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QUICK START GUIDE

WHAT IS THIS STUDY BIBLE? 

The NIV Zondervan Study Bible is an all new study Bible built on the truth of Scripture and centering on “biblical the-
ology” —  the ways in which many important themes work their way through Scripture and come to a focus in  Jesus 
Christ. It’s a comprehensive combination of newly crafted study notes, articles, book introductions and study tools.

WHAT DO THE FEATURES OF THIS STUDY BIBLE OFFER ME? 

Book introductions: When was this book written? Why was it written? How does the book fit with the rest of 
Scripture? What is in it? Nearly every book of the Bible begins with an introduction that offers helpful information 
about the book. The book introductions answer questions you may have about the book, and each book introduction 
provides an outline of the book.

Cross reference system: Where 
does this word or term appear in 
other parts of the Bible? A cross 
reference system enables you to 
search the Scriptures for terms, 
ideas, and themes that reappear in 
various books.

Study notes: What is the Bible 
saying here? God’s Word was writ-
ten down many years ago by dif-
ferent authors in different settings. 
The study notes at the bottom of 
each page explain or give back-
ground on words, phrases, and the 
flow of the argument to aid you in 
better understanding what God is 
saying in his Word. Each note was 
thoughtfully crafted to guide you in 
more clearly comprehending the 
Word of God.

Maps, charts, illustrations, photos: Where did this happen? What else was going on during this time? The easy-
to-use maps and charts will shed light on the Bible, its places, and its times. Illustrations and photos provide 
images that will enrich your experience with God’s Word and give you rich insight to aid your study, for example, by 
demonstrating or illustrating the many events in the Bible that are anchored in ancient history.

Articles: What does the Bible say about . . . ? At the end of the Bible is a library of biblical-theological articles cover-
ing topics such as “The Bible and Theology,” “Law,” “The Gospel,” and “Justice.” Their purpose is to help you trace 
major biblical themes throughout the canon.

Concordance: A concordance to the New International Version text is located at the back of the Bible. It will help 
you find the location of words or phrases that are found in the Scripture text.

“All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteous-
ness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16 – 17).

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, Ber̆e ̄ʾ šît, 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 situation 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. Archaeologists 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 family 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 

9780310438335_int_01a_gen_exod_NIV_ZSB_SIXTH PROOFS.indd   17 2/27/15   9:08 AM

G e n e s i s  3 4 : 7  |  8 3

Dinah and the Shechemites34 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 a Is rael e by sleep ing with Ja cob’s daugh ter —  a  thing that 

 should not be  done. f

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

a 7 Or against    

34:1 – 31 Dinah and the Shechemites. Shechem’s treatment of Dinah 
threatens to undermine Jacob’s safe return to Canaan. Shechem’s 
actions 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 circumcised. 
Before the men of the town have fully recovered, Simeon and Levi kill 
all the men of Shechem. Jacob condemns his sons’ behavior, fearing 
that it will endanger the future of his family in Canaan. Ironically, cir‑

cumcision was meant to be a source of blessing by connecting 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 influential person. His standing 
within the community may well have influenced his son Shechem’s behav‑
ior and Shechem’s subsequent expectation 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 

JACOB’S JOURNEYS
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●➀ The Euphrates-Balikh River basin was Jacob’s destina-
tion as he fled from Esau, ultimately reaching the home of 
his maternal uncle (Laban) near Harran.
●➁ Jacob’s lengthy sojourn ended in a dispute with Laban 
and another flight—this time back to Canaan. His route 
likely took him toward Aleppo, then to Damascus and 
Edrei before 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 used as a border station between Aramean and Israelite territories.
●➃ Jacob lingered at Sukkoth, entered Canaan and pro-
ceeded to Shechem, where he erected an altar to the Lord.
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EDITOR’S PREFACE
English-speaking people have no shortage of study Bibles. I have more than a dozen in front of me as I write these lines. All 
study Bibles have certain features in common. They bring together in one fat volume the complete text of the English Bible, 
and, on the same page, explanatory notes, maps, illustrations, etc. to help readers understand what they are reading. There is 
a danger in this, of course: we would not want any reader to confuse the authority and reliability of the biblical text with the 
notes and commentary that we provide. Although we have tried our best to provide true and faithful comments, our added 
features never claim the inspiration that belongs to Scripture alone. But provided readers avoid the danger by being careful 
not to confuse the biblical words and the words of the accompanying notes, study Bibles have a great advantage: in one volume 
readers have both the text of Scripture and some basic aids to help them understand what they are reading.

That such helps are necessary should not come as a surprise, for the Bible itself depicts the importance of teaching the 
words of Scripture to others. When Philip sees the Ethiopian eunuch reading the book of Isaiah, he boldly asks him, “Do you 
understand what you are reading?” (Acts 8:30). “ ‘How can I,’ he said, ‘unless someone explains it to me?’ ” (8:31), which is 
exactly what Philip proceeded to do. That is how Paul understood his own ministry; his concern was to teach people “the word 
of God,” which is variously identified with the gospel and with Scripture itself. For example, “Paul stayed in Corinth for a year 
and a half, teaching them the word of God” (Acts 18:11). When Nehemiah and Ezra and others led the Israelites in reforma-
tion, “They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people understood what 
was being read” (Neh 8:8).

Although all study Bibles have certain things in common, they vary quite a lot. Some are written by scholars who do not 
revere Scripture as the word of God, while others affirm Scripture as inspired. Different study Bibles are based on a variety of 
English translations. Some are long, detailed, and occasionally verbose; others aim for crisp brevity. Some add many maps, 
charts, and illustrations; others provide integrative theological essays.

So what characterizes this NIV Zondervan Study Bible? First, in common with the best study Bibles, all our contributors 
revere Scripture as the Word of God and joyfully bow to its authority. Our desire is not so much to be masters of the Word, as 
to be mastered by it. That shapes how we approach the text and how we write about it. Our aim is to bring glory to God by 
helping people think his thoughts after him, and to bring understanding and edification to his people as they do so.

Second, this study Bible is based on the NIV, which continues to be the best-selling, most widely circulated modern  English 
version of the Bible in the world. This version excels in idiomatic accuracy. It remembers that not only the words of the 
original languages —  Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek —  are inspired by God, but so also are the phrases, the sentences, the idioms, 
the kinds of writing that make up the Bible, and all must be taken into account and worked through to generate a smooth 
and faithful translation.

Third, this study Bible aims to provide enough detail to answer the questions that many readers raise when they read the 
Bible without indulging in all the details that might be better left to separate commentaries.

Fourth, in addition to the notes on the biblical text, this study Bible provides an excellent collection of charts, maps, brief 
essays providing the historical circumstances when each biblical book was written, and many photos and illustrations.

Finally, this study Bible emphasizes biblical theology. By this we mean that instead of focusing primary attention on how 
the Bible as a whole addresses many questions (which is what many people mean by “systematic theology”), we have tried 
to highlight the way various themes develop within the Bible across time. Nowhere is this clearer than in the 28 articles 
at the end of the Bible, which survey the way certain themes develop in the Bible, taking us to their climax in the book of 
Revelation —  such themes as temple, for instance, and sacrifice, Jerusalem, kingship, Messiah, and many more. In this way 
we hope to encourage readers of the Bible to spot these themes for themselves as they read their Bibles, becoming adept at 
tracing them throughout the Scriptures. Such biblical theology enables readers to follow the Bible’s themes in the terms and 
categories that the Bible itself uses.

All of us who have worked on this project will be satisfied if readers come away from the Bible with increased understand-
ing, greater grasp of the gospel, greater confidence in Scripture, more love for the Lord  Jesus, renewed fear of sin and renewed 
love for the church, and greater joy in God.

Soli Deo gloria.

D. A. Carson



PREFACE
The goal of the New International Version (NIV) is to enable English-speaking people from around the world to read and hear 
God’s eternal Word in their own language. Our work as translators is motivated by our conviction that the Bible is God’s Word 
in written form. We believe that the Bible contains the divine answer to the deepest needs of humanity, sheds unique light on 
our path in a dark world and sets forth the way to our eternal well-being. Out of these deep convictions, we have sought to re-
create as far as possible the experience of the original audience —  blending transparency to the original text with accessibility 
for the millions of English speakers around the world. We have prioritized accuracy, clarity and literary quality with the goal 
of creating a translation suitable for public and private reading, evangelism, teaching, preaching, memorizing and liturgical 
use. We have also sought to preserve a measure of continuity with the long tradition of translating the Scriptures into English.

The complete NIV Bible was first published in 1978. It was a completely new translation made by over a hundred scholars 
working directly from the best available Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek texts. The translators came from the United States, Great 
Britain, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, giving the translation an international scope. They were from many denomi-
nations and churches —  including Anglican, Assemblies of God, Baptist, Brethren, Christian Reformed, Church of Christ, 
Evangelical Covenant, Evangelical Free, Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, Nazarene, Presbyterian, Wesleyan and others. This 
breadth of denominational and theological perspective helped to safeguard the translation from sectarian bias. For these 
reasons, and by the grace of God, the NIV has gained a wide readership in all parts of the English-speaking world.

The work of translating the Bible is never finished. As good as they are, English translations must be regularly updated 
so that they will continue to communicate accurately the meaning of God’s Word. Updates are needed in order to reflect the 
latest developments in our understanding of the biblical world and its languages and to keep pace with changes in English 
usage. Recognizing, then, that the NIV would retain its ability to communicate God’s Word accurately only if it were regularly 
updated, the original translators established the Committee on Bible Translation (CBT). The Committee is a self-perpetuating 
group of biblical scholars charged with keeping abreast of advances in biblical scholarship and changes in English and issu-
ing periodic updates to the NIV. The CBT is an independent, self-governing body and has sole responsibility for the NIV text. 
The Committee mirrors the original group of translators in its diverse international and denominational makeup and in its 
unifying commitment to the Bible as God’s inspired Word.

In obedience to its mandate, the Committee has issued periodic updates to the NIV. An initial revision was released in 1984. 
A more thorough revision process was completed in 2005, resulting in the separately published TNIV. The updated NIV you 
now have in your hands builds on both the original NIV and the TNIV and represents the latest effort of the Committee to 
articulate God’s unchanging Word in the way the original authors might have said it had they been speaking in English to 
the global English-speaking audience today.

Translation Philosophy
The Committee’s translating work has been governed by three widely accepted principles about the way people use words and 
about the way we understand them.

First, the meaning of words is determined by the way that users of the language actually use them at any given time. For 
the biblical languages, therefore, the Committee utilizes the best and most recent scholarship on the way Hebrew, Aramaic and 
Greek words were being used in biblical times. At the same time, the Committee carefully studies the state of modern English. 
Good translation is like good communication: one must know the target audience so that the appropriate choices can be 
made about which English words to use to represent the original words of Scripture. From its inception, the NIV has had as 
its target the general English-speaking population all over the world, the “International” in its title reflecting this concern. 
The aim of the Committee is to put the Scriptures into natural English that will communicate effectively with the broadest 
possible audience of English speakers.

