 
He readily works seven years in order to earn 
the bride-price necessary to marry Rachel. 
However, in a deception that is highly ironic 
in the light of how Jacob treated Esau, Laban 
substitutes his older daughter Leah in place 
of his younger daughter Rachel. To have 
Rachel, Jacob must serve Laban for an addi-
tional seven years.
29:17 Leah . . . Rachel. Although the descrip-
tions of both are exceptionally brief, they suffi-
ciently explain why Jacob is attracted to Rachel 
rather than Leah (v. 30; but see vv. 31 – 35).
29:19 Marriage arrangements in the ancient 
Near East normally required that a prospec-

tive husband give a gift of money, technically 
known as the bride-price, to the father of the 
bride. Since Jacob has arrived in Paddan Aram 
with no means of paying the bride-price, he 
offers to work for Laban without wages for 
seven years.
29:23 In the darkness of the evening and 
without artificial lighting, Jacob does not 
recognize that his veiled bride is Leah (cf. 
24:65). Perhaps after a day’s feasting, Jacob is 
somewhat inebriated.
29:24 Zilpah. She later becomes a surrogate 
mother for Leah (30:9 – 13).
29:26 Laban justifies deceiving Jacob on the 
basis that a firstborn daughter should take 
precedence in marriage over other daugh-
ters. His remark recalls how Jacob deceived 
his own firstborn brother. Although Laban’s 
actions are wrong, there is an element of 
poetic justice.
29:27 bridal week. To appease Jacob, La-
ban offers him Rachel on two conditions: 
Jacob must finish the wedding celebrations 

with Leah and commit to serving Laban for 
another seven years. Accepting these condi-
tions, Jacob marries Rachel immediately after 
marrying Leah.
29:29 Bilhah. She later becomes a surrogate 
mother for Rachel (30:3 – 8).
29:30 his love for Rachel was greater than his 
love for Leah. This becomes a source of con-
siderable friction between the two women. 
Many of the stories in Genesis involve tensions 
between family members, reflecting the con-
sequences of Adam and Eve’s rebellion against 
God. Polygamy adds another dimension to 
these family disputes (see note on 16:3).
29:31 —  30:24 Jacob’s Children. The tension 
between Leah and Rachel impacts the pro-
cess by which they bear children for Jacob. 
Although Jacob loves Leah less than Rachel, 
God enables Leah to bear four sons: Reuben, 
Simeon, Levi, and Judah. While Rachel re-
mains childless, out of jealousy she gives her 
servant Bilhah to Jacob. Subsequently, Bilhah 
gives birth to Dan and Naphtali. In response 

a 17 Or delicate    
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Reu ben, a for she said, “It is be cause the Lord has seen my mis ery. s Surely my hus band 
will love me  now.”

33 She con ceived  again, and when she gave  birth to a son she said, “Be cause the Lord 
 heard that I am not  loved, he gave me this one too.” So she  named him  Sim eon. b t

34 Again she con ceived, and when she gave  birth to a son she said, “Now at last my 
hus band will be come at tached to me, u be cause I have  borne him  three sons.” So he was 
 named  Levi. c v

35 She con ceived  again, and when she gave  birth to a son she said, “This time I will  praise 
the Lord.” So she  named him Ju dah. d w Then she  stopped hav ing  chil dren.

30 When Ra chel saw that she was not bear ing Ja cob any chil dren, x she be came jeal ous 
of her sis ter. y So she said to Ja cob, “Give me chil dren, or I’ll  die!”

2 Ja cob be came an gry with her and said, “Am I in the  place of God, who has kept you 
from hav ing  chil dren?” z

3 Then she said, “Here is Bil hah, my ser vant.  Sleep with her so that she can bear chil dren 
for me and I too can  build a fam ily  through  her.” a

4 So she gave him her ser vant Bil hah as a wife. b Ja cob  slept with her, c 5 and she be came 
preg nant and bore him a son. 6 Then Ra chel said, “God has vin di cated me; d he has lis tened 
to my plea and given me a son.” Be cause of this she  named him  Dan. e e

7 Ra chel’s ser vant Bil hah con ceived  again and bore Ja cob a sec ond son. 8 Then Ra chel 
said, “I have had a  great strug gle with my sis ter, and I have won.” f So she  named him 
 Naph tali. f g

9 When Leah saw that she had  stopped hav ing chil dren, she took her ser vant Zil pah and 
gave her to Ja cob as a wife. h 10 Le ah’s ser vant Zil pah bore Ja cob a son. 11 Then Leah said, 
“What good for tune!” g So she  named him  Gad. h i

12 Le ah’s ser vant Zil pah bore Ja cob a sec ond son. 13 Then Leah said, “How happy I am! The 
women will call me j happy.” k So she  named him  Asher. i l

14 Dur ing  wheat har vest, Reu ben went out into the  fields and  found some man drake 
 plants, m  which he  brought to his mother Leah. Ra chel said to Leah, “Please give me some 
of your  son’s  man drakes.”

15 But she said to her, “Wasn’t it  enough n that you took away my hus band? Will you take 
my  son’s man drakes  too?”

“Very well,” Ra chel said, “he can  sleep with you to night in re turn for your  son’s 
 man drakes.”

16 So when Ja cob came in from the  fields that eve ning, Leah went out to meet him. “You 
must  sleep with me,” she said. “I have  hired you with my  son’s man drakes.” So he  slept 
with her that  night.

17 God lis tened to Leah, o and she be came preg nant and bore Ja cob a  fifth son. 18 Then 
Leah said, “God has re warded me for giv ing my ser vant to my hus band.” So she  named 
him  Is sa char. j p

Leah gives her servant Zilpah to Jacob, and 
she bears Gad and Asher. Afterward Leah has 
two more sons, Issachar and Zebulun, and a 
daughter, Dinah. Finally, Rachel conceives and 
gives birth to Joseph. While Jacob’s family in-
creases in size, with so many different women 
involved, the internal dynamics of the fam-
ily are far from harmonious. In all this, the 
women perceive the hand of God at work in 
giving them children.
29:31 Leah was not loved. While the pecu-
liar circumstances of Jacob’s marriage to 
Leah explain why he does not love her as he 
does Rachel (v. 30), the way he treats Leah is 
nevertheless inappropriate. In Genesis the 
human tendency to favor one person over 
another frequently causes tension. In such 
circumstances God often acts on behalf of 
the underdog.
29:32 – 35 The Lord’s enabling Leah to con-
ceive (v. 31) accounts for how she names her 
first three sons. Significantly, the motif of Ja-
cob not loving Leah repeats with the births of 

Reuben, Simeon, and Levi (see NIV text notes 
on vv. 32 – 34). However, there is no mention 
of it with Judah’s birth (see NIV text note on 
v. 35). Possibly this implies that by this stage 
Jacob has started to love Leah on account of 
the sons that she has borne him. Most ap-
propriately Leah praises God for the birth of 
Judah, the ancestor of the Messianic lineage 
(Matt 1:1 – 16). See note on 49:8 – 12.

30:1 – 2 Jealous of her sister, Rachel vents her 
frustration, accusing Jacob of not giving her 
children. Jacob blames Rachel’s childlessness 
on God. Unlike Isaac in 25:21, the text does 
not say that Jacob prayed for his barren wife.
30:3 – 8 Like Sarah (16:1 – 4), Rachel proposes 
that her maidservant become a surrogate 
mother. When Bilhah bears Dan and Naphtali, 
Rachel names them, indicating in this par-
ticular context that they belong to her. The 
boys’ names reflect Rachel’s desire to outdo 
her sister: God has vindicated her, and she has 
won (see NIV text notes on vv. 6,8). Rachel’s 

struggle with her sister recalls the struggle 
between Jacob and Esau.
30:9 – 13 Responding to Rachel, Leah gives 
her maidservant Zilpah to Jacob. The births 
of Gad and Asher bring joy to Leah, as their 
names indicate (see NIV text notes on 
vv. 11,13).
30:14 – 16 Jacob’s relationships with Rachel 
and with Leah are dysfunctional. Their dis-
pute becomes so twisted that Rachel is pre-
pared to sell Leah a night with Jacob for the 
price of some mandrake plants that Reuben 
has collected. Rachel’s behavior is reminis-
cent of Esau selling his birthright for a bowl 
of stew (25:29 – 34).
30:17 – 21 Although it appeared that Leah had 
stopped having children (v. 9), Leah becomes 
pregnant not once but three more times. She 
bears two sons, Issachar and Zebulun, once 
again acknowledging God’s role in their births 
(see NIV text notes on vv. 18,20), and a daugh-
ter, Dinah. The brief mention of Dinah’s birth 
prepares for the events in ch. 34.

a 32 Reuben sounds like the Hebrew for he has seen my misery; the name means see, a son.    b 33 Simeon probably 
means one who hears.    c 34 Levi sounds like and may be derived from the Hebrew for attached.    d 35 Judah sounds 
like and may be derived from the Hebrew for praise.    e 6 Dan here means he has vindicated.    f 8 Naphtali means my 
struggle.    g 11 Or “A troop is coming!”    h 11 Gad can mean good fortune or a troop.    i 13 Asher means happy.    
j 18 Issachar sounds like the Hebrew for reward.    
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19 Leah con ceived  again and bore Ja cob a  sixth son. 20 Then Leah said, “God has pre-
sented me with a pre cious gift. This time my hus band will  treat me with honor, be cause I 
have  borne him six sons.” So she  named him  Zeb u lun. a q

21 Some time later she gave  birth to a daugh ter and  named her  Di nah.
22 Then God re mem bered Ra chel; r he lis tened to her and en abled her to con ceive. s 23 She 

be came preg nant and gave  birth to a son t and said, “God has taken away my dis grace.” u 
24 She  named him Jo seph, b v and said, “May the Lord add to me an other  son.” w

Jacob’s Flocks Increase
25 Af ter Ra chel gave  birth to Jo seph, Ja cob said to La ban, “Send me on my way x so I can 

go back to my own home land. 26 Give me my  wives and chil dren, for whom I have  served 
you, y and I will be on my way. You know how much work I’ve done for  you.”

27 But La ban said to him, “If I have  found fa vor in your eyes,  please stay. I have  learned 
by div i na tion that the Lord has  blessed me be cause of you.” z 28 He added, “Name your 
wages, a and I will pay  them.”

29 Ja cob said to him, “You know how I have  worked for you b and how your live stock has 
 fared un der my care. c 30 The lit tle you had be fore I came has in creased greatly, and the 
Lord has  blessed you wher ever I have been. But now, when may I do some thing for my 
own  house hold? d”

31 “What  shall I give you?” he  asked.
“Don’t give me any thing,” Ja cob re plied. “But if you will do this one  thing for me, I will go 

on tend ing your  flocks and watch ing over them: 32 Let me go  through all your  flocks to day 
and re move from them ev ery speck led or spot ted  sheep, ev ery dark-col ored lamb and ev ery 
spot ted or speck led goat. e They will be my wages. 33 And my hon esty will tes tify for me in the 
fu ture, when ever you  check on the wages you have paid me. Any goat in my pos ses sion that 
is not speck led or spot ted, or any lamb that is not dark-col ored, will be con sid ered  sto len.”

34 “Agreed,” said La ban. “Let it be as you have said.” 35 That same day he re moved all the 
male  goats that were  streaked or spot ted, and all the speck led or spot ted fe male  goats (all 
that had  white on them) and all the dark-col ored  lambs, and he  placed them in the care 
of his sons. f 36 Then he put a  three-day jour ney be tween him self and Ja cob,  while Ja cob 
con tin ued to tend the rest of La ban’s  flocks.

37 Ja cob, how ever, took  fresh-cut branches from pop lar, al mond and  plane  trees and 
made  white  stripes on them by peel ing the bark and ex pos ing the  white in ner wood of the 
branches. 38 Then he  placed the  peeled branches in all the wa ter ing  troughs, so that they 
 would be di rectly in  front of the  flocks when they came to  drink. When the  flocks were in 
heat and came to  drink, 39 they mated in  front of the branches. And they bore  young that 
were  streaked or speck led or spot ted. 40 Ja cob set  apart the  young of the  flock by them-
selves, but made the rest face the  streaked and dark-col ored an i mals that be longed to 
La ban. Thus he made sep a rate  flocks for him self and did not put them with La ban’s an i-
mals. 41 When ever the stron ger fe males were in heat, Ja cob  would  place the branches in the 
 troughs in  front of the an i mals so they  would mate near the branches, 42 but if the an i mals 
were weak, he  would not  place them  there. So the weak an i mals went to La ban and the 
 strong ones to Ja cob. 43 In this way the man grew ex ceed ingly pros per ous and came to own 
 large  flocks, and fe male and male ser vants, and cam els and  don keys. g

30:22 – 24 After her sister Leah has given birth 
to six sons and a daughter, Rachel’s prayer is 
eventually answered by God, and she gives 
birth to Joseph. The threefold reference to 
God in these verses underlines that he is the 
one who enables the matriarchs to have chil-
dren. Childlessness in Genesis is an important 
motif, especially in the light of God’s promise 
in 3:15 that salvation will come through the 
offspring of Eve. The divine gift of children to 
those who are barren takes on added signifi-
cance, which is reflected in the importance of 
Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph in the Genesis story.
30:25 – 43 Jacob’s Flocks Increase. After a pe-
riod of at least 14 years, Jacob makes plans to 
return to Canaan. However, his father-in-law, 
Laban, does not want him to go, for Jacob’s 
presence has been a source of blessing. As 
the patriarchal stories reflect elsewhere, the 
“firstborn” members of the family lineage 
mediate God’s blessing. Laban yet again acts 

deceitfully toward Jacob and pays the conse-
quences.
30:27 by divination. Laban discovers that God 
has blessed him because of Jacob. Later, God 
bans the practice of divination (Deut 18:10) 
because it uses inappropriate means (e.g., 
reading omens) to interpret present events 
or discern the future. the Lord has blessed 
me. Laban readily acknowledges Jacob’s role 
in this. The motif of blessing is important in 
Genesis, especially in view of how humanity 
comes under God’s disfavor because of their 
sinfulness. Having received the blessing of 
the “firstborn,” Jacob brings blessing to oth-
ers.
30:31 – 34 The sheep and goats in Laban’s 
flocks would have been variously colored, 
with only some being speckled or spotted.
30:35 Although Laban agrees to Jacob’s pro-
posal, he deliberately removes from his flock 
all the animals that should have belonged to 

Jacob, giving them to his own sons. Laban’s 
self-seeking attitude is very much a match 
to Jacob’s, for Jacob deceived his own father 
through the use of goatskins (27:1 – 29, espe-
cially v. 16).
30:38 peeled branches. How these influenced 
the outcome of the breeding is not immedi-
ately apparent.
30:39 streaked or speckled or spotted. By 
manipulating the breeding activity of Laban’s 
flock (vv. 37 – 39), Jacob succeeds in creating 
for himself a large flock of animals.
30:40 – 42 By selective breeding Jacob en-
sures that the strongest animals in Laban’s 
flocks produce streaked or dark-colored ani-
mals. Although Laban deliberately attempted 
to keep Jacob’s wages to a minimum, Jacob 
succeeds in becoming very wealthy. Having 
arrived in Paddan Aram with little (32:10), he 
now has abundant possessions, resembling 
those of Abraham (12:16; 24:35).

a 20 Zebulun probably means honor.    b 24 Joseph means may he add.    
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Jacob Flees From Laban

31 Ja cob  heard that La ban’s sons were say ing, “Ja cob has taken ev ery thing our fa ther 
 owned and has  gained all this  wealth from what be longed to our fa ther.” 2 And Ja cob 

no ticed that La ban’s at ti tude to ward him was not what it had  been.
3 Then the Lord said to Ja cob, “Go back h to the land of your fa thers and to your rel a tives, 

and I will be with  you.” i

4 So Ja cob sent word to Ra chel and Leah to come out to the  fields  where his  flocks were. 
5 He said to them, “I see that your fa ther’s at ti tude to ward me is not what it was be fore, 
but the God of my fa ther has been with me. j 6 You know that I’ve  worked for your fa ther 
with all my  strength, k 7 yet your fa ther has cheated me by chang ing my wages ten  times. l 
How ever, God has not al lowed him to harm me. m 8 If he said, ‘The speck led ones will be 
your wages,’ then all the  flocks gave  birth to speck led  young; and if he said, ‘The  streaked 
ones will be your wages,’ n then all the  flocks bore  streaked  young. 9 So God has taken away 
your fa ther’s live stock and has given them to me. o

10 “In breed ing sea son I once had a  dream in  which I  looked up and saw that the male 
 goats mat ing with the  flock were  streaked, speck led or spot ted. 11 The an gel of God p said to 
me in the  dream, ‘Ja cob.’ I an swered, ‘Here I am.’ 12 And he said, ‘Look up and see that all the 
male  goats mat ing with the  flock are  streaked, speck led or spot ted, for I have seen all that 
La ban has been do ing to you. q 13 I am the God of Bethel, r  where you anointed a pil lar and 
 where you made a vow to me. Now  leave this land at once and go back to your na tive  land. s’ ”

14 Then Ra chel and Leah re plied, “Do we  still have any  share in the in her i tance of our 
fa ther’s es tate? 15 Does he not re gard us as for eign ers? Not only has he sold us, but he has 
used up what was paid for us. t 16 Surely all the  wealth that God took away from our fa ther 
be longs to us and our chil dren. So do what ever God has told  you.”

17 Then Ja cob put his chil dren and his  wives on cam els, 18 and he  drove all his live stock 
 ahead of him,  along with all the  goods he had ac cu mu lated in Pad dan Aram, a to go to his 
fa ther  Isaac u in the land of  Ca naan. v

19 When La ban had gone to  shear his  sheep, Ra chel  stole her fa ther’s house hold gods. w 
20 More over, Ja cob de ceived x La ban the Ar a mean by not tell ing him he was run ning away. y 
21 So he fled with all he had,  crossed the Eu phra tes River, and headed for the hill coun try 
of  Gil ead. z

Laban Pursues Jacob
22 On the  third day La ban was told that Ja cob had fled. 23 Tak ing his rel a tives with him, 

he pur sued Ja cob for seven days and  caught up with him in the hill coun try of Gil ead. 
24 Then God came to La ban the Ar a mean in a  dream at  night and said to him, a “Be care ful 
not to say any thing to Ja cob, ei ther good or  bad.” b

25 Ja cob had  pitched his tent in the hill coun try of Gil ead when La ban over took him, 
and La ban and his rel a tives  camped  there too. 26 Then La ban said to Ja cob, “What have 
you done?  You’ve de ceived me, c and  you’ve car ried off my daugh ters like cap tives in war. d 
27 Why did you run off se cretly and de ceive me? Why  didn’t you tell me, so I  could send 

31:1 – 21 Jacob Flees From Laban. Tension arises 
when Laban’s sons become jealous of Jacob’s 
prosperity. Against this background, the Lord 
instructs Jacob to return to Canaan. Speaking 
privately to his wives, Rachel and Leah, Jacob 
emphasizes how God has actively enriched 
him and invites them to join him as he re-
turns to Canaan. Acknowledging that their fa-
ther has also mistreated them, they willingly 
agree to flee from their homeland with Jacob.
31:3 the land of your fathers. God’s brief in-
struction to Jacob highlights that Canaan is 
the homeland of his fathers. This was not so 
when God called Abraham (12:1).
31:7 your father has cheated me. Jacob ex-
plains to Rachel and Leah that their father has 
repeatedly changed his terms of employment. 
On every occasion, however, God has inter-
vened, preventing Laban from harming Jacob. 
Consequently, Jacob has received more and 
more of Laban’s livestock. The outcome re-
flects what Isaac said when he blessed Jacob: 
those who curse him will be cursed, and those 

who bless him will be blessed (27:29; cf. 12:3).
31:14 – 16 For once Rachel and Leah agree. 
Their future will be best served by going with 
Jacob, especially since God has been with him.
31:19 – 20 Rachel stole . . . Jacob deceived. 
Although it is not immediately obvious from 
most English translations, these verses de-
scribe two thefts. The Hebrew text of v. 20 
says, “Jacob stole the heart of Laban”; in 
Hebrew the idiom “to steal someone’s heart” 
means to deceive or trick a person (see 
vv. 26 – 27). While Jacob steals Laban’s heart 
(i.e., deceives him), Rachel steals her father’s 
gods. Later, Laban accuses Jacob of stealing 
everything that Jacob now possesses (v. 43).
31:19 household gods. The objects Rachel 
steals may be small figurines that resemble 
certain gods. Worshipers thought that the 
gods were present in these images or idols, 
hence Laban speaks of them as “my gods” 
(v. 30). Perhaps Rachel steals these house-
hold gods because she hopes that possess-
ing them will bring her good fortune and 
deprive her father of such benefit. If so, she 

has not fully broken free from her polytheistic 
upbringing (see 35:2; Josh 24:2). She may also 
have taken the items for their monetary value 
if they were made of precious metals.
31:21 Jacob travels south from Paddan Aram 
toward Canaan. hill country of Gilead. Lo-
cated southeast of the Sea of Galilee, about 
400 miles (645 kilometers) south of Harran.
31:22 – 55 Laban Pursues Jacob. Distrust and 
deception run deep within Laban’s fam-
ily. Jacob departs for Canaan when Laban is 
away. However, Jacob’s father-in-law eventu-
ally overtakes Jacob and his retinue. After a 
heated encounter, the two men make a treaty 
guaranteeing not to harm each other.
31:22 – 23 Jacob and his family have journeyed 
for ten days before Laban overtakes them. By 
pursuing them so far, Laban demonstrates his 
determination to confront Jacob.
31:26 – 29 Laban portrays Jacob’s actions as de-
ceptive. Laban says that he, on the other hand, 
would have willingly and joyfully celebrated 
Jacob’s departure for Canaan. In the light of his 
previous actions, Laban’s words sound hollow.

a 18 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    
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you away with joy and sing ing to the mu sic of tim brels e and  harps? f 28 You  didn’t even let 
me kiss my grand chil dren and my daugh ters goodbye. g You have done a fool ish  thing. 29 I 
have the power to harm you; h but last  night the God of your fa ther i said to me, ‘Be care ful 
not to say any thing to Ja cob, ei ther good or bad.’ 30 Now you have gone off be cause you 
 longed to re turn to your fa ther’s house hold. But why did you  steal my  gods? j”

31 Ja cob an swered La ban, “I was  afraid, be cause I  thought you  would take your daugh ters 
away from me by  force. 32 But if you find any one who has your gods, that per son  shall not 
live. k In the pres ence of our rel a tives, see for your self whether  there is any thing of  yours 
here with me; and if so, take it.” Now Ja cob did not know that Ra chel had sto len the  gods.

33 So La ban went into Ja cob’s tent and into Le ah’s tent and into the tent of the two fe male 
ser vants, but he  found noth ing. Af ter he came out of Le ah’s tent, he en tered Ra chel’s tent. 
34 Now Ra chel had taken the house hold gods and put them in side her cam el’s sad dle and 
was sit ting on them. La ban  searched l  through ev ery thing in the tent but  found  noth ing.

35 Ra chel said to her fa ther, “Don’t be an gry, my lord, that I can not  stand up in your 
pres ence; m I’m hav ing my pe riod.” So he  searched but  could not find the house hold  gods.

36 Ja cob was an gry and took La ban to task. “What is my  crime?” he  asked La ban. “How 
have I  wronged you that you hunt me down? 37 Now that you have  searched  through all my 
 goods, what have you  found that be longs to your house hold? Put it here in  front of your 
rel a tives n and mine, and let them  judge be tween the two of us.

38 “I have been with you for twenty  years now. Your  sheep and  goats have not mis car ried, 
nor have I eaten rams from your  flocks. 39 I did not  bring you an i mals torn by wild  beasts; I 
bore the loss my self. And you de manded pay ment from me for what ever was sto len by day or 
 night. o 40 This was my sit u a tion: The heat con sumed me in the day time and the cold at  night, 
and  sleep fled from my eyes. 41 It was like this for the twenty  years I was in your house hold. I 
 worked for you four teen  years for your two daugh ters p and six  years for your  flocks, and you 
 changed my wages ten  times. q 42 If the God of my fa ther, r the God of Abra ham and the Fear of 
 Isaac, s had not been with me, t you  would surely have sent me away empty-handed. But God 
has seen my hard ship and the toil of my  hands, u and last  night he re buked  you.”

43 La ban an swered Ja cob, “The women are my daugh ters, the chil dren are my chil dren, 
and the  flocks are my  flocks. All you see is mine. Yet what can I do to day  about  these 

daugh ters of mine, or  about the chil dren they have 
 borne? 44 Come now,  let’s make a cov enant, v you 
and I, and let it  serve as a wit ness be tween us.” w

45 So Ja cob took a  stone and set it up as a pil lar. x 
46 He said to his rel a tives, “Gather some  stones.” So 
they took  stones and  piled them in a heap, and they 
ate  there by the heap. 47 La ban  called it Je gar Sa ha-
du tha, and Ja cob  called it  Gal eed. a

48 La ban said, “This heap is a wit ness be tween 
you and me to day.” That is why it was  called Gal eed. 
49 It was also  called Miz pah, b y be cause he said, “May 
the Lord keep  watch be tween you and me when 
we are away from each other. 50 If you mis treat 
my daugh ters or if you take any  wives be sides my 
daugh ters, even  though no one is with us, re mem-
ber that God is a wit ness z be tween you and me.”

31:29 the God of your father said to me. La-
ban himself has his own gods (v. 30), for he 
accuses Jacob of stealing them.
31:32 that person shall not live. Unwittingly, 
Jacob’s response to Laban places Rachel’s 
life in danger. Members of this dysfunctional 
family act both deceptively and secretly.
31:34 camel’s saddle. Rachel prevents Laban 
from finding his household gods by sitting on 
them. Rachel’s actions suggest that she does 
not revere these gods.
31:36 – 42 Jacob turns on Laban, stressing 
both his innocence and the hardships that he 
endured in shepherding Laban’s flocks.
31:42 the God of Abraham and the Fear of 
Isaac. Using two different names to refer to 
the one deity, Jacob attributes his prosper-

ity to God. Perhaps Jacob designates God as 
“the Fear of Isaac” in order to subdue Laban. 
In contrast to Laban, who has lost his own 
gods, Jacob speaks of the need to respect 
the God who has guarded him. Jacob possi-
bly alludes to how God’s presence with Abra-
ham and Isaac caused others to respect them 
(21:22 – 34; 26:26 – 33; cf. 20:11).
31:43 All you see is mine. Although Laban 
is reluctant to drop his claim of ownership, 
he proposes that the two men “make a cov-
enant” (v. 44), committing them to live in har-
mony with each other.
31:44 covenant. The Hebrew word could 
equally be translated “treaty” (see 21:32).
31:45 – 49 The report of how they ratify the 
treaty concentrates on the element of wit-

nesses. In ancient Near Eastern treaties 
the witnesses were usually deities; Jacob’s 
stone pillar and his relatives’ heap of stones 
probably reflect this practice. Jacob’s single 
stone reflects his monotheistic outlook and 
contrasts with the polytheistic religion of his 
relatives (see Josh 24:2).
31:47 Jegar Sahadutha . . . Galeed. The names 
associated with the treaty highlight the motif 
of witnesses (see NIV text note). The narrator 
may emphasize this because the two parties 
to the treaty will live about 400 miles (645 
kilometers) apart.
31:49 Mizpah. This later becomes the name 
of a town in Gilead associated especially with 
the judge Jephthah (Judg 11:29).

a 47 The Aramaic Jegar Sahadutha and the Hebrew Galeed both mean 
witness heap.    b 49 Mizpah means watchtower.    

