Session 1: Intro and Background on the Book of Genesis and The Abraham Narrative
Word Meanings

Genesis: grk word meaning origin, source, birth, or beginning

· Provides context and sets stage for rest of scripture

Covers:

1. Creation of the world

2. Fall of humanity

3. Origins of peoples of earth

4. Beginnings of God’s covenant relationship with his chosen people 

Authorship: Ascribed to Moses along with the rest of the Pentateuch (Gen, Ex, Lev, Num, Deut)

· Mosaic authorship wasn’t seriously questioned until 18th century

Conservative Xians and Jews cont. to acknowledge Moses as author
· Likely no single author 

Date: Author doubtless utilized older written sources and oral trad.

· Likely sev. Priestly editors

· Anywhere bet/ 10th and 6th century BC

Came into being slowly and over several generations
Call as a Interpretative Center

Focus of Interpretation = call

1. Call announces special character of God as the one who calls

2. Announces special vocation for creation and for Israel as the ones called and the ones who must answer

In faith of the Bible, Creation and Israel are distinct, 2 obj of God’s call

Call announces the connection bet/ God and world/Israel is that of calling and answering

1. The substance of the call in Gen. is the premise – the theo. Focus of Gen

a. Narrative concerns promise of God to Israel to give land and to be peculiar God

b. Concerns the way 2 partners deal w/promise 

i. God makes promise even to unqualified 

ii. God is faithful to his word

c. One promise is made to us we are called to be obedient, responsive, and faithful

Yet in Gen still unknown if God will be faithful and not known if Israel will be either

Each text is an invitation to faithfulness and an exploration of the risks and temptations that accompany faithfulness

2. The material by which Gen presents issue of call consists of diverse narratives 

a. Narratives come from many diff times and places w/lots of diff lit genres

What We Must Consider 

1. The world they came from

2. The world we come from

3. Our personal world

4. Time period depicted vs. written

5. Chronology

6. Shaped by and cast by culture of ancient NE. Remember we are reading texts from ancient world that are in a state of becoming canon 

7. Mode of call is story telling

a. Gen is a process of storytelling 

i. Important transactions bet/ storyteller and listener

b. Stories do not exist by themselves /for themselves

Exist as they are told and valued by a community which is seriously engaged w/life and ministry of faith 

These are not history, chronology, or reality as we understand it

· About a memory that is transformed, criticized, and extended each time it is told 

b/ it has become story it also becomes open ended – purpose is the promise and call of God not as it was but as it is as a living part of life
The Abraham Narrative: The Embraced Call of God

1st call – calls the world into being

2nd call – specific and addressed to an aged Abraham and Sarah

Purpose of call – fashioning a new alternative community in creation gone awry 

· To become embodiment of the blessing 

God’s hope is that through this new family all human history can be brought to unity and harmony

In the Canonical form Gen is clear about 2 things
1. God formed world is same God who creates Israel 

a. Same God calls creation and the community of faith

This God works his powerful creative purposes and intervenes in surprising, redemptive ways

Call of Sarah and Ab = forming of Israel and reforming of creation and the transforming of nations

· Stories of this family point to God’s larger purposes

2. Clear Ab and Sarah stand in contrast to all creation before them except for Noah b/they are responsive and receptive

a. Fully embrace God’s call

i. God calls and they respond w/faith

Theme of this section of Gen is promise and faith 

· Narrative will revolve around this 

· All parts of this text must be considered in relation to issues of promise and faith

Promise = God’s mode of presence

Promise = God’s power and will to create a new future

Promise = God’s resolve to form a new community wrought only by miracle and reliant only on God’s faithfulness
Faith = response = capacity to embrace that announced future w/ such passion that present can be relinquished for the sake of the future 
Critical Issues

1. Clearly Gen 11:30-25:18 is result of a complex development of tradition

· Narrative made up of various elements gathered around distinct theme

a. Materials related to family

1. Sara materials

a. As endangered wife

b. Her and 2 sons

c. Her death

2. Lot Materials

a. The land

b. Sodom and Gomorrah

c. His daughters
3. Isaac Materials

a. Sacrifice

b. A wife

4. Geneology of Ab

b. Materials related to God’s covenant w/Ab

1. Old trad

2. Late trad

c. Narrative of public events

d. Theo affirmations

1. Initial Promise

2. Faith of Ab

3. New righteousness

4. Testing Ab

What we have is a collection of narratives 

2. Generally excepted texts include very old materials though historical documents cannot be recovered

· Older materials r coupled w/more reflective works which are intentionally theological