Modern technology has enhanced the Committee’s ability to choose the right English words to convey the meaning of the 
original text. The field of computational linguistics harnesses the power of computers to provide broadly applicable and cur-
rent data about the state of the language. Translators can now access huge databases of modern English to better understand 
the current meaning and usage of key words. The Committee utilized this resource in preparing the 2011 edition of the NIV. An 
area of especially rapid and significant change in English is the way certain nouns and pronouns are used to refer to human 
beings. The Committee therefore requested experts in computational linguistics at Collins Dictionaries to pose some key ques-
tions about this usage to its database of English —  the largest in the world, with over 4.4 billion words, gathered from several 
English-speaking countries and including both spoken and written English. (The Collins Study, called “The Development and 
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Use of Gender Language in Contemporary English,” can be accessed at http://www.thenivbible.com/about-the-niv/about-
the-2011-edition/.) The study revealed that the most popular words to describe the human race in modern U.S. English were 
“humanity,” “man” and “mankind.” The Committee then used this data in the updated NIV, choosing from among these three 
words (and occasionally others also) depending on the context.

A related issue creates a larger problem for modern translations: the move away from using the third-person masculine 
singular pronouns —  “he/him/his” —  to refer to men and women equally. This usage does persist in some forms of English, 
and this revision therefore occasionally uses these pronouns in a generic sense. But the tendency, recognized in day-to-day 
usage and confirmed by the Collins study, is away from the generic use of “he,” “him” and “his.” In recognition of this shift in 
language and in an effort to translate into the natural English that people are actually using, this revision of the NIV generally 
uses other constructions when the biblical text is plainly addressed to men and women equally. The reader will encounter 
especially frequently a “they,” “their” or “them” to express a generic singular idea. Thus, for instance, Mark 8:36 reads: “What 
good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?” This generic use of the “distributive” or “singular” “they/
them/their” has been used for many centuries by respected writers of English and has now become established as standard 
English, spoken and written, all over the world.

A second linguistic principle that feeds into the Committee’s translation work is that meaning is found not in individual 
words, as vital as they are, but in larger clusters: phrases, clauses, sentences, discourses. Translation is not, as many people 
think, a matter of word substitution: English word x in place of Hebrew word y. Translators must first determine the meaning 
of the words of the biblical languages in the context of the passage and then select English words that accurately communicate 
that meaning to modern listeners and readers. This means that accurate translation will not always reflect the exact structure 
of the original language. To be sure, there is debate over the degree to which translators should try to preserve the “form” of 
the original text in English. From the beginning, the NIV has taken a mediating position on this issue. The manual produced 
when the translation that became the NIV was first being planned states: “If the Greek or Hebrew syntax has a good parallel in 
modern English, it should be used. But if there is no good parallel, the English syntax appropriate to the meaning of the origi-
nal is to be chosen.” It is fine, in other words, to carry over the form of the biblical languages into English —  but not at the 
expense of natural expression. The principle that meaning resides in larger clusters of words means that the Committee has 
not insisted on a “word-for-word” approach to translation. We certainly believe that every word of Scripture is inspired by God 
and therefore to be carefully studied to determine what God is saying to us. It is for this reason that the Committee labors over 
every single word of the original texts, working hard to determine how each of those words contributes to what the text is say-
ing. Ultimately, however, it is how these individual words function in combination with other words that determines meaning.

A third linguistic principle guiding the Committee in its translation work is the recognition that words have a spectrum 
of meaning. It is popular to define a word by using another word, or “gloss,” to substitute for it. This substitute word is then 
sometimes called the “literal” meaning of a word. In fact, however, words have a range of possible meanings. Those meanings 
will vary depending on the context, and words in one language will usually not occupy the same semantic range as words in 
another language. The Committee therefore studies each original word of Scripture in its context to identify its meaning in a 
particular verse and then chooses an appropriate English word (or phrase) to represent it. It is impossible, then, to translate 
any given Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek word with the same English word all the time. The Committee does try to translate 
related occurrences of a word in the original languages with the same English word in order to preserve the connection for 
the English reader. But the Committee generally privileges clear natural meaning over a concern with consistency in render-
ing particular words.

Textual Basis
For the Old Testament the standard Hebrew text, the Masoretic Text as published in the latest edition of Biblia Hebraica, 
has been used throughout. The Masoretic Text tradition contains marginal notations that offer variant readings. These have 
sometimes been followed instead of the text itself. Because such instances involve variants within the Masoretic tradition, they 
have not been indicated in the textual notes. In a few cases, words in the basic consonantal text have been divided differently 
than in the Masoretic Text. Such cases are usually indicated in the textual footnotes. The Dead Sea Scrolls contain biblical texts 
that represent an earlier stage of the transmission of the Hebrew text. They have been consulted, as have been the Samaritan 
Pentateuch and the ancient scribal traditions concerning deliberate textual changes. The translators also consulted the 
more important early versions. Readings from these versions, the Dead Sea Scrolls and the scribal traditions were occasion-
ally followed where the Masoretic Text seemed doubtful and where accepted principles of textual criticism showed that one 
or more of these textual witnesses appeared to provide the correct reading. In rare cases, the translators have emended the 
Hebrew text where it appears to have become corrupted at an even earlier stage of its transmission. These departures from the 
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Masoretic Text are also indicated in the textual footnotes. Sometimes the vowel indicators (which are later additions to the 
basic consonantal text) found in the Masoretic Text did not, in the judgment of the translators, represent the correct vowels 
for the original text. Accordingly, some words have been read with a different set of vowels. These instances are usually not 
indicated in the footnotes.

The Greek text used in translating the New Testament has been an eclectic one, based on the latest editions of the Nestle-
Aland/United Bible Societies’ Greek New Testament. The translators have made their choices among the variant readings 
in accordance with widely accepted principles of New Testament textual criticism. Footnotes call attention to places where 
uncertainty remains.

The New Testament authors, writing in Greek, often quote the Old Testament from its ancient Greek version, the Septuagint. 
This is one reason why some of the Old Testament quotations in the NIV New Testament are not identical to the corresponding 
passages in the NIV Old Testament. Such quotations in the New Testament are indicated with the footnote “(see Septuagint).”

Footnotes and Formatting
Footnotes in this version are of several kinds, most of which need no explanation. Those giving alternative translations begin 
with “Or” and generally introduce the alternative with the last word preceding it in the text, except when it is a single-word 
alternative. When poetry is quoted in a footnote a slash mark indicates a line division.

It should be noted that references to diseases, minerals, flora and fauna, architectural details, clothing, jewelry, musical 
instruments and other articles cannot always be identified with precision. Also, linear measurements and measures of capacity 
can only be approximated (see the Table of Weights and Measures). Although Selah, used mainly in the Psalms, is probably 
a musical term, its meaning is uncertain. Since it may interrupt reading and distract the reader, this word has not been kept 
in the English text, but every occurrence has been signaled by a footnote.

As an aid to the reader, sectional headings have been inserted. They are not to be regarded as part of the biblical text and 
are not intended for oral reading. It is the Committee’s hope that these headings may prove more helpful to the reader than 
the traditional chapter divisions, which were introduced long after the Bible was written.

Sometimes the chapter and/or verse numbering in English translations of the Old Testament differs from that found in 
published Hebrew texts. This is particularly the case in the Psalms, where the traditional titles are included in the Hebrew verse 
numbering. Such differences are indicated in the footnotes at the bottom of the page. In the New Testament, verse numbers 
that marked off portions of the traditional English text not supported by the best Greek manuscripts now appear in brackets, 
with a footnote indicating the text that has been omitted (see, for example, Matthew 17:[21]).

Mark 16:9 – 20 and John 7:53 —  8:11, although long accorded virtually equal status with the rest of the Gospels in which 
they stand, have a questionable standing in the textual history of the New Testament, as noted in the bracketed annotations 
with which they are set off. A different typeface has been chosen for these passages to indicate their uncertain status.

Basic formatting of the text, such as lining the poetry, paragraphing (both prose and poetry), setting up of (administrative-
like) lists, indenting letters and lengthy prayers within narratives and the insertion of sectional headings, has been the work of 
the Committee. However, the choice between single-column and double-column formats has been left to the publishers. Also 
the issuing of “red-letter” editions is a publisher’s choice —  one that the Committee does not endorse.

The Committee has again been reminded that every human effort is flawed —  including this revision of the NIV. We trust, 
however, that many will find in it an improved representation of the Word of God, through which they hear his call to faith 
in our Lord  Jesus Christ and to service in his kingdom. We offer this version of the Bible to him in whose name and for whose 
glory it has been made.

The Committee on Bible Translation
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THE PENTATEUCH
T. D. Alexander

Designation
The Pentateuch consists of the five 
books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, 
Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The En
glish title “Pentateuch” comes from 
the Greek term pentateuchos, which 
means “fivevolume work,” a title that 
can be traced back to the third century 
AD. While Christians have tended to 
prefer the designation “Pentateuch,” 
Jews have traditionally referred to these 
books by the title “Torah,” a Hebrew 
term usually translated “law,” although 
a better translation might be “instruc
tion.” The designation “law” goes back 
before the time of  Jesus; the prologue of 
Ecclesiasticus in the Apocrypha (writ
ten about 132 BC) uses “Law” to denote 
the first five books of the OT.

While the use of the term “law” for 
the Pentateuch has a long 
history, in earlier times ref
erences to the “Book of the 
Law” (e.g., 2  Kgs 22:8,11; 
2 Chr 17:9; cf. 2 Chr 34:14) 
and “the Law” (e.g., 2 Kgs 
21:8; 2 Chr 25:4) probably 
refer to material now pre
served in Deut 5 – 26 (or 
Deut 5 – 30). According to 
the book of Deuteronomy, 
the elderly Moses gave the 
Israelites “the law” that 
was to shape their lifestyle 
in the land of Canaan. 
This material extends 
from Deut 5:1 to 26:19 
(or 30:20). Moses then 
entrusted a written copy 
of this law to the priests 
(Deut 31:9), who were to 
place it beside the ark of 
the covenant (Deut 31:26). 
Josh 1:7 – 8 mentions this 
same “Book of the Law.” 
Various titles closely asso
ciated with Moses denote 
this “Book of the Law”: the 

“Book of the Law of Moses” (e.g., Josh 
8:31; 23:6; 2  Kgs 14:6; Neh 8:1), the 
“Law of Moses” (e.g., 1 Kgs 2:3; 2 Kgs 
23:25; 2 Chr 23:18; 30:16; Ezra 3:2; 7:6; 
Dan 9:11,13), and the “Book of Moses” 
(e.g., 2 Chr 25:4; 35:12; Ezra 6:18; Neh 
13:1). At some stage in the postexilic 
period, the title “Law” was applied to 
the whole of the Pentateuch.