Household gods similar to those Rachel stole (Gen 31:19).
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51 La ban also said to Ja cob, “Here is this heap, and here is this pil lar a I have set up be-
tween you and me. 52 This heap is a wit ness, and this pil lar is a wit ness, b that I will not go 
past this heap to your side to harm you and that you will not go past this heap and pil lar 
to my side to harm me. c 53 May the God of Abra ham d and the God of Na hor, the God of  their 
fa ther,  judge be tween us.” e

So Ja cob took an oath f in the name of the Fear of his fa ther  Isaac. g 54 He of fered a sac ri-
fice  there in the hill coun try and in vited his rel a tives to a meal. Af ter they had eaten, they 
 spent the  night  there.

55 Early the next morn ing La ban  kissed his grand chil dren and his daugh ters h and 
 blessed them. Then he left and re turned  home. a i

Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau

32b Ja cob also went on his way, and the an gels of God j met him. 2 When Ja cob saw them, 
he said, “This is the camp of God!” k So he  named that  place  Ma ha naim. c l

3 Ja cob sent mes sen gers  ahead of him to his brother Esau m in the land of Seir, the coun-
try of Edom. n 4 He in structed them: “This is what you are to say to my lord Esau: ‘Your 
ser vant Ja cob says, I have been stay ing with La ban and have re mained  there till now. 5 I 
have cat tle and don keys,  sheep and  goats, male and fe male ser vants. o Now I am send ing 
this mes sage to my lord, that I may find fa vor in your  eyes. p’ ”

6 When the mes sen gers re turned to Ja cob, they said, “We went to your brother Esau, and 
now he is com ing to meet you, and four hun dred men are with  him.” q

7 In  great fear r and dis tress Ja cob di vided the peo ple who were with him into two 
 groups, d and the  flocks and  herds and cam els as well. 8 He  thought, “If Esau  comes and 
at tacks one  group, e the  group e that is left may  es cape.”

9 Then Ja cob  prayed, “O God of my fa ther Abra ham, God of my fa ther  Isaac, s Lord, you 
who said to me, ‘Go back to your coun try and your rel a tives, and I will make you pros per,’ t 
10 I am un wor thy of all the kind ness and faith ful ness u you have  shown your ser vant. I had 
only my  staff when I  crossed this Jor dan, but now I have be come two  camps. 11 Save me, I 
pray, from the hand of my brother Esau, for I am  afraid he will come and at tack me, v and 
also the moth ers with  their chil dren. w 12 But you have said, ‘I will surely make you pros per 
and will make your de scen dants like the sand x of the sea,  which can not be  counted. y’ ”

13 He  spent the  night  there, and from what he had with him he se lected a gift z for his 
brother Esau: 14 two hun dred fe male  goats and twenty male  goats, two hun dred ewes and 
twenty rams, 15 thirty fe male cam els with  their  young, forty cows and ten  bulls, and twenty 
fe male don keys and ten male don keys. 16 He put them in the care of his ser vants, each 
herd by it self, and said to his ser vants, “Go  ahead of me, and keep some  space be tween 
the  herds.”

17 He in structed the one in the lead: “When my brother Esau  meets you and asks, ‘Who do 
you be long to, and  where are you go ing, and who owns all  these an i mals in  front of you?’ 

32:1 – 21 Jacob Prepares to Meet Esau. Twenty 
years have passed since Jacob fled from Esau. 
Having made peace with Laban, he now prays 
that God will enable him to be reconciled 
with his estranged brother.
32:1 – 2 Jacob is reassured of God’s presence 
when the angels of God meet him and he 
sees the camp of God. This encounter recalls 
his earlier dream at Bethel, when he also saw 
“the angels of God” (28:12), an expression the 
OT uses nowhere else. Whereas Bethel, which 
means the “house of God,” suggests a static 
residence for God, God’s “camp” implies 
something mobile. God accompanies Jacob 
as he travels to Canaan.
32:2 Mahanaim. Means “two camps” (see 
NIV text note). Jacob probably alludes to the 
presence of God’s camp alongside his own. 
Possibly the image of two camps inspires Ja-
cob to divide his own camp into two sections 
prior to meeting Esau (vv. 7 – 10).
32:3 messengers. Having witnessed God’s 
angels, Jacob sends messengers to Esau. 
The two events are connected by a wordplay 
involving the Hebrew noun malʾākîm, which 
denotes both angels and messengers: God 

sends angels from his camp to meet Jacob, 
and Jacob sends messengers from his camp 
to meet Esau. Seir. This name resembles the 
Hebrew word for “hairy,” which describes 
Esau in 25:25. Esau apparently settled in this 
region. the country of Edom. This expres-
sion not only recalls how Esau was known 
as Edom (25:30) but also echoes 25:27: Esau 
was “a man of the open country.” The Hebrew 
term translated “open country” in 25:27 is 
rendered “country” here. Seir and Esau were 
well matched. Designating Edom as Esau sug-
gests that Jacob is free to take possession of 
the land of Canaan.
32:4 my lord . . . Your servant. Jacob’s mes-
sage to Esau expresses considerable humil-
ity. His language contrasts sharply with God’s 
prediction that the older would serve the 
younger (25:23) and with Isaac’s blessing, 
which speaks of Jacob being lord over his 
brothers (27:29). Having alienated himself 
from Esau, Jacob is keen to regain his broth-
er’s favor (33:8).
32:6 four hundred men. Jacob becomes ex-
ceptionally fearful when he hears that Esau 
is coming to meet him with a large number 

of men. With a force of 318 men, Abraham 
defeated the combined forces of four kings 
(14:14 – 16).
32:7 Jacob responds by dividing his camp into 
“two groups.” His action recalls his earlier vi-
sion of God’s camp (see v. 2 and note), but it 
implies that he has forgotten God’s protective 
presence with him.
32:9 God of my father Abraham, God of my 
father Isaac, Lord. Jacob invokes God in 
prayer using three designations. The first two 
underline the importance of the family line, 
for both Abraham and Isaac have known God 
in a special way. “Lord” translates God’s per-
sonal name (see 2:4 and note), which Jacob 
uses here for the first time.
32:10 kindness and faithfulness. By asso-
ciating these characteristics with the Lord, 
Jacob’s prayer anticipates how God himself 
declares his nature in Exod 34:6 (see note 
there).
32:13 – 21 To placate his brother, Jacob gen-
erously sends herds of animals to Esau as a 
gift. To afford such a gift, Jacob must have be-
come exceptionally wealthy during his stay in 
Paddan Aram.

a 55 In Hebrew texts this verse (31:55) is numbered 32:1.    b In Hebrew texts 32:1-32 is numbered 32:2-33.    c 2 Mahanaim 
means two camps.    d 7 Or camps    e 8 Or camp

74 | GENESIS 31:51

9780310450405_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_BTSB_FINAL.indd   74 2/8/18   12:59 PM



32:18 a Ge 18:3

32:20 b Ge 33:10; 
Pr 21:14

32:22 c Dt 2:37; 3:16; 
Jos 12:2

32:24 d Ge 18:2

32:25 e ver 32

32:26 f Hos 12:4

32:28 g Ge 17:5; 35:10; 
1Ki 18:31

32:29 h Jdg 13:17 
i Jdg 13:18 j Ge 35:9

32:30 k Ge 16:13; 
Ex 24:11; Nu 12:8; 

Jdg 6:22; 13:22

33:1 l Ge 32:6

33:3 m Ge 18:2; 42:6

33:4 n Ge 45:14-15

18 then you are to say, ‘They be long to your ser vant a Ja cob. They are a gift sent to my lord 
Esau, and he is com ing be hind us.’ ”

19 He also in structed the sec ond, the  third and all the oth ers who fol lowed the  herds: 
“You are to say the same  thing to Esau when you meet him. 20 And be sure to say, ‘Your 
ser vant Ja cob is com ing be hind us.’ ” For he  thought, “I will pac ify him with  these  gifts I 
am send ing on  ahead; later, when I see him, per haps he will re ceive me.” b 21 So Ja cob’s  gifts 
went on  ahead of him, but he him self  spent the  night in the  camp.

Jacob Wrestles With God
22 That  night Ja cob got up and took his two  wives, his two fe male ser vants and his elev-

en sons and  crossed the ford of the Jab bok. c 23 Af ter he had sent them  across the  stream, he 
sent over all his pos ses sions. 24 So Ja cob was left  alone, and a man d wres tled with him till 
day break. 25 When the man saw that he  could not over power him, he  touched the socket 
of Ja cob’s hip e so that his hip was  wrenched as he wres tled with the man. 26 Then the man 
said, “Let me go, for it is  day break.”

But Ja cob re plied, “I will not let you go un less you  bless me.” f

27 The man  asked him, “What is your  name?”
“Ja cob,” he  an swered.
28 Then the man said, “Your name will no lon ger be Ja cob, but Is rael, a g be cause you have 

strug gled with God and with hu mans and have  over come.”
29 Ja cob said, “Please tell me your  name.” h

But he re plied, “Why do you ask my name?” i Then he  blessed j him  there.
30 So Ja cob  called the  place Pe niel, b say ing, “It is be cause I saw God face to face, k and yet 

my life was  spared.”
31 The sun rose  above him as he  passed Pe niel, c and he was limp ing be cause of his hip. 

32 There fore to this day the Is ra el ites do not eat the ten don at tached to the socket of the 
hip, be cause the socket of Ja cob’s hip was  touched near the  ten don.

Jacob Meets Esau

33 Ja cob  looked up and  there was Esau, com ing with his four hun dred men; l so he di-
vided the chil dren  among Leah, Ra chel and the two fe male ser vants. 2 He put the 

fe male ser vants and  their chil dren in  front, Leah and her chil dren next, and Ra chel and 
Jo seph in the rear. 3 He him self went on  ahead and  bowed down to the  ground m seven 
 times as he ap proached his  brother.

4 But Esau ran to meet Ja cob and em braced him; he  threw his arms  around his neck and 
 kissed him. And they wept. n 5 Then Esau  looked up and saw the women and chil dren. “Who 
are  these with you?” he  asked.

32:22 – 32 Jacob Wrestles With God. Jacob’s 
nighttime face-to-face encounter with God 
at Peniel remarkably transforms Jacob. Jacob 
previously met God when he left Canaan, and 
he encounters him again on his return (see 
note on 28:10 – 22). The events at Bethel and 
Peniel are exceptionally important mile-
stones in Jacob’s life.
32:22 Jabbok. This river flows into the Jordan 
Valley from the east. After seeing his family 
and possessions safely across, Jacob remains 
alone on the northern bank of the river.
32:24 a man. The unexpected introduction of 
a mysterious man who wrestles with Jacob 
during the night creates an element of sus-
pense. Only at the end of the episode does 
the reader learn that Jacob has wrestled with 
God (v. 30). The Hebrew narrative displays the 
author’s literary skill through alliteration, in-
volving the words “Jacob” (Hebrew yaʿăqōb), 
“Jabbok” (Hebrew yabbōq) and “wrestles” 
(Hebrew yēʾābēq). The renaming of Jacob in-
dicates that this event is an important turn-
ing point in his life.
32:25 – 26 Though his powerful opponent dis-
locates Jacob’s hip, Jacob persistently contin-
ues to struggle with him, determined that the 
man bless him. Having previously struggled 

with Esau in order to gain the birthright and 
paternal blessing, Jacob now wrestles with 
God in order to gain his blessing.
32:28 Israel. Probably means “he struggles 
with God” (see NIV text note) but could mean 
“God struggles.” By replacing Jacob’s name 
with Israel, God acknowledges that Jacob has 
“struggled with God” and “overcome.” Ja-
cob begins a new relationship with God. The 
face-to-face struggle with God changes Ja-
cob, “the deceiver,” into Israel, the man who 
wrestles with God and survives, although not 
without personal injury.
32:30 Peniel. See NIV text note. The name 
captures the significance of Jacob’s encoun-
ter with God and recalls Jacob’s meeting 
with God face to face. Jacob has seen God 
and survived. Jacob’s experience is similar 
to Abraham’s in 18:1 – 15, when God appeared 
in human form. These encounters with God 
contrast with Moses’ encounter with God at 
Mount Sinai, which involves seeing God in all 
his glory (Exod 33:20).
32:32 do not eat. As a memorial to this ex-
ceptionally important life-changing encoun-
ter with God, the Israelites adopt the custom 
of not eating “the tendon attached to the 
socket of the hip.”

33:1 – 20 Jacob Meets Esau. The narrator re-
counts Jacob’s encounter with Esau in the 
light of his nighttime wrestling with God 
(32:22 – 32). Jacob’s remark that seeing Esau’s 
face “is like seeing the face of God” (v. 10; see 
note there) closely connects the two events. 
To Jacob’s surprise, Esau lovingly embraces 
him.
33:2 Rachel and Joseph in the rear. Jacob ar-
ranges his wives and children in order of as-
cending importance. As the only son the text 
specifically names, Joseph is set apart from 
his brothers. Joseph’s special standing within 
Jacob’s family becomes an important motif of 
the rest of Genesis.
33:3 bowed down. When Jacob received 
the paternal blessing, Isaac said that Ja-
cob’s brothers would bow down to him 
(27:29). Here Jacob bows down seven times 
to Esau and repeatedly calls Esau “my lord” 
(vv. 8,13,14,15). After striving to be superior to 
his brother, Jacob’s attitude is now one of 
humble submission.
33:4 embraced him. Esau’s embrace of Jacob 
signals a remarkable change of heart on the 
part of Esau; Jacob fled because Esau wanted 
to kill him (27:41).

a 28 Israel probably means he struggles with God.    b 30 Peniel means face of God.    c 31 Hebrew Penuel, a variant  
of Peniel    
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33:5 o Ge 48:9; 
Ps 127:3; Isa 8:18

33:8 p Ge 32:14-16 
q Ge 24:9; 32:5

33:10 r Ge 16:13 
s Ge 32:20

33:11 t 1Sa 25:27 
u Ge 30:43

33:14 v Ge 32:3

33:15 w Ge 34:11; 
47:25; Ru 2:13

Ja cob an swered, “They are the chil dren God has gra ciously given your  ser vant. o”
6 Then the fe male ser vants and  their chil dren ap proached and  bowed down. 7 Next, Leah 

and her chil dren came and  bowed down. Last of all came Jo seph and Ra chel, and they too 
 bowed  down.

8 Esau  asked, “What’s the meaning of all  these  flocks and  herds I  met?” p

“To find fa vor in your eyes, my lord,” q he  said.
9 But Esau said, “I al ready have plenty, my brother. Keep what you have for  your self.”
10 “No,  please!” said Ja cob. “If I have  found fa vor in your eyes, ac cept this gift from me. 

For to see your face is like see ing the face of God, r now that you have re ceived me fa vor-
ably. s 11 Please ac cept the pres ent t that was  brought to you, for God has been gra cious to 
me u and I have all I need.” And be cause Ja cob in sisted, Esau ac cepted it.

12 Then Esau said, “Let us be on our way; I’ll ac com pany  you.”
13 But Ja cob said to him, “My lord  knows that the chil dren are ten der and that I must 

care for the ewes and cows that are nurs ing  their  young. If they are driven hard just one 
day, all the an i mals will die. 14 So let my lord go on  ahead of his ser vant,  while I move  along 
slowly at the pace of the  flocks and  herds be fore me and the pace of the chil dren, un til I 
come to my lord in  Seir. v”

15 Esau said, “Then let me  leave some of my men with  you.”
“But why do that?” Ja cob  asked. “Just let me find fa vor in the eyes of my  lord.” w

33:10 to see your face is like seeing the face 
of God. Jacob compares his reunion with 
Esau with his experience at Peniel (32:22 – 32). 
Jacob’s remark does not mean that Esau’s 
appearance resembled God’s. Rather, by em-

bracing Jacob and forgiving him, Esau’s ac-
tions resemble God’s. Esau treats Jacob in a 
way that Jacob does not deserve.
33:11 present. Hebrew bĕrākâ, which is also 
the word for “blessing” (see note on 26:34 —  

28:9). Having deceived Esau out of his bless-
ing, Jacob now looks to make restitution by 
returning to Esau a “blessing.”
33:13 – 14 Jacob declines Esau’s invitation in a 
way that shows Esau the utmost respect.

JACOB’S JOURNEYS
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reaching Peniel on the Jabbok River.

●➂ He and his dependents reached the hill country of 
Gilead before their caravan was overtaken by Laban. The 
 covenant at Mizpah was celebrated on one of the hills later 
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to Shechem, where he erected an altar to the Lord.
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33:17 x Jos 13:27; 
Jdg 8:5,  6,  8,  14-16; 

Ps 60:6

33:18 y Ge 25:20; 28:2 
z Jos 24:1; Jdg 9:1

33:19 a Jos 24:32 
b Jn 4:5

34:1 c Ge 30:21

34:6 d Jdg 14:2-5

34:7 e Dt 22:21; 
Jdg 20:6; 2Sa 13:12 

f Jos 7:15

34:10 g Ge 47:6,  27 
h Ge 13:9; 20:15 

i Ge 42:34

34:12 j Ex 22:16; 
Dt 22:29; 1Sa 18:25

34:14 k Ge 17:14; 
Jdg 14:3

34:15 l Ex 12:48

16 So that day Esau started on his way back to Seir. 17 Ja cob, how ever, went to Suk koth, x 
 where he  built a  place for him self and made shel ters for his live stock. That is why the  place 
is  called  Suk koth. a

18 Af ter Ja cob came from Pad dan Aram, b y he ar rived safely at the city of She chem z in 
Ca naan and  camped within  sight of the city. 19 For a hun dred pieces of sil ver, c he  bought 
from the sons of Ha mor, the fa ther of She chem, a the plot of  ground b  where he  pitched his 
tent. 20 There he set up an al tar and  called it El Elohe  Is rael. d

Dinah and the Shechemites

34 Now Di nah, c the daugh ter Leah had  borne to Ja cob, went out to visit the women of 
the land. 2 When She chem son of Ha mor the Hi vite, the ruler of that area, saw her, 

he took her and  raped her. 3 His  heart was  drawn to Di nah daugh ter of Ja cob; he  loved the 
 young woman and  spoke ten derly to her. 4 And She chem said to his fa ther Ha mor, “Get 
me this girl as my  wife.”

5 When Ja cob  heard that his daugh ter Di nah had been de filed, his sons were in the  fields 
with his live stock; so he did noth ing  about it un til they came  home.

6 Then She chem’s fa ther Ha mor went out to talk with Ja cob. d 7 Mean while, Ja cob’s sons 
had come in from the  fields as soon as they  heard what had hap pened. They were  shocked 
and fu ri ous, be cause She chem had done an out ra geous  thing in e Is rael e by sleep ing with 
Ja cob’s daugh ter —  a  thing that  should not be  done. f

8 But Ha mor said to them, “My son She chem has his  heart set on your daugh ter.  Please 
give her to him as his wife. 9 In ter marry with us; give us your daugh ters and take our 
daugh ters for your selves. 10 You can set tle  among us; g the land is open to you. h Live in it, 
 trade f in it, i and ac quire prop erty in it.”

11 Then She chem said to Di nah’s fa ther and broth ers, “Let me find fa vor in your eyes, and 
I will give you what ever you ask. 12 Make the  price for the  bride j and the gift I am to  bring 
as  great as you like, and I’ll pay what ever you ask me. Only give me the  young woman as 
my  wife.”

13 Be cause  their sis ter Di nah had been de filed, Ja cob’s sons re plied de ceit fully as they 
 spoke to She chem and his fa ther Ha mor. 14 They said to them, “We  can’t do such a  thing; 
we  can’t give our sis ter to a man who is not cir cum cised. k That  would be a dis grace to us. 
15 We will en ter into an agree ment with you on one con di tion only: that you be come like 
us by cir cum cis ing all your  males. l 16 Then we will give you our daugh ters and take your 
daugh ters for our selves.  We’ll set tle  among you and be come one peo ple with you. 17 But if 
you will not  agree to be cir cum cised,  we’ll take our sis ter and go.”

33:17 Jacob travels the short distance from 
Peniel to Sukkoth, following the Jabbok River 
as it flows down to the Jordan River. Here 
Jacob rests his flocks and herds. shelters. 
Sukkoth is named after the shelters that Ja-
cob erects for his livestock. The shelters were 
probably temporary, as was the case when 
later the Israelites celebrated the Festival of 
Tabernacles (see Lev 23:33 – 43).
33:18 Shechem. Lies about 20 miles (32 
kilometers) to the west of Sukkoth. Pos-
sibly, Jacob traveled from Sukkoth to Seir, 
as he promised Esau (v. 14), before moving 
on to Shechem. The land of Seir lay to the 
southeast of Sukkoth. By camping close to 
Shechem, Jacob followed in Abraham’s foot-
steps (12:6). While Abraham was at Shechem, 
God promised to give the land to his descen-
dants (12:7).
33:19 – 20 Jacob buys a plot of ground in 
Shechem. He also sets up an altar, possibly 
reconstructing the one that Abraham made 
there (12:7). Shechem and his father, Hamor, 
figure prominently in the next episode.
33:20 El Elohe Israel. By naming the altar (see 
NIV text note), Jacob indicates that he is in-
timately connected to this God, the God who 
named him Israel at Peniel (32:28). No longer 
does Jacob refer to God simply as the God of 
his fathers.

34:1 – 31 Dinah and the Shechemites. Shechem’s 
treatment of Dinah threatens to undermine 
Jacob’s safe return to Canaan. Shechem’s ac-
tions toward Dinah are reprehensible. When 
her brothers find out what was done, they 
are rightfully enraged. Shechem seeks to 
make amends by marrying Dinah, but Jacob’s 
sons will not be placated. Deceptively, they 
persuade the men of Shechem to be circum-
cised. Before the men of the town have fully 
recovered, Simeon and Levi kill all the men of 
Shechem. Jacob condemns his sons’ behav-
ior, fearing that it will endanger the future of 
his family in Canaan. Ironically, circumcision 
was meant to be a source of blessing by con-
necting others to Abraham. The punishment 
(killing the Shechemites) exceeds the crime 
(Shechem’s rape of Dinah).
34:2 ruler of that area. Hamor was an influen-
tial person. His standing within the community 
may well have influenced his son Shechem’s 
behavior and Shechem’s subsequent expecta-
tion that Hamor could arrange for Shechem to 
marry Dinah. took her and raped her. Shechem 
violated Dinah, and one result was that she 
was now ineligible for a proper marriage.
34:5 – 7 Jacob and his sons react differently: 
Jacob is slow to act when he learns Shechem 
defiled Dinah, but Shechem’s actions enrage 
Dinah’s brothers. In the events that follow, Ja-

cob’s sons take the initiative, acting both de-
ceitfully and without their father’s approval.
34:8 – 10 Hamor attempts to get permission 
for Shechem to marry Dinah by offering Ja-
cob’s family the opportunity to integrate with 
the local community and become permanent 
residents.
34:12 the price for the bride. In line with an-
cient Near Eastern custom, Shechem offers 
Jacob and his sons a gift of money. This was 
a normal part of arranging a marriage. When 
Jacob was with Laban, he paid a bride-price 
equivalent to seven years labor. Shechem is 
obviously determined to have Dinah as his 
wife.
34:13 deceitfully. The Hebrew term conveys a 
strong sense of malice; Isaac uses the same 
word to describe Jacob’s taking Esau’s blessing 
(27:35). Unwilling to forgive Shechem, the sons 
of Jacob “the deceiver” respond “deceitfully.”
34:14 not circumcised. In ch. 17 circumcision is 
the sign of the covenant that God establishes 
with Abraham. This covenant, which centers 
on Abraham being the father of many nations, 
is about Abraham and his descendants medi-
ating God’s blessing to others. While Jacob’s 
sons correctly see circumcision as a means by 
which others may become part of Abraham’s 
family, they have no desire to bring God’s 
blessing to the people of Shechem.

a 17 Sukkoth means shelters.    b 18 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    c 19 Hebrew hundred kesitahs; a kesitah was a 
unit of money of unknown weight and value.    d 20 El Elohe Israel can mean El is the God of Israel or mighty is the God  
of Israel.    e 7 Or against    f 10 Or move about freely; also in verse 21    
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34:19 m ver 3

34:20 n Ru 4:1; 
2Sa 15:2

34:24 o Ge 23:10

34:25 p Ge 49:5 
q Ge 49:7

34:30 r Ex 5:21; 
1Sa 13:4 s Ge 13:7 
t Ge 46:27; 1Ch 16:19; 
Ps 105:12

35:1 u Ge 28:19 
v Ge 27:43

35:2 w Ge 18:19; 
Jos 24:15 x Ge 31:19 
y Ex 19:10,  14

35:3 z Ge 32:7 
a Ge 28:15,  20-22;  
31:3,  42

35:4 b Jos 24:25-26

35:5 c Ex 15:16; 23:27; 
Jos 2:9

35:6 d Ge 28:19; 48:3

35:7 e Ge 28:13

18 Their pro posal  seemed good to Ha mor and his son She chem. 19 The  young man, 
who was the most hon ored of all his fa ther’s fam ily, lost no time in do ing what they 
said, be cause he was de lighted with Ja cob’s daugh ter. m 20 So Ha mor and his son She-
chem went to the gate of  their city n to  speak to the men of  their city. 21 “These men are 
friendly to ward us,” they said. “Let them live in our land and  trade in it; the land has 
plenty of room for them. We can marry  their daugh ters and they can marry ours. 22 But 
the men will  agree to live with us as one peo ple only on the con di tion that our  males 
be cir cum cised, as they them selves are. 23 Won’t  their live stock,  their prop erty and all 
 their other an i mals be come ours? So let us  agree to  their  terms, and they will set tle 
 among us.”

24 All the men who went out of the city gate o  agreed with Ha mor and his son She chem, 
and ev ery male in the city was  cir cum cised.

