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1) A Brief Introduction to Genesis 12-50 

 
a) In the past few years, I filled out the pages of 3 grandfather books designed 

to pass my family’s story to each of my grandchildren. I included material 
on my distant ancestors who are unknown to me but gleaned from 
Ancestry.com. I also included personal stories about my grandparents, 
parents, aunts and uncles, and siblings. It is helpful to have a family history 
with its stories of triumph and tragedy, success and failure, courage and 
cowardice, hope and despair. Happily, it is possible to derive several stories 
of inspiration and faithful guidance. Genesis 12-50 provides that kind of 
family saga for the people of Israel. We all need to know of our origins. 
 

b) The ultimate source for many of these early ancestral stories is debated by 
modern biblical scholars. Some argue that the sagas of the matriarchs and 
patriarchs of Israel originated in cultic sanctuaries located in the land of 
Canaan in places like Bethel, Hebron, and Beer-sheba. Others contend that 
the stories are derived from ancient legends told to explain the origins of the 
12 tribes of Israel. For many scholars it was the genius of the authors of 
Genesis to take these materials wherever they came from and fashion a 
coherent story that we find in Genesis 12-50. Of course, there are many 
scholars who take these stories as historical accounts tracing the descendants 
of Abraham who moved from the land of Ur into the region of Canaan and 
understood Canaan as God’s promised land. In our study, I will not ignore 
the issue of the original source of the stories, but I will focus on the 
patriarchs and matriarchs as ancient personalities who can teach us a great 
deal about God’s interaction with humankind throughout history. 
 

c) The key theme that runs through these ancient stories is that of the 
fulfillment of God’s promise and blessing. Sibley Towner states, “The motif 
of promise… winds its way through various interim fulfillments in the 
family saga of Genesis 12-50 and then on out into the broad sweeps of later 
history.” (Page 126) These are not just the family stories of the Jewish 
people. The New Testament also looks back to the patriarchs the matriarchs 
of Genesis as a foundation of our understanding of the Christian faith. 
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2) Genesis 12:1-4a – The Surprising Election of Abram 

 
a) Genesis 12 1 – This verse begins an entirely new segment of the book of 

Genesis focused on God’s redemptive plan involving Abraham and his 
descendants. This story describes the spiritual heritage of Jew, Christian, and 
Islamic believers. It is important that this story of redemption begins with 
divine initiative as noted by Von Rad, “Yahweh is the subject of the 1st verb 
at the beginning of the 1st statement and thus the subject of the entire 
subsequent sacred history.” (Page 159) Abraham’s calling as well as the 
calling of all faithful believers begins with the invitation and blessing of 
God. It is an act of divine grace. 

 
b) Genesis 12:1 – Joshua 24:2 tells us that Abram was a pagan worshiper of 

strange gods. He did not even know God’s name. So, without any 
preparation or introduction, God speaks a stunning word out of the blue to a 
75-year-old resident of the Mesopotamian city of Ur: “Go from your country 
and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you.” 
God is asking this man to forsake his family’s home and his tribal identity, 
to leave his country and kindred and travel to a strange land. Who would do 
that? Walter Brueggemann describes Abram’s stunning response when he 
writes, “Abraham is presented as the perfectly faithful man. He is called and 
he goes. He relies only on the name and the word of this God who has 
suddenly inverted his life. The call of God has been fully embraced. This is 
where the history of Israel begins.” (Page 125) The story of Israel starts with 
an account of pilgrimage and migration, a motif that will be followed time 
and again. Abram’s story is not historically unique. Brueggemann 
concludes, “Abraham is offered as a model for the faith of Israel.” (Page 
125) As the New Testament book of Hebrews points out, this is the story of 
every person of faith (see Hebrews 11:8). 
 