Overview
The five books of Genesis to Deuteron
omy narrate a remarkable story that 
consists of several distinctive chrono
logical stages.

Primeval Era (Gen 1 –  11)

Gen 1 – 11, often called the primeval 
era, records a number of selective epi
sodes in the early history of humanity. 

These events are highly significant 
because they shape the rest of the bib
lical story (see “Creation,” p.  2642; 
“Sin,” p. 2644).

Patriarchal Period (Gen 12 – 50)

Gen 12 – 50 is often referred to as the 
patriarchal period. The lives of three 
men dominate it: Abraham, his grand
son Jacob, and his greatgrandson 
Joseph. Abraham’s son Isaac also plays 
an important part in the story, as do 
Joseph’s brothers, especially Judah. 
The special role this family has in 
God’s purposes explains the promi
nence that Gen 12 – 50 gives them 
(see “People of God,” p.  2672). God 
gives them —  promises that anticipate 
(1)  the creation of a nation that will 
take possession of the land of Canaan 

and (2)  the coming of a 
future king, descended 
from Abraham, who will 
mediate God’s blessing to 
the nations of the earth (see 
“Covenant,” p. 2646; “The 
Kingdom of God,” p. 2662). 
Through this promised 
king, God will reverse the 
consequences of Adam and 
Eve’s expulsion from the 
Garden of Eden. These two 
principal promises deter
mine the direction for the 
rest of the story in Exodus 
to 2 Kings and beyond.

From Egypt to Sinai  
(Exod 1:1 —  Num 10:10)

The book of Exodus jumps 
forward to a time when a 
succession of phar aohs in 
Egypt enslave and harshly 
treat Abraham’s ever
increasing descendants. 
Moses’ birth and death 
frame the books of Exodus 
to Deuteronomy. As the one 

Byzantine mosaic in the Basilica of St. Vitalis in Ravenna, 
Italy shows Moses receiving the Ten Commandments.
© Mountainpix/Shutterstock
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whom God chose to lead the Israelites 
out of Egypt, Moses takes center stage 
in these books.

Exod 1 – 15 focuses on God’s deliver
ance of the Israelites from Egypt, end
ing in a victory song (see “Exile and 
Exodus,” p.  2659), and chs. 16 – 18 
briefly describe their journey to Mount 
Sinai. Then the pace of the narrative 
slows down. The story gives attention 
to the unique covenant relationship 
that God establishes with the Israelites. 
Reporting this event and its immediate 
consequences dominates Exod 19 – 40, 
all of Leviticus, and Num 1:1 —  10:10. 
The creation of this covenant relation
ship is marked by (1)  listing various 
obligations (e.g., the Ten Command
ments) that the Israelites must fulfill 
and (2) constructing a tent, or taber
nacle, that will become God’s dwelling 
place among his chosen people (see 
“Law,” p.  2649; “Sacrifice,” p.  2656; 
“Temple,” p. 2652). By living among 

them, the Lord transforms the Israel
ites into a holy nation. The implica
tions of this are set out more fully in 
the book of Leviticus, which places 
special emphasis on how the Israelites 
must live holy lives (see “Holiness,” 
p. 2676).

From Sinai to Moab  
(Num 10:11 —  Deut 34:12)

After a period of almost one year, the 
Israelites leave Mount Sinai and jour
ney through the wilderness toward the 
land of Canaan (Num 10:11 —  36:13). 
Unfortunately, the people’s faith in 
God wilts. When fear of the nations 
living in Canaan causes them to rebel 
against God, God punishes them, and 
they spend 40 years in the wilderness. 
Only after the death of the adults who 
had left Egypt does it become possible 
for the next generation of Israelites 
to enter the land of Canaan. Whereas 
much of Numbers concentrates on 
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Fifteenth-century Hebrew 
manuscript shows Moses leading 
the children of Israel across the 
Red Sea.
Moses leads the Children of Israel across the Red Sea 
from a Jewish Prayer Book, Hamburg, 1427, German 
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the failures of the Israelites, the final 
chapters of the book prepare them for 
life in the promised land. The book 
of Deuteronomy further develops this 
theme.

As Deuteronomy begins, the Isra
elites are camped to the east of the 
Jordan River near Jericho. Moses, 
close to death, encourages the people 
to renew the covenant that God initi
ated at Mount Sinai. Moses reviews the 
 covenant obligations and reminds the 
people that obeying them will bring 
God’s blessing and that disobeying 
them will lead to death. After setting 
out this challenge, the book of Deuter
onomy ends by reporting the death of 
Moses in the land of Moab. While this 
brings to an end the period of Moses’ 
leadership, the Pentateuch is an unfin
ished story. The Israelites are still 
outside the promised land, and God’s 
promises to the patriarchs remain 
unfulfilled.

While people often view it as a self
contained section of the Bible, the Pen
tateuch is very closely linked to that 

which follows. The books of Genesis to 
Kings form one continuous account, 
with every subsequent book presup
posing everything the previous books 
recount. Therefore, we should interpret 
the individual books of the Pentateuch 
in light of this larger whole, which in 
turn needs to be read in the light of the 
whole Bible.

Author
Given the prominence of Moses in the 
books of Exodus to Deuteronomy, it 
is no surprise that he should be asso
ciated with the composition of the 
Pentateuch. In the various expres
sions for the Pentateuch, the name of 
Moses occurs frequently.  Jesus himself 
refers to the Pentateuch as “the Book 
of Moses” (Mark 12:26), “the Law of 
Moses” (Luke 24:44; see John 1:45), 
and simply “Moses” (Luke 16:29; cf. 
Luke 24:27; 2 Cor 3:15). Not surpris
ingly, in view of the prominence these 
titles give Moses and the high standing 
in which later generations held him, 
Moses is an obvious candidate to be 

the author of the Pentateuch. Further 
support for this comes from the Pen
tateuch itself, which directly credits 
Moses with writing down sections of 
the material, most notably the “Book of 
the Covenant” in Exod 20:22 — 23:33 
(see Exod 24:4,7), and the “Book of the 
Law” in Deut 5 – 26 or Deut 5 – 30 (see 
Deut 31:9,26). In the absence of obvi
ous contenders, there is much to com
mend the view that Moses composed 
the Pentateuch.

Post-Mosaic Evidence

While the evidence in favor of Mosaic 
authorship is persuasive, some features 
of the Pentateuch may point to a differ
ent conclusion. Certain details presup
pose a knowledge of events that occur 
after Moses’ lifetime. Among some of 
the more obvious examples are these: 
Gen 13:7 seems to be written from the 
perspective of an author who lived at a 
time when there were no Canaanites or 
Perizzites living in the land of Canaan; 
Gen 14:14 refers to the city of Dan, but 
this name was given to the town of 

Mount Nebo, where Moses gave his speech to the Israelites (Deut 32:49).
© 1995 by Phoenix Data Systems
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Laish only after the tribe of Dan cap
tured it ( Judg 18:29); and Gen 36:31 
possibly alludes to the existence of an 
Israelite monarchy. Another feature 
that weighs against Moses’ authorship 
is the manner in which the Pentateuch 
normally refers to him in the third 
person. Num 12:3 possibly presents the 
greatest difficulty: “Now Moses was a 
very humble man, more humble than 
anyone else on the face of the earth.” 
Would the most humble man on the 
earth write this? (By placing this verse 
in parentheses, the NIV implies that 
someone other than Moses wrote this.) 
And Deut 34 reports Moses’ death. 
These and similar observations should 
caution against an overly dogmatic 
belief that Moses penned absolutely 
everything in the Pentateuch. At the 
very least we must allow for the possi
bility of editorial updating or explana
tory additions. Moreover, at no point 
does the Pentateuch plainly state that 
Moses composed everything contained 
within these five books. As regards the 
book of Genesis, Moses may have taken 
over already existing written materials.

Modern Critical Scholarship

In the world of academic scholarship, 
the consensus of opinion largely dis
misses the idea that Moses wrote the 
Pentateuch. The seeds for such an out
look may trace back to the end of the 
eighteenth century, when the Enlight
enment concept of evolution or prog
ress was applied to the development 
of religious ideas. Rejecting the bibli
cal account of how Israelite religion 
began, a few scholars constructed their 
own theories based on the assump
tion that all religions evolve from a 
primitive to a more advanced form. In 
applying this philosophy to the Bible, 
these scholars argued that most bibli
cal books were composed of materials 
from different chronological periods. 
Eventually, the German scholar Julius 
Wellhausen championed with consid
erable success a theory now known as 
the Documentary Hypothesis.

Wellhausen’s Prolegomena to the 

History of Israel (English translation 
published in 1885) offers a radically 
different way of viewing the history of 
Israelite religion. He rejects the Mosaic 
authorship of the Pentateuch, argu
ing that four authors, now commonly 
referred to as the Yahwist, the Elohist, 
the Deuteronomist, and the Priestly 
Writer, wrote most of the materials that 
comprise the books of Genesis to Deu
teronomy. In terms of dating the work 
of these authors, Wellhausen places the 

tateuch was composed, this remains an 
issue of open debate. Unfortunately, the 
presuppositions of the Documentary 
Hypothesis still continue to influence 
OT scholarship.

A Literary Collage

The issue of authorship is complex 
because the materials that comprise 
the Pentateuch are not uniform in 
nature. The books of Genesis to Deuter
onomy contain a rich blend of materi

Although the story of the Pentateuch 
seems far removed from modern 
readers both chronologically and 
culturally and may frequently appear 
remote and obscure, it authoritatively 
explains the initial stages of God’s 
redemptive activity in the world.

Yahwist at about 840 BC, the Elohist at 
about 700 BC, the Deuteronomist at 
about 623 BC, and the Priestly Writer 
at about 500 – 450 BC. By redating dif
ferent sections of the Pentateuch in 
this way, Wellhausen rejects the long
standing tradition that Hebrew religion 
originated largely in the time of Moses. 
Rather, Wellhausen proposes that 
the true founders of Israelite religion 
were the prophets of the late ninth and 
eighth centuries BC. They were the men 
who inspired ethical monotheism (i.e., 
belief in one God linked to high ethical 
standards).

Although Wellhausen’s Documen
tary Hypothesis dominated OT studies 
throughout the twentieth century and 
still enjoys some support, an increasing 
number of scholars have openly ques
tioned its methodology and conclu
sions. While alternative theories have 
been proposed to explain how the Pen

als that reflect different literary forms. 
There are, for example, narratives of 
differing lengths and complexities, 
genealogies of varying kinds, paternal 
blessings in poetic style, songs, cov
enant obligations, case laws, instruc
tions for the construction of cultic 
items, and directives for undertaking 
religious activities. If Moses shaped 
the Pentateuch as we know it, he prob
ably took over materials that others 
composed, especially for the book of 
Genesis. Notwithstanding the variety 
of literary forms in the Pentateuch, 
these materials are skillfully blended 
together according to an overall plan. 
The Pentateuch is a literary collage in 
which different materials produce a 
remarkably rich and vibrant story.