25 Three days later,  while all of them were  still in pain, two of Ja cob’s sons, Sim eon 
and Levi, Di nah’s broth ers, took  their  swords p and at tacked the un sus pect ing city, kill ing 
ev ery male. q 26 They put Ha mor and his son She chem to the  sword and took Di nah from 
She chem’s  house and left. 27 The sons of Ja cob came upon the dead bod ies and looted 
the city  where a  their sis ter had been de filed. 28 They  seized  their  flocks and  herds and 
don keys and ev ery thing else of  theirs in the city and out in the  fields. 29 They car ried off 
all  their  wealth and all  their women and chil dren, tak ing as plun der ev ery thing in the 
 houses.

30 Then Ja cob said to Sim eon and Levi, “You have  brought trou ble on me by mak ing 
me ob nox ious r to the Ca naan ites and Per iz zites, the peo ple liv ing in this land. s We are few 
in num ber, t and if they join forces  against me and at tack me, I and my house hold will be 
 de stroyed.”

31 But they re plied, “Should he have treated our sis ter like a  pros ti tute?”

Jacob Returns to Bethel

35 Then God said to Ja cob, “Go up to Bethel u and set tle  there, and  build an al tar  there to 
God, who ap peared to you when you were flee ing from your brother  Esau.” v

2 So Ja cob said to his house hold w and to all who were with him, “Get rid of the for eign 
gods x you have with you, and pu rify your selves and  change your  clothes. y 3 Then come, let 
us go up to Bethel,  where I will  build an al tar to God, who an swered me in the day of my 
dis tress z and who has been with me wher ever I have gone. a” 4 So they gave Ja cob all the 
for eign gods they had and the  rings in  their ears, and Ja cob bur ied them un der the oak at 
She chem. b 5 Then they set out, and the ter ror of God c fell on the  towns all  around them so 
that no one pur sued  them.

6 Ja cob and all the peo ple with him came to Luz d (that is, Bethel) in the land of Ca naan. 
7 There he  built an al tar, and he  called the  place El Bethel, b be cause it was  there that God 
re vealed him self to him e when he was flee ing from his  brother.

34:21 – 23 Duped by Jacob’s sons, Hamor and 
Shechem persuade the men of their city to be 
circumcised.
34:25 Simeon and Levi. Full brothers of Di-
nah. They slaughter the men of Shechem, 
who are still recovering after being circum-
cised. Shechem’s crime, while serious, did 
not warrant such brutal retaliation. This 
punishment far exceeds Shechem’s crime. 
Consequently, Jacob condemns it (v. 30) and 
continues to hold it against Simeon and Levi 
until his death (49:5 – 7). Although Simeon 
and Levi do the killing, their brothers join 
them in looting the city. The whole event is 
a shameful episode for Abraham’s descen-
dants.
34:30 brought trouble on me. As immi-
grants living in a hostile environment, Ja-
cob fears for the future safety of his whole 
family.
34:31 The narrator gives the final word to 
Simeon and Levi, a possible reminder that 
Jacob’s failure to intervene at an earlier stage 
may have contributed to the outcome.

35:1 – 15 Jacob Returns to Bethel. The events 
at Shechem possibly prompt God to instruct 

Jacob to relocate to Bethel. Jacob returns to 
where God appeared to him when he first 
fled from Canaan to go to Paddan Aram 
(28:10 – 22).
35:1 build an altar there. Jacob previously 
erected a pillar at Bethel (28:18). God now 
instructs him to return to Bethel, an event 
that will confirm God’s faithfulness to Jacob’s 
promises (28:20 – 22).
35:2 – 3 Recognizing that Bethel is the “house 
of God” (see NIV text note on 28:19), Jacob 
prepares his family for their encounter with 
God. At this stage some members of the fam-
ily appear to be polytheists, worshiping a 
number of gods. Rachel, e.g., took her father’s 
household gods (31:19). Jacob insists that they 
must abandon these gods in favor of God, 
who has faithfully cared for him. Additionally, 
Jacob demands that his family get rid of any 
defilement caused by worshiping other dei-
ties. After washing to purify themselves, they 
must change their clothes, further symboliz-
ing their transformation from polytheism to 
monotheism.
35:3 in the day of my distress. Not just one 
particular day, but every occasion when Jacob 
was in difficulty.

35:4 rings in their ears. Possibly the idols, 
rather than the people, wore these. By bury-
ing these cultic objects, a known second 
millennium BC practice for disposing of im-
ages, Jacob placed them beyond further use. 
Their burial at Shechem may be symbolically 
significant, implying that the violent actions 
of Simeon and Levi reflect the influence of 
polytheism. Later, also at Shechem, Joshua 
challenges his fellow Israelites to throw away 
the gods that their ancestors worshiped (Josh 
24:14,23).
35:5 the terror of God. An appropriate fear 
of God may restrain people’s actions. “Fear 
of God” is a significant motif in Genesis (e.g., 
20:8,11); God himself is even known by the 
title “the Fear of Isaac” (31:42,53).
35:6 Luz (that is, Bethel). See note on 28:19.
35:7 El Bethel. See NIV text note. The name 
draws attention to how God revealed himself 
at this location. Altars sometimes mark where 
God appeared to the patriarchs (12:7). They 
may also form a temporary sanctuary in the 
hope that God would make himself known at 
them (33:20).

a 27 Or because    b 7 El Bethel means God of Bethel.    

78 | GENESIS 34:18

9780310450405_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_BTSB_FINAL.indd   78 2/8/18   12:59 PM



35:8 f Ge 24:59

35:9 g Ge 32:29

35:10 h Ge 17:5

35:11 i Ge 17:1; Ex 6:3 
j Ge 28:3; 48:4 

k Ge 17:6

35:12 l Ge 13:15; 28:13 
m Ge 12:7; 26:3

35:13 n Ge 17:22

35:14 o Ge 28:18

35:15 p Ge 28:19

35:17 q Ge 30:24

35:19 r Ge 48:7; Ru 1:1,  
19; Mic 5:2; Mt 2:16

35:20 s 1Sa 10:2

35:22 t Ge 49:4; 
1Ch 5:1 u Ge 29:29; 

Lev 18:8

35:23 v Ge 46:8 
w Ge 29:35 x Ge 30:20

35:24 y Ge 30:24 
z ver 18

35:25 a Ge 30:8

35:26 b Ge 30:11 
c Ge 30:13

8 Now Deb o rah, Re bek ah’s  nurse, f died and was bur ied un der the oak out side Bethel. So 
it was  named Al lon  Bak uth. a

9 Af ter Ja cob re turned from Pad dan Aram, b God ap peared to him  again and  blessed 
him. g 10 God said to him, “Your name is Ja cob, c but you will no lon ger be  called Ja cob; your 
name will be Is rael. d ” h So he  named him  Is rael.

11 And God said to him, “I am God Al mighty e; i be fruit ful and in crease in num ber. A 
na tion j and a com mu nity of na tions will come from you, and  kings will be  among your 
de scen dants. k 12 The land I gave to Abra ham and  Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this 
land to your de scen dants af ter you. l” m 13 Then God went up from him n at the  place  where 
he had  talked with  him.

14 Ja cob set up a  stone pil lar at the  place  where God had  talked with him, and he  poured 
out a  drink of fer ing on it; he also  poured oil on it. o 15 Ja cob  called the  place  where God had 
 talked with him  Bethel. f p

The Deaths of Rachel and Isaac
35:23-26pp —  1Ch 2:1-2

16 Then they  moved on from Bethel.  While they were  still some dis tance from Eph rath, 
Ra chel be gan to give  birth and had  great dif fi culty. 17 And as she was hav ing  great dif fi-
culty in child birth, the mid wife said to her, “Don’t de spair, for you have an other son.” q 18 As 
she  breathed her last —  for she was dy ing —  she  named her son Ben-Oni. g But his fa ther 
 named him  Ben ja min. h

19 So Ra chel died and was bur ied on the way to Eph rath (that is, Beth le hem r). 20 Over her 
tomb Ja cob set up a pil lar, and to this day that pil lar  marks Ra chel’s  tomb. s

21 Is rael  moved on  again and  pitched his tent be yond Mig dal Eder. 22 While Is rael was 
liv ing in that re gion, Reu ben went in and  slept with his fa ther’s con cu bine t Bil hah, u and 
Is rael  heard of it.

Ja cob had  twelve  sons:
 23 The sons of  Leah:
  Reu ben the first born v of  Ja cob,
  Sim eon, Levi, Ju dah, w Is sa char and  Zeb u lun. x

 24 The sons of  Ra chel:
  Jo seph y and  Ben ja min. z

 25 The sons of Ra chel’s ser vant  Bil hah:
  Dan and  Naph tali. a

 26 The sons of Le ah’s ser vant  Zil pah:
  Gad b and  Asher. c

These were the sons of Ja cob, who were born to him in Pad dan  Aram.

35:8 Deborah. This brief note regarding the 
burial of Rebekah’s nurse (24:59) under the 
oak called Allon Bakuth (see NIV text note) 
contrasts sharply with the mention of Jacob 
burying the foreign gods under the oak of 
Shechem (v. 4). They mourn for Deborah with 
weeping but shed no tears for the buried 
gods at Shechem.
35:9 – 10 This recalls how God blessed Jacob 
at Peniel (32:29), changing his name to Israel 
to signal his transformation (see note on 
32:28). God has blessed Jacob like Abraham 
(24:1) and Isaac (25:11).
35:11 – 12 God speaks once more to Jacob at 
Bethel (see 28:13 – 15), using expressions that 
recall his previous promises to Abraham and 
Isaac.
35:11 God Almighty. This is how God revealed 
himself to Abraham (17:1) before promising nu-
merous descendants, nations, and kings (17:6). 
Isaac highlighted the same concepts when he 
blessed Jacob (28:3 – 4; see 27:29). God now 
affirms that Jacob is heir to the covenant he 
initially made with Abraham and later estab-
lished with Isaac. be fruitful and increase in 
number. God’s plans for the patriarchs involve 

fulfilling what he originally intended when he 
created humanity (1:28). Through Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob, God sets in motion a process 
that will bring to completion his purposes in 
creating the world. a community of nations 
will come from you. This reflects God’s ear-
lier promise to Abraham that he would be 
the father of many nations (17:4 – 5), an idea 
Isaac echoed when he blessed Jacob (28:3). 
kings will be among your descendants. This 
again links to Abraham, whose descendants 
will be kings (17:6,16). As a whole, the book of 
Genesis follows a unique family line associ-
ated with future royalty. This royal expecta-
tion reappears in Joseph’s dreams (37:6 – 10). 
God’s promise of land to Abraham (e.g., 12:7; 
13:15 – 17; 15:18 – 21) and Isaac (26:3 – 4) passes 
on to Jacob.
35:14 stone pillar. See note on 28:18. drink of-
fering. Mentioned only here in Genesis, this 
may involve wine (see Exod 29:40).
35:16 – 29 The Deaths of Rachel and Isaac. 
From Bethel, Jacob moves southward in the 
direction of Hebron to where Isaac, his father, 
is living (v. 27). Tragically, Rachel dies when 
giving birth.

35:16 Ephrath. A name associated with the 
town of Bethlehem (v. 19; Ruth 1:2; Mic 5:2).
35:18 Ben-Oni. Rachel’s name for her son re-
calls her difficult labor (see NIV text note). 
Benjamin. Jacob’s name for his son (see NIV 
text note); the name may also mean “son of 
the south,” a suitable name since all of Ja-
cob’s other sons were born in the north.
35:20 that pillar marks Rachel’s tomb. Ra-
chel’s burial place remained known centuries 
later during the time of Moses and early Israel 
(1 Sam 10:2).
35:21 Migdal Eder. The precise site is un-
known. Since Migdal means “tower” and 
Eder means “flock/herd,” perhaps this loca-
tion had a tower that shepherds used.
35:22 Reuben . . . slept with . . . Bilhah. This 
brief report concerning Reuben has impor-
tant implications for his standing within 
Jacob’s family. While Reuben may have inten-
tionally slept with Bilhah in order to establish 
his position as firstborn and principal heir 
(see 2 Sam 16:20 – 23), it has the opposite 
result. Jacob bestows on Joseph the status 
of firstborn (1 Chr 5:1 – 2; see note on Gen 
49:3 – 4), and Reuben’s later attempt to regain 

a 8 Allon Bakuth means oak of weeping.    b 9 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia; also in verse 26    c 10 Jacob means  
he grasps the heel, a Hebrew idiom for he deceives.    d 10 Israel probably means he struggles with God.    e 11 Hebrew  
El-Shaddai    f 15 Bethel means house of God.    g 18 Ben-Oni means son of my trouble.    h 18 Benjamin means son  
of my right hand.    
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35:27 d Ge 13:18; 18:1 
e Jos 14:15

35:28 f Ge 25:7,  20

35:29 g Ge 25:8; 49:33 
h Ge 15:15 i Ge 25:9

36:1 j Ge 25:30

36:2 k Ge 28:8-9 
l Ge 26:34 m ver 25

36:4 n 1Ch 1:35

36:6 o Ge 12:5

36:7 p Ge 13:6;  
17:8; 28:4

36:8 q Dt 2:4 r Ge 32:3

36:11 s ver 15-16; 
Job 2:11 t Am 1:12; 
Hab 3:3

36:12 u Ex 17:8,  16; 
Nu 24:20; 1Sa 15:2 
v ver 16

36:15 w Ex 15:15 
x Job 2:11

36:16 y ver 12

36:17 z 1Ch 1:37

36:19 a Ge 25:30

27 Ja cob came home to his fa ther  Isaac in Mamre, d near Kir i ath Arba e (that is, He bron), 
 where Abra ham and  Isaac had  stayed. 28 Isaac  lived a hun dred and  eighty  years. f 29 Then 
he  breathed his last and died and was gath ered to his peo ple, g old and full of  years. h And 
his sons Esau and Ja cob bur ied  him. i

Esau’s Descendants
36:10-14pp —  1Ch 1:35-37
36:20-28pp —  1Ch 1:38-42

36 This is the ac count of the fam ily line of Esau (that is,  Edom). j

2 Esau took his  wives from the women of Ca naan: k Adah daugh ter of Elon the Hit-
tite, l and Ohol i ba mah daugh ter of Anah m and grand daugh ter of Zib eon the Hi vite —   
3 also Bas e math daugh ter of Ish mael and sis ter of  Ne ba ioth.

4 Adah bore El i phaz to Esau, Bas e math bore Reuel, n 5 and Ohol i ba mah bore Je ush, 
Ja lam and Ko rah.  These were the sons of Esau, who were born to him in  Ca naan.

6 Esau took his  wives and sons and daugh ters and all the mem bers of his house-
hold, as well as his live stock and all his other an i mals and all the  goods he had ac-
quired in Ca naan, o and  moved to a land some dis tance from his brother Ja cob. 7 Their 
pos ses sions were too  great for them to re main to gether; the land  where they were 
stay ing  could not sup port them both be cause of  their live stock. p 8 So Esau q (that is, 
Edom) set tled in the hill coun try of  Seir. r

9 This is the ac count of the fam ily line of Esau the fa ther of the Edom ites in the hill 
coun try of  Seir.

 10 These are the  names of  Esau’s  sons:
  El i phaz, the son of  Esau’s wife Adah, and Reuel, the son of  Esau’s wife  Bas e math.
 11 The sons of  El i phaz: s

  Te man, t Omar, Ze pho, Ga tam and  Ke naz.
 12 Esau’s son El i phaz also had a con cu bine  named Timna, who bore him Am a lek. u 

 These were grand sons of  Esau’s wife  Adah. v

 13 The sons of  Reuel:
  Na hath, Ze rah, Sham mah and Miz zah.  These were grand sons of  Esau’s wife 

 Bas e math.
 14 The sons of  Esau’s wife Ohol i ba mah daugh ter of Anah and grand daugh ter of Zib eon, 

whom she bore to  Esau:
  Je ush, Ja lam and  Ko rah.

15 These were the  chiefs w  among  Esau’s  de scen dants:
  The sons of El i phaz the first born of  Esau:
  Chiefs Te man, x Omar, Ze pho, Ke naz, 16 Ko rah, a Ga tam and Am a lek.  These were the 

 chiefs de scended from El i phaz in Edom; they were grand sons of  Adah. y

 17 The sons of  Esau’s son  Reuel: z

  Chiefs Na hath, Ze rah, Sham mah and Miz zah.  These were the  chiefs de scended 
from Reuel in Edom; they were grand sons of  Esau’s wife  Bas e math.

 18 The sons of  Esau’s wife  Ohol i ba mah:
  Chiefs Je ush, Ja lam and Ko rah.  These were the  chiefs de scended from  Esau’s wife 

Ohol i ba mah daugh ter of  Anah.
19 These were the sons of Esau (that is, Edom), a and  these were  their  chiefs.

his father’s favor fails (see 37:21 – 22 and note). 
concubine. See note on 25:1.
35:27 Mamre, near Kiriath Arba (that is, 
Hebron). See 13:18; 23:2 and note. Jacob fol-
lows in the footsteps of Abraham and Isaac. 
As ch. 35 reveals, Jacob is the one through 
whom God’s promises to the patriarchs will 
move toward fulfillment. Isaac witnesses the 
return of Jacob to Hebron, having sent him 
away to Paddan Aram 20 years previously.
35:28 – 29 This report of Isaac’s death and 
burial (see also 49:29 – 31) concludes 25:19 —  
35:29.

36:1 – 30 Esau’s Descendants. Before recount-
ing events associated mainly with Jacob’s 

sons, this passage provides some further 
information concerning Esau and his descen-
dants. Genesis sometimes gives informa-
tion about less important figures first (e.g., 
4:17 – 24; 25:12 – 18).
36:1 This is the account of the family line 
of. See note on 2:4. Esau (that is, Edom). See 
25:30.
36:2 – 3 The names of Esau’s wives differ from 
those recorded in 26:34; 28:9. A variety of 
explanations may account for the variations: 
(1) the same woman may have been known 
by different names, (2) different women may 
have shared the same name, and (3) Esau may 
have had more than three wives.
36:6 – 8 The reason for Esau’s separation from 

Jacob echoes the earlier account of Abraham 
and Lot parting company (13:5 – 6).
36:9 This is the account of. Although this du-
plicates the heading that introduces ch. 36, 
this verse underlines in particular Esau’s as-
sociation with the hill country of Seir, which 
lay to the east of the Arabah.
36:12 concubine. See note on 25:1. Timna. 
Also mentioned in v. 22, she was a native of 
Seir and a sister of various tribal leaders.
36:15 chiefs. This emphasizes the identity 
of the tribal leaders descended from Esau. 
Esau has five sons and ten grandchildren 
(vv. 9 – 14), from whom 14 tribes descend 
(vv. 15 – 29).

a 16 Masoretic Text; Samaritan Pentateuch (also verse 11 and 1 Chron. 1:36) does not have Korah.    
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36:20 b Ge 14:6; 
Dt 2:12,  22; 1Ch 1:38

36:31 c Ge 17:6; 
1Ch 1:43

36:33 d Jer 49:13,  22

36:34 e Eze 25:13

36:35 f Ge 19:37; 
Nu 22:1; Dt 1:5;  

Ru 1:1,  6

37:1 g Ge 17:8 
h Ge 10:19

20 These were the sons of Seir the Ho rite, b who were liv ing in the  re gion:
  Lo tan, Sho bal, Zib eon, Anah, 21 Di shon, Ezer and Di shan.  These sons of Seir in Edom 

were Ho rite  chiefs.
 22 The sons of  Lo tan:
  Hori and Ho mam. a Timna was Lo tan’s  sis ter.
 23 The sons of  Sho bal:
  Al van, Man a hath, Ebal, She pho and  Onam.
 24 The sons of  Zib eon:
  Aiah and Anah. This is the Anah who dis cov ered the hot  springs b in the des ert 

 while he was graz ing the don keys of his fa ther  Zib eon.
 25 The chil dren of  Anah:
  Di shon and Ohol i ba mah daugh ter of  Anah.
 26 The sons of  Di shon c:
  Hem dan, Esh ban, Ith ran and  Ke ran.
 27 The sons of  Ezer:
  Bil han, Za a van and  Akan.
 28 The sons of  Di shan:
  Uz and  Aran.
 29 These were the Ho rite  chiefs:
  Lo tan, Sho bal, Zib eon, Anah, 30 Di shon, Ezer and Di shan.  These were the Ho rite 

 chiefs, ac cord ing to  their di vi sions, in the land of  Seir.

The Rulers of Edom
36:31-43pp —  1Ch 1:43-54

31 These were the  kings who  reigned in Edom be fore any Is ra el ite king c  reigned:
 32 Bela son of Beor be came king of Edom. His city was  named  Din ha bah.
 33 When Bela died, Jo bab son of Ze rah from Boz rah d suc ceeded him as  king.
 34 When Jo bab died, Hu sham from the land of the Te man ites e suc ceeded him as  king.
 35 When Hu sham died, Ha dad son of Be dad, who de feated Mid ian in the coun try of 

Moab, f suc ceeded him as king. His city was  named  Avith.
 36 When Ha dad died, Sam lah from Mas re kah suc ceeded him as  king.
 37 When Sam lah died, Shaul from Re ho both on the river suc ceeded him as  king.
 38 When Shaul died, Baal-Ha nan son of Ak bor suc ceeded him as  king.
 39 When Baal-Ha nan son of Ak bor died, Ha dad d suc ceeded him as king. His city was 

 named Pau, and his  wife’s name was Me het a bel daugh ter of Ma tred, the daugh ter 
of  Me-Za hab.

40 These were the  chiefs de scended from Esau, by name, ac cord ing to  their  clans and 
 re gions:
  Timna, Al vah, Je theth, 41 Ohol i ba mah, Elah, Pi non, 42 Ke naz, Te man, Mib zar, 43 Mag-

diel and Iram.  These were the  chiefs of Edom, ac cord ing to  their set tle ments in the 
land they  oc cu pied.

This is the family line of Esau, the fa ther of the  Edom ites.

Joseph’s Dreams

37 Ja cob  lived in the land  where his fa ther had  stayed, g the land of  Ca naan. h

2 This is the ac count of Ja cob’s fam ily  line.

36:20 – 30 Including details about the origi-
nal inhabitants of Seir is surprising. There are 
seven tribal leaders (v. 29), suggesting that 
Esau’s 14 tribes gained ascendancy in the hill 
country of Seir (see Deut 2:12,22).
36:31 – 43 The Rulers of Edom. This section 
begins by listing various kings who reigned 
in Edom. Since the kings are linked to differ-
ent towns, this list probably reflects the exis-
tence of a series of dynasties associated with 
towns, which in different periods exercised 
authority over the region of Seir.
36:31 before any Israelite king reigned. The 

observation that there were kings in Edom 
before there were kings in Israel implies 
that the author of this passage either an-
ticipated or knew of an Israelite monarch. 
The movement in Edom from tribal lead-
ers or chiefs to kings also occurred later in  
Israel.
36:40 – 43 A further list of Edomite chiefs 
links to Esau. While several of the names 
overlap with the chiefs in vv. 15 – 19, new clans 
probably come into being that are associated 
with particular locations. This list of chiefs 
also occurs in 1 Chr 1:51 – 54.

37:1 —  50:26 The Family of Jacob. The final 
narrative section in the book of Genesis gives 
special attention to Joseph because the con-
tinuation of the promised royal line traces to 
his son Ephraim. However, future kingship is 
also linked to the lineage of Judah, anticipat-
ing later developments when God rejects the 
line of Joseph in favor of David from the tribe 
of Judah (see Ps 78:67 – 72).
37:1 – 11 Joseph’s Dreams. Although he is one 
of the younger sons of Jacob, special atten-
tion is given to Joseph. Favored by his father, 

a 22 Hebrew Hemam, a variant of Homam (see 1 Chron. 1:39)    b 24 Vulgate; Syriac discovered water; the meaning of the 
Hebrew for this word is uncertain.    c 26 Hebrew Dishan, a variant of Dishon    d 39 Many manuscripts of the Masoretic 
Text, Samaritan Pentateuch and Syriac (see also 1 Chron. 1:50); most manuscripts of the Masoretic Text Hadar    
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37:2 i Ps 78:71 
j Ge 35:25 k Ge 35:26 
l 1Sa 2:24

37:3 m Ge 25:28 
n Ge 44:20 
o 2Sa 13:18-19

37:4 p Ge 27:41;  
49:22-23; Ac 7:9

37:5 q Ge 20:3; 28:12

37:7 r Ge 42:6,  9; 
43:26,  28; 44:14; 50:18

37:8 s Ge 49:26

37:10 t ver 5 u ver 7; 
Ge 27:29

37:11 v Ac 7:9  
w Lk 2:19,  51

37:14 x Ge 13:18; 35:27

37:17 y 2Ki 6:13

37:18 z 1Sa 19:1; 
Mk 14:1; Ac 23:12

37:20 a Jer 38:6,  9 
b Ge 50:20

he has two dreams in which he sees his broth-
ers bowing down to him. Various indicators 
within this section suggest that Joseph will 
be the one through whom the promised line 
of royalty will continue.
37:1 Attention switches from the hill country 
of Seir, where Esau’s descendants live, to Ca-
naan, where Jacob settles.
37:2 This is the account of. This heading, the 
last in a long series (see note on 2:4), introduces 
the final part of Genesis. Joseph. The youngest 
of Jacob’s sons (apart from Benjamin). Israel/
Jacob gives Joseph the status of firstborn, a 
special privilege that sets Joseph apart from 
his brothers (1 Chr 5:1 – 2). bad report. By re-
porting on his brothers, Joseph alienates him-
self from them. His action suggests that his 
attitude toward moral behavior differed from 
that of his older brothers, something that the 
subsequent narrative largely confirms.
37:3 Israel loved Joseph more than any of his 
other sons. Jacob may have favored Joseph 
over Joseph’s brothers because Joseph was 
Rachel’s older son (see 33:2) and apart from 
Benjamin, the youngest. ornate robe. This gift 
signals Joseph’s special standing within the 
family. The precise style of the cloak is un-
known; it is not necessarily multicolored (an 

idea that the earliest Greek translation of this 
passage introduces). 2 Sam 13:18 associates 
such distinctive clothing with royalty.
37:4 they hated him. Joseph’s privileged 
position becomes a source of deep hatred 
within the family. His brothers despise him.
37:5 a dream. While the narrator does not dis-
close the source of Joseph’s dream, through-
out Genesis dreams are revelations from God 
(20:3; 28:12; 31:10 – 13; 40:5 – 8; 41:1,15 – 16).
37:8 reign over us. The image of Joseph’s 
brothers’ sheaves bowing down to Joseph’s 
sheaf (v. 7) provokes a hostile reaction from 
Joseph’s brothers. In light of God’s promises 
to Abraham (17:6) and Jacob (35:11) that kings 
would come from them, as well as the special 
attention that Genesis gives to tracing a unique 
family lineage, Joseph’s dream suggests that 
he will be the one through whom royalty will 
come. Set alongside his father’s desire to dress 
him as a prince (see note on 37:3), the motif of 
royalty takes on added significance. The idea 
that Joseph might reign over his brothers fuels 
their hatred of him. The dream is later fulfilled 
on several occasions (42:6; 43:26; 44:14; 50:18).
37:9 – 11 Joseph’s second dream reinforces 
the idea that he will rule over the members 
of his family. Including his father and mother 

among those who will bow down to him 
causes his father to rebuke him.
37:10 your mother. Leah, since Rachel is al-
ready dead (35:16 – 19).
37:11 his father kept the matter in mind. This re-
mark suggests that Jacob did not dismiss the 
idea entirely. Jacob may well have recalled how 
his father Isaac had blessed him, promising that 
his brothers would bow down to him (27:29).
37:12 – 36 Joseph Sold by His Brothers. Filled 
with jealousy toward their younger brother, 
Joseph’s brothers seize an opportunity to sell 
Joseph into slavery. As events develop, Reu-
ben sees the assault on Joseph as providing a 
way of regaining his father’s favor by restor-
ing Joseph to him. In marked contrast Judah 
sees the possibility of enriching himself and 
his brothers through trading Joseph as a slave 
to passing merchants. The callous behavior 
of the brothers recalls how earlier in Genesis, 
Cain killed his brother Abel (4:1 – 16). 
37:12 – 17 As shepherds, Jacob’s sons take 
their flocks northward from Hebron to search 
for better grazing.
37:17 Dothan. About 13 miles (21 kilometers) 
north of Shechem.
37:18 – 20 Joseph’s brothers conspire to kill 
him. See note on vv. 12 – 36.