c) Genesis 12:2 – Towner suggests a better translation of this verse would read 
“[Go] so that I may make of you a great nation, so that I may bless you and 
make your name great, so that you will be a blessing.” (Page 134) God 
justifies the command to “Go” by giving a series of 3 reasons. Not only is 
God’s command a daring challenge to Abraham, but it is also a demanding 
agenda for God to proclaim that God will bless “all the families on the 
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earth” by choosing this one person. God’s promise to “make your name 
great” is in direct response to the aim of those building the Tower of Babel 
who said, “Let us make a name for ourselves.” The blessing offered by God 
to Abram promises true greatness because it brings blessings to others. 
 

d) Genesis 12:3 – Blessing and Curse 
 
i) The climax of the story is expressed in the final phrase of verse 3: “in 

you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” However, before the 
blessings there comes the harsh language of a curse. Von Rad seeks to 
minimize the curse by emphasizing that the terminology of blessing is 
stated in the plural (“those who bless you”) while the curse is stated in 
the singular (“the one who curses you”) Nonetheless, there is no escaping 
how the authors describe the dark side of Abram’s divine blessing. 
Regardless, the clear focus of the entire passage and perhaps the theme of 
Genesis 11-50 is seen in the divine promise made to Abram, “in you all 
the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 
 

ii) God’s plan is to bless all the families of this earth through the calling of 
Abram. Seen in this light, the election of Abram, like the election of any 
person of faith, is a story in 3 parts: 1st, is the summons, the invitation, 
and the command – “Go!” 2nd, is the announcement of God’s purpose – I 
will bless you so that you may spread that blessing to others. 3rd is the 
announcement of God’s ultimate plan – the universal blessing of all 
humankind. Abram and all persons of faith are invited into the family of 
faith by an act of God’s grace so that they might serve God by sharing 
God’s blessing with others through acts of justice and mercy.  

 
e) Genesis 12:4 – So far in these verses we have only witnessed the act of God 

in electing Abram but now the focus shifts to Abram and his response: 
“Abram went, as the Lord had told him.” Abram stands as the biblical 
symbol of faithful obedience as noted by Brueggemann: “Abraham stands as 
the prototype for all disciple who forsake everything and follow.” (Page 
121) Abraham becomes a vital part of the New Testament understanding of 
the believer’s responsibility. Having been chosen by God we have the duty 
to act with mercy and justice so we may be a blessing to others. Abraham is 
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the pathfinder in that journey of faith, often stumbling and going astray, yet 
striving to reflect God’s promise and blessing. 
 

3) Genesis 12:4b-9 – The Journey to Canaan 
 
a) Genesis 12:4b tells us that the journey to Canaan occurred when Abraham 

was 75 years of age. This establishes the framework for the biography of 
Abraham found in the following chapters of Genesis. In 17:1 he will be 
circumcised and renamed at the age of 99. In 21:5 he will become the father 
of Isaac when he is 100. In 25:7 he dies at the age of 175, exactly 100 years 
after his journey to Canaan. 
 

b) Genesis 12:5-6 gives us the names of 3 persons making the trip from Haran 
to Canaan: Abram, Sarah, and Lot. Included on the journey are the entire 
retinue of other family members, servants, livestock, and belongings. The 
journey to the southwest covered about 500 miles. Arriving in Canaan they 
stopped 1st at the ancient city of Shechem at the famed “Oak of Moreh,” a 
special sacred site revered as the location of divine oracles. This 
appropriately sets the scene for the important announcement in verse 7. 
 

c) In verse 7, at the site of the sacred tree of Moreh, the Lord appeared and said 
to Abram, “To your offspring I will give this land.” The specific meaning of 
the term “land” is not given. Did it mean the region of Shechem, the land of 
Canaan, or the nation of Israel? The answer to that question has made a 
dramatic difference in world history. Whatever its meaning, Abram 
understands its significance, and there he builds an altar to commemorate the 
event. 
 

d) In verse 8 “Bethel” is a Canaanite name designating “the house of El,” the 
name for the high God of Canaanite religion. Later, in Genesis 28:10-22, 
Jacob will erect a monument to God at Bethel. In this verse Abram claims 
this same site, 13 miles north of Jerusalem, and there built an altar 
commemorating his devotion to his new Lord and God. In verse 8 we are 
also told that Abram “invoked the name of the Lord.” Brueggemann 
emphasizes that this is no passing comment describing the worship of 
Abram. “To call on the name means to turn to the one named as the single 
referent of life.” It expresses “a life identifying decision.” (Page 124) This 
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signifies Abraham’s commitment of faith. In verse 9, we are told that Abram 
continues his journey south. 
 