The question of who wrote the 
Pentateuch must never divert atten
tion from the more important task of 
understanding its message. Although 
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many modern readers find the contents 
of the Pentateuch remote and obscure, 
the books of Genesis to Deuteronomy 
lay the foundation upon which the 
whole of Scripture rests. Without an 
awareness of these books, we cannot 
understand the rest of the Bible.

The Pentateuch From a Biblical 
Theology Perspective
Although the story of the Pentateuch 
is far removed from modern readers 
both chronologically and culturally 
and may frequently appear remote and 
obscure, it authoritatively explains the 
initial stages of God’s redemptive activ
ity in the world. It explains why our 
world displays every sign of being both 
ordered and chaotic at the same time, 
and it points forward in hope to a time 
when God will make all things right 
through  Jesus Christ.

God’s Creation Purpose

Genesis begins with God creating the 

world and appointing human beings to 
rule on his behalf over all other earthly 
creatures (see “Creation,” p.  2642). 
Underlying this commission is the 
expectation that God’s viceregents will 
fill the earth, extending the sanctuary 
of Eden in order to make the whole 
world into a divine residence (see 
“Temple,” p. 2652). Implicit in all of 
this is the creation of a holy city where 
God will live surrounded by those who 
affectionately serve and worship him 
(see “The City of God,” p. 2666).

Betrayal and Rebellion

Against this background, the early 
chapters of Genesis record how an 
extraordinary serpent tempts Adam 
and Eve into betraying God. Having 
been instructed to rule over all other 
creatures, they fail to exercise authority 
over the serpent, and by their actions 
they submit to its authority rather 
than God’s (see “Sin,” p. 2644). Their 
behavior has dire consequences: they 

are alienated from God and expelled 
from the Garden of Eden (see “Wrath,” 
p.  2681). Although humanity retains 
its capacity to rule, it no longer does so 
as God intended. Violence is the hall
mark of humanity’s presence on the 
earth, resulting eventually in divine 
punishment through a devastating 
flood. In spite of this, even after the 
flood humanity remains defiant. Gen 
11 records another incident of human 
hubris as people conspire in unity to 
construct a city with a tower that might 
give them access to heaven itself. The 
name “Babel” becomes synonymous 
with humanity’s desire to replace God 
and rule both earth and heaven. Not 
surprisingly, their efforts fall far short 
of their arrogance as God comes down 
and causes the people to babble in con
fusion.

A Promised Savior

While the dominant theme of Gen 
3 – 11 is humanity’s rebellion against 

Life-size replica of the tabernacle.
Todd Bolen/www.BiblePlaces.com
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God and its tragic consequences for the 
earth, these chapters are not without 
a glimmer of hope. In his condemna
tion of the serpent, God pronounces a 
judgment that contains an important 
element of hope. God warns the ser
pent, “I will put enmity between you 
and the woman, and between your 
offspring and hers; he will crush your 
head, and you will strike his heel” (Gen 
3:15). The expectation that one of the 
woman’s descendants will crush the 
serpent introduces a theme that runs 
throughout the book of Genesis and 
beyond. As we anticipate the woman’s 
offspring, Gen 4 begins by focusing on 
how Eve’s son Cain kills his brother 
Abel. The tragedy of this event is under
scored by Cain’s descendants appearing 
to follow in their father’s footsteps. By 
the seventh generation, Lamech boasts 
of killing a man for striking him (Gen 
4:23). Then, remarkably, the narrative 
jumps back in time to note that Adam 
and Eve had another son, Seth (Gen 
4:25). Seth, Abel’s replacement, keeps 

alive the hope that the serpent may yet 
be overcome.

A genealogy in Gen 5 highlights 
Seth’s importance and ends with the 
birth of Noah, “a righteous man, 
blameless among the people of his 
time” who “walked faithfully with 
God” (Gen 6:9). From Noah, another 
genealogy in Gen 11 leads on to 
Abram. Against the background of 
humanity’s estrangement from God, 
the Lord indicates that through Abram 
“all peoples on earth will be blessed” 
(Gen 12:3). The extent of the narrative 
devoted to Abram/Abraham underlines 
his importance in God’s redemptive 
purposes (Gen 11:27 —  25:11). He 
is to be “the father of many nations” 
(Gen 17:4), but not only in a biologi
cal sense. Abraham’s offspring will 
be those who exercise faith in God 
as Abraham does. Furthermore, God 
promises that his blessing will come to 
“all nations on earth” through one of 
Abraham’s descendants (Gen 22:18). 
This expectation builds upon God’s 

earlier promise regarding the offspring 
of the woman in Gen 3:15 and traces 
beyond Abraham to his son Isaac and 
grandson Jacob. God blesses them all, 
and they in turn mediate God’s bless
ing to others. After Jacob, Joseph is the 
one who carries the mantle of blessing 
since his father appointed him first
born over his older brothers (1  Chr 
5:1 – 2). Although Genesis traces the 
line of “firstborn” sons from Abraham 
to Ephraim (Gen 48:17 – 20), Gen 
38 unexpectedly focuses on the line 
of Judah, particularly his son Perez, 
who at birth breaks out in front of 
his “firstborn” twin brother, Zerah. 
Later, when Jacob blesses his 12 sons, 
he links future royalty to the tribe of 
Judah. God rejects the tribe of Ephraim 
as the royal tribe in the time of Sam
uel, and the tribe of Judah replaces it 
with David, son of Jesse, anointed king 
(Ps 78:67 – 72). Eventually, David’s 
royal line leads to  Jesus Christ, through 
whom God fulfills his promises to 
Abraham (Acts 3:22 – 26; Gal 3:16).

Artist’s representation of the New Jerusalem on a fourteenth-century tapestry. As the final chapters of Revelation 
anticipate, God will bring to perfect completion his purpose in creating this world, when the greenfield site of Eden is 
transformed into the New Jerusalem.
The New Jerusalem, number 80 from ‘The Apocalypse of Angers’, 1373 – 87, Bataille, Nicolas/Musee des Tapisseries, Angers, France/Giraudon/Bridgeman Images
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benefits of being God’s chosen people. 
Having been rescued from slavery by 
God and after freely committing them
selves to obey him fully and exclusively, 
God will judge the Israelites accord
ingly. Unfortunately, the remaining 
books of the OT witness in large mea
sure to the failure of the Israelites, but 
they also look forward in anticipation 
to a time when God will institute a new 
covenant to replace the one ratified at 
Mount Sinai (see “Covenant,” p. 2646).

From a biblical theology perspec
tive, the Pentateuch is an essential 
component of Scripture. Not only does 
it explain the cause of the human 
predicament, but more important it 
points forward in hope to how God will 
address this issue through  Jesus Christ. 
Ultimately, as the final chapters of Rev
elation anticipate, God will bring to 
perfect completion his purpose in cre
ating this world, when the greenfield 
site of Eden is transformed into the 
new Jerusalem (see “Consummation,” 
p. 2695). n

will come through  Jesus Christ (see 
“Exile and Exodus,” p. 2659).

A Holy Nation

In the light of God’s presence among 
the Israelites, Leviticus emphasizes 
how the Israelites must reflect God’s 
holy nature. In various ways, they 
are taught to associate holiness with 
wholeness and life, whereas unclean
ness is associated with imperfection 
and death. Leviticus underlines that 
holiness requires moral perfection, not 
merely the performance of cultic ritu
als (see “Holiness,” p. 2676).

The death of the exodus generation 
in the wilderness serves as a serious 
warning of the importance of continu
ally trusting and obeying God. As the 
apostle Paul observes, “These things . . . 
were written down as warnings for us” 
(1 Cor 10:11). Building on how God has 
punished the Israelites, in the book of 
Deuteronomy Moses emphasizes how 
the Israelites must demonstrate exclu
sive loyalty to God in order to enjoy the 

A Paradigm of Salvation

Whereas Genesis is especially interested 
in tracing the woman’s offspring, the 
books of Exodus to Deuteronomy build 
on the expectation that Abraham’s 
descendants will take possession of the 
land of Canaan, where God will reside 
among them. With this end in view, 
Exodus describes how God redeems 
the people of Israel from oppres
sion in Egypt, ransoming from death 
their firstborn males. The account 
of the Passover provides a paradigm 
for divine salvation as God sanctifies 
the Israelites in order that they may 
become a royal priesthood and a holy 
nation. God subsequently ratifies a 
covenant with them before coming to 
reside in a newly constructed taberna
cle in the middle of the Israelite camp 
(see “Temple,” p. 2652). Not only does 
this series of events partially reverse 
the estrangement caused by Adam 
and Eve’s rebellion against God in the 
Garden of Eden, but more important, it 
prefigures a much greater exodus that 



INTRODUCTION TO

GENESIS
NAME AND PURPOSE
The title, Genesis, means “beginning.” It is the title of the book in the Septuagint (the preChristian 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, Ber̆e ̄ʾ šît, 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 situation 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. Archaeologists 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 family and animals surviving on an ark, appears much earlier in 
the eighteenthcentury 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 
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earlier period of the ancient Near East. Methushael, Methuselah, Jabal, Jubal, and TubalCain 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 millennium BC, but much less in the later second millennium BC and 
hardly at all in the first millennium 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 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 rela
tive 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. Exam
ples 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 bridegroom 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 wellpopulated 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 shepherds (Amorites in north 
Syria) grazing their flocks and herds more than a hundred miles (160 kilometers) 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 Bethlehem (35:16 – 19). 
This name is identical to the eighteenthcentury 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 millennium 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 decendants of Abraham. Alternatively, the discovery of a cuneiform tablet written in the early or middle 
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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 narratives 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 originated, 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.

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 beginning 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 Abra
ham’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 creation until the present one.
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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 possible 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 24hour 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 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 “family 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 monotheistic 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 millennium BC and not a later time (see Introduction: Back
ground 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 eighteenthcentury 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 ongo
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ing 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 chap
ters 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 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 instru
ments 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 offspring 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 responsibly, 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 promise 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.
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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 created 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 
lifegiving 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.

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 descendant 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 wellwatered 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 brothers (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 
ber̆ît) implies a relationship 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 “covenant” first occurs in 6:18, where God promises Noah that 
he will establish a covenant that will benefit all life. God confirms its estab

lishment 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 car
casses 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).