Jo seph, a  young man of sev en teen, was tend ing the  flocks i with his broth ers, the sons 
of Bil hah j and the sons of Zil pah, k his fa ther’s  wives, and he  brought  their fa ther a bad 
re port l  about  them.

3 Now Is rael  loved Jo seph more than any of his other sons, m be cause he had been born 
to him in his old age; n and he made an or nate a robe o for him. 4 When his broth ers saw 
that  their fa ther  loved him more than any of them, they hated him p and  could not  speak 
a kind word to  him.

5 Jo seph had a  dream, q and when he told it to his broth ers, they hated him all the more. 
6 He said to them, “Lis ten to this  dream I had: 7 We were bind ing  sheaves of  grain out in the 
 field when sud denly my  sheaf rose and  stood up right,  while your  sheaves gath ered  around 
mine and  bowed down to it.” r

8 His broth ers said to him, “Do you in tend to  reign over us? Will you ac tu ally rule us?” s 
And they hated him all the more be cause of his  dream and what he had  said.

9 Then he had an other  dream, and he told it to his broth ers. “Lis ten,” he said, “I had an-
other  dream, and this time the sun and moon and eleven  stars were bow ing down to me.”

10 When he told his fa ther as well as his broth ers, t his fa ther re buked him and said, 
“What is this  dream you had? Will your mother and I and your broth ers ac tu ally come and 
bow down to the  ground be fore you?” u 11 His broth ers were jeal ous of him, v but his fa ther 
kept the mat ter in  mind. w

Joseph Sold by His Brothers
12 Now his broth ers had gone to  graze  their fa ther’s  flocks near She chem, 13 and Is rael 

said to Jo seph, “As you know, your broth ers are graz ing the  flocks near She chem. Come, I 
am go ing to send you to  them.”

“Very well,” he  re plied.
14 So he said to him, “Go and see if all is well with your broth ers and with the  flocks, and 

 bring word back to me.” Then he sent him off from the Val ley of  He bron. x

When Jo seph ar rived at She chem, 15 a man  found him wan der ing  around in the  fields 
and  asked him, “What are you look ing  for?”

16 He re plied, “I’m look ing for my broth ers. Can you tell me  where they are graz ing  their 
 flocks?”

17 “They have  moved on from here,” the man an swered. “I  heard them say, ‘Let’s go to 
 Do than. y’ ”

So Jo seph went af ter his broth ers and  found them near Do than. 18 But they saw him in 
the dis tance, and be fore he  reached them, they plot ted to kill  him. z

19 “Here  comes that dreamer!” they said to each other. 20 “Come now,  let’s kill him and 
 throw him into one of  these cis terns a and say that a fe ro cious an i mal de voured him. Then 
 we’ll see what  comes of his  dreams.” b

a 3 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain; also in verses 23 and 32.    
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37:21 c Ge 42:22

37:24 d Jer 41:7

37:25 e Ge 43:11 
f ver 28

37:26 g ver 20; 
Ge 4:10

37:27 h Ge 42:21

37:28 i Ge 25:2; 
Jdg 6:1-3 j Ge 45:4-5; 

Ps 105:17; Ac 7:9

37:29 k ver 34; 
Ge 44:13; Job 1:20

37:30 l ver 22; 
Ge 42:13,  36

37:31 m ver 3,  23

37:33 n ver 20 
o Ge 44:20,  28

37:34 p ver 29 
q 2Sa 3:31  

r Ge 50:3,  10,  11

37:35 s Ge 42:38; 
44:22,  29,  31

37:36 t Ge 39:1

37:21 – 22 Reuben’s intervention is probably 
motivated by a desire to regain his father’s 
favor rather than out of compassion for Jo-
seph. Reuben hopes that Jacob will reinstate 
him as firstborn son (see 35:22 and note). Sub-
sequent events, however, prevent him from 
rescuing Joseph (v. 29).
37:25 eat their meal. After throwing Joseph 
into a dry cistern, the brothers hard-heartedly 
begin to eat a meal. As they do, they observe 
a group of traders, whom they take to be Ish-
maelites, traveling southward in the direction 
of Egypt. camels. See note on 12:16.
37:26 – 27 Revealing something of his selfish 
nature, Judah proposes that they sell Joseph 
as a slave. He cloaks his greed by suggesting 

that this will be an act of compassion on the 
part of the brothers.
37:28 Midianite merchants. When the trad-
ers get closer, they are identified more accu-
rately. They may have been a subgroup within 
the broader category of Ishmaelites (v. 25). 
twenty shekels of silver. Early second-mil-
lennium BC documents indicate that slaves 
normally sold for 15 – 30 shekels.
37:29 tore his clothes. Reuben’s response in-
dicates his deep frustration at not being able 
to return Joseph to Jacob.
37:30 Where can I turn now? Reuben’s 
concern is primarily about redeeming him-
self rather than about Joseph (see note on 
vv. 21 – 22).

37:31 Joseph’s robe. There is an element of 
irony in how Jacob’s sons deceive Jacob with 
the robe covered in goat’s blood. Previously, 
Jacob deceived his father by wearing Esau’s 
clothes and goatskins (27:15 – 16).
37:34 sackcloth. Attire appropriate to convey 
grief and personal loss. many days. Because 
of his special love for Joseph, Jacob mourns 
for a considerable period of time.
37:35 grave. Hebrew šĕʾōl (see note on Ps 6:5).
37:36 Potiphar, one of Phar aoh’s officials, 
the captain of the guard. Although the ex-
act nature of Potiphar’s post is uncertain, he 
was probably responsible for overseeing the 
detention of other important officials when 
Phar aoh imprisoned them (see 40:1 – 3). This 

21 When Reu ben  heard this, he  tried to res cue him from  their  hands. “Let’s not take his 
life,” he said. c 22 “Don’t shed any  blood.  Throw him into this cis tern here in the wil der ness, 
but  don’t lay a hand on him.” Reu ben said this to res cue him from them and take him 
back to his  fa ther.

23 So when Jo seph came to his broth ers, they  stripped him of his robe —  the or nate robe 
he was wear ing —   24 and they took him and  threw him into the cis tern. d The cis tern was 
empty;  there was no wa ter in it.

25 As they sat down to eat  their meal, they  looked up and saw a car a van of Ish ma el ites 
com ing from Gil ead.  Their cam els were loaded with spices, balm and  myrrh, e and they 
were on  their way to take them down to  Egypt. f

26 Ju dah said to his broth ers, “What will we gain if we kill our brother and cover up his 
 blood? g 27 Come,  let’s sell him to the Ish ma el ites and not lay our  hands on him; af ter all, 
he is our brother, h our own  flesh and  blood.” His broth ers  agreed.

28 So when the Mid i an ite i mer chants came by, his broth ers  pulled Jo seph up out of the 
cis tern and sold him for twenty shek els a of sil ver to the Ish ma el ites, who took him to  Egypt. j

29 When Reu ben re turned to the cis tern and saw that Jo seph was not  there, he tore his 
 clothes. k 30 He went back to his broth ers and said, “The boy  isn’t  there!  Where can I turn 
 now?” l

31 Then they got Jo seph’s robe, m slaugh tered a goat and  dipped the robe in the  blood. 
32 They took the or nate robe back to  their fa ther and said, “We  found this. Ex am ine it to 
see whether it is your  son’s  robe.”

33 He rec og nized it and said, “It is my  son’s robe! Some fe ro cious an i mal n has de voured 
him. Jo seph has surely been torn to  pieces.” o

34 Then Ja cob tore his  clothes, p put on sack cloth q and  mourned for his son many days. r 
35 All his sons and daugh ters came to com fort him, but he re fused to be com forted. “No,” he 
said, “I will con tin ue to mourn un til I join my son in the  grave. s” So his fa ther wept for  him.

36 Mean while, the Mid i an ites b sold Jo seph in  Egypt to Pot i phar, one of Phar aoh’s of fi-
cials, the cap tain of the  guard. t

a 28 That is, about 8 ounces or about 230 grams    b 36 Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac (see also 
verse 28); Masoretic Text Medanites    

Egyptian (at Beni Hasan) wall painting of western Semites such as Abraham and Joseph traveling 
to Egypt (nineteenth century BC). Note the ornate robes.

Beni-Hasan Necropolis. Tomb of Khnumhotep III. Detail: mural painting depicting an Asiatic caravan. Middle Kingdom/De 
Agostini Picture Library/G. Sioen/Bridgeman Images
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probably explains why Potiphar later impris-
ons Joseph alongside those whom the king of 
Egypt has detained in prison (39:20).

38:1 – 30 Judah and Tamar. Although ch. 38 
abruptly interrupts the story of Joseph in 
Egypt, it is an essential component within 
the overall story. It accounts for a remarkable 
transformation in the character of Judah, an-
ticipating the positive role that he plays when 
later he and his brothers journey to Egypt in 
search of food. Additionally, and of equal im-
portance, ch. 38 describes the continuation of 
Judah’s family line, concluding with the birth 
of twins, when remarkably the “firstborn” —  
marked by the scarlet thread —  is pushed 
aside by his sibling. Given the significance of 
similar events in Genesis involving “firstborn” 
sons, the birth of Perez is noteworthy, all the 
more so because he is the ancestor of the 
royal line of David (Ruth 4:18 – 22).
38:1 – 2 Judah’s relocation to Adullam paral-
lels Joseph’s departure to Egypt. Judah’s 
subsequent marriage to a Canaanite woman 
reinforces the impression that he cares little 
for his own family. The patriarchs discouraged 
marrying foreigners (24:3; 26:34 – 35; 28:1).

38:6 – 7 With minimal detail, the narrator 
presents Er as “wicked” (v. 7), and God pun-
ishes him by death. The twofold reference to 
him as “firstborn” is noteworthy in a book 
that is especially interested in tracing the as-
sumed rights of firstborns.
38:8 Since Tamar is a childless widow, Judah 
arranges for his second-born son, Onan, to 
marry her, an arrangement known as levirate 
marriage (see Deut 25:5 – 10; Ruth 1:11 – 13; 
Matt 22:24 – 25; Luke 20:28).
38:9 he spilled his semen on the ground. The 
narrator does not fully explain the reason for 
Onan’s action. Perhaps Onan despised his 
deceased brother and did not want Tamar’s 
child to have Er’s share of Judah’s inheri-
tance. Not only would this reduce Onan’s 
portion of his father’s possessions but, as 
firstborn heir, “Er’s son” would receive a 
double portion.
38:11 The deaths of Er and Onan make Ju-
dah highly protective of Shelah. Out of self-
interest, Judah sends Tamar back to her own 
family, giving little thought to her future 
well-being.
38:12 The death of Judah’s wife sets the stage 
for an unexpected development.

38:13 – 14 Observing that Judah has not kept 
his promise regarding Shelah (v. 11), Tamar 
takes unusual steps to become pregnant by 
Judah. By hiding her face with a veil, Tamar 
disguises herself as a “shrine prostitute” (v. 21; 
see note there). Given Judah’s inability to rec-
ognize Tamar, the name of the location where 
she waits for Judah is somewhat ironic: Enaim 
means “two springs” or “a pair of eyes.” Its 
precise location is unknown.
38:15 – 18 Taking Tamar to be a prostitute, 
Judah, now a widower, looks to gratify his 
sexual desires. This further evidences his 
self-centered approach to life. Tamar, know-
ing that Judah is untrustworthy, asks for a 
guarantee that he will pay her with a young 
goat from his flock.
38:18 seal and its cord. This may have been 
a necklace that consisted of a small cylinder 
seal that produced an impression unique to 
the owner.
38:20 his friend the Adullamite. Hirah (v. 12).
38:21 shrine prostitute. Occurs infrequently in 
the OT (Deut 23:17; Hos 4:14). Fertility rituals 
were an accepted part of Canaanite religious 
practices but played no part in orthodox Is-
raelite worship.

38:2 u 1Ch 2:3

38:3 v ver 6; Ge 46:12; 
Nu 26:19

38:7 w ver 10; 
Ge 46:12; 1Ch 2:3

38:8 x Dt 25:5-6; 
Mt 22:24-28

38:10 y Ge 46:12; 
Dt 25:7-10

38:11 z Ru 1:13

38:12 a ver 14; 
Jos 15:10,  57

38:14 b ver 11

38:16 c Lev 18:15; 
20:12

38:17 d Eze 16:33 
e ver 20

38:18 f ver 25

38:19 g ver 14

38:21 h Lev 19:29; 
Hos 4:14

Judah and Tamar

38 At that time, Ju dah left his broth ers and went down to stay with a man of Adul lam 
 named Hi rah. 2 There Ju dah met the daugh ter of a Ca naan ite man  named Shua. u 

He mar ried her and made love to her; 3 she be came preg nant and gave  birth to a son, 
who was  named Er. v 4 She con ceived  again and gave  birth to a son and  named him Onan. 
5 She gave  birth to  still an other son and  named him She lah. It was at Ke zib that she gave 
 birth to  him.

6 Ju dah got a wife for Er, his first born, and her name was Ta mar. 7 But Er, Ju dah’s first-
born, was wicked in the Lord’s  sight; so the Lord put him to  death. w

8 Then Ju dah said to Onan, “Sleep with your broth er’s wife and ful fill your duty to her 
as a brother-in-law to  raise up off spring for your brother.” x 9 But Onan knew that the  child 
 would not be his; so when ever he  slept with his broth er’s wife, he  spilled his se men on the 
 ground to keep from pro vid ing off spring for his brother. 10 What he did was wicked in the 
Lord’s  sight; so the Lord put him to  death  also. y

11 Ju dah then said to his daugh ter-in-law Ta mar, “Live as a widow in your fa ther’s house-
hold un til my son She lah  grows up.” z For he  thought, “He may die too, just like his broth-
ers.” So Ta mar went to live in her fa ther’s  house hold.

12 Af ter a long time Ju dah’s wife, the daugh ter of Shua, died. When Ju dah had re cov ered 
from his  grief, he went up to Tim nah, a to the men who were shear ing his  sheep, and his 
 friend Hi rah the Adul lam ite went with  him.

13 When Ta mar was told, “Your fa ther-in-law is on his way to Tim nah to  shear his  sheep,” 
14 she took off her wid ow’s  clothes, cov ered her self with a veil to dis guise her self, and then 
sat down at the en trance to Enaim,  which is on the road to Tim nah. For she saw that, 
 though She lah b had now  grown up, she had not been given to him as his  wife.

15 When Ju dah saw her, he  thought she was a pros ti tute, for she had cov ered her face. 
16 Not re al iz ing that she was his daugh ter-in-law, c he went over to her by the road side and 
said, “Come now, let me  sleep with  you.”

“And what will you give me to  sleep with you?” she  asked.
17 “I’ll send you a  young goat d from my  flock,” he  said.
“Will you give me some thing as a  pledge e un til you send it?” she  asked.
18 He said, “What  pledge  should I give  you?”
“Your seal f and its cord, and the  staff in your hand,” she an swered. So he gave them to 

her and  slept with her, and she be came preg nant by him. 19 Af ter she left, she took off her 
veil and put on her wid ow’s  clothes g  again.

20 Mean while Ju dah sent the  young goat by his  friend the Adul lam ite in or der to get his 
 pledge back from the woman, but he did not find her. 21 He  asked the men who  lived  there, 
“Where is the  shrine pros ti tute h who was be side the road at  Enaim?”

“There  hasn’t been any  shrine pros ti tute here,” they  said.
22 So he went back to Ju dah and said, “I  didn’t find her. Be sides, the men who  lived  there 

said, ‘There  hasn’t been any  shrine pros ti tute  here.’ ”
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38:24 have her burned to death! Judah’s 
condemnation of Tamar is exceptionally 
hypocritical and shows little compassion for 
his daughter-in-law.
38:25 – 26 Judah acknowledges his own guilt 
in keeping Shelah from marrying Tamar. Not 
only does this justify Tamar’s unconventional 
conduct, but it marks a turning point in Ju-
dah’s life. From this point onward in the nar-
rative, his behavior is very different. Without 
knowledge of this event, it would be difficult 
to explain why Judah, having sold Joseph into 
slavery in Egypt, is later prepared to sacrifice 
his own freedom in order to take the place of 
Benjamin as a slave.
38:27 – 30 To identify the firstborn son, the 
midwife ties a scarlet thread on the wrist of 
Zerah (see NIV text note on v. 30). Yet before 
Zerah is born, Perez breaks out in front of him 
(see NIV text note on v. 29). Genesis has re-
corded a series of incidents in which younger 
brothers usurp firstborn sons. Centuries later, 
in the time of Samuel, the lineage of Perez 
will replace the firstborn lineage of Joseph/
Ephraim, leading to the creation of the Da-

vidic dynasty (see Ps 78:67 – 72). The events of 
ch. 38 take on great significance when viewed 
in the light of God’s plan to redeem human-
ity through an offspring descended from Eve 
through the line of Abraham, Isaac, and Ja-
cob. Ultimately, this is fulfilled in  Jesus Christ 
(Matt 1:1 – 16).

39:1 – 23 Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife. God is 
with Joseph, in spite of his enslavement in 
Egypt. Joseph’s loyalty to God, reflected in 
his personal integrity, results in blessing for 
Potiphar. This continues a pattern of God’s 
mediating his blessing to others through the 
line of patriarchs, beginning with Abraham. 
However, Joseph’s integrity results in Poti-
phar’s wife falsely accusing him. Joseph is 
once more the victim of injustice.
39:1 By echoing 37:36, this verse resumes the 
story of the Midianites selling Joseph into 
slavery in Egypt. one of Phar aoh’s officials, 
the captain of the guard. See note on 37:36.
39:2 – 5 The frequent references to the “Lord” 
underscore that Joseph’s success comes from 
God. The “Lord” prospers both Joseph and 

those whom he serves. In light of God’s ear-
lier promises to bless others (12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 
26:4), this presents Joseph as the “firstborn” 
heir to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
39:6 – 10 Potiphar’s wife is attracted to Joseph 
because he is handsome and successfully 
manages her husband’s household. How-
ever, Joseph’s loyalty to his master, Potiphar, 
prevents him from yielding to the sexual 
advances of Potiphar’s wife. His faith in God 
clearly influences his moral stance; to com-
mit adultery would involve sinning “against 
God” (v. 9). Joseph does not exploit the trust 
Potiphar placed in him, nor does he succumb 
to the temptation of sexual gratification. He 
recognizes that all wrongdoing offends God 
(Ps 51:4).
39:11 – 18 This is the second time (see 
37:31 – 33) in this short story of Joseph’s life 
that someone uses one of Joseph’s cloaks to 
deceive others. Potiphar’s wife exploits the 
situation to the maximum. She emphasizes 
Joseph’s foreign status by describing him as 
a “Hebrew” (vv. 14,17; see note on 14:13). She 
presents Joseph’s assault on her as an assault 

38:24 i Lev 21:9; 
Dt 22:21,  22

38:25 j ver 18

38:26 k 1Sa 24:17 
l ver 11

38:27 m Ge 25:24

38:29 n Ge 46:12; 
Nu 26:20,  21; Ru 4:12,  

18; 1Ch 2:4; Mt 1:3

38:30 o 1Ch 2:4

39:1 p Ge 37:36 
q Ge 37:25; Ps 105:17

39:2 r Ge 21:20,  22; 
Ac 7:9

39:3 s Ge 21:22; 26:28 
t Ps 1:3

39:4 u ver 8,  22; 
Ge 24:2

39:5 v Ge 26:24; 30:27

39:6 w 1Sa 16:12

39:7 x 2Sa 13:11; 
Pr 7:15-18

39:8 y Pr 6:23-24

39:9 z Ge 41:33,  40 
a Ge 20:6; 42:18; 

2Sa 12:13

39:12 b Pr 7:13

23 Then Ju dah said, “Let her keep what she has, or we will be come a laugh ing stock. Af ter 
all, I did send her this  young goat, but you  didn’t find  her.”

24 About  three  months later Ju dah was told, “Your daugh ter-in-law Ta mar is  guilty of 
pros ti tu tion, and as a re sult she is now  preg nant.”

Ju dah said, “Bring her out and have her  burned to  death!” i

25 As she was be ing  brought out, she sent a mes sage to her fa ther-in-law. “I am preg nant 
by the man who owns  these,” she said. And she added, “See if you rec og nize  whose seal 
and cord and  staff  these  are.” j

26 Ju dah rec og nized them and said, “She is more righ teous than I, k  since I  wouldn’t give 
her to my son She lah. l” And he did not  sleep with her  again.

27 When the time came for her to give  birth,  there were twin boys in her womb. m 28 As 
she was giv ing  birth, one of them put out his hand; so the mid wife took a scar let  thread 
and tied it on his  wrist and said, “This one came out  first.” 29 But when he drew back his 
hand, his brother came out, and she said, “So this is how you have bro ken out!” And he 
was  named Pe rez. a n 30 Then his brother, who had the scar let  thread on his  wrist, came out. 
And he was named  Ze rah. b o

Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife

39 Now Jo seph had been taken down to  Egypt. Pot i phar, an Egyp tian who was one of 
Phar aoh’s of fi cials, the cap tain of the  guard, p  bought him from the Ish ma el ites who 

had taken him  there. q

2 The Lord was with Jo seph r so that he pros pered, and he  lived in the  house of his Egyp-
tian mas ter. 3 When his mas ter saw that the Lord was with him s and that the Lord gave 
him suc cess in ev ery thing he did, t 4 Jo seph  found fa vor in his eyes and be came his at ten-
dant. Pot i phar put him in  charge of his house hold, and he en trusted to his care ev ery thing 
he  owned. u 5 From the time he put him in  charge of his house hold and of all that he  owned, 
the Lord  blessed the house hold of the Egyp tian be cause of Jo seph. v The bless ing of the 
Lord was on ev ery thing Pot i phar had, both in the  house and in the  field. 6 So Pot i phar left 
ev ery thing he had in Jo seph’s care; with Jo seph in  charge, he did not con cern him self with 
any thing ex cept the food he  ate.

Now Jo seph was well- built and hand some, w 7 and af ter a  while his mas ter’s wife took 
no tice of Jo seph and said, “Come to bed with me!” x

8 But he re fused. y “With me in  charge,” he told her, “my mas ter does not con cern him-
self with any thing in the  house; ev ery thing he owns he has en trusted to my care. 9 No one 
is greater in this  house than I am. z My mas ter has with held noth ing from me ex cept you, 
be cause you are his wife. How then  could I do such a wicked  thing and sin  against God?” a 
10 And  though she  spoke to Jo seph day af ter day, he re fused to go to bed with her or even 
be with  her.

11 One day he went into the  house to at tend to his du ties, and none of the house hold 
ser vants was in side. 12 She  caught him by his  cloak b and said, “Come to bed with me!” But 
he left his  cloak in her hand and ran out of the  house.
a 29 Perez means breaking out.    b 30 Zerah can mean scarlet or brightness.    
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on the entire household, persuading her ser-
vants to support her cause. The vehemence 
with which Potiphar’s wife condemns Joseph 
is a chilling reminder of how vengeful human 
nature can be.
39:17 you brought. Subtly she places part of 
the blame on her husband because he was 
responsible for bringing Joseph into their 
household (see also “your slave” in v. 19). 
make sport of. The Hebrew word elsewhere 
describes Ishmael “mocking” his younger 
brother Isaac (21:9) and Isaac “caressing” his 
wife Rebekah (26:8).
39:19 – 20 Accepting his wife’s accusation, 
Potiphar puts Joseph in prison. As captain 
of the guard (v. 1), Potiphar is well-placed to 
ensure Joseph’s swift imprisonment (see note 
on 37:36).
39:20 where the king’s prisoners were con-
fined. This anticipates later developments in 
the story.
39:21 – 23 As in Potiphar’s house, the Lord is 
with Joseph (vv. 2 – 5), so the warden entrusts 
Joseph with responsibility for all that hap-
pens within the prison.

40:1 – 23 The Cupbearer and the Baker. 
Through being imprisoned, Joseph comes 
into contact with two former members of the 
Egyptian royal household. As both officials 
await their fate in prison, Joseph’s ability to 
interpret their dreams paves the way for later 
developments in his life.
40:1 cupbearer . . . baker. Important posi-
tions within the royal household. Both men 
had regular access to the king. Their duties 
were not those of lowly domestic servants. 
offended their master, the king of Egypt. The 
reason they now find themselves imprisoned 
alongside Joseph. All three men share the 
same experience, although the outcome for 
one of them will be very different.
40:2 officials. The same Hebrew term de-
notes Potiphar (37:36; 39:1), who was a man 
of some wealth, having both slaves and fields.
40:3 captain of the guard. Potiphar held this 
position (37:36; 39:1), and he may have as-
signed Joseph to attend both officials.
40:5 Like Joseph as a teenager (37:5 – 11), the 
two men have intriguing dreams. However, 

because they are imprisoned, they cannot 
ask priests and wise men to interpret their 
dreams (cf. 41:8).
40:8 interpretations belong to God. This may 
not have surprised the two men since Egyp-
tians consulted their temple priests for in-
terpretations (see note on 41:8). However, by 
offering to explain their dreams, Joseph indi-
cates that he has a special God-given ability.
40:9 – 11 The cupbearer’s dream reflects 
something of what his normal duties en-
tailed.
40:13 will lift up your head. This same motif 
comes later in v. 19, where it applies to the 
baker. However, although Phar aoh will lift up 
the heads of both men (v. 20), the results are 
very different.
40:14 remember me. In spite of Joseph’s re-
quest, the cupbearer quickly forgets about 
him (v. 23).
40:15 dungeon. The Hebrew term is trans-
lated “cistern” in 37:24. In both Canaan and 
Egypt, Joseph finds himself unjustly impris-
oned. While he declares his innocence, the 
cupbearer quickly forgets his plea.