Older materials have become vehicles for affirmations they didn’t orig claim

3. Historical Questions = complicated 

· Until recently, based on archeological evidence – Ab stories placed in Middle Bronze Age (Bronze age 3300 BC to 1200 BC)
a. Correlated w/non-biblical evidence

b. Occurance of parallel names and social practices

· This is sharply challenged more recently 

· Now unclear if stories can be located in any identifiable historical setting

· Some questioning any historical point of reference at all

For our study focus is on theological claims of text not the debate around history. I generally subscribe to the middle bronze age because I have not read enough evidence to the contrary.
4. Theo statements which provide focus:

· 12:1-9 basic theme of radical newness is announced 

a. Primary summons of God 

b. Ready answer of Ab

c. Derivative blessing to nations 

Blessings is an organizing principle here

· Pharaoh 12:10-21

· Melchizedek 14: 17-24

· Ishmael 21:9-21

· Moab and Ammon 19:30-38

· 15:1-6 singular statement on meaning of faith 

· Theme provides clue to coherence of Ab trad 

· Faith of Ab becomes programmatic for Paul’s exegesis of Ab in Romans and Galatians, also used for Reformation Trad of justification by grace through faith 

· 18:16-33 faithfulness of Ab manifested in bold posture as God’s theo teacher – urges God to new notion of righteousness

· 22:1-9 Affirms the unity w/God  -- God is 1 who tests and takes from his people  and who provides and gives what is needed for the future 

· Often placed w/transfiguration in lectionary 

· Transfiguration in Gen – appearance of new form of God 

· Unity of testing/providing

· 22:13 makes certaint hat tere is no separation from him

Theo Affirmations and Possibilities 

Materials were a treasured memory

· Served to construct and maintain the ethos of the Israelites

· Overtime took on a more theo nature becoming a treasured faith 

1. In present form governing promise concerns land

· Issues addressed: can God keep that promise and whether Ab can live from that promise

· w/in framework of land promise – promise of an heir becomes increasingly important

No fulfilling on land promise w/o an heir
In narrative promise of heir receives major attention and gives narrative in primary dynamic  
Basic Plot

Profound tension – unexpected resolution 

Mov’t occurs bet/ 12:1-3 and the reiteration of that promise in 22: 15-18

Initial struggle is for an heir to receive land

· heir will be granted in 21:1-7

· 22:1-13 heir placed in jeopardy – when heir is risked promised is confirmed 
Overall: narrative affirms that God will keep his promise and that Ab and Sarah will trust that promise

2) main emphasis of theo affirmation in transition materials: 

3 dimensions:

A) Promise of land to a landless people (Heb 11:8-10)

a. Ab has no place of his own: nomad, merchant prince, caravanner 

B) Promise of heir – made to a barren hopeless couple (Heb 11:11-12)

a. 1st promise dependent on 2nd
b. Needed a 2nd generation 

i. Central text being 18:1-15 promise of a son = scandalous and impossible 

Question of narrative: Is anything too hard for God ?

C) Ab = tested by command to offer Isaac (Heb 11: 17-19)

a. Event = critical to total trad as are earlier promises

b. Faithfulness of God is called in question 

c. Faithfulness of Ab is deeply tested

Question – Does God test in this way? Does God provide?

All this leads author if Heb to image of resurrection – a way in which God keeps his promises against all else 

All 3 issues intended to push listener to the issue of faith 

Note: Ab’s believing doesn’t occur in a vacuum – lives in history – not always sure 
· Deception to save himself (12:10-20; 20:1-8)

· Alternative wife (16:1-16)
· Clinging to Ishmael when God has Isaac mind (17:18)
Ab’s faith was not easy or w/o anguish

3) Faith of Ab was called to required an acknowledgement of a particular God 

· Trusts a God who violates religious conventions

· Shatters normal definitions of reality 

· Brings about newness

In Bible 3 primary ways of speaking of radical, un-extrapolated newness 

· Creation our of nothing

· Resurrection of the dead

· Justification by grace through faith 

In Abrahamic narrative its birth of Isaac which pts to all 3 

Narrative raises questions and protests against a world fixed on what is safe, predictable, and controllable 

· Newness God promised will not come from what already is but will be given freshly by God in his powerful faithfulness

God issues a call to a barren landless family and he forms a minority community “the Abrahamic minority”

Narrative as a whole asserts that the best laid plans are called into question – calls life into question in ways that are good news and bad news – Some are given hope by the narrative and others are shattered by on the way to newness.
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