The Atrahasis Epic, ca. seventeenth century BC, 
contains stories of creation and the flood in a 
sequence similar to that of Genesis.
© 2013 by Zondervan
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GENESIS AND THE NEW TESTAMENT
Genesis lays the foundation for salvation history. It is no surprise, therefore, that the text has numerous 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) transgres
sion brought contrasts with the justification, righteousness, 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 priestking 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 desig
nating 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 connect  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 Messianic 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 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 Jerusalem, 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)
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 G. Noah and the Flood (6:9 —  8:22)
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 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)
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 IV. The Family of Jacob (37:1 —  50:26)
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 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)
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 L. Jacob Goes to Egypt (46:1 —  47:12)
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 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)



GENESIS

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 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

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 
resulted, 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 complemen‑
tary descriptions of creation: one panoramic, one close‑up. The first 
creation account (1:1 —  2:3) describes God as the creator of the uni‑
verse 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 creation accounts from different perspectives. Compare, e.g., 
the fact that each of the four Gospels has its own particular emphasis. 
Setting Gen 1 and Gen 2 side by side, we see God at once as sover‑
eign Creator and as personally 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, estab‑
lishes 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 (ber̆eš̄ît ) denotes the 
start of a sequence of events (cf. Isa 46:10). God. Hebrew ʾ el̆oh̄îm, used 
of Israel’s deity and of other gods. It describes divinity, power, and the 
object of worship; it is the only word for God in ch. 1, which emphasizes 
God’s power as creator of the universe. 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 identifying the extremes, i.e., from the heavens above to the 
earth below, and everything between 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; there‑
fore, 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 identi‑
fies the judgment of God so that the land is unproductive, out of order, 
and incapable of fulfilling its purpose of producing life‑sustaining food. 
Gen 1 is less concerned with the production of things and more con‑
cerned with the creation of life. This expression describes the world 
before the creation of life, before there was even a background or con‑
text 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 
creatures. 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. darkness. 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 portray the potential of one of the mightiest destructive 
powers that the ancient world knew (Gen 7:11; 8:2). Spirit of God was 
hovering over. The Spirit hovers over all potential threats as God pre‑
pares 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 beginning 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 
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 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 seedbear 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 

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

(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 activity 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” implies more than an aesthetic 
or moral judgment. 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 distinguishes 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 iden‑
tifies the purpose of the object (or person) so named even as the Creator 
God establishes 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 sequence, 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 
heavens 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).
1:6 vault. Has the root idea of a beaten metal plate; can also be trans‑

lated “expanse” or “firmament.” The Hebrew noun customarily 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 support life. 
gathered. The term emphasizes that the seas and dry ground are dis‑
tinct. This recalls the destructive power of these waters to flood coastal 
towns and cities, and the limits that God has imposed. This boundary 
completes 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 preparations for the coming of 
animal and human life. Producing the food that the living creatures will 
consume (vv. 29 – 30) forms the final 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 reproduce. 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 purpose 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 domains. Thus, “fill” is not used for vegetation 
in vv. 11 – 13, but it appears in vv. 22,28 to describe 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 divine, so this creation account distinguishes the God 
of the Bible as the one who created and controls the sun and moon.
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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.

    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.”

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
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

a 26 Probable reading of the original Hebrew text (see Syriac); Masoretic Text the earth    

1:17 set them in the vault of the sky to give light. A further manifes‑
tation of God’s sovereignty. 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 corresponds to 
the sky and waters on the second day: God fills the sky with birds and 
the waters 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 catego‑
ries: “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.
1:26 – 27 This last act of God’s creative work is the climax.
1:26 us . . . our . . . our. “Us” portrays God deliberating 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” imply a greater complexity to God’s nature as already sug‑
gested by the Spirit of God (v. 2; see note on 11:7). mankind. Hebrew 
aʾd̄am̄. 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” translated “wild 
animals”). In ch. 2, ʾad̄am̄ 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 parallel 
“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 “likeness.” 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 garden (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 become 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 humanity. 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.
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    29 Then God said, “I give you ev ery seedbear 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.

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 

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
2:5 h Ge 1:11 i Ps 65:9‑10

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).    

1:29 – 30 God gives plants “for food” (v. 29) to sustain human and ani‑
mal 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 expressions 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 ordi‑
nal 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 
translated “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 begin‑
ning. 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 explicitly 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). Remembering the Sabbath every 
week contributes to idea that seven days, not months or years, describe 
the creation account.
2:4 – 25 Adam and Eve. The rest of ch. 2 reviews 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 account and introduces the cre‑

ation story of ch. 2. The creation of the heavens and the earth is explic‑
itly 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 continues through the rest 
of Genesis. account. This term that stands between the two creation 
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 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 created 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 earliest 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. ʾel̆oh̄îm, a title for deity (see note on 1:1) 
and the name of God used up to this point in Genesis. In ch. 1, ʾel̆oh̄îm 
emphasizes God’s power and majesty as the Creator of the universe. 
The rest of Genesis retains that title but adds God’s personal name. 
“Lord” reflects the changed tone, which becomes 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 become 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 appropriately 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 second 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 absent. 
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” (ʾad̄am̄) sound like the Hebrew for “ground” (ʾad̆am̄â ), but the 
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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 a 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. b 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
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 c 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 d and then  closed up the  place with  flesh. 
22 Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib e w he had taken out of the man, and he  brought her 
to the  man.

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
2:19 u Ps 8:7 v Ge 1:24
2:22 w 1Co 11:8,  9,  12

a 12 Or good; pearls    b 13 Possibly southeast Mesopotamia    c 20 Or the man    d 21 Or took part of 
the man’s side    e 22 Or part    

Hebrew for “life” (ḥayyîm) sounds like the Hebrew for “living” (ḥayyâ ). 
This identifies the two stages and components that construct the human 
person: the dirt of creation and the breath of God. The man is between 
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 
Jerusalem 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 knowl-
edge of good and evil. This forms the center for the one command 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 Euphrates 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 Arabia where gold has been 
located as well as a prehistoric riverbed that can be traced to the con‑
fluence 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 Levites 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 sanctuary 
(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 pro‑
hibition 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 creation 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.
2:19 – 20 God’s search for a helper involves the man’s naming the ani‑
mals. 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 (ʾad̄am̄ ; see 1:26; 2:7 and notes), 
just like the man.
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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 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.

2:23 x Ge 29:14; 
Eph 5:28‑30

2:24 y Mal 2:15 
z Mt 19:5*; Mk 10:7‑8*; 

1Co 6:16*; Eph 5:31*
2:25 a Ge 3:7,  10‑11

3:1 b 2Co 11:3;  
Rev 12:9; 20:2

3:4 c Jn 8:44; 2Co 11:3
3:5 d Isa 14:14; Eze 28:2

3:6 e Jas 1:14‑15; 
1Jn 2:16 f 1Ti 2:14

2:23 bone of my bones. The man recognizes that the woman origi‑
nates from himself. “woman” . . . man. Hebrew ʾ iššâ . . . ʾ iš. Like ʾ ad̄am̄ 
(masculine word for humans and the man) and ʾad̆am̄â (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 creation 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 are in perfect harmony. There 
are no barriers and no shame from the absence of barriers. Ch. 2 ends 
with harmony between God and creation, between God and the human 
couple, between the couple and creation, and between the man and 
the woman (cf. 3:7).
3:1 – 24 The Fall. Continuing the creation account, 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 famil‑
iar with the food regulations of Leviticus would associate the serpent 
with unclean animals (Lev 11:42) and be suspicious. crafty. Hebrew 
ʿar̄ûm. This rare Hebrew word, consistent with the snake’s reputation 
for wisdom, sounds like the Hebrew for “naked” in 2:25 (ʿam̆rûummîm ). 
The wordplay suggests that the serpent’s craftiness will overturn the 
innocence symbolized by the couple’s nakedness. 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 char‑
acterize the serpent’s speech (3:4). Genesis does not explicitly 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 existed 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 garden. 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 result 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 different 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 rul‑
ing 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. 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” (ḥam̄ad ). The same form appears in the Ten Command‑
ments (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 suggests that everything happens quickly, so that the couple do 
not consider the consequences. 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 nakedness symbolizes their inno‑
cence (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.
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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,’

3:8 g Dt 23:14 
h Job 31:33; 
Ps 139:7‑12; Jer 23:24
3:13 i 2Co 11:3; 1Ti 2:14
3:14 j Dt 28:15‑20 
k Isa 65:25; Mic 7:17
3:15 l Jn 8:44; Ac 13:10; 
1Jn 3:8 m Isa 7:14; 
Mt 1:23; Rev 12:17 
n Ro 16:20; Heb 2:14
3:16 o 1Co 11:3; 
Eph 5:22

a 15 Or seed    b 15 Or strike    

3:8 the cool of the day. The evening (when the heat of the sun and the 
cool of the coming 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 repen‑
tance. 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 serpent, 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. Fall‑
ing down on one’s stomach is an act of self‑humiliation before a king or 
leader. Under the laws of Leviticus, crawling animals were designated 
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 refer 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 secures 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 Protoevangelium, 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 severe. The Hebrew word 
for “pains” is identical 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 breakdown in the original harmoni‑
ous 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 irreversible. 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 
relationship 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 was 
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  “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.

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

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    

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 ʾad̄am̄) and the ground (Hebrew ʾad̆am̄â ) 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 desire for food 
with immediate abundance. Outside 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 physical death (cf. 2:7). Spiri‑
tual 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 ame‑
liorate 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 h ̣awwâ ) 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 understandable 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 creation (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 disrupts 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 tabernacle and temple, which faced east and contained 
cherubim. sword. It points in every direction so that there is no way to 
enter the garden. By guarding the garden, the cherubim 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 sac‑
rifice 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.
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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.” a  While they were in the  field, Cain 
at tacked his brother Abel and  killed  him. h

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 b; 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, c 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 

4:7 f Nu 32:23 g Ro 6:16
4:8 h Mt 23:35; 1Jn 3:12
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

a 8 Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac; Masoretic Text does not have “Let’s go out to the 
field.”    b 15 Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac; Hebrew Very well    c 16 Nod means wandering (see verses 
12 and 14).    

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 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 callous 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 represents 
the first of a long line of faithful people who die and cry out for ven‑
geance (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 noth‑
ing 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 penalty 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 vis‑
ible 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 symbolizes 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.

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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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 balCain, who  forged 
all  kinds of  tools out of a  bronze and iron. Tu bal Cain’s sis ter was  Na a mah.

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 seventyseven times.”