39:14 c Dt 22:24,  27

39:17 d Ex 23:1,  7; 
Ps 101:5

39:19 e Pr 6:34

39:20 f Ge 40:3; 
Ps 105:18

39:21 g Ex 3:21

39:22 h ver 4

39:23 i ver 3

40:1 j Ne 1:11

40:2 k Pr 16:14,  15

40:3 l Ge 39:20

40:4 m Ge 39:4

40:5 n Ge 41:11

40:7 o Ne 2:2

40:8 p Ge 41:8,  15 
q Ge 41:16;  
Da 2:22,  28,  47

40:12 r Ge 41:12,  15,  25; 
Da 2:36; 4:19

40:14 s Lk 23:42 
t Jos 2:12; 1Sa 20:14,  42; 
1Ki 2:7

40:15 u Ge 37:26-28

13 When she saw that he had left his  cloak in her hand and had run out of the  house, 
14 she  called her house hold ser vants. “Look,” she said to them, “this He brew has been 
 brought to us to make  sport of us! He came in here to  sleep with me, but I  screamed. c 
15 When he  heard me  scream for help, he left his  cloak be side me and ran out of the 
 house.”

16 She kept his  cloak be side her un til his mas ter came home. 17 Then she told him this 
story: d “That He brew  slave you  brought us came to me to make  sport of me. 18 But as soon 
as I  screamed for help, he left his  cloak be side me and ran out of the  house.”

19 When his mas ter  heard the story his wife told him, say ing, “This is how your  slave 
treated me,” he  burned with an ger. e 20 Jo seph’s mas ter took him and put him in prison, f 
the  place  where the  king’s pris on ers were  con fined.

But  while Jo seph was  there in the prison, 21 the Lord was with him; he  showed him 
kind ness and granted him fa vor in the eyes of the prison war den. g 22 So the war den put 
Jo seph in  charge of all  those held in the prison, and he was made re spon si ble for all that 
was done  there. h 23 The war den paid no at ten tion to any thing un der Jo seph’s care, be cause 
the Lord was with Jo seph and gave him suc cess in what ever he  did. i

The Cupbearer and the Baker

40 Some time later, the cup bearer j and the baker of the king of  Egypt of fended  their 
mas ter, the king of  Egypt. 2 Phar aoh was an gry k with his two of fi cials, the  chief 

cup bearer and the  chief baker, 3 and put them in cus tody in the  house of the cap tain of the 
 guard, l in the same prison  where Jo seph was con fined. 4 The cap tain of the  guard as signed 
them to Jo seph, m and he at tended  them.

Af ter they had been in cus tody for some time, 5 each of the two men —  the cup bearer 
and the baker of the king of  Egypt, who were be ing held in prison —  had a  dream the same 
 night, and each  dream had a mean ing of its  own. n

6 When Jo seph came to them the next morn ing, he saw that they were de jected. 7 So he 
 asked Phar aoh’s of fi cials who were in cus tody with him in his mas ter’s  house, “Why do 
you look so sad  to day?” o

8 “We both had  dreams,” they an swered, “but  there is no one to in ter pret  them.” p

Then Jo seph said to them, “Do not in ter pre ta tions be long to God? q Tell me your 
 dreams.”

9 So the  chief cup bearer told Jo seph his  dream. He said to him, “In my  dream I saw a 
vine in  front of me, 10 and on the vine were  three branches. As soon as it bud ded, it blos-
somed, and its clus ters rip ened into  grapes. 11 Phar aoh’s cup was in my hand, and I took the 
 grapes,  squeezed them into Phar aoh’s cup and put the cup in his  hand.”

12 “This is what it  means, r” Jo seph said to him. “The  three branches are  three days. 
13 Within  three days Phar aoh will lift up your head and re store you to your po si tion, and 
you will put Phar aoh’s cup in his hand, just as you used to do when you were his cup bearer. 
14 But when all goes well with you, re mem ber me s and show me kind ness; t men tion me 
to Phar aoh and get me out of this prison. 15 I was forc ibly car ried off from the land of the 
He brews, u and even here I have done noth ing to de serve be ing put in a  dun geon.”
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40:16 – 17 The chief baker recounts his dream, 
hopeful of a positive interpretation.
40:19 will lift off your head. Whereas Phar aoh’s 
lifting up the cupbearer’s head reinstates him, 
the same idiom describes an ominous out-
come for the chief baker. The idiom may not 
necessarily describe his decapitation, but 
Phar aoh impales the baker’s body outdoors, 
permitting birds of carrion to gorge on it.
40:20 – 22 Joseph’s interpretations of their 
dreams come to fruition.
40:20 Phar aoh’s birthday. The anniversary of 
either his birth or his ascension to the throne 
of Egypt. lifted up. The heads of both men are 
raised (see note on v. 13) with very different 
consequences for them (see note on v. 19).
40:23 he forgot him. Joseph had asked the 
chief cupbearer to mention him to Phar aoh 
(v. 14).

41:1 – 40 Phar aoh’s Dreams. After two years, 
the cupbearer recalls Joseph’s ability to inter-

pret dreams and tells Phar aoh about Joseph. 
When Joseph subsequently explains Phar-
aoh’s dreams, Phar aoh dramatically exalts 
him from a prisoner to second-in-command 
to Phar aoh himself. This unexpected trans-
formation prepares for later developments 
in the story involving Joseph’s brothers. 
Joseph consistently credits God as both the 
source and interpreter of Phar aoh’s dreams 
(vv. 16,25,28,32), and Phar aoh perceives that 
Joseph is unique (v. 38).
41:1 – 7 Phar aoh’s dreams are the last of three 
pairs that the Joseph story records. Both of 
Phar aoh’s dreams share common elements: 
seven fat heads of grain and seven thin ones 
parallel seven fat cows and seven thin ones; 
the seven thin items consume the seven fat 
ones.
41:1 two full years had passed. This is the 
time gap between the cupbearer’s release 
and Phar aoh’s dreams. Joseph has remained 
in prison during this period.

41:8 The repetition of the common pattern 
in his dreams fills Phar aoh with unease; he 
realizes that these are no ordinary dreams, 
so he seeks an interpretation. magicians. 
Priests linked to Egyptians temples. Among 
their various duties, Egyptian priests inter-
preted omens and signs. Phar aoh may have 
expected these sorcerer-priests, along with 
the wise men, to explain his dreams.
41:12 Hebrew. See note on 14:13. Joseph’s eth-
nic origin distinguished him from others (see 
note on 39:11 – 18).
41:14 dungeon. May refer to a “pit” (see note 
on 40:15). shaved. Egyptians tended to be 
smooth-shaven in contrast to some other 
ethnic groups (cf. 2 Sam 10:4).
41:16 Joseph emphatically identifies God as 
the one who interprets dreams. He down-
plays his own ability in order to give God his 
rightful place.

40:18 v ver 12

40:19 w ver 13

40:20 x Mt 14:6-10 
y Mk 6:21

40:21 z ver 13

40:22 a ver 19 
b Ps 105:19

40:23 c Job 19:14; 
Ecc 9:15

41:1 d Ge 20:3

41:2 e ver 26 f Isa 19:6

41:8 g Da 2:1,  3; 4:5,  19 
h Ex 7:11,  22; Da 1:20; 

2:2,  27; 4:7

41:10 i Ge 40:2 
j Ge 39:20

41:11 k Ge 40:5

41:12 l Ge 40:12

41:13 m Ge 40:22

41:14 n Ps 105:20; 
Da 2:25

41:15 o Da 5:16

41:16 p Ge 40:8; 
Da 2:30; Ac 3:12; 

2Co 3:5

16 When the  chief baker saw that Jo seph had given a fa vor able in ter pre ta tion, he said 
to Jo seph, “I too had a  dream: On my head were  three bas kets of  bread. a 17 In the top bas-
ket were all  kinds of  baked  goods for Phar aoh, but the  birds were eat ing them out of the 
bas ket on my  head.”

18 “This is what it  means,” Jo seph said. “The  three bas kets are  three days. v 19 Within  three 
days Phar aoh will lift off your head w and im pale your body on a pole. And the  birds will 
eat away your  flesh.”

20 Now the  third day was Phar aoh’s birth day, x and he gave a  feast for all his of fi cials. y 
He lifted up the  heads of the  chief cup bearer and the  chief baker in the pres ence of his 
of fi cials: 21 He re stored the  chief cup bearer to his po si tion, so that he once  again put the 
cup into Phar aoh’s hand z —   22 but he im paled the  chief baker, a just as Jo seph had said to 
them in his  in ter pre ta tion. b

23 The  chief cup bearer, how ever, did not re mem ber Jo seph; he for got  him. c

Pharaoh’s Dreams

41 When two full  years had  passed, Phar aoh had a  dream: d He was stand ing by the Nile, 
2 when out of the river  there came up seven cows,  sleek and fat, e and they  grazed 

 among the  reeds. f 3 Af ter them, seven other cows, ugly and  gaunt, came up out of the Nile 
and  stood be side  those on the riv er bank. 4 And the cows that were ugly and  gaunt ate up 
the seven  sleek, fat cows. Then Phar aoh woke up.

5 He fell  asleep  again and had a sec ond  dream: Seven  heads of  grain,  healthy and good, 
were grow ing on a sin gle  stalk. 6 Af ter them, seven other  heads of  grain sprouted —  thin 
and  scorched by the east wind. 7 The thin  heads of  grain swal lowed up the seven  healthy, 
full  heads. Then Phar aoh woke up; it had been a  dream.

8 In the morn ing his mind was trou bled, g so he sent for all the ma gi cians h and wise men 
of  Egypt. Phar aoh told them his  dreams, but no one  could in ter pret them for  him.

9 Then the  chief cup bearer said to Phar aoh, “To day I am re minded of my short com ings. 
10 Phar aoh was once an gry with his ser vants, i and he im pris oned me and the  chief baker 
in the  house of the cap tain of the  guard. j 11 Each of us had a  dream the same  night, and 
each  dream had a mean ing of its own. k 12 Now a  young He brew was  there with us, a ser-
vant of the cap tain of the  guard. We told him our  dreams, and he in ter preted them for us, 
giv ing each man the in ter pre ta tion of his  dream. l 13 And  things  turned out ex actly as he 
in ter preted them to us: I was re stored to my po si tion, and the other man was  im paled. m”

14 So Phar aoh sent for Jo seph, and he was quickly  brought from the dun geon. n When he 
had  shaved and  changed his  clothes, he came be fore  Phar aoh.

15 Phar aoh said to Jo seph, “I had a  dream, and no one can in ter pret it. But I have  heard 
it said of you that when you hear a  dream you can in ter pret it.” o

16 “I can not do it,” Jo seph re plied to Phar aoh, “but God will give Phar aoh the an swer he 
 de sires.” p

17 Then Phar aoh said to Jo seph, “In my  dream I was stand ing on the bank of the Nile, 
18 when out of the river  there came up seven cows, fat and  sleek, and they  grazed  among 
the  reeds. 19 Af ter them, seven other cows came up —  scrawny and very ugly and lean. I had 
never seen such ugly cows in all the land of  Egypt. 20 The lean, ugly cows ate up the seven 
a 16 Or three wicker baskets    
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41:24 magicians. See note on v. 8.
41:25 – 32 Joseph explains Phar aoh’s dreams, 
underlining that they reveal what God is 
“about to do” (v. 25).
41:33 – 36 Joseph goes beyond interpreting 
Phar aoh’s dreams to offering a plan of action 
for addressing the forthcoming situation.
41:34 a fifth of the harvest. This probably 
takes into account loss due to their storing 
harvested grain “in reserve for the country” 
(v. 36) over a longer period of time.
41:38 Joseph deeply impresses Phar aoh. 
in whom is the spirit of God. See NIV text 
note. This does not necessarily refer to the 
Holy Spirit, although God’s Spirit may well 

have enabled Joseph to interpret dreams. 
Phar aoh’s remark may be of a more general 
nature, recognizing Joseph’s God-orientated 
nature. Readers of Genesis, however, may 
have interpreted Phar aoh’s remark as con-
sistent with how God empowered particular 
individuals by his Spirit to undertake special 
duties on his behalf, especially those in po-
sitions of leadership (Judg 3:10; 6:34; 1 Sam 
16:13).
41:41 – 57 Joseph in Charge of Egypt. This short 
passage covers seven years, from Joseph’s 
appointment as Phar aoh’s deputy to the start 
of the famine in Egypt.
41:42 – 43 Phar aoh dresses and honors Joseph 

as befits Joseph’s new status as Phar aoh’s 
“second-in-command” (v. 43).
41:45 Zaphenath-Paneah. The process of in-
tegrating Joseph, a Hebrew, into the main-
stream of Egyptian life involves renaming 
him. His marriage to the daughter of a promi-
nent priest would also have assisted Joseph’s 
integration. The text does not indicate, how-
ever, that Joseph’s marriage involved any re-
ligious compromise on his part. Toward the 
end of his life, he clearly identifies with the 
spiritual aspirations of Abraham and his de-
scendants (50:24 – 25).
41:46 thirty years old. Joseph has been in 
Egypt for 12 or 13 years (see 37:2).

41:24 q ver 8

41:25 r Da 2:45

41:26 s ver 2

41:27 t Ge 12:10; 
2Ki 8:1

41:29 u ver 47

41:30 v ver 54; 
Ge 47:13 w ver 56

41:32 x Nu 23:19; 
Isa 46:10-11

41:33 y ver 39

41:34 z 1Sa 8:15 
a ver 48

41:35 b ver 48

41:36 c ver 56

41:37 d Ge 45:16

41:38 e Nu 27:18; 
Job 32:8; Da 4:8-9,  18; 
5:11,  14

41:40 f Ps 105:21-22; 
Ac 7:10

41:41 g Ge 42:6; Da 6:3

41:42 h Est 3:10 
i Da 5:7,  16,  29

41:43 j Est 6:9

41:44 k Ps 105:22

41:45 l ver 50; 
Ge 46:20,  27

41:46 m Ge 37:2 
n 1Sa 16:21; Da 1:19

fat cows that came up  first. 21 But even af ter they ate them, no one  could tell that they had 
done so; they  looked just as ugly as be fore. Then I woke up.

22 “In my  dream I saw seven  heads of  grain, full and good, grow ing on a sin gle  stalk. 
23 Af ter them, seven other  heads sprouted —  with ered and thin and  scorched by the east 
wind. 24 The thin  heads of  grain swal lowed up the seven good  heads. I told this to the ma-
gi cians, but none of them  could ex plain it to me. q”

25 Then Jo seph said to Phar aoh, “The  dreams of Phar aoh are one and the same. God has 
re vealed to Phar aoh what he is  about to do. r 26 The seven good cows s are seven  years, and 
the seven good  heads of  grain are seven  years; it is one and the same  dream. 27 The seven 
lean, ugly cows that came up af ter ward are seven  years, and so are the seven worth less 
 heads of  grain  scorched by the east wind: They are seven  years of  fam ine. t

28 “It is just as I said to Phar aoh: God has  shown Phar aoh what he is  about to do. 29 Sev-
en  years of  great abun dance u are com ing through out the land of  Egypt, 30 but seven  years 
of fam ine v will fol low them. Then all the abun dance in  Egypt will be for got ten, and the 
fam ine will rav age the land. w 31 The abun dance in the land will not be re mem bered, be-
cause the fam ine that fol lows it will be so se vere. 32 The rea son the  dream was given to 
Phar aoh in two  forms is that the mat ter has been firmly de cided x by God, and God will 
do it  soon.

33 “And now let Phar aoh look for a dis cern ing and wise man y and put him in  charge of 
the land of  Egypt. 34 Let Phar aoh ap point com mis sion ers over the land to take a  fifth z of 
the har vest of  Egypt dur ing the seven  years of abun dance. a 35 They  should col lect all the 
food of  these good  years that are com ing and  store up the  grain un der the au thor ity of 
Phar aoh, to be kept in the cit ies for food. b 36 This food  should be held in re serve for the 
coun try, to be used dur ing the seven  years of fam ine that will come upon  Egypt, c so that 
the coun try may not be ru ined by the  fam ine.”

37 The plan  seemed good to Phar aoh and to all his of fi cials. d 38 So Phar aoh  asked them, 
“Can we find any one like this man, one in whom is the spirit of  God a ?” e

39 Then Phar aoh said to Jo seph, “Since God has made all this  known to you,  there is no 
one so dis cern ing and wise as you. 40 You  shall be in  charge of my pal ace, and all my peo ple 
are to sub mit to your or ders. f Only with re spect to the  throne will I be greater than  you.”

Joseph in Charge of Egypt
41 So Phar aoh said to Jo seph, “I hereby put you in  charge of the  whole land of  Egypt.” g 

42 Then Phar aoh took his sig net ring h from his fin ger and put it on Jo seph’s fin ger. He 
 dressed him in  robes of fine linen and put a gold  chain  around his neck. i 43 He had him ride 
in a char iot as his sec ond-in-com mand, b and peo ple shouted be fore him, “Make way c !” j 
Thus he put him in  charge of the  whole land of  Egypt.

44 Then Phar aoh said to Jo seph, “I am Phar aoh, but with out your word no one will 
lift hand or foot in all  Egypt.” k 45 Phar aoh gave Jo seph the name Zaph e nath-Pa neah and 
gave him As e nath daugh ter of Po tiph era,  priest of On, d to be his wife. l And Jo seph went 
through out the land of  Egypt.

46 Jo seph was thirty  years old m when he en tered the ser vice n of Phar aoh king of  Egypt. 
And Jo seph went out from Phar aoh’s pres ence and trav eled through out  Egypt. 47 Dur ing 
the seven  years of abun dance the land pro duced plen ti fully. 48 Jo seph col lected all the food 
pro duced in  those seven  years of abun dance in  Egypt and  stored it in the cit ies. In each city 
he put the food  grown in the  fields sur round ing it. 49 Jo seph  stored up huge quan ti ties of 
 grain, like the sand of the sea; it was so much that he  stopped keep ing rec ords be cause it 
was be yond  mea sure.
a 38 Or of the gods    b 43 Or in the chariot of his second-in-command ; or in his second chariot    c 43 Or Bow down    
d 45 That is, Heliopolis; also in verse 50    
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41:50 – 52 The birth of Joseph’s sons coincides 
with the fruitful years.
41:51 Manasseh. Conveys the idea of “forget” 
(see NIV text note). Joseph wants to forget 
past events involving his affliction and the 
betrayal of his own brothers.
41:52 Ephraim. Means “twice fruitful” (see 
NIV text note); Joseph sees the birth of two 
sons as a sign of fruitfulness, an important 
motif in Genesis (e.g., 1:28; 17:6; 28:3; 35:11; 
47:27).
41:53 – 57 Repeated references to Joseph un-
derscore his role in providing food as famine 
grips Egypt and surrounding countries.

42:1 – 38 Joseph’s Brothers Go to Egypt. The 
impact of the famine causes Jacob to send his 
sons to Egypt. Having sold Joseph into slav-
ery 20 years previously, the brothers have no 
reason to imagine that Joseph now oversees 

the government of Egypt. By accusing his 
brothers of spying, Joseph sets up a series of 
events that eventually result in dramatically 
reuniting Jacob’s family, but not before Jo-
seph discovers how much the guilt troubles 
his brothers.
42:1 – 5 The famine is widespread, causing 
food shortages in Canaan.
42:6 they bowed down to him. This recalls 
the dreams Joseph had 20 years previously 
as a teenager (37:5 – 11). His brothers unknow-
ingly fulfill those dreams.
42:7 – 12 Joseph disguises his true identity 
from his brothers by using an interpreter 
(v. 23). Over 20 years have passed since the 
brothers were last together; at that time 
Joseph was only 17 years old. Now almost 
40 years old, Joseph is dressed as a wealthy 
Egyptian administrator. Not surprisingly, his 
brothers do not recognize him. In order to dis-

cern something of their character, he charges 
them with being spies sent to determine the 
strength of Egyptian defenses.
42:13 one is no more. The brothers’ short re-
sponse ends ironically by alluding to Joseph.
42:17 custody for three days. Joseph places 
them under arrest. Maintaining his accusation 
that they are spies, Joseph demands that his 
brothers prove their honesty.
42:18 – 20 When Joseph addresses his broth-
ers after three days, he reverses his prior deci-
sion to retain all the brothers in Egypt, apart 
from one. Joseph keeps one of them hostage, 
and he permits the other brothers to go to 
Canaan to bring Benjamin back to prove their 
honesty. By allowing most of the brothers to 
return to Canaan, they will be able to take 
grain back for their starving households. 
Joseph justifies this change of heart on the 
basis that he fears God (v. 18).

41:50 o Ge 46:20; 48:5

41:51 p Ge 48:14,  18,  20

41:52 q Ge 48:1,  5; 
50:23 r Ge 17:6;  

28:3; 49:22

41:54 s ver 30; 
Ps 105:11; Ac 7:11

41:55 t Dt 32:24 
u ver 41

41:56 v Ge 12:10

41:57 w Ge 42:5; 47:15

42:1 x Ac 7:12

42:2 y Ge 43:8

42:4 z ver 38

42:5 a Ge 41:57 
b Ge 12:10; Ac 7:11

42:6 c Ge 41:41 
d Ge 37:7-10

42:7 e ver 30

42:8 f Ge 37:2

42:9 g Ge 37:7

42:13 h Ge 37:30,  33; 
44:20

42:15 i 1Sa 17:55

42:16 j ver 11

42:17 k Ge 40:4

42:18 l Ge 20:11; 
Lev 25:43

50 Be fore the  years of fam ine came, two sons were born to Jo seph by As e nath daugh ter 
of Po tiph era,  priest of On. o 51 Jo seph  named his first born p Ma nas seh a and said, “It is be-
cause God has made me for get all my trou ble and all my fa ther’s house hold.” 52 The sec ond 
son he  named Ephraim b q and said, “It is be cause God has made me fruit ful r in the land 
of my  suf fer ing.”

53 The seven  years of abun dance in  Egypt came to an end, 54 and the seven  years of 
fam ine be gan, s just as Jo seph had said.  There was fam ine in all the other  lands, but in 
the  whole land of  Egypt  there was food. 55 When all  Egypt be gan to feel the fam ine, t the 
peo ple  cried to Phar aoh for food. Then Phar aoh told all the Egyp tians, “Go to Jo seph and 
do what he  tells  you.” u

56 When the fam ine had  spread over the  whole coun try, Jo seph  opened all the store-
houses and sold  grain to the Egyp tians, for the fam ine v was se vere through out  Egypt. 
57 And all the  world came to  Egypt to buy  grain from Jo seph, w be cause the fam ine was 
se vere  ev ery where.

Joseph’s Brothers Go to Egypt

42 When Ja cob  learned that  there was  grain in  Egypt, x he said to his sons, “Why do you 
just keep look ing at each other?” 2 He con tin ued, “I have  heard that  there is  grain in 

 Egypt. Go down  there and buy some for us, so that we may live and not  die.” y

3 Then ten of Jo seph’s broth ers went down to buy  grain from  Egypt. 4 But Ja cob did not 
send Ben ja min, Jo seph’s brother, with the oth ers, be cause he was  afraid that harm  might 
come to him. z 5 So Is ra el’s sons were  among  those who went to buy  grain, a for there was 
fam ine in the land of Ca naan  also. b

6 Now Jo seph was the gov er nor of the land, c the per son who sold  grain to all its peo-
ple. So when Jo seph’s broth ers ar rived, they  bowed down to him with  their faces to the 
 ground. d 7 As soon as Jo seph saw his broth ers, he rec og nized them, but he pre tended to be 
a stranger and  spoke harshly to them. e “Where do you come from?” he  asked.

“From the land of Ca naan,” they re plied, “to buy  food.”
8 Al though Jo seph rec og nized his broth ers, they did not rec og nize him. f 9 Then he re-

mem bered his  dreams g  about them and said to them, “You are  spies! You have come to 
see  where our land is  un pro tected.”

10 “No, my lord,” they an swered. “Your ser vants have come to buy food. 11 We are all the 
sons of one man. Your ser vants are hon est men, not  spies.”

12 “No!” he said to them. “You have come to see  where our land is  un pro tected.”
13 But they re plied, “Your ser vants were  twelve broth ers, the sons of one man, who  lives 

in the land of Ca naan. The youn gest is now with our fa ther, and one is no  more.” h

14 Jo seph said to them, “It is just as I told you: You are  spies! 15 And this is how you will 
be tested: As surely as Phar aoh  lives, i you will not  leave this  place un less your youn gest 
brother  comes here. 16 Send one of your num ber to get your brother; the rest of you will be 
kept in prison, so that your  words may be tested to see if you are tell ing the  truth. j If you 
are not, then as surely as Phar aoh  lives, you are  spies!” 17 And he put them all in cus tody k 
for  three  days.

18 On the  third day, Jo seph said to them, “Do this and you will live, for I fear God: l 19 If 
you are hon est men, let one of your broth ers stay here in prison,  while the rest of you go 
a 51 Manasseh sounds like and may be derived from the Hebrew for forget.    b 52 Ephraim sounds like the Hebrew for 
twice fruitful.    

GENESIS 42:19 | 89

9780310450405_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_BTSB_FINAL.indd   89 2/8/18   12:59 PM



42:21 – 23 The brothers view their “misfor-
tune” as God’s punishment for treating Joseph 
callously. They are unaware that Joseph under-
stands what they are saying, and he is moved 
to tears but hides them from his brothers.
42:25 – 28 Unexpectedly discovering in a sack 
one of the payments they brought for the 
grain fills the men with apprehension. Trem-
bling, they attribute this to divine providence, 
sensing that this may bring them additional 
trouble. Even after 20 years, their treatment 
of Joseph troubles their consciences.
42:35 Discovering the money pouches dis-
mays Jacob and his sons. It appears that the 

brothers have not paid for the Egyptian grain.
42:36 – 37 The unfolding sequence of events 
appears ominous. Reuben’s willingness to put 
to death his own sons fails to reassure Jacob. 
Benjamin is unlikely to be safe in the care of 
someone who would even consider killing 
his own sons. Unjustly, the punishment for 
Reuben’s failure would fall more heavily on 
his sons than on Reuben himself.
42:38 Jacob emphatically rejects Reuben’s of-
fer. grave. See note on 37:35.