4) Genesis 12:10-20 – The Strange Story of Abram and Sarah in Egypt 
 
a) Verses 10-16 relate a 2nd story regarding Abraham, and it reveals right away 

that the choice of Abram and the devotion he demonstrated at Shechem and 
Bethel did not guarantee his continued decency. As Brueggemann noted, 
“the temptation of unfaith comes immediately after the best resolve to 
faithfulness.” (Page 126) Von Rad noted that the bearer of the promise 
became the enemy of the promise, something that is sadly true so often in 
the life of faith. 
 

b)  A widespread famine in the land of Canaan led Abram to flee as a refugee 
to Egypt. Upon entering Egypt Abram tells his beautiful wife that he will 
present her as his sister, fearing that they would kill him if they thought he 
was her husband. Towner explains the strange cultural background of the 
text when he writes, “marriage found all parties to respect the exclusive 
rights of the husband. A sister, on the other hand, was at the brother’s 
disposal.” So, to protect himself Abram permits his “sister” to be taken into 
Pharaoh’s harem. As a result of Abram’s lie, the scheme pays off and Abram 
is greatly rewarded. He is blessed, but at a terrible cost. The narrator of the 
story is focused not so much on the scandal as on the fulfillment of God’s 
promise. 
 

c) Verses 17-19 focus on Pharaoh. Because of the presence of Sarah in his 
house the royal court is afflicted by plagues. Pharaoh comes to realize the 
identity of Sarah as Abram’s wife and concludes that is the reason that God 
sent the calamities that have befallen him. In this way the writer of the story 
assures the reader that God appropriately punishes wrongdoers, as if to 
underscore the curse mentioned in verse 3. 
 

d) This same storyline is repeated twice in Genesis, and each time the story is 
softened in its ethical implications. In Genesis 20:1-18 the antagonist is not 
Pharaoh but Abimelech, and the king never approaches Sarah who turns out 
to be Abram’s half-sister after all. Obviously, the story eliminated many of 
the rough spots found in Genesis 12. In Genesis 26:6-11 the same plot is 
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applied to Isaac and Rebekah and the story is cleaned up more thoroughly as 
Abimelech never has control of Rebecca and God does not curse or punish 
anyone.  
 

e) Verse 20 provides a concluding statement to this sad tale as Abram departs 
the courts of Pharaoh with his wife as well as all his newfound wealth. As 
repulsive as the story sounds, it nonetheless provides proof of God’s 
blessing. 
 
 

Questions for Reflection  
 
The shoddy story of Abram and Sarah in Egypt raises obvious questions. Abram’s 
plan turned out well for him in the end. Was it an ethical thing for Abram to do 
since the result was positive for him? The story is not explicit in terms of what 
happened to Sarah. Do you conclude that she was violated as a member of 
Pharaoh’s household?  
 
How do you picture the role of God in verses 4 and 17? Do you think God curses 
other people in Scripture? Do you think God curses people today? 
 
In verse 7 to what land was God referring when he said, “To your offspring I will 
give this land”? How do you relate this statement to the nation of Israel in our own 
day? 
 
Do you think Abraham is a good model for persons of faith? Do you think 
Abraham is a good model for your own life? 
 
This chapter is focused on moving, migration, and journey. Is the idea of journey a 
good model for the life of faith? Is it a good model for your own life of faith? 

 
 