25 Adam made love to his wife  again, and she gave  birth to a son and  named him Seth, b 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 c 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” d 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

4:17 o Ps 49:11
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

a 22 Or who instructed all who work in    b 25 Seth probably means granted.    c 26 Or to proclaim    
d 2 Hebrew adam    

4:18 Enoch . . . Irad. May be related to Erech and Eridu, two of the earli‑
est 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,” suggesting the cultural activities in this fam‑
ily history.
4:20 – 22 tents . . . livestock . . . stringed instruments and pipes . . . 
tools . . . bronze and iron. In ancient Mesopotamian lore, there were 
a group of sages, one for each generation 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).
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 
inciting violence.
4:24 seventy-seven times. The anger is spelled out. As God promised 
sevenfold vengeance for any who tried to kill Cain (v. 15), Lamech’s arro‑
gance increases the vengeance another ten times in addition to the first 
seven. Cf. Matt 18:22, where  Jesus transforms vengeance into forgive‑
ness 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 another child in place of Abel.” In chs. 4 – 5, two lines of 
descendants are contrasted —  one negative, the other positive. One is 
associated with violence, which links with the reason 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 expres‑
sion 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 regularity 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 human‑
ity’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 (ʾad̄am̄). 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 literary 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 connection with the line of hope (and not with Cain’s line) 
suggests that God’s blessing was on this line.



G E N E S I S  6 : 2  |  3 5

6 When Seth had  lived 105  years, he be came the fa ther a 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 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 b 
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 

5:18 z Jude 1:14
5:22 a ver 24; Ge 6:9; 
17:1; 48:15; Mic 6:8; 
Mal 2:6
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

a 6 Father may mean ancestor; also in verses 726.    b 29 Noah sounds like the 
Hebrew for comfort.    

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 confess God’s aid in a safe delivery.
5:18 Enoch. Means “dedicate; dedication.”
5:21 Methuselah. Means perhaps “man/devotee of the spear/missile.”
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 seventh day of creation [2:2 – 3], which does not end like the 
other six days). Enoch’s acceptance by God gives hope to his contem‑
poraries 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 living 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 complete number of years.
6:1 – 8 Wickedness in the World. Violence continues to grow (cf. ch. 4) 
and leads to continual thoughts and acts of evil that bring God’s judg‑
ment on the world.
6:1 increase. Humans continue to “increase in number” as God com‑
manded (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 expres‑
sion in Hos 1:10. Mark 12:25 may suggest that angels do not marry, but 

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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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 a hu mans for ever, f for they are mor tal b; 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 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 c 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 

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
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

a 3 Or My spirit will not remain in    b 3 Or corrupt    c 14 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is 
uncertain.    

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 “Watchers” 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 
commentators combine two or more explanations.
6:3 a hundred and twenty years. God limits the life span of humans 
because of their increasing 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? Either it 
describes the number of years remaining to the flood and the destruc‑
tion of all of that sinful generation or it is a general observation 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 “heroes” of legendary power. Here they illus‑
trate 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 humanity. While his final purpose for humanity does not 
change, his means to carry that purpose forward may.
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 Jeru‑
salem 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. 2684). Noah represents the minority who remain righ‑
teous 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 generation —  
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 par‑

allels 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 sequence in a larger narrative) make coincidence 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 overpopulation. In contrast, 
the biblical account connects the flood with God’s judgment for sin, 
especially violence. In some ways the flood story resembles the open‑
ing 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 com‑
mands (6:22). He saves his family through faith and is heir to the righ‑
teousness 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 Gen‑
esis by describing a major event rather than listing a genealogy.
6:11 violence. The fundamental nature of harmful and destructive cor‑
ruption (cf. 9:6).

Artistic representation of the size of the ark (see 
Gen 6:15).
© 1993 by Zondervan
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long, fifty cu bits wide and thirty cu bits high. a 16 Make a roof for it, leav ing be low the roof an open ing 
one cu bit b high all  around. c 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 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 

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
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

a 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    b 16 That is, about 18 inches or about 45 centimeters    c 16 The meaning of the Hebrew for 
this clause is uncertain.    

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. Hebrew ber̆ît. This is its first occurrence in the Bible. 
God here prophesies the covenant of 9:8 – 17. As with the later cov‑
enants, God promises salvation and preservation. See “Covenant,” 
p. 2646.
6:22 did everything just as God commanded him. Noah models per‑
fect obedience (7:5).
7:2 seven pairs . . . clean . . . one pair . . . unclean. 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 wandering (Num 14:33 – 34; 32:13) and rulership 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 general 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 purposes.
7:16 the Lord shut him in. The security of Noah and his family within 
the Lord’s provision 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 refer‑
ence may also imply a regional flood (nevertheless possessing tremen‑
dous severity) 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.
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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

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.

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

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

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    

7:23 Every living thing. Foreshadows the coming judgment of the cos‑
mos by fire in 2 Pet 3:6 – 7.
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 turning 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.

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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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 twentysev 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 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.

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
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

a 21 Or humans, for    

8:17 multiply . . . be fruitful and increase. See 1:22,28, where God 
gave this command to animals and humans after creating them. God 
repeats it here as a new world begins, with the land having been 
cleansed from the defilement 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 fulfill 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 
acknowledges 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 cre‑
ated 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.
9:3 food. The first explicit statement of a carnivorous diet. Although the 
olive leaf (8:11) signifies the return of agricultural life, it cannot provide 
Noah’s children with sufficient food, especially in the first months after 
departing from the ark, when the harvest season 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 vendetta and commands death for shedding innocent 
blood (Exod 21:12 – 13; Deut 21:1 – 9) while recognizing different levels 
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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.

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.

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

9:25 r ver 18 s Ge 25:23; 
Jos 9:23

a 20 Or soil, was the first    

of intention in planning a murder and adjusting the punishment accord‑
ingly. in the image of God. See note on 1:26. Because human beings 
are formed in God’s image, human life is so valuable 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. 2646). 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 covenant 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 righteous as Noah (6:9) is 
subject to the temptations 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 
descendants of Noah’s three sons.
9:18 Ham was the father of Canaan. This anticipates Canaan’s coming 
role in the curse of vv. 25 – 27 and in the subsequent condemnation of 
the Canaanites (15:16 – 21; Deut 20:17).
9:21 he became drunk and lay uncovered. As in 19:30 – 38, drunken‑
ness 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 dis‑
honoring a close relative by having incestuous relations, which God con‑
demns (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 respects their father.
9:25 Cursed be Canaan! Why does Noah single 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).
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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 it 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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 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.

8 Cush was the fa ther d 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.” 

10:1 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

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, 2023, 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    
d 8 Father may mean ancestor or predecessor or founder; also in verses 13, 15, 24 and 26.    

9:27 extend Japheth’s territory. Japheth in Hebrew means “to (cause 
to) open.” His descendants 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 ethnic relations, some connec‑
tions 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 misinterpret‑
ing 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. Japheth’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. Cim‑

merians from the Caucasus region who moved south to eastern Turkey 
and Armenia. 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 Scythians, 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 southern tip of the Arabian peninsula or across the straits 
in Eritria and Djibouti. Raamah includes the western coastal area of 
Arabia, 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 verbal form meaning “to 
rebel.” He is connected with warfare, hunting, and ruling cities in 
Mesopotamia (modern Iraq). He is a mighty hunter and kingdom 
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10 The  first cen ters of his king dom were Bab ylon, b Uruk, Ak kad and Kal neh, in a Shi nar. b c 11 From that 
land he went to As syria, d  where he  built Nin e veh, e Re ho both Ir, c 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, d 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 e 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. f

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

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

 Jok tan.

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

a 10 Or Uruk and Akkad —  all of them in    b 10 That is, Babylonia    c 11 Or Nineveh with its city 
squares    d 15 Or of the Sidonians, the foremost    e 21 Or Shem, the older brother of    
f 23 See Septuagint and 1 Chron. 1:17; Hebrew Mash.    g 24 Hebrew; Septuagint father of Cainan, and 
Cainan was the father of    h 25 Peleg means division.    

builder (vv. 9 – 12), and his name may suggest that he is “against 
Yahweh.” Later, both the Assyrians and the Bab ylonians are respon‑
sible for the destruction 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 opposition to God’s kingdom and 
city.
10:10 Nimrod’s lordship of Bab ylon and Shinar (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 Kal‑
neh. 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 according to the number of con‑
sonants they contain rather than any geographic relationship. Ludites. 
Lydia in western Turkey. Anamites. Unknown. Lehabites. May be Liby‑
ans, 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, Sin-
ites, Arvadites, Zemarites and Hamathites. Kingdoms in northwest 
Syria. Canaan. An area known in Egyptian records of the second mil‑
lennium BC and in early biblical 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 except 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. Appear 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 divided. This may refer to the division of people in 
11:1 – 9 (see 10:8 – 12 and notes).



4 4  |  G E N E S I S  1 0 : 2 6

 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.

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.

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

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.    

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).
10:30 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 creation 
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 Cres‑
cent, the waters of the Persian Gulf receded in the fourth millennium 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 together 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 
material in Mesopotamia, where it is far more abundant than build‑
ing stone.
11:4  tower. Hebrew migdal̄. It usually refers to a fortress and 
emphasizes security. Here it may be associated with the pyramid‑
shaped ziggurats that humans in early Mesopotamian 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 build‑
ings for the priests, king, and army. a name. A reputation guarantee‑
ing that one would be honored after death. This account intentionally 
contrasts with Abram and the “name” God promises him (12:1 – 3) 
by calling him out from the same urban environment and into a 
“backwater” land with little promise for security and worldly suc‑
cess. Because the people feared being “scattered” and were vul‑
nerable, they planned to unite and build a powerful fortress that 
would allow them to call down their god to protect them and their 
descendants.
11:5 the Lord came down to see. The builders constructed their tower 
to the heavens. Ironically, God had to descend to reach them.
11:6 nothing they plan to do will be impossible. 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 expansion 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 deci‑
sions 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 per‑
sonhood 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 govern‑
ment where no alternative worship is allowed.
11:9 Babel. Bab ylon (see 10:8 – 10 and notes). Babel (Hebrew b-b-l ) 
is a wordplay on “confused” (Hebrew n-b-l; see note on v. 7). The 
name “Babel” is translated as “Bab ylon” everywhere 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.
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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 a 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. b

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

11:12 f Lk 3:35
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

a 10 Father may mean ancestor; also in verses 1125.    b 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    

11:10 – 26 From Shem to Abram. This genealogy 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 demonstrates 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).
11:18 Reu. The name means “friend” or “shepherd.” Cf. Reuel, “friend 
of God” (Exod 2:18).
11:20 – 26 Serug . . . Nahor . . . Terah. Also place‑names in the region 
of Harran in northern 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 provide background infor‑
mation 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 Gen‑
esis. The heading introduces 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 Wool‑
ley from 1922 to 1934. His investigations revealed the existence of a 
well‑developed urban culture 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, pp. 12 – 13.
11:29 Sarai. Later renamed Sarah (17:15).
11:30 childless. Sarai’s inability to have children is a major obstacle 
to the fulfillment of God’s promise that Abram will have many descen‑
dants 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 
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31 Te rah took his son  Abram, his grand son Lot son of Ha ran, and his daugh terinlaw 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

 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” b

4 So  Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him.  Abram was sev entyfive  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.