43:1 – 34 The Second Journey to Egypt. The 
pressing threat of starvation causes Jacob’s 

sons to return to Egypt to buy more grain. 
Joseph unexpectedly invites them to eat at 
his house, causing the brothers to suspect 
that some terrible fate awaits them.
43:3 – 10 Unlike Reuben, who failed to per-
suade his father (42:37 – 38), Judah success-
fully convinces Jacob to entrust Benjamin 
into his care. In his speech, Judah emphasizes 
that he personally will bear the blame should 
anything happen to Benjamin. Judah displays 
qualities of leadership that are later reflected 
in his descendants, which include the royal 
lineage of David. See note on 49:8 – 12.

42:20 m ver 15,  34; 
Ge 43:5; 44:23

42:21 n Ge 37:26-28 
o Hos 5:15

42:22 p Ge 37:21-22 
q Ge 9:5 r 1Ki 2:32; 
2Ch 24:22; Ps 9:12

42:24 s ver 13; 
Ge 43:14,  23; 45:14-15

42:25 t Ge 43:2 
u Ge 44:1,  8 v Ro 12:17,  
20-21

42:27 w Ge 43:21-22

42:28 x Ge 43:23

42:30 y ver 7

42:31 z ver 11

42:33 a ver 19,  20

42:34 b Ge 34:10

42:35 c Ge 43:12,  15,  18

42:36 d Ge 43:14

42:38 e Ge 37:33 
f ver 4 g Ge 37:35 
h Ge 44:29,  34

43:1 i Ge 12:10; 
41:56-57

43:3 j Ge 42:15; 44:23

43:5 k Ge 42:15; 
2Sa 3:13

and take  grain back for your starv ing house holds. 20 But you must  bring your youn gest 
brother to me, m so that your  words may be ver i fied and that you may not die.” This they 
pro ceeded to do.

21 They said to one an other, “Surely we are be ing pun ished be cause of our brother. n We 
saw how dis tressed he was when he pleaded with us for his life, but we  would not lis ten; 
 that’s why this dis tress o has come on us.”

22 Reu ben re plied, “Didn’t I tell you not to sin  against the boy? p But you  wouldn’t lis ten! 
Now we must give an ac count ing q for his  blood.” r 23 They did not re al ize that Jo seph  could 
un der stand them,  since he was us ing an  in ter preter.

24 He  turned away from them and be gan to weep, but then came back and  spoke to them 
 again. He had Sim eon taken from them and  bound be fore  their  eyes. s

25 Jo seph gave or ders to fill  their bags with  grain, t to put each  man’s sil ver back in his 
sack, u and to give them pro vi sions for  their jour ney. v Af ter this was done for them, 26 they 
loaded  their  grain on  their don keys and  left.

27 At the  place  where they  stopped for the  night one of them  opened his sack to get feed 
for his don key, and he saw his sil ver in the  mouth of his sack. w 28 “My sil ver has been re-
turned,” he said to his broth ers. “Here it is in my  sack.”

Their  hearts sank and they  turned to each other trem bling and said, “What is this that 
God has done to us?” x

29 When they came to  their fa ther Ja cob in the land of Ca naan, they told him all that had 
hap pened to them. They said, 30 “The man who is lord over the land  spoke harshly to us y 
and treated us as  though we were spy ing on the land. 31 But we said to him, ‘We are hon est 
men; we are not  spies. z 32 We were  twelve broth ers, sons of one fa ther. One is no more, and 
the youn gest is now with our fa ther in  Ca naan.’

33 “Then the man who is lord over the land said to us, ‘This is how I will know whether 
you are hon est men:  Leave one of your broth ers here with me, and take food for your 
starv ing house holds and go. a 34 But  bring your youn gest brother to me so I will know that 
you are not  spies but hon est men. Then I will give your brother back to you, and you can 
 trade a in the  land. b’ ”

35 As they were emp ty ing  their  sacks,  there in each  man’s sack was his  pouch of sil ver! 
When they and  their fa ther saw the money pouches, they were fright ened. c 36 Their fa ther 
Ja cob said to them, “You have de prived me of my chil dren. Jo seph is no more and Sim eon 
is no more, and now you want to take Ben ja min. d Ev ery thing is  against me!”

37 Then Reu ben said to his fa ther, “You may put both of my sons to  death if I do not 
 bring him back to you. En trust him to my care, and I will  bring him  back.”

38 But Ja cob said, “My son will not go down  there with you; his brother is dead e and he 
is the only one left. If harm  comes to him f on the jour ney you are tak ing, you will  bring 
my gray head down to the  grave g in  sor row. h”

The Second Journey to Egypt

43 Now the fam ine was  still se vere in the land. i 2 So when they had eaten all the  grain 
they had  brought from  Egypt,  their fa ther said to them, “Go back and buy us a lit tle 

more  food.”
3 But Ju dah said to him, “The man  warned us sol emnly, ‘You will not see my face  again 

un less your brother is with you.’ j 4 If you will send our brother  along with us, we will go 
down and buy food for you. 5 But if you will not send him, we will not go down, be cause the 
man said to us, ‘You will not see my face  again un less your brother is with  you. k’ ”

6 Is rael  asked, “Why did you  bring this trou ble on me by tell ing the man you had an-
other  brother?”

a 34 Or move about freely    
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43:11 – 14 Without knowing Joseph’s true 
identity, Jacob sends gifts to honor him.
43:14 may God Almighty grant you mercy. 
Conscious of the potential danger awaiting 
his sons in Egypt, Jacob prays that God will be 
merciful to them. God subsequently answers 
his prayer when Joseph forgives his brothers.
43:15 – 18 The unanticipated invitation to Jo-
seph’s house alarms his brothers. Ironically, 
they fear that Joseph, the one they sold into 
slavery, will enslave them.

43:19 – 22 Describing how they discovered the 
silver in their sacks, the brothers are openly 
honest with Joseph’s steward.
43:23 The steward’s reply attributes the silver 
in the sacks to divine intervention, probably 
knowing that Joseph was responsible for this 
(42:25).
43:26 they bowed down. For a second time 
(see 42:6), Joseph’s brothers fulfill his dreams 
(37:5 – 11) by prostrating themselves before 
him.

43:30 Seeing Benjamin after 20 years apart, 
Joseph struggles to control his feelings.
43:32 – 34 For cultural reasons Egyptians and 
Hebrews did not eat together. However, Jo-
seph ensures that his younger brother Ben-
jamin is especially privileged. Joseph may 
have done this to see how his brothers would 
react toward Benjamin. Would they be jeal-
ous of Benjamin as they had been jealous of 
him when their father had favored him (37:4)?

7 They re plied, “The man ques tioned us closely  about our selves and our fam ily. ‘Is your 
fa ther  still liv ing?’ l he  asked us. ‘Do you have an other brother?’ m We sim ply an swered his 
ques tions. How were we to know he  would say, ‘Bring your brother down  here’?”

8 Then Ju dah said to Is rael his fa ther, “Send the boy  along with me and we will go at 
once, so that we and you and our chil dren may live and not die. n 9 I my self will guar an tee 
his safety; you can hold me per son ally re spon si ble for him. If I do not  bring him back to 
you and set him here be fore you, I will bear the  blame be fore you all my life. o 10 As it is, if 
we had not de layed, we  could have gone and re turned  twice.”

11 Then  their fa ther Is rael said to them, “If it must be, then do this: Put some of the best 
prod ucts of the land in your bags and take them down to the man as a gift p —  a lit tle balm q 
and a lit tle honey, some spices r and  myrrh, some pis ta chio nuts and al monds. 12 Take dou-
ble the  amount of sil ver with you, for you must re turn the sil ver that was put back into 
the  mouths of your  sacks. s Per haps it was a mis take. 13 Take your brother also and go back 
to the man at once. 14 And may God Al mighty a t  grant you mercy be fore the man so that he 
will let your other brother and Ben ja min come back with you. u As for me, if I am be reaved, 
I am  be reaved.” v

15 So the men took the  gifts and dou ble the  amount of sil ver, and Ben ja min also. They 
hur ried w down to  Egypt and pre sented them selves x to Jo seph. 16 When Jo seph saw Ben ja-
min with them, he said to the stew ard of his  house, y “Take  these men to my  house, slaugh-
ter an an i mal and pre pare a meal; z they are to eat with me at  noon.”

17 The man did as Jo seph told him and took the men to Jo seph’s  house. 18 Now the men 
were fright ened a when they were taken to his  house. They  thought, “We were  brought here 
be cause of the sil ver that was put back into our  sacks the  first time. He  wants to at tack us 
and over power us and  seize us as  slaves and take our  don keys.”

19 So they went up to Jo seph’s stew ard and  spoke to him at the en trance to the  house. 
20 “We beg your par don, our lord,” they said, “we came down here the  first time to buy 
food. b 21 But at the  place  where we  stopped for the  night we  opened our  sacks and each of 
us  found his sil ver —  the ex act  weight —  in the  mouth of his sack. So we have  brought it 
back with us. c 22 We have also  brought ad di tional sil ver with us to buy food. We  don’t know 
who put our sil ver in our  sacks.”

23 “It’s all  right,” he said. “Don’t be  afraid. Your God, the God of your fa ther, has given 
you trea sure in your  sacks; d I re ceived your sil ver.” Then he  brought Sim eon out to  them. e

24 The stew ard took the men into Jo seph’s  house, f gave them wa ter to wash  their feet g 
and pro vided fod der for  their don keys. 25 They pre pared  their  gifts for Jo seph’s ar rival at 
noon, be cause they had  heard that they were to eat  there.

26 When Jo seph came home, they pre sented to him the  gifts h they had  brought into the 
 house, and they  bowed down be fore him to the  ground. i 27 He  asked them how they were, 
and then he said, “How is your aged fa ther you told me  about? Is he  still  liv ing?” j

28 They re plied, “Your ser vant our fa ther is  still  alive and well.” And they  bowed down, 
pros trat ing them selves be fore  him. k

29 As he  looked  about and saw his brother Ben ja min, his own moth er’s son, he  asked, “Is 
this your youn gest brother, the one you told me  about?” l And he said, “God be gra cious to 
you, m my son.” 30 Deeply  moved n at the  sight of his brother, Jo seph hur ried out and  looked 
for a  place to weep. He went into his pri vate room and wept o  there.

31 Af ter he had  washed his face, he came out and, con trol ling him self, p said, “Serve the 
 food.”

32 They  served him by him self, the broth ers by them selves, and the Egyp tians who ate 
with him by them selves, be cause Egyp tians  could not eat with He brews, q for that is de-
test able to Egyp tians. r 33 The men had been seated be fore him in the or der of  their ages, 
from the first born to the youn gest; and they  looked at each other in as ton ish ment. 34 When 
por tions were  served to them from Jo seph’s ta ble, Ben ja min’s por tion was five  times as 
much as any one  else’s. s So they feasted and  drank freely with  him.

a 14 Hebrew El-Shaddai    
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44:1 – 34 A Silver Cup in a Sack. Joseph in-
stigates a plan to determine how his older 
brothers view their youngest brother, Benja-
min. Will they treat him as callously as they 
had Joseph? How will they react when Benja-
min is accused of misappropriating Joseph’s 
silver cup? Remarkably, Judah not only pleads 
at length for Benjamin’s release but willingly 
offers to become Joseph’s slave so that Ben-
jamin may return home safely to Canaan. Ju-
dah’s intervention contrasts sharply with his 
earlier willingness to sell Joseph into slavery 
(37:26 – 27).
44:1 – 2 steward. This unnamed individual 
held a position of considerable importance 
within Joseph’s house and was worthy of 
respect (see vv. 7 – 10). Joseph issues similar 
instructions to those that he gave when his 
brothers previously left Egypt (42:25). In addi-
tion, he commands that his own silver cup be 
placed in Benjamin’s sack.
44:4 – 5 As part of the ruse by which Joseph 
intends to discern the attitude of his broth-
ers, he sends his steward after them.
44:5 for divination. Possibly with a sense 
of irony, Joseph describes his cup as one 
used for gaining knowledge by supernatural 
means. It seems unlikely that Joseph prac-
ticed divination, something God later prohib-
ited (Deut 18:10; see 2 Kgs 17:17; Jer 14:14; see 
note on 30:27). However, he obviously wished 
to make his brothers believe that he could 

discern things supernaturally (v. 15). Ironi-
cally, the cup becomes the means by which he 
gains an insight into the present inner nature 
of his brothers.
44:9 – 10 Joseph’s steward imposes a less 
demanding punishment than the brothers 
suggest. He, unlike them, is fully aware of the 
ruse. Their proposal that the guilty party be 
put to death is their way of claiming that they, 
being innocent, have nothing to fear from the 
charge made against them.
44:13 tore their clothes. A visible demonstra-
tion of their grief as they contemplate Ben-
jamin’s fate.
44:14 Judah and his brothers. The narrator 
anticipates the special role that Judah will 
play in mediating Benjamin’s release. they 
threw themselves to the ground before him. 
Joseph’s brothers fulfill his dreams a third 
time (see note on 43:26).
44:15 find things out by divination. Joseph’s 
steward described the silver cup as what 
Joseph “uses for divination” (v. 5). However, 
having orchestrated all that occurred, Joseph 
did not need to rely on divination to discover 
what happened. This reference to divination 
is another part of the ruse. By emphasizing 
his own ability to know things that are hid-
den, Joseph puts his brothers under pressure 
to speak the truth.
44:16 God has uncovered your servants’ 
guilt. Judah’s response is striking, probably 
alluding to how they earlier treated Joseph. 

What they did in the past places them under 
divine judgment. Because they sold their 
brother into slavery, their punishment is 
to be enslaved also. Remarkably, in light of 
Joseph’s earlier dreams (37:5 – 11), Judah de-
clares that he and his brothers are “now my 
lord’s slaves.”
44:17 In spite of how his brothers treated him, 
Joseph does not seek vengeance. Rather, he 
will let his older brothers return to Canaan, 
keeping only Benjamin as a slave. No doubt 
Joseph is especially keen to see how Judah 
and his brothers will respond to this proposal. 
Will they place their own well-being above 
Benjamin’s?
44:18 – 34 Judah’s speech to Joseph is 
lengthy; most human speeches in Genesis 
are short. Humbly acknowledging Joseph’s 
special status as “equal to Phar aoh” (v. 18), 
Judah pleads passionately for the release 
of Benjamin, outlining in some detail how 
the loss of Benjamin would severely affect 
his father. Having guaranteed the safe re-
turn of Benjamin, Judah offers himself as a 
slave in his place. More than anything else, 
Judah wants to prevent his father from suf-
fering further grief. Judah’s impassioned 
appeal to Joseph sharply contrasts with his 
previous proposal to sell Joseph into slavery 
(37:26 – 27). Now Judah himself is prepared 
to suffer loss of freedom and great hardship 
in order that Benjamin not be enslaved in 
Egypt.

A Silver Cup in a Sack

44 Now Jo seph gave  these in struc tions to the stew ard of his  house: “Fill the  men’s 
 sacks with as much food as they can carry, and put each  man’s sil ver in the  mouth 

of his sack. t 2 Then put my cup, the sil ver one, in the  mouth of the youn gest  one’s sack, 
 along with the sil ver for his  grain.” And he did as Jo seph  said.

3 As morn ing  dawned, the men were sent on  their way with  their don keys. 4 They had 
not gone far from the city when Jo seph said to his stew ard, “Go af ter  those men at once, 
and when you  catch up with them, say to them, ‘Why have you re paid good with evil? u 
5 Isn’t this the cup my mas ter  drinks from and also uses for div i na tion? v This is a wicked 
 thing you have  done.’ ”

6 When he  caught up with them, he re peated  these  words to them. 7 But they said to 
him, “Why does my lord say such  things? Far be it from your ser vants to do any thing like 
that! 8 We even  brought back to you from the land of Ca naan the sil ver we  found in side 
the  mouths of our  sacks. w So why  would we  steal sil ver or gold from your mas ter’s  house? 
9 If any of your ser vants is  found to have it, he will die; x and the rest of us will be come my 
 lord’s  slaves.”

10 “Very well, then,” he said, “let it be as you say. Who ever is  found to have it will be come 
my  slave; the rest of you will be free from  blame.”

11 Each of them quickly low ered his sack to the  ground and  opened it. 12 Then the stew-
ard pro ceeded to  search, be gin ning with the old est and end ing with the youn gest. And the 
cup was  found in Ben ja min’s sack. y 13 At this, they tore  their  clothes. z Then they all loaded 
 their don keys and re turned to the  city.

14 Jo seph was  still in the  house when Ju dah and his broth ers came in, and they  threw 
them selves to the  ground be fore him. a 15 Jo seph said to them, “What is this you have done? 
 Don’t you know that a man like me can find  things out by  div i na tion? b”

16 “What can we say to my lord?” Ju dah re plied. “What can we say? How can we  prove 
our in no cence? God has un cov ered your ser vants’  guilt. We are now my  lord’s  slaves c —  we 
our selves and the one who was  found to have the  cup. d”

17 But Jo seph said, “Far be it from me to do such a  thing! Only the man who was  found 
to have the cup will be come my  slave. The rest of you, go back to your fa ther in  peace.”

18 Then Ju dah went up to him and said: “Par don your ser vant, my lord, let me  speak 
a word to my lord. Do not be an gry e with your ser vant,  though you are  equal to Phar aoh 
him self. 19 My lord  asked his ser vants, ‘Do you have a fa ther or a brother?’ f 20 And we an-
swered, ‘We have an aged fa ther, and  there is a  young son born to him in his old age. g His 
brother is dead, h and he is the only one of his moth er’s sons left, and his fa ther  loves  him.’ i
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45:1 – 28 Joseph Makes Himself Known. Al-
though Joseph has successfully concealed 
his identity from his brothers, Judah’s speech 
changes everything. Joseph can no longer 
hold back his feelings. With tears, he discloses 
his true identity to his brothers. In doing so, 
he refrains from condemning them, pointing 
rather to the providential nature of all that has 
occurred. In spite of all that he has suffered, 
Joseph can see God at work in everything 
that has happened. Building on this, he urges 
his brothers to return to Canaan in order that 
Jacob’s whole family may migrate to Egypt 
to avoid the five years of famine that remain.
45:1 – 3 While Joseph dismisses his Egyptian 
attendants, they cannot but overhear their 

distraught and emotional master as he re-
veals his identity to his brothers. With good 
reason, Joseph’s brothers are both speechless 
and fearful.
45:4 – 8 Joseph does his utmost to calm his 
fearful brothers. While he could have with jus-
tification pointed to their cruelty and deceit, 
he concentrates rather on how God trans-
formed his tragic personal circumstances into 
an opportunity to help others. Twice in these 
verses Joseph refers to the concept of saving 
the lives of others. While this has a physi-
cal dimension, Joseph’s actions foreshadow 
the greater salvation that will come through 
 Jesus Christ, the one in whom is fulfilled ev-
erything associated with the divine promises 
linked to a royal descendant of Abraham.

45:8 father to Phar aoh. Joseph’s descrip-
tion of himself recalls how God previously 
covenanted with Abraham that he would be 
the “father of many nations” (17:4 – 5). Since 
Jacob gave Joseph the status of “firstborn” 
in place of Reuben (see 1 Chr 5:1 – 2), Joseph is 
heir to the special covenant God established 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
45:9 – 13 Joseph gives instructions for the rest 
of his family to move to Egypt so that they 
may avoid the hardship of the famine that 
will last for five more years.
45:10 Goshen. Although its exact location is 
uncertain, it possibly lay in the eastern delta 
region of the Nile River, close to the city of 
Rowaty, which later became known as Avaris 
and then Pi-Rameses (see 47:11).

21 “Then you said to your ser vants, ‘Bring him down to me so I can see him for my self.’ j 
22 And we said to my lord, ‘The boy can not  leave his fa ther; if he  leaves him, his fa ther will 
die.’ k 23 But you told your ser vants, ‘Un less your youn gest brother  comes down with you, 
you will not see my face  again.’ l 24 When we went back to your ser vant my fa ther, we told 
him what my lord had  said.

25 “Then our fa ther said, ‘Go back and buy a lit tle more food.’ m 26 But we said, ‘We can not 
go down. Only if our youn gest brother is with us will we go. We can not see the  man’s face 
un less our youn gest brother is with us.’

27 “Your ser vant my fa ther said to us, ‘You know that my wife bore me two sons. n 28 One 
of them went away from me, and I said, “He has surely been torn to pieces.” o And I have 
not seen him  since. 29 If you take this one from me too and harm  comes to him, you will 
 bring my gray head down to the  grave in  mis ery.’ p

30 “So now, if the boy is not with us when I go back to your ser vant my fa ther, and if my 
fa ther,  whose life is closely  bound up with the  boy’s life, q 31 sees that the boy  isn’t  there, he 
will die. Your ser vants will  bring the gray head of our fa ther down to the  grave in sor row. 
32 Your ser vant guar an teed the  boy’s safety to my fa ther. I said, ‘If I do not  bring him back 
to you, I will bear the  blame be fore you, my fa ther, all my  life!’ r

33 “Now then,  please let your ser vant re main here as my  lord’s  slave s in  place of the boy, t 
and let the boy re turn with his broth ers. 34 How can I go back to my fa ther if the boy is not 
with me? No! Do not let me see the mis ery that  would come on my  fa ther.” u

Joseph Makes Himself Known

45 Then Jo seph  could no lon ger con trol him self v be fore all his at ten dants, and he  cried 
out, “Have ev ery one  leave my pres ence!” So  there was no one with Jo seph when he 

made him self  known to his broth ers. 2 And he wept w so loudly that the Egyp tians  heard 
him, and Phar aoh’s house hold  heard  about it. x

3 Jo seph said to his broth ers, “I am Jo seph! Is my fa ther  still liv ing?” y But his broth ers 
were not able to an swer him, z be cause they were ter ri fied at his  pres ence.

4 Then Jo seph said to his broth ers, “Come  close to me.” When they had done so, he said, 
“I am your brother Jo seph, the one you sold into  Egypt! a 5 And now, do not be dis tressed b 
and do not be an gry with your selves for sell ing me here, c be cause it was to save  lives that 
God sent me  ahead of you. d 6 For two  years now  there has been fam ine in the land, and for 
the next five  years  there will be no plow ing and reap ing. 7 But God sent me  ahead of you 
to pre serve for you a rem nant e on  earth and to save your  lives by a  great  de liv er ance. a f

8 “So then, it was not you who sent me here, but God. He made me fa ther g to Phar aoh, 
lord of his en tire house hold and ruler of all  Egypt. h 9 Now hurry back to my fa ther and say 
to him, ‘This is what your son Jo seph says: God has made me lord of all  Egypt. Come down 
to me;  don’t de lay. i 10 You  shall live in the re gion of Go shen j and be near me —  you, your 
chil dren and grand chil dren, your  flocks and  herds, and all you have. 11 I will pro vide for 
you  there, k be cause five  years of fam ine are  still to come. Oth er wise you and your house-
hold and all who be long to you will be come  des ti tute.’

12 “You can see for your selves, and so can my brother Ben ja min, that it is really I who 
am speak ing to you. 13 Tell my fa ther  about all the honor ac corded me in  Egypt and  about 
ev ery thing you have seen. And  bring my fa ther down here  quickly. l”

14 Then he  threw his arms  around his brother Ben ja min and wept, and Ben ja min em-
braced him, weep ing. 15 And he  kissed m all his broth ers and wept over them. Af ter ward his 
broth ers  talked with  him. n

a 7 Or save you as a great band of survivors    
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46:4 e Ge 28:15; 48:21; 
Ex 3:8 f Ge 50:1,  24

45:16 – 20 Phar aoh’s reaction to the news that 
Joseph’s brothers had come reflects Joseph’s 
good standing with him.
45:21 – 23 Having arrived in Egypt as a slave, 
Joseph has become exceptionally wealthy.
45:22 three hundred shekels of silver and 
five sets of clothes. Whereas he was sold as 
a slave for 20 shekels (37:28), Joseph gener-
ously gives his younger brother Benjamin 
gifts of considerable value.
45:25 – 28 Jacob responds with incredulity, 
since his sons had deceived him 20 years earlier 
by telling him that Joseph was dead (37:31 – 35).

46:1 —  47:12 Jacob Goes to Egypt. The account 
of Jacob’s journey to Egypt has four parts: (1) 
At Beersheba God permits Jacob to relocate 
to Egypt (vv. 1 – 7). (2) A list of the names of 

those who went to Egypt (vv. 8 – 27). (3) Ja-
cob encounters Joseph (vv. 28 – 30). (4) Jo-
seph prepares the way for his father to meet 
Phar aoh, conscious of the Egyptians’ strong 
antipathy toward shepherds (46:31 —  47:12).
46:1 Possibly leaving from Hebron (see 37:14), 
Jacob travels southward. Beersheba. Where 
previously both Abraham and Isaac settled 
for some time (21:22 – 34; 26:23 – 33).
46:2 – 4 Through a nighttime vision, God au-
thorizes Jacob to go to Egypt. This contrasts 
with a previous occasion when God prohibited 
Jacob’s father, Isaac, from going to Egypt dur-
ing a famine (26:1 – 5). Remarkably, it will be in 
Egypt that God transforms Abraham’s descen-
dants into a great nation, fulfilling his promise 
to Abraham (12:2). Later, in the book of Exodus, 
the remarkable growth of the Israelites even-

tually leads to their expulsion from Egypt and 
return to the land of Canaan. Through this en-
tire process, God promises to be with Jacob.
46:4 I will surely bring you back again. The 
“you” is singular and refers to Jacob. While 
Jacob subsequently dies in Egypt (49:33), Jo-
seph arranges to bury Jacob in Canaan along-
side Abraham and Isaac (50:4 – 13). Burying the 
patriarchs at Hebron reflects God’s commit-
ment to give the land of Canaan to their de-
scendants. Although the fulfillment of God’s 
promises lies well beyond their lifetime, the 
patriarchs anticipated an ongoing relationship 
with God even after death (Heb 11:12 – 16,39). In 
the future they would share in the results of 
God’s redemptive work in the world.
46:5 – 7 Jacob’s entire family, with all their 
possessions, relocates to Egypt, a journey of 

16 When the news  reached Phar-
aoh’s pal ace that Jo seph’s broth ers 
had come, o Phar aoh and all his 
of fi cials were  pleased. 17 Phar aoh 
said to Jo seph, “Tell your broth-
ers, ‘Do this: Load your an i mals 
and re turn to the land of Ca naan, 
18 and  bring your fa ther and your 
fam i lies back to me. I will give you 
the best of the land of  Egypt p and 
you can en joy the fat of the  land.’ q

19 “You are also di rected to tell 
them, ‘Do this: Take some  carts r 
from  Egypt for your chil dren and 
your  wives, and get your fa ther 
and come. 20 Never mind  about 
your be long ings, be cause the best 
of all  Egypt will be  yours.’ ”

21 So the sons of Is rael did this. 
Jo seph gave them  carts, as Phar-
aoh had com manded, and he also 
gave them pro vi sions for  their 
jour ney. s 22 To each of them he 
gave new cloth ing, but to Ben-
ja min he gave  three hun dred 
shek els a of sil ver and five sets of 
 clothes. t 23 And this is what he sent 
to his fa ther: ten don keys loaded 

with the best  things of  Egypt, and ten fe male don keys loaded with  grain and  bread and 
other pro vi sions for his jour ney. 24 Then he sent his broth ers away, and as they were leav-
ing he said to them, “Don’t quar rel on the  way!” u

25 So they went up out of  Egypt and came to  their fa ther Ja cob in the land of Ca naan. 26 They 
told him, “Jo seph is  still  alive! In fact, he is ruler of all  Egypt.” Ja cob was  stunned; he did not 
be lieve them. v 27 But when they told him ev ery thing Jo seph had said to them, and when he 
saw the  carts w Jo seph had sent to carry him back, the spirit of  their fa ther Ja cob re vived. 28 And 
Is rael said, “I’m con vinced! My son Jo seph is  still  alive. I will go and see him be fore I  die.”

Jacob Goes to Egypt

46 So Is rael set out with all that was his, and when he  reached Be er sheba, x he of fered 
sac ri fices to the God of his fa ther  Isaac. y

2 And God  spoke to Is rael in a vi sion at  night z and said, “Ja cob!  Ja cob!”
“Here I am,” a he  re plied.
3 “I am God, the God of your fa ther,” b he said. “Do not be  afraid to go down to  Egypt, for 

I will make you into a  great na tion c  there. d 4 I will go down to  Egypt with you, and I will 
surely  bring you back  again. e And Jo seph’s own hand will  close your  eyes. f”

5 Then Ja cob left Be er sheba, and Is ra el’s sons took  their fa ther Ja cob and  their chil dren 

a 22 That is, about 7 1/2 pounds or about 3.5 kilograms    
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46:6 h Dt 26:5; 
Jos 24:4; Ps 105:23; 

Isa 52:4; Ac 7:15

46:7 i Ge 45:10

46:8 j Ex 1:1; Nu 26:4

46:9 k 1Ch 5:3

46:10 l Ge 29:33; 
Nu 26:14 m Ex 6:15

46:11 n Ge 29:34; 
Nu 3:17

46:12 o Ge 29:35 
p 1Ch 2:5; Mt 1:3

46:13 q Ge 30:18 
r 1Ch 7:1

46:14 s Ge 30:20

46:16 t Ge 30:11 
u Nu 26:15

46:17 v Ge 30:13; 
1Ch 7:30-31

46:18 w Ge 30:10 
x Ge 29:24

46:19 y Ge 44:27

46:20 z Ge 41:51 
a Ge 41:52

46:21 b Nu 26:38-41; 
1Ch 7:6-12; 8:1

46:25 c Ge 30:8 
d Ge 29:29

about 150 miles (240 kilometers). They leave 
no living family member in Canaan.
46:8 – 27 A list of Jacob’s family interrupts 
the report of Jacob’s journey. It is arranged 
on the basis of his two wives and their two 
maidservants: Leah’s children (vv. 8 – 15), Zil-
pah’s children (vv. 16 – 18), Rachel’s children 
(vv. 19 – 22), and Bilhah’s children (vv. 23 – 25). 
A concluding summary follows the lists of 
names (vv. 26 – 27). This register includes all 
of Jacob’s offspring, not just those who ac-
companied him down to Egypt (e.g., Er and 
Onan [v. 12] died in Canaan, and Joseph and 
his sons [v. 20] were already in Egypt).
46:8 – 15 Those associated with Leah com-
prise six sons, one daughter, 25 grandchil-
dren, and two great-grandsons, for a total of 
34 (but see v. 15 and note).

46:8 Reuben the firstborn of Jacob. Placed at 
the start of the list, reflecting that he was the 
first son born to Jacob (29:32). However, due 
to Reuben’s inappropriate relationship with 
Bilhah (35:22), Jacob gave the privileged sta-
tus of firstborn to Joseph (1 Chr 5:1 – 2).
46:15 thirty-three. The list names 34 people, 
not 33 (see note on vv. 8 – 15). This somewhat 
obvious discrepancy is not easy to explain. 
Ohad (v. 10) is missing from similar lists in 
Num 26:12 – 13; 1 Chr 4:24. Consequently, some 
scholars suggest that his name should be de-
leted here. Another possible explanation is 
that Dinah (v. 15), as the only woman listed, 
should be excluded from the total. Yet, v. 15 
specifically refers to “sons and daughters.” To 
complicate the picture further, Er and Onan 
(v. 12) died in Canaan (38:2 – 10) and should 

not be counted among those who migrate 
to Egypt. Additionally, Perez’s two sons, Hez-
ron and Hamul (v. 12), were probably born in 
Egypt.
46:18 Zilpah. Leah’s maidservant (29:24); she 
became a surrogate mother when Leah ap-
peared unable to have more children (30:9 – 12; 
35:26).
46:19 Joseph. He is included in the list even 
though he and his family were already in 
Egypt (see note on vv. 8 – 27).
46:22 Rachel. Although she was Jacob’s fa-
vorite wife (29:18 – 20,30 – 31), she was ini-
tially unable to have children and was jealous 
of her sister Leah (30:1).
46:25 Bilhah. Rachel’s maidservant (29:29); 
she became a surrogate mother when Rachel 
was unable to have children (30:3 – 8).

and  their  wives in the  carts g that Phar aoh had sent to trans port him. 6 So Ja cob and all his 
off spring went to  Egypt, h tak ing with them  their live stock and the pos ses sions they had 
ac quired in Ca naan. 7 Ja cob  brought with him to  Egypt his sons and grand sons and his 
daugh ters and grand daugh ters —  all his  off spring. i

8 These are the  names of the sons of Is rael j (Ja cob and his de scen dants) who went to  Egypt:

  Reu ben the first born of  Ja cob.
 9 The sons of  Reu ben: k

  Ha nok, Pallu, Hez ron and  Karmi.
 10 The sons of  Sim eon: l

  Je muel, m Ja min, Ohad, Ja kin, Zo har and Shaul the son of a Ca naan ite  woman.
 11 The sons of  Levi: n

  Ger shon, Ko hath and  Me rari.
 12 The sons of  Ju dah: o

  Er, Onan, She lah, Pe rez and Ze rah (but Er and Onan had died in the land of  Ca naan).
  The sons of  Pe rez: p

    Hez ron and  Ha mul.
 13 The sons of  Is sa char: q

  Tola, Puah, a r Ja shub b and  Shim ron.
 14 The sons of  Zeb u lun: s

  Se red, Elon and  Jah leel.
15 These were the sons Leah bore to Ja cob in Pad dan Aram, c be sides his daugh ter Di nah. 

 These sons and daugh ters of his were thirty- three in  all.

 16 The sons of  Gad: t

  Ze phon, d u Haggi, Shuni, Ez bon, Eri, Ar odi and  Areli.
 17 The sons of  Asher: v

  Im nah, Ish vah, Ishvi and  Be riah.
  Their sis ter was  Se rah.
  The sons of  Be riah:
    He ber and  Mal kiel.

18 These were the chil dren born to Ja cob by Zil pah, w whom La ban had given to his 
daugh ter Leah x —  six teen in  all.

 19 The sons of Ja cob’s wife  Ra chel:
  Jo seph and Ben ja min. y 20 In  Egypt, Ma nas seh z and Ephraim a were born to Jo seph 

by As e nath daugh ter of Po tiph era,  priest of  On. e

 21 The sons of  Ben ja min: b

  Bela, Be ker, Ash bel, Gera, Na a man, Ehi, Rosh, Mup pim, Hup pim and  Ard.
22 These were the sons of Ra chel who were born to Ja cob —  four teen in  all.

 23 The son of  Dan:
  Hu shim.
 24 The sons of  Naph tali:
  Jah ziel, Guni, Je zer and  Shil lem.

25 These were the sons born to Ja cob by Bil hah, c whom La ban had given to his daugh ter 
Ra chel d —  seven in  all.
a 13 Samaritan Pentateuch and Syriac (see also 1 Chron. 7:1); Masoretic Text Puvah    b 13 Samaritan Pentateuch and some 
Septuagint manuscripts (see also Num. 26:24 and 1 Chron. 7:1); Masoretic Text Iob    c 15 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    
d 16 Samaritan Pentateuch and Septuagint (see also Num. 26:15); Masoretic Text Ziphion    e 20 That is, Heliopolis    
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46:33 j Ge 47:3

46:34 k Ge 45:10 
l Ge 43:32; Ex 8:26

47:1 m Ge 46:31

47:3 n Ge 46:33

47:4 o Ge 15:13; 
Dt 26:5 p Ge 43:1 
q Ge 46:34

47:6 r Ge 45:18 
s Ex 18:21,  25

47:7 t ver 10; 2Sa 14:22

47:9 u Ge 25:7 
v Heb 11:9,  13 
w Ge 35:28

47:10 x ver 7

47:11 y Ex 1:11; 12:37

47:12 z Ge 45:11

46:26 – 27 This summary concludes the list of 
names in vv. 8 – 25.
46:26 sixty-six. This total, which excludes 
Jacob’s sons’ wives, who were not “his direct 
descendants,” does not tally exactly with the 
totals in vv. 8 – 25 (i.e., 33+16+14+7=70). Noth-
ing obvious explains how this was calculated 
to give the total 66. The second total of “sev-
enty” (v. 27) is probably based on 66 plus Ja-
cob, Joseph, and Joseph’s two sons, Manasseh 
and Ephraim. To add to the complexity of 
these figures, the earliest Greek translation of 
Genesis records the number of Joseph’s sons 
as nine (see first NIV text note on v. 27), giv-
ing a total of 75 (see second NIV text note on 
v. 27; see also Acts 7:14) rather than 70. In the 
process of copying manuscripts, mistakes oc-
casionally can arise with numbers. Something 
like this may have occurred at an early stage in 
the transmission of the text of Genesis.
46:28 Joseph had already advised Jacob that 
the region of Goshen would be the most suit-
able location for Jacob’s family (45:10), so Jacob 
entrusts Judah with getting directions from Jo-
seph. In the later part of his life, Judah stands 
apart from his brothers as a trustworthy son. 
The exceptional blessing that Jacob later gives 

Judah reflects his faith in Judah (49:8 – 12).
46:32 – 34 In spite of knowing how the Egyp-
tians detest shepherds (see note on v. 34), 
Joseph instructs his brothers to declare before 
Phar aoh that their occupation is tending flocks 
and herds. This will ensure that they will be 
located in the region of Goshen. By retaining 
their traditional way of life, the Israelites will re-
main apart from mainstream Egyptian society.
46:34 all shepherds are detestable to the 
Egyptians. The precise reason for this dislike 
is not clear. Differing religious practices may 
have motivated it (see Exod 8:26). The refusal 
of Egyptians to share a meal with Hebrews 
possibly reflects it (43:32).

47:1 – 6 Through tactful diplomacy Joseph 
gains permission from Phar aoh for his family 
to settle in Goshen. Phar aoh’s willingness to 
entrust his own livestock to Joseph’s brothers 
shows Joseph’s good standing in the Egyp-
tian court.
47:7 – 10 This brief scene begins and ends 
with Jacob blessing Phar aoh. Although these 
blessings may be merely part of the formali-
ties of meeting and parting, they take on a 
greater significance when set against the 

background of the blessing Isaac bestowed 
on Jacob (27:29), which in turn echoes God’s 
promise to Abraham in 12:3. The developing 
Genesis narrative closely ties God’s blessing 
to the unique family line that descends from 
Abraham. Jacob blesses Phar aoh for showing 
respect to Abraham’s descendants.
47:9 My years have been few and difficult. 
According to the chronological information in 
Genesis, Jacob is now 130 years old. While this 
is exceptional by modern standards, Abraham 
and Isaac lived to be 175 and 180 years old, 
respectively. They viewed such lengthy years 
as a sign of God’s blessing. Jacob, however, 
alludes to the difficulties that have marked 
his life (e.g., his forced exile to Paddan Aram; 
his loss of Joseph as a much loved son). the 
pilgrimage of my fathers. Jacob refers to the 
seminomadic lifestyle of Abraham and Isaac, 
which meant that they had no permanent res-
idence. The patriarchs deliberately adopt ed 
this lifestyle because they anticipated a city 
God designed and built (Heb 11:9 – 16). Jacob 
identifies with his immediate forefathers by 
speaking of his own pilgrimage.
47:11 district of Rameses. Probably a prime 
location within the larger region of Goshen 

26 All  those who went to  Egypt with Ja cob —   those who were his di rect de scen dants, not 
count ing his sons’  wives —  num bered sixty-six per sons. e 27 With the two sons a who had 
been born to Jo seph in  Egypt, the mem bers of Ja cob’s fam ily,  which went to  Egypt, were 
sev enty b in  all. f

28 Now Ja cob sent Ju dah  ahead of him to Jo seph to get di rec tions to Go shen. g When they 
ar rived in the re gion of Go shen, 29 Jo seph had his char iot made  ready and went to Go shen 
to meet his fa ther Is rael. As soon as Jo seph ap peared be fore him, he  threw his arms  around 
his fa ther c and wept for a long  time. h

30 Is rael said to Jo seph, “Now I am  ready to die,  since I have seen for my self that you 
are  still  alive.”

31 Then Jo seph said to his broth ers and to his fa ther’s house hold, “I will go up and  speak 
to Phar aoh and will say to him, ‘My broth ers and my fa ther’s house hold, who were liv ing in 
the land of Ca naan, have come to me. i 32 The men are shep herds; they tend live stock, and 
they have  brought  along  their  flocks and  herds and ev ery thing they own.’ 33 When Phar aoh 
 calls you in and asks, ‘What is your oc cu pa tion?’ j 34 you  should an swer, ‘Your ser vants have 
tended live stock from our boy hood on, just as our fa thers did.’ Then you will be al lowed to 
set tle in the re gion of Go shen, k for all shep herds are de test able to the  Egyp tians. l”

47 Jo seph went and told Phar aoh, “My fa ther and broth ers, with  their  flocks and  herds 
and ev ery thing they own, have come from the land of Ca naan and are now in Go-

shen.” m 2 He  chose five of his broth ers and pre sented them be fore  Phar aoh.
3 Phar aoh  asked the broth ers, “What is your  oc cu pa tion?” n

“Your ser vants are shep herds,” they re plied to Phar aoh, “just as our fa thers were.” 4 They 
also said to him, “We have come to live here for a  while, o be cause the fam ine is se vere in 
Ca naan p and your ser vants’  flocks have no pas ture. So now,  please let your ser vants set tle 
in  Go shen.” q

5 Phar aoh said to Jo seph, “Your fa ther and your broth ers have come to you, 6 and the 
land of  Egypt is be fore you; set tle your fa ther and your broth ers in the best part of the 
land. r Let them live in Go shen. And if you know of any  among them with spe cial abil ity, s 
put them in  charge of my own  live stock.”

7 Then Jo seph  brought his fa ther Ja cob in and pre sented him be fore Phar aoh. Af ter Ja-
cob  blessed d Phar aoh, t 8 Phar aoh  asked him, “How old are  you?”

9 And Ja cob said to Phar aoh, “The  years of my pil grim age are a hun dred and thirty. u My 
 years have been few and dif fi cult, v and they do not  equal the  years of the pil grim age of my 
fa thers. w” 10 Then Ja cob  blessed e Phar aoh x and went out from his  pres ence.

11 So Jo seph set tled his fa ther and his broth ers in  Egypt and gave them prop erty in the 
best part of the land, the dis trict of Ram e ses, y as Phar aoh di rected. 12 Jo seph also pro vided 
his fa ther and his broth ers and all his fa ther’s house hold with food, ac cord ing to the num-
ber of  their  chil dren. z

a 27 Hebrew; Septuagint the nine children    b 27 Hebrew (see also Exodus 1:5 and note); Septuagint (see also Acts 7:14) 
seventy-five    c 29 Hebrew around him    d 7 Or greeted    e 10 Or said farewell to    
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(v. 6). While the name Rameses may have 
been in use in Joseph’s time, it is more often 
associated with the famous Egyptian king 
 Rameses II, who lived in the thirteenth cen-
tury BC. Rameses was possibly the name of 
this region in the time of the author.
47:13 – 31 Joseph and the Famine. This sec-
tion emphasizes Joseph’s role in keeping the 
Egyptians alive during the years of famine. 
After exhausting all other options to pay for 
their food, the Egyptians sell their land to 
Phar aoh. Subsequently, Phar aoh receives 
from the people one-fifth of their produce. 
A similar pattern exists when the Israelites 
settle in the land of Canaan. There, however, 
they must give God only one-tenth of their 
harvest to recognize that he owns the land.
47:15 – 17 Joseph plays a central role in keep-
ing the population of Egypt alive. His admin-
istrative skills are God-given (41:38).

47:18 – 26 Although the Egyptians are pre-
pared to sell themselves into slavery in order 
to survive the famine, Joseph introduces a 
scheme whereby the people remain largely 
independent and self-sufficient. While they 
must give one-fifth of their harvest to Phar-
aoh, they readily acknowledge that Joseph 
has saved their lives (v. 25). This portrays 
Joseph as a fair and just administrator who 
does not exploit a tragic situation for his own 
benefit.
47:27 were fruitful and increased greatly 
in number. The numerical growth of the Is-
raelites in Egypt echoes a motif that runs 
throughout Genesis, first introduced when 
God blesses humanity (1:28). Associating 
population growth with divine blessing is 
common (e.g., 9:1,7; 17:20; 28:3; 35:11; 48:4). 
The motif of being fruitful and multiplying 
plays an important role at the start of the 

book of Exodus (Exod 1:7); the large popula-
tion of Israelites prompts a new phar aoh to 
oppress the Israelites (Exod 1:8 – 10).
47:28 – 30 As he nears death, Jacob’s desire 
to be buried in Canaan recalls God’s promises 
to Abraham and Isaac that their descendants 
will eventually possess the land of Canaan. 
Joseph later fulfills his commitment to Jacob 
(49:29 —  50:14).
47:29 put your hand under my thigh. A for-
mal means of swearing an oath (see also 24:9 
and note).
47:31 worshiped as he leaned on the top 
of his staff. Either Israel bowed down out 
of respect for Joseph, a motif that would 
be in keeping with Joseph’s earlier dream 
(37:9 – 10), or Israel worshiped God in thank-
fulness for Joseph’s response to his request 
to be buried in Canaan.

47:13 a Ge 41:30; 
Ac 7:11

47:14 b Ge 41:56

47:15 c ver 19; Ex 16:3

47:17 d Ex 14:9

47:22 e Dt 14:28-29; 
Ezr 7:24

47:24 f Ge 41:34

47:25 g Ge 32:5

47:26 h ver 22

47:27 i Ge 17:6; 46:3; 
Ex 1:7

47:28 j Ps 105:23

47:29 k Dt 31:14 
l Ge 24:2 m Ge 24:49

47:30 n Ge 49:29-32; 
50:5,  13; Ac 7:15-16

47:31 o Ge 21:23 
p Ge 24:3 

q Heb 11:21 fn; 1Ki 1:47

Joseph and the Famine
13 There was no food, how ever, in the  whole re gion be cause the fam ine was se vere; both 

 Egypt and Ca naan wasted away be cause of the fam ine. a 14 Jo seph col lected all the money 
that was to be  found in  Egypt and Ca naan in pay ment for the  grain they were buy ing, and 
he  brought it to Phar aoh’s pal ace. b 15 When the money of the peo ple of  Egypt and Ca naan 
was gone, all  Egypt came to Jo seph and said, “Give us food. Why  should we die be fore your 
eyes? c Our money is all gone.”

16 “Then  bring your live stock,” said Jo seph. “I will sell you food in ex change for your 
live stock,  since your money is gone.” 17 So they  brought  their live stock to Jo seph, and 
he gave them food in ex change for  their horses, d  their  sheep and  goats,  their cat tle and 
don keys. And he  brought them  through that year with food in ex change for all  their 
 live stock.

18 When that year was over, they came to him the fol low ing year and said, “We can not 
hide from our lord the fact that  since our money is gone and our live stock be longs to you, 
 there is noth ing left for our lord ex cept our bod ies and our land. 19 Why  should we per ish 
be fore your eyes —  we and our land as well? Buy us and our land in ex change for food, and 
we with our land will be in bond age to Phar aoh. Give us seed so that we may live and not 
die, and that the land may not be come  des o late.”

20 So Jo seph  bought all the land in  Egypt for Phar aoh. The Egyp tians, one and all, sold 
 their  fields, be cause the fam ine was too se vere for them. The land be came Phar aoh’s, 21 and 
Jo seph re duced the peo ple to ser vi tude, a from one end of  Egypt to the other. 22 How ever, 
he did not buy the land of the  priests, be cause they re ceived a reg u lar al lot ment from 
Phar aoh and had food  enough from the al lot ment e Phar aoh gave them. That is why they 
did not sell  their  land.

23 Jo seph said to the peo ple, “Now that I have  bought you and your land to day for Phar-
aoh, here is seed for you so you can  plant the  ground. 24 But when the crop  comes in, give a 
 fifth f of it to Phar aoh. The other four- fifths you may keep as seed for the  fields and as food 
for your selves and your house holds and your  chil dren.”

25 “You have  saved our  lives,” they said. “May we find fa vor in the eyes of our lord; g we 
will be in bond age to  Phar aoh.”

26 So Jo seph es tab lished it as a law con cern ing land in  Egypt —   still in  force to day —  that 
a  fifth of the pro duce be longs to Phar aoh. It was only the land of the  priests that did not 
be come  Phar aoh’s. h

27 Now the Is ra el ites set tled in  Egypt in the re gion of Go shen. They ac quired prop erty 
 there and were fruit ful and in creased greatly in  num ber. i

28 Ja cob  lived in  Egypt j sev en teen  years, and the  years of his life were a hun dred and 
forty-seven. 29 When the time drew near for Is rael to die, k he  called for his son Jo seph 
and said to him, “If I have  found fa vor in your eyes, put your hand un der my  thigh l and 
prom ise that you will show me kind ness and faith ful ness. m Do not bury me in  Egypt, 
30 but when I rest with my fa thers, carry me out of  Egypt and bury me  where they are 
 bur ied.” n

“I will do as you say,” he  said.
31 “Swear to me,” o he said. Then Jo seph  swore to him, p and Is rael wor shiped as he  leaned 

on the top of his  staff. b q

a 21 Samaritan Pentateuch and Septuagint (see also Vulgate); Masoretic Text and he moved the people into the cities    
b 31 Or Israel bowed down at the head of his bed    
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48:1 – 22 Manasseh and Ephraim. Near-
ing death, Jacob blesses all of his sons. He 
begins with Joseph’s two sons, Manasseh 
and Ephraim, before proceeding to bless 
his own children (49:1 – 28). Although these 
deathbed blessings all occur at the same 
time, Joseph’s sons are distinguished from 
everyone else. They are the only grandchil-
dren Jacob blesses, and Jacob bestows on 
Ephraim, not Manasseh, the blessing of 
the firstborn. The unique lineage that runs 
throughout Genesis continues through 
Ephraim and his descendants. This line later 
includes Joshua (1 Chr 7:20,27), who leads 
the Israelites into the promised land. Only 
in the time of David does God reject the 
Ephraimite line due to its sinfulness and re-
place it with one linked to the tribe of Judah 
(see Ps 78:67 – 71).
48:1 – 2 The opening report of Joseph bring-
ing his sons to see his elderly father contains 
no hint of what is about to happen.
48:3 – 7 Although Jacob’s speech centers on 
Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, Jacob 
begins by recalling how God appeared to him 

at Luz (see 28:13 – 15 and note on 28:19). Jacob 
highlights the divine promises he received. 
Involving both numerous descendants and 
land, these promises are a common mo-
tif throughout Genesis (e.g., 12:7; 13:14 – 17; 
15:5,18 – 21).
48:5 will be reckoned as mine. This unusual 
claim subsequently means that Ephraim 
and Manasseh are listed alongside Jacob’s 
other sons as ancestors of the 12 tribes of 
Israel. This also means that Joseph, who is 
not usually listed as one of the 12 tribes, re-
ceives through his two sons twice as much 
territory in the land of Canaan as his broth-
ers. (Because of their special connection 
with the tabernacle, the tribe of Levi does 
not receive territory like the other tribes.) 
This is in keeping with the idea that Ja-
cob gives Joseph the status of firstborn in 
place of Reuben (1 Chr 5:1 – 2). Moreover, by 
reversing the order of the names, Ephraim 
coming before Manasseh (see the expected 
order in v. 1), Jacob appears to have already 
decided that he will bless the younger son, 
Ephraim, as firstborn in place of Manasseh, 
Ephraim’s older brother (see vv. 13 – 19). As if 

to justify his special treatment of Joseph’s 
sons, Jacob recalls how Rachel, Joseph’s 
mother, died after their return to Canaan 
(35:16 – 20).
48:7 Paddan. Short for Paddan Aram (see note 
on 25:20). Ephrath. Earlier name for Bethle-
hem; later, David is known as an Ephrathite 
(1 Sam 17:12).
48:8 – 10 Jacob, like his father Isaac (27:1), had 
poor eyesight in old age.
48:13 – 20 Manasseh was the older of the 
two brothers (41:51 – 52). However, Jacob 
deliberately crosses over his hands in or-
der to give Ephraim the firstborn blessing. 
Previously, Jacob received the firstborn 
blessing in place of his older brother Esau 
(27:1 – 29). In spite of Joseph’s objection, Ja-
cob persists in giving Ephraim this blessing. 
As the story of Israel’s descendants contin-
ues, the tribe of Ephraim enjoys particular 
prominence with Joshua, an Ephraimite 
(Num 13:8,16), leading the Israelites into the 
land of Canaan after their time of slavery in 
Egypt.