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 c I 
will give this land.” c So he  built an al tar  there to the Lord, d who had ap peared to  him.

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
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
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

a 2 Or be seen as blessed    b 3 Or earth / will use your name in blessings (see 48:20)    c 7 Or seed    

be born who becomes an important 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 numbers 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 depar‑
ture 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 version 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 relationship 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 passage in the book of Gen‑
esis. 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 divine displeasure 
and curses; Abram’s obedience will bring blessing. God’s call requires 
Abram to exercise tremendous faith. He must first abandon the secu‑
rity of family and country and then travel to a foreign land, confidently 
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 childless (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 (2 Sam 7:9). While God’s 
promises have an explicit 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 promise 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 associates  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 “Covenant,” 
p. 2646.
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 accompanying Abram, his uncle. This too is an act of faith on 
the part of Lot.
12:5 people they had acquired. Abram appears to have had a substan‑
tial 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).
12:6  traveled through the land. Abram’s journey brings him to 
Shechem in Canaan. His lifestyle 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 
emphasizes that Abram intentionally lived in a tent because he antici‑
pated the creation of a city designed and built by God. This hope dis‑
tinguishes 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 pres‑
ent circumstances; at this stage Abram is both childless and landless.
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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 

12:8 e Ge 13:3
12:9 f Ge 13:1,  3

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 perma‑
nently. Although they did not view God as residing at these altars, 
they could encounter him there (Exod 20:24). Their existence served 
as reminders of the patriarch’s special relationship with God and the 
promise of land.

12:9 Negev. Means “south” in Hebrew. See map, p. 2866. 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 protection, Abram selfishly 
devises a cunning ruse.
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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.

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 

12:13 g Ge 20:2; 26:7
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

12:16 camels. It is often stated that references to camels in Genesis are 
anachronistic because camels were not domesticated 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 contexts involv‑
ing 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 millennium 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 
promise to Abram that his descendants will possess all of Canaan.
13:6 land could not support them. The hill country to the east of Bethel 
(v. 3) provides inadequate pasture for all the livestock Abram and Lot 
own.
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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 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 

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
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

a 15 Or seed ; also in verse 16    b 1 That is, Babylonia; also in verse 9    

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 hidden 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 seriously endangers his 
well‑being on two occasions (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 descendants 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 rela‑
tively close to those mentioned in 12:6 – 8. All three altars were con‑
structed in what would later be the central regions of the kingdoms of 
Israel and Judah.
14:1 – 24 Abram Rescues Lot. When a foreign confederation of four 
kings defeats an alliance of five Canaanite kings, they take captive 
Abram’s nephew Lot. After Abram returns from successfully rescuing Lot 

and other captives, the kings of Sodom and Salem greet him. Abram’s 
different responses to the two kings are exceptionally important, reveal‑
ing how Abram rejects the spoils of battle in order to enhance his own 
standing within the land of Canaan. Although his defeat of the invading 
kings provides Abram with an opportunity 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 por‑
tray 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 composed of kings from the region 
of Mesopotamia and beyond. Although these kings are not known in 
existing extrabiblical sources, their names are typical of the territories 
associated with them.
14:1 Shinar. Region of southern Mesopotamia, later known as Bab‑
ylonia (10:10; see Josh 7:21 and NIV text note). Ellasar. Possibly north‑
ern Mesopotamia, the name “Arioch” having been found in ancient texts 
from Mari and Nuzi. Elam. Region to the east of southern Mesopotamia. 
Only in the early second millennium BC is there evidence of Elamite 
armies advancing westward into Mesopotamia and possibly onward 
to Canaan. Tidal. The name may be of Hittite origin. The insertion 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 Valley, the foreign coalition 
defeats various tribal groups whose territories lie along the King’s High‑
way in Transjordan. After reaching the Gulf of Aqabah, they travel north‑
ward to Hazezon Tamar, known as En Gedi in 2 Chr 20:2.
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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,

  “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 
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a 13 Or a relative; or an ally    

14:8 – 11 Unable to repel the invading coalition, 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 Hebrew 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 contrast 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 others, even when it is captured in battle. Abram dis‑
tances 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 perversion 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 Jerusalem.
14:18 Melchizedek. This form of name was common among second‑

millennium BC Canaanites. Scholars debate its original meaning; 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 righteousness 
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, Melchizedek’s priestly order is supe‑
rior 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). “Salem” 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., ʾel̄ ro ̆ʾ î, “the God who sees me” [16:13]; ʾel̄ šadday, “God 
Almighty” [17:1]; ʾel̄ ʿ ôlam̄, “the Eternal God” [21:33]).
14:19 Creator of heaven and earth. Melchizedek’s description of God 
implies that God is more than simply the creator of everything. He is also 
its possessor, a striking affirmation 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.
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 demon‑
strated that he is more than the equal of earthly kings, he recognizes 
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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 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, 
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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    

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 descen‑
dants and land dominate this chapter; both are essential to the future cre‑
ation 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 descen‑
dants will possess the land of Canaan. The earlier conditional promise of 
nationhood (12:2) is now strengthened by a covenant that guarantees 
unconditionally 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 Gomorrah. 
Rather than place his hope in wealth acquired by force, Abram looks 
to God. Possibly, Abram’s vision occurs at night, for v. 5 indicates that 
numerous stars are visible.
15:2 Eliezer of Damascus. His identity is uncertain; 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 probably acquired men to look after his herds and flocks 
(17:23,27). Ancient Near Eastern texts provide examples of childless 
couples adopting 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 approached cautiously.
15:6 This verse is highly significant within the episode. Descriptive com‑
ments like this are very rare in OT narratives and are all the more impor‑

tant when they occur. Abram’s trust in God becomes the basis upon which 
God views him as righteous. Only later is Abram circumcised (17:23 – 27). 
The concept of righteousness based on faith becomes an important bibli‑
cal 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 
circumcised (Rom 4:1 – 25; Gal 3:1 – 9). The apostle 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 possible 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 after a 
long period of time has elapsed. This figure, which may refer to all of 
the time spent in the foreign land and not just the period of oppres‑
sion, is probably best understood as a 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.
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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.
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a 18 Or river    

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 dispossess the 
Amorites of their territory because of their immoral behavior. While God 
displays patience in not punishing them immediately, he will not toler‑
ate 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 summary 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, fric‑
tion 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 servant to wife, although she 
still has a secondary position within the household in relation to Sarai 
(25:6). Abram’s taking a second wife does not indicate that God sanc‑
tions 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 afterward 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 encouraged 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.
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  You shall name him Ishmael, a

  for the Lord has heard of your misery. h

 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 b 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 c the One who sees me.” j 14 That is why the well was  called Beer La hai Roi d; 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  eightysix  years old when Ha gar bore him  Ish mael.

The Covenant of Circumcision

17 When  Abram was ninetynine  years old, the Lord ap peared to him and said, “I am God Al
mighty e; 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 f; your name will be Abra ham, g 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 
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a 11 Ishmael means God hears.    b 12 Or live to the east / of    c 13 Or seen the back of    d 14 Beer 
Lahai Roi means well of the Living One who sees me.    e 1 Hebrew El-Shaddai    f 5 Abram means 
exalted father.    g 5 Abraham probably means father of many.    

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 concern 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 household 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 fulfillment 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 
ongoing 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 distinction 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 covenant 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 debated, 
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 posi‑
tive, 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 everlasting 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 covenant.
17:5 By changing the patriarch’s name from Abram to Abraham (see NIV 
text notes), God conveys the purpose of this covenant. father. 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 meta‑
phoric 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 ruling 
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, begin‑
ning with Isaac (v. 21).
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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 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 

17:7 u Ex 29:45,  46 
v Ro 9:8; Gal 3:16

17:8 w Ps 105:9,  11 
x Ge 23:4; 28:4; Ex 6:4 

y Ge 12:7
17:10 z ver 23; Ge 21:4; 
Jn 7:22; Ac 7:8; Ro 4:11

17:11 a Ex 12:48; 
Dt 10:16 b Ro 4:11

17:12 c Lev 12:3; 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

a 19 Isaac means he laughs.    

17:10 – 14 Certain covenants have signs associated 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 ben‑
efits of the covenant will be mediated to others. In the first instance, the 
covenant will be established with Isaac, but not Ishmael, even though 
Ishmael is circumcised.
17:12 – 14 Every male within Abraham’s household must be circum‑
cised, including those bought as slaves from foreigners. Given the inter‑
national aspect of the covenant, circumcision 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 community, if not death. To 
refuse circumcision would have been perceived as rejecting the signifi‑
cance of God’s promises to Abraham. Much later, when these promises 
are being fulfilled in  Jesus Christ, the apostle Paul insists that the circum‑
cision 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 childless for many years 
(11:30), God states that he will bless her with a son. God’s blessing, 
however, is not restricted to a son. Sarah will produce “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 motif 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 
specifically 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. descendants after him. 
God indicates that the covenant 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 important in its 
own right (25:12 – 18).

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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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 ninetynine  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  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.”

17:21 m Ge 21:2
17:24 n Ro 4:11
18:1 o Ge 13:18; 14:13
18:2 p ver 16,  22; 
Ge 32:24; Jos 5:13; 
Jdg 13:6‑11; Heb 13:2
18:4 q Ge 19:2; 43:24
18:5 r Jdg 13:15
18:8 s Ge 19:3
18:10 t Ro 9:9*
18:11 u Ge 17:17 
v Ro 4:19
18:12 w Ge 17:17; 21:6 
x 1Pe 3:6
18:14 y Jer 32:17,  27; 
Zec 8:6; Mt 19:26; 
Lk 1:37; Ro 4:21

a 3 Or eyes, Lord    b 6 That is, probably about 36 pounds or about 16 kilograms    

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 narrative 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 generously to the unexpected 
arrival of three “men” at his tent, Abraham graciously offers them hos‑
pitality that extends from washing their feet to providing a freshly pre‑
pared 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 seminomadic herdsman and tent‑
dweller, Abraham may have regularly camped at this location (13:18).
18:2 three men. See note on vv. 1 – 15. Abraham 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 indicates that he views one of the men as more impor‑
tant 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. Abraham’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).
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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. a 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. b 
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 really  sweep it away and not  spare c 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 fortyfive  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.