Manasseh and Ephraim

48 Some time later Jo seph was told, “Your fa ther is ill.” So he took his two sons Ma-
nas seh and Ephraim r  along with him. 2 When Ja cob was told, “Your son Jo seph has 

come to you,” Is rael ral lied his  strength and sat up on the  bed.
3 Ja cob said to Jo seph, “God Al mighty a ap peared to me at Luz s in the land of Ca naan, 

and  there he  blessed me t 4 and said to me, ‘I am go ing to make you fruit ful and in crease 
your num bers. u I will make you a com mu nity of peo ples, and I will give this land as an 
ever last ing pos ses sion to your de scen dants af ter  you.’

5 “Now then, your two sons born to you in  Egypt v be fore I came to you here will be 
reck oned as mine; Ephraim and Ma nas seh will be mine, w just as Reu ben and Sim eon 
are mine. 6 Any chil dren born to you af ter them will be  yours; in the ter ri tory they in-
herit they will be reck oned un der the  names of  their broth ers. 7 As I was re turn ing from 
Pad dan, b to my sor row Ra chel died in the land of Ca naan  while we were  still on the way, 
a lit tle dis tance from Eph rath. So I bur ied her  there be side the road to Eph rath” (that is, 
 Beth le hem). x

8 When Is rael saw the sons of Jo seph, he  asked, “Who are  these?”
9 “They are the sons God has given me here,” y Jo seph said to his  fa ther.
Then Is rael said, “Bring them to me so I may  bless z  them.”
10 Now Is ra el’s eyes were fail ing be cause of old age, and he  could hardly see. a So Jo seph 

 brought his sons  close to him, and his fa ther  kissed them b and em braced  them.
11 Is rael said to Jo seph, “I never ex pected to see your face  again, and now God has al-

lowed me to see your chil dren  too.” c

12 Then Jo seph re moved them from Is ra el’s  knees and  bowed down with his face to the 
 ground. 13 And Jo seph took both of them, Ephraim on his  right to ward Is ra el’s left hand 
and Ma nas seh on his left to ward Is ra el’s  right hand, d and  brought them  close to him. 14 But 
Is rael  reached out his  right hand and put it on Ephra im’s head,  though he was the youn ger, 
and cross ing his arms, he put his left hand on Ma nas seh’s head, even  though Ma nas seh 
was the  first born. e

15 Then he  blessed f Jo seph and  said,

  “May the God before whom my fathers
  Abraham and Isaac walked faithfully,
  the God who has been my shepherd g

  all my life to this day,
 16 the Angel who has delivered me from all harm
   —  may he bless these boys. h

  May they be called by my name
  and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, i

  and may they increase greatly
  on the earth.”

a 3 Hebrew El-Shaddai    b 7 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    
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49:1 s Nu 24:14; 
Jer 23:20

49:2 t Ps 34:11

49:3 u Ge 29:32 
v Dt 21:17; Ps 78:51

49:4 w Isa 57:20 
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49:6 z Pr 1:15; Eph 5:11 
a Ge 34:26

49:7 b Jos 19:1,  9; 
21:1-42

49:8 c Dt 33:7; 1Ch 5:2

48:21 – 22 Jacob expresses confidence that 
God will bring his descendants back to the 
land God promised to his fathers, Abraham 
and Isaac.
48:22 one more ridge of land. Jacob uses the 
Hebrew term šĕkem (see NIV text note). Later, 
Joseph’s bones are buried at Shechem (Josh 
24:32), where Jacob lived for a period of time 
(33:19 —  34:31).

49:1 – 28 Jacob Blesses His Sons. After bless-
ing Joseph’s sons, Jacob blesses his 12 sons 
in order of their birth, apart from placing 
Zebulun before Issachar. These blessings are 
more than simply predictions of what will 
happen in the future. They assess each son’s 
character based on what they have done in 
the past. These judgments in turn influence 
what will happen in the future. Consequently, 
Jacob anticipates that Judah and Joseph will 

be preeminent among his sons; their bless-
ings are the longest and most positive. Due 
to the poetic nature of the blessings and the 
use of wordplays, Jacob’s statements may 
in places be interpreted in different ways. 
However, it undoubtedly makes sense to un-
derstand these blessings in line with how the 
unified story that runs through the books of 
Genesis through Kings presents the history of 
each tribe.
49:1 in days to come. Jacob does more than 
merely predict the future. His blessings have 
the power to shape what will happen to his 
descendants. For this reason, Jacob him-
self was prepared to deceive his own father 
in order to get the blessing of the firstborn 
(27:1 – 29).
49:3 – 4 As firstborn, Reuben ought to have 
enjoyed preeminence over his brothers. How-
ever, due to his inappropriate relationship 

with Bilhah (v. 4; see 35:22 and note), Jacob 
gave Reuben’s status as firstborn to Joseph 
(1 Chr 5:1 – 2).
49:5 – 7 Jacob addresses Simeon and Levi 
together, reflecting their violent, joint ac-
tion against the Shechemites after Shechem 
raped their sister Dinah (ch. 34). Denouncing 
their violent disposition, Jacob predicts that 
they will be scattered among the other tribes 
in order to dissipate their anger-fueled, war-
like behavior (v. 7). After the Israelites settle in 
the land of Canaan, the Levites dwell mainly 
in 48 cities located throughout all of the tribal 
areas (Num 18:23 – 24; 35:1 – 8; Josh 21:1 – 45). 
God places the Simeonites within the terri-
tory of the more powerful tribe of Judah (Josh 
19:1 – 9). This prevents the tribes of Simeon 
and Levi from jointly dominating others.
49:8 – 12 Jacob’s positive blessing of Judah 
reflects the special standing that Judah 

17 When Jo seph saw his fa ther plac ing his  right hand on Ephra im’s head j he was dis-
pleased; so he took hold of his fa ther’s hand to move it from Ephra im’s head to Ma nas seh’s 
head. 18 Jo seph said to him, “No, my fa ther, this one is the first born; put your  right hand 
on his  head.”

19 But his fa ther re fused and said, “I know, my son, I know. He too will be come a peo-
ple, and he too will be come  great. k Nev er the less, his youn ger brother will be greater than 
he, l and his de scen dants will be come a  group of na tions.” 20 He  blessed them that day 
and  said,

  “In your a name will Israel pronounce this blessing:
  ‘May God make you like Ephraim m and Manasseh. n’ ”

So he put Ephraim  ahead of  Ma nas seh.
21 Then Is rael said to Jo seph, “I am  about to die, but God will be with you b o and take you b 

back to the land of your b fa thers. p 22 And to you I give one more  ridge of land c q than to your 
broth ers, r the  ridge I took from the Am o rites with my  sword and my  bow.”

Jacob Blesses His Sons
49:1-28Ref —  Dt 33:1-29

49 Then Ja cob  called for his sons and said: “Gather  around so I can tell you what will 
hap pen to you in days to  come. s

 2 “Assemble and listen, sons of Jacob;
  listen to your father Israel. t

 3 “Reuben, you are my firstborn, u

  my might, the first sign of my strength, v

  excelling in honor, excelling in power.
 4 Turbulent as the waters, w you will no longer excel,
  for you went up onto your father’s bed,
  onto my couch and defiled it. x

 5 “Simeon and Levi are brothers —  
  their swords d are weapons of violence. y

 6 Let me not enter their council,
  let me not join their assembly, z

  for they have killed men in their anger a

  and hamstrung oxen as they pleased.
 7 Cursed be their anger, so fierce,
  and their fury, so cruel!
  I will scatter them in Jacob
  and disperse them in Israel. b

 8 “Judah, e your brothers will praise you;
  your hand will be on the neck of your enemies;
  your father’s sons will bow down to you. c

a 20 The Hebrew is singular.    b 21 The Hebrew is plural.    c 22 The Hebrew for ridge of land is identical with the place 
name Shechem.    d 5 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain.    e 8 Judah sounds like and may be 
derived from the Hebrew for praise.    
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 enjoyed with Jacob’s family after his trans-
forming encounter with Tamar (ch. 38; see 
note on 38:25 – 26). Judah will receive the 
praise of his brothers (see NIV text note on 
v. 8) because his own personal qualities of 
leadership will permeate his future descen-
dants. In the light of Joseph’s associations 
with royalty, it is unexpected that Jacob links 
kingship to Judah’s future descendants (see 
notes on vv. 8 – 10).
49:8 – 10 your father’s sons will bow down  
to you . . . the obedience of the nations 
shall be his. Recalls how Isaac blessed Jacob 
(27:29).
49:9 lion. This imagery enhances the royal 
image. Elsewhere the NT designates  Jesus 
Christ as the “Lion of the tribe of Judah” (Rev 
5:5), clearly alluding to this verse.
49:10 scepter . . . ruler’s staff. A further indi-
cation that Jacob anticipates a time when 
one of Judah’s descendants will assume 
royal office and exercise universal authority. 
In later history, the Davidic dynasty comes 
from the tribe of Judah. Matthew’s Gos-
pel gives particular attention to how  Jesus 
Christ becomes the heir to the Davidic throne 
(Matt 1:1 – 16; see Heb 7:14). until he to whom 
it belongs shall come. This translation is one 

of several suggestions (see NIV text note). 
Another possibility is “until Shiloh comes.” 
The mention of Shiloh could foreshadow 
the time of Samuel when the Israelites take 
the ark of the covenant from Shiloh (1 Sam 
4:3 – 4) and later when the newly enthroned 
David transports the ark to Jerusalem 
(2 Sam 6). These events associated with 
Shiloh mark the beginning of the process 
by which Israel’s leadership moves from the 
tribe of Ephraim to the tribe of Judah (see 
Ps 78:59 – 72).
49:11 tether his donkey to a vine. This is the 
first of several lines that point forward to a 
time when the grape harvest will be excep-
tionally fruitful. This introduces the expecta-
tion that the reign of this king from the tribe 
of Judah will bring about the transformation 
of the natural environment, reversing the 
negative effects on creation that result from 
humanity’s disobedience of God (cf. Ps 72:16; 
Amos 9:11 – 15).
49:13 Zebulun. Mentioning him before Issa-
char (v. 14 – 15) is unusual since Zebulun was 
born after Issachar (30:17 – 20). Jacob’s bless-
ing appears to anticipate a future time when 
Zebulun’s territory will border the Mediterra-
nean Sea. While the tribal district of Zebulun 

lay close to the sea, the border did not always 
extend to the coast.
49:14 – 15 Jacob likens the tribe of Issachar to 
a donkey that works hard because it is well-
treated and enjoys good provisions.
49:16 – 17 Jacob associates the tribe of Dan 
with justice, reflecting a wordplay on its 
name (see NIV text note on v. 16). While pro-
viding justice appears to be a positive attri-
bute, describing Dan as a roadside “snake” 
(v. 17) suggests unexpected danger. Evidence 
of such behavior comes in the unprovoked 
assault that the tribe of Dan carried out in 
order to oust the residents of the city of Laish 
(Judg 18).
49:18 Jacob briefly petitions God, possibly 
due to the negative characteristics he has 
attributed to his descendants. Only through 
divine intervention can there be hope for the 
future.
49:19 Gad. Jacob’s remarks concerning Gad’s 
descendants involve wordplays on his name 
(see NIV text note). The tribal territory of 
Gad, in the region of Gilead to the east of 
the Jordan River, made them susceptible 
to attacks from raiders. Jacob anticipates 
that the Gadites will skillfully defend them-
selves.

 9 You are a lion’s d cub, Judah; e

  you return from the prey, my son.
  Like a lion he crouches and lies down,
  like a lioness —  who dares to rouse him?
 10 The scepter will not depart from Judah, f

  nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, a

  until he to whom it belongs b shall come
  and the obedience of the nations shall  

be his. g

 11 He will tether his donkey to a vine,
  his colt to the choicest branch;
  he will wash his garments in wine,
  his robes in the blood of grapes.
 12 His eyes will be darker than wine,
  his teeth whiter than milk. c

 13 “Zebulun h will live by the seashore
  and become a haven for ships;
  his border will extend toward Sidon.

 14 “Issachar i is a rawboned d donkey
  lying down among the sheep pens. e

 15 When he sees how good is his resting place
  and how pleasant is his land,
  he will bend his shoulder to the burden
  and submit to forced labor.

 16 “Dan f j will provide justice for his people
  as one of the tribes of Israel.
 17 Dan k will be a snake by the roadside,
  a viper along the path,
  that bites the horse’s heels
  so that its rider tumbles backward.

 18 “I look for your deliverance, Lord. l

 19 “Gad g m will be attacked by a band of raiders,
  but he will attack them at their heels.
a 10 Or from his descendants    b 10 Or to whom tribute belongs; the meaning of the Hebrew for this phrase is  
uncertain.    c 12 Or will be dull from wine, / his teeth white from milk    d 14 Or strong    e 14 Or the campfires;  
or the saddlebags    f 16 Dan here means he provides justice.    g 19 Gad sounds like the Hebrew for attack and also  
for band of raiders.    

100 | GENESIS 49:9

9780310450405_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_BTSB_FINAL.indd   100 2/8/18   12:59 PM



49:20 n Ge 30:13; 
Dt 33:24

49:21 o Ge 30:8; 
Dt 33:23

49:22 p Ge 30:24; 
Dt 33:13-17

49:23 q Ge 37:24

49:24 r Ps 18:34 
s Ps 132:2,  5; Isa 1:24; 

41:10 t Isa 28:16

49:25 u Ge 28:13 
v Ge 27:28

49:26 w Dt 33:15-16

49:27 x Ge 35:18; 
Jdg 20:12-13

49:29 y Ge 50:16 
z Ge 25:8 a Ge 15:15; 

47:30; 50:13

49:30 b Ge 23:9 
c Ge 23:20

49:31 d Ge 25:9 
e Ge 23:19 f Ge 35:29

49:33 g ver 29; 
Ge 25:8; Ac 7:15

49:20 By settling along the coastal plain of 
Akko (Josh 19:24 – 31), the tribe of Asher will 
prosper through both agriculture and mari-
time trade.
49:21 Naphtali. Jacob’s brief remarks about 
Naphtali suggest that the tribe will flourish. 
They later settle in the fertile region of Up-
per Galilee.
49:22 – 26 Jacob’s blessing of Joseph con-
trasts sharply with those immediately preced-
ing it. While similar in length to the blessing 
given to Judah (vv. 8 – 12), Joseph’s blessing is 
marked by a series of references to God, all 
affirming how God has protected and blessed 
Joseph abundantly. The frequent mention of 
blessing underlines the privileged position 
that Joseph has among Jacob’s sons. Jacob’s 
remarks suggest that Joseph’s descendants 
will enjoy blessings that go beyond what his 
ancestors Abraham and Isaac experienced.
49:26 the prince among his brothers. The He-
brew word translated “prince” is nāzîr, a term 
associated with the concept of Nazirite (one 

set apart from others; see second NIV text 
note; see also Num 6:1 – 21). The use of nāzîr 
in conjunction with Joseph may shed light on 
Matthew’s remark concerning  Jesus being a 
Nazarene (Matt 2:23).
49:27 Benjamin. The tribe, like a “ravenous 
wolf,” will be known for its aggressive power 
(1 Chr 8:1,40; 12:2).
49:28 Jacob intends his blessings to be ap-
propriate to the nature of each son. He clearly 
associates the tribes descended from Judah 
and Joseph with leadership within the na-
tion of Israel. This reflects not only how 
chs. 37 – 50 portray Joseph and Judah, but it 
also anticipates how the tribes of Judah and 
Ephraim later take responsibility for leading 
the nation of Israel. While leadership is ini-
tially linked to Ephraim, eventually the tribe 
of Judah, through the Davidic dynasty, takes 
on prime responsibility for kingship within 
Israel (see Ps 78:67 – 72).
49:29 —  50:14 The Death of Jacob. With the 
death of Jacob, the book of Genesis moves 

toward a conclusion. Although Jacob dies in 
Egypt, he is confident that the future of his 
descendants lies in Canaan. For this reason, 
he requests that he be buried there.
49:29 – 32 cave in the field of Ephron . . . 
bought from the Hittites. Abraham purchased 
this cave near Hebron (ch. 23), and both he 
and Isaac were buried there (v. 31; 25:8 – 10; 
35:27 – 29). Jacob requests that he too be 
buried in the same tomb, having previously 
laid Leah to rest there (recorded only here in 
Genesis). Burying the patriarchs in Canaan un-
derlines their claim to the land. Jacob’s desire 
to be placed alongside his relatives reflects 
his belief that God will be true to his prom-
ise to give the land of Canaan to Abraham’s 
descendants.
49:33 gathered to his people. Often de-
scribes an individual’s death (e.g., 25:8,17; 
35:29; Num 27:13). It possibly indicates belief 
in an afterlife when family members will be 
reunited.

 20 “Asher’s n food will be rich;
  he will provide delicacies fit for a king.

 21 “Naphtali o is a doe set free
  that bears beautiful fawns. a

 22 “Joseph p is a fruitful vine,
  a fruitful vine near a spring,
  whose branches climb over a wall. b

 23 With bitterness archers attacked him;
  they shot at him with hostility. q

 24 But his bow remained steady,
  his strong arms r stayed c limber,
  because of the hand of the Mighty One of Jacob, s

  because of the Shepherd, the Rock of Israel, t

 25 because of your father’s God, u who helps you,
  because of the Almighty, d who blesses you
  with blessings of the skies above,
  blessings of the deep springs below, v

  blessings of the breast and womb.
 26 Your father’s blessings are greater
  than the blessings of the ancient mountains,
  than e the bounty of the age-old hills.
  Let all these rest on the head of Joseph,
  on the brow of the prince among f his brothers. w

 27 “Benjamin x is a ravenous wolf;
  in the morning he devours the prey,
  in the evening he divides the plunder.”

28 All  these are the  twelve  tribes of Is rael, and this is what  their fa ther said to them when 
he  blessed them, giv ing each the bless ing ap pro pri ate to  him.

The Death of Jacob
29 Then he gave them  these in struc tions: y “I am  about to be gath ered to my peo ple. z 

Bury me with my fa thers a in the cave in the  field of  Ephron the Hit tite, 30 the cave in the 
 field of Mach pe lah, b near Mamre in Ca naan,  which Abra ham  bought  along with the  field c 
as a burial  place from  Ephron the Hit tite. 31 There Abra ham d and his wife Sarah e were bur-
ied,  there  Isaac and his wife Re bekah f were bur ied, and  there I bur ied Leah. 32 The  field and 
the cave in it were  bought from the  Hit tites. g ”

33 When Ja cob had fin ished giv ing in struc tions to his sons, he drew his feet up into the 
bed,  breathed his last and was gath ered to his  peo ple. g

a 21 Or free; / he utters beautiful words    b 22 Or Joseph is a wild colt, / a wild colt near a spring, / a wild donkey on a 
terraced hill    c 23,24 Or archers will attack . . . will shoot . . . will remain . . . will stay    d 25 Hebrew Shaddai    e 26 Or 
of my progenitors, / as great as    f 26 Or of the one separated from    g 32 Or the descendants of Heth    
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50:2 embalm. Perhaps to delay the process of 
decomposition. Since this was not the normal 
custom of the Israelites, Egyptian physicians 
undertake the task. Joseph probably employs 
physicians, rather than priests, because of his 
father’s commitment to worship only the 
Lord God.
50:3 seventy days. Typical of Egyptian prac-
tices; Israelites usually mourned between 
seven and thirty days.
50:7 Joseph’s high standing in Egypt explains 
why court officials and other dignitaries ac-
company him.
50:10 the threshing floor of Atad. Location 
unknown, although the text places it “near 
the Jordan.”
50:11 Abel Mizraim. The location is aptly 
named (see NIV text note) due to the un-
usual sight of Egyptians holding a seven-day 
mourning ritual in Canaan.
50:13 Abraham had bought. See ch. 23.

50:15 – 21 Joseph Reassures His Brothers. After 
the death of their father, Joseph’s brothers 
are deeply concerned that Joseph will take 
revenge for their earlier mistreatment of him. 
Joseph swiftly reassures them that he has for-
given their treachery.
50:15 Joseph’s brothers are still troubled by 
their past actions and fear that Joseph will 
repay them for what they did in selling him 
into slavery (37:23 – 36).
50:16 – 17 Their guilt prevents the brothers 
from addressing Joseph directly; instead, 
they send a message seeking forgiveness for 
their past actions. Their confession moves 
Joseph deeply.
50:18 – 21 Joseph’s reaction opens the way for 
his brothers to come to him.
50:18 threw themselves down before him. 
For a fourth time (see 42:6; 43:26; 44:14), Jo-
seph’s brothers fulfill his dreams as a teen-
ager (37:5 – 11) by bowing down before him. 
We are your slaves. Sharply contrasts with 

how they previously sold Joseph into slavery 
(37:23 – 28).
50:19 – 21 Appreciating how God has guided 
his circumstances, Joseph boldly affirms 
that what has happened has resulted in “the 
saving of many lives” (v. 20; see 45:5 – 8). 
Joseph’s sensitivity to God’s providential 
activity enables him graciously to forgive his 
brothers. Joseph’s experience demonstrates 
how God can overturn evil actions and 
through them bring salvation to people. The 
ultimate example of this is the crucifixion of 
 Jesus (Act 2:22 – 24; 3:13 – 26).
50:22 – 26 The Death of Joseph. After the death 
and burial of Jacob, the narrative jumps for-
ward about 60 years to the death of Joseph. 
While the report of Joseph’s death is clearly 
important, preparing for the continuation of 
the story in the book of Exodus, the narrator 
lessens the sense of loss by looking optimis-
tically to the future. Apart from mentioning 
the birth of great-grandchildren, Joseph 
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50 Jo seph  threw him self on his fa ther and wept over him and  kissed him. h 2 Then 
Jo seph di rected the phy si cians in his ser vice to em balm his fa ther Is rael. So the 

phy si cians em balmed him, i 3 tak ing a full forty days, for that was the time re quired for 
em balm ing. And the Egyp tians  mourned for him sev enty  days. j

4 When the days of mourn ing had  passed, Jo seph said to Phar aoh’s  court, “If I have 
 found fa vor in your eyes,  speak to Phar aoh for me. Tell him, 5 ‘My fa ther made me  swear 
an oath k and said, “I am  about to die; bury me in the tomb I dug for my self l in the land of 
Ca naan.” m Now let me go up and bury my fa ther; then I will  re turn.’ ”

6 Phar aoh said, “Go up and bury your fa ther, as he made you  swear to do.”
7 So Jo seph went up to bury his fa ther. All Phar aoh’s of fi cials ac com pa nied him —  the 

dig ni tar ies of his  court and all the dig ni tar ies of  Egypt —   8 be sides all the mem bers of 
Jo seph’s house hold and his broth ers and  those be long ing to his fa ther’s house hold. Only 
 their chil dren and  their  flocks and  herds were left in Go shen. 9 Char i ots and horse men a 
also went up with him. It was a very  large  com pany.

10 When they  reached the thresh ing  floor of Atad, near the Jor dan, they la mented loudly 
and bit terly; n and  there Jo seph ob served a seven-day pe riod o of mourn ing for his fa ther. 
11 When the Ca naan ites who  lived  there saw the mourn ing at the thresh ing  floor of Atad, 
they said, “The Egyp tians are hold ing a sol emn cer e mony of mourn ing.” That is why that 
 place near the Jor dan is  called Abel  Miz raim. b

12 So Ja cob’s sons did as he had com manded them: 13 They car ried him to the land of Ca-
naan and bur ied him in the cave in the  field of Mach pe lah, near Mamre,  which Abra ham 
had  bought  along with the  field p as a burial  place from  Ephron the Hit tite. 14 Af ter bury ing 
his fa ther, Jo seph re turned to  Egypt, to gether with his broth ers and all the oth ers who had 
gone with him to bury his  fa ther.

Joseph Reassures His Brothers
15 When Jo seph’s broth ers saw that  their fa ther was dead, they said, “What if Jo seph 

 holds a  grudge  against us and pays us back for all the  wrongs we did to him?” q 16 So they 
sent word to Jo seph, say ing, “Your fa ther left  these in struc tions be fore he died: 17 ‘This is 
what you are to say to Jo seph: I ask you to for give your broth ers the sins and the  wrongs 
they com mit ted in treat ing you so badly.’ Now  please for give the sins of the ser vants of the 
God of your fa ther.” When  their mes sage came to him, Jo seph  wept.

18 His broth ers then came and  threw them selves down be fore him. r “We are your 
 slaves,” s they  said.

19 But Jo seph said to them, “Don’t be  afraid. Am I in the  place of God? t 20 You in tended 
to harm me, u but God in tended v it for good w to ac com plish what is now be ing done, the 
sav ing of many  lives. x 21 So then,  don’t be  afraid. I will pro vide for you and your chil dren. y” 
And he re as sured them and  spoke kindly to  them.

The Death of Joseph
22 Jo seph  stayed in  Egypt,  along with all his fa ther’s fam ily. He  lived a hun dred and ten 

 years z 23 and saw the  third gen er a tion a of Ephra im’s chil dren. Also the chil dren of Ma kir b 
son of Ma nas seh were  placed at  birth on Jo seph’s  knees. c

a 9 Or charioteers    b 11 Abel Mizraim means mourning of the Egyptians.    c 23 That is, were counted as his    
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50:24 c Ge 48:21 
d Ex 3:16-17 e Ge 15:14 

f Ge 12:7; 26:3;  
28:13; 35:12

50:25 g Ge 47:29-30; 
Ex 13:19; Jos 24:32; 

Heb 11:22

50:26 h ver 2

 anticipates with confidence that the Israelites 
will eventually leave Egypt to return to Ca-
naan. This expectation rests in his belief that 
God will fulfill his promises to the patriarchs.
50:22 – 23 Joseph outlives his father Jacob 
by 60 years, surviving long enough to see his 
great-grandchildren.

50:24 – 26 Although Joseph does not ask to 
be buried at Machpelah, like his father Ja-
cob, he does request that his descendants 
take his remains from Egypt to Canaan when 
God brings the Israelites back into the land 
he promised to the patriarchs. To facilitate 
this, Joseph’s body is embalmed (see note 

on v. 2) and placed in a coffin. When the Is-
raelites later leave Egypt, Moses ensures that 
they fulfill Joseph’s wish (Exod 13:19). After the 
Israelites settle in Canaan, Joseph’s remains 
are buried at Shechem (Josh 24:32; see Gen 
48:21 – 22 and note on 48:22).

24 Then Jo seph said to his brothers, “I am  about to die. c But God will surely come to your 
aid d and take you up out of this land to the land e he prom ised on oath to Abra ham,  Isaac 
and Ja cob.” f 25 And Jo seph made the Is ra el ites  swear an oath and said, “God will surely 
come to your aid, and then you must carry my  bones up from this  place.” g

26 So Jo seph died at the age of a hun dred and ten. And af ter they em balmed him, h he 
was  placed in a cof fin in  Egypt.
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