18:17 z Am 3:7 
a Ge 19:24

18:18 b Gal 3:8*
18:19 c Dt 4:9‑10; 6:7 

d Jos 24:15; Eph 6:4
18:21 e Ge 11:5
18:22 f Ge 19:1

18:23 g Nu 16:22
18:24 h Jer 5:1

18:25 i Job 8:3,  20; 
Ps 58:11; 94:2; 

Isa 3:10‑11; Ro 3:6
18:26 j Jer 5:1

18:27 k Ge 2:7; 3:19; 
Job 30:19; 42:6

18:32 l Jdg 6:39 m Jer 5:1

a 18 Or will use his name in blessings (see 48:20)    b 22 Masoretic Text; an ancient Hebrew scribal tradition 
but the Lord remained standing before Abraham    c 24 Or forgive; also in verse 26    

18:16 – 33 Abraham Pleads for Sodom. Perhaps 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 inhabitants 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 righteous. Cautiously, 
Abraham presents various scenarios to God, reducing by stages the 
number of righteous people in the city. Eventually, God reassures Abra‑
ham 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 promise in 12:2 – 3 and the covenant in 
ch. 17, which portrays Abraham as the “father of many nations” (17:5; 
see note there).
18:20 – 21 God does not take lightly his decision to destroy Sodom 

and Gomorrah. The Lord’s visit demonstrates that the destruction 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 regard‑
ing 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. 2679.
18:27 – 32 Acknowledging the inappropriateness 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 punished alongside the wicked, and reducing the 
number yet further seems petty or unbelieving. 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.
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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.

12 The two men said to Lot, “Do you have any one else here —  sonsinlaw, 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 sonsinlaw, 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 sonsinlaw 
 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.”

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
19:12 w Ge 7:1
19:13 x 1Ch 21:15
19:14 y Nu 16:21 
z Ex 9:21; Lk 17:28
19:15 a Nu 16:26 
b Rev 18:4
19:17 c Jer 48:6 d ver 26

a 14 Or were married to    b 18 Or No, Lord ; or No, my lord    c 19 The Hebrew is singular.    

19:1 – 29  Sodom and Gomorrah Destroyed. Although Sodom is 
destroyed, Lot escapes with two of his daughters due to the interven‑
tion of the angels. Lot’s desire to protect his “visitors” from being sexu‑
ally 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 resem‑
bles Abraham’s in 18:1 – 5. The similarities indicate that Lot by nature 
resembles Abraham. His subsequent protection of the men further indi‑
cates 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 “sod‑
omy” 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 unmarried 
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 deter‑
mined to have sexual relations with Lot’s two guests. Their wickedness 
was pervasive and persistent.
19:12 – 16 Lot’s sons‑in‑law greet the announcement of Sodom’s 
destruction with ridicule. 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.”
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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. a)

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.

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 b; 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 BenAmmi c; he is the fa ther of the Am mon ites d 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

19:24 e Dt 29:23; Isa 1:9; 
13:19 f Lk 17:29; 
2Pe 2:6; Jude 7

19:25 g Ps 107:34; 
Eze 16:48

19:26 h ver 17 i Lk 17:32
19:27 j Ge 18:22

19:28 k Rev 9:2; 18:9
19:29 l 2Pe 2:7
19:30 m ver 19
19:37 n Dt 2:9

19:38 o Dt 2:19
20:1 p Ge 18:1  

q Ge 26:1,  6,  17
20:2 r ver 12; Ge 12:13; 

26:7 s Ge 12:15

a 22 Zoar means small.    b 37 Moab sounds like the Hebrew for from father.    c 38 Ben-Ammi means 
son of my father’s people.    d 38 Hebrew Bene-Ammon    

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 back‑
ground, Lot’s rescue emphasizes God’s concern for the righteous in the 
midst of a world that stands condemned for its sinfulness (2 Pet 2:6 – 9).
19:26 a pillar of salt. For disobeying the instruction 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, Abraham witnesses what has 
happened to Sodom and Gomorrah. By linking Lot’s rescue to the Lord 
remembering Abraham (v. 29), the narrator 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 records 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 abandon 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 mountains has unexpected con‑
sequences. Given their isolated existence, his daughters have no one 
with which to have children. A childless woman in this time period had 
an insecure 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.
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 Israelites 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 Abimelek did not touch Sarah, an 
important consideration in the light of Isaac’s subsequent birth (21:1 – 7).
20:1 This episode opens by describing how Abraham moves to a loca‑
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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 a 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

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 b 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.

20:3 t Job 33:15; 
Mt 27:19 u Ps 105:14
20:4 v Ge 18:25
20:6 w 1Sa 25:26,  34
20:7 x ver 17; 1Sa 7:5; 
Job 42:8
20:9 y Ge 12:18;  
26:10; 34:7
20:11 z Ge 42:18; 
Ps 36:1 a Ge 12:12; 26:7
20:14 b Ge 12:16
20:15 c Ge 13:9
20:17 d Job 42:9
20:18 e Ge 12:17
21:1 f 1Sa 2:21 g Ge 8:1; 
17:16,  21; Gal 4:23
21:2 h Ge 17:19 
i Gal 4:22; Heb 11:11
21:3 j Ge 17:19
21:4 k Ge 17:10,  12; 
Ac 7:8

a 16 That is, about 25 pounds or about 12 kilograms    b 3 Isaac means he laughs.    

tion where he and Sarah are unknown. Gerar. Located in the south of 
what became known as Israel (see map, p. 2865).
20:2 Because they are unknown in Gerar, Abraham is able to claim that 
Sarah is his sister. The narrator provides no explanation as to why Abra‑
ham makes this claim, presuming 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 proclaims 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 com‑
municates 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 comments 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 Abimelek’s actions demonstrate, 
Abraham’s expectations regarding the people of Gerar are mistaken.
20:12 Abraham looks to excuse his actions by noting that Sarah is his 

half sister. Abraham’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 narrator 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 interces‑
sory prayer.
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; 
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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 a 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 b 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 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.”

21:6 l Ge 17:17; Isa 54:1
21:9 m Ge 16:15 

n Gal 4:29
21:10 o Gal 4:30*
21:11 p Ge 17:18
21:12 q Ro 9:7*; 

Heb 11:18*
21:13 r ver 18

21:14 s ver 31,  32
21:17 t Ex 3:7
21:18 u ver 13

21:19 v Nu 22:31
21:20 w Ge 26:3,  24; 

28:15; 39:2,  21,  23
21:21 x Ge 24:4,  38

21:23 y ver 31; Jos 2:12

a 12 Or seed    b 16 Hebrew; Septuagint the child    

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 Abraham’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 because he viewed Ishmael 
as his son (16:15; 17:18).
21:12 – 13 God intervenes, however, confirming 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 nations 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 children are automatically “children 
of the promise” (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 reassures Hagar 
that he cares for both her and Ishmael. Although God has special plans 
for Isaac, he does not abandon Hagar and Ishmael. God previously inter‑
vened 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. 2868.
21:22 – 34 The Treaty at Beersheba. Abimelek’s desire to establish a 
friendship treaty with Abraham reflects Abraham’s status as someone 
of importance. Abimelek’s actions would be pointless if Abraham was 
merely an insignificant 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.
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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 

21:25 z Ge 26:15,   
18,  20‑22
21:27 a Ge 26:28,  31
21:30 b Ge 31:44,  47,   
48,  50,  52
21:31 c Ge 26:33
21:33 d Ge 4:26 
e Dt 33:27
22:1 f Dt 8:2,  16; 
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1Jn 4:9 h 2Ch 3:1
22:6 i Jn 19:17

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

21:25 – 26 Since the treaty about to be sealed is designed to ensure har‑
mony 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 ratifying 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 associated with the cov‑
enant ceremony (see NIV text note). The Genesis narrative implies that 
in Abraham’s time no permanent settlement existed at Beersheba. Later, 
when a town was established there, it became famous as the southern 
boundary of Israel (2 Sam 3:10; 17:11).
21:32 Philistines. The name usually denotes people from territories 
bordering the Aegean 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, “Philistines” may replace an 
older, less‑known term so that readers of Genesis would easily under‑
stand 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, pp. 12 – 13.
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 obedience results, however, in a divine oath 
that guarantees the fulfillment of the promises God first gave to Abra‑

ham 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 
evident 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 special 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 willingness to obey 
him by placing on him the ultimate 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 anyone 
to do something wrong (Jas 1:13).
22:2 your son, your only son, whom you love. God’s words under‑
score 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 narrator highlights in his 
opening words, God intended 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 restore Isaac to life again (Heb 11:17 – 19).
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 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?”
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

22:7 j Lev 1:10
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

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)    

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 instruc‑
tions. Abraham’s reply to Isaac reflects either a profound trust in God 
that he will intervene 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 obedi‑
ence 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 sacrific‑
ing Isaac, but he also provides an alternative sacrifice. Burnt offerings 
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 offering in place 
of Isaac reflects a wider biblical understanding of sacrificial offerings. 
Animal sacrifice was commonly viewed as being substitutionary, 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 probably comes from the time of the monarchy when 
the temple was functioning in Jerusalem. See Introduction to the 

 Pentateuch, pp. 12 – 13. 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 guarantee 
confirming that God will bring to completion everything that he promised 
Abraham (Heb 6:13 – 18). Whereas the first part of the divine 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 bless‑
ing with a unique lineage 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 denotes a 
single individual who will be victorious 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).
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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 twentyseven  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.

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.

22:23 x Ge 24:15
23:2 y Jos 14:15 z ver 19; 
Ge 13:18
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

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    

22:23 Rebekah. A granddaughter of Nahor. This reference to her antici‑
pates 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 renamed Hebron (Josh 14:15; 
Judg 1:10). Abraham’s link with Hebron is first mentioned in 13:18.
23:3 Hittites. Here the term designates the inhabitants of Kiriath Arba 
(see NIV text note). This name appears to have been used of different 
people groups, the best known being the Hittites of Anatolia and Syria. 
It seems unlikely 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 status (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 tactfully 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 requiring 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 formally 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 substantial price (Jer 32:9). Later in Genesis, Joseph as 
a slave is valued at 20 shekels (37:28).
23:20 burial site. The cave of Machpelah was the burial site for Abra‑
ham (25:9) and Isaac (35:27 – 29; 49:29 – 31) and Jacob (49:29 – 30; 
50:13).
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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.”

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 

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

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

a 7 Or seed    b 10 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    c 22 That is, about 1/5 ounce or about 5.7 grams    

24:1 – 67  Isaac and Rebekah. Reported in exceptional detail, the 
account of Rebekah becoming 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 Abraham 
(12:2).
24:2 – 8 Genesis usually describes the Canaanites negatively (9:25 – 27; 
13:11 – 13); the inhabitants of Sodom (13:13) and Gomorrah 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 refers to this 
region as “my country” (v. 4), he prohibits Isaac from going there. Trusting 
in God’s covenantal guarantee (15:18 – 21), Abraham 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.
24:9 put his hand under the thigh of his master Abraham. By placing 

his hand there, the servant formally commits himself to fulfilling Abra‑
ham’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 Naharaim. 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 Rebekah creates a sense of 
expectation; she is both a relative of Abraham and an attractive, unmar‑
ried woman. She has also come to the well to collect water.
24:17 – 21 Rebekah does everything that the servant mentioned in his 
prayer.
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two gold brace lets weigh ing ten shek els. a 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.”

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 

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
24:32 p Ge 43:24; 
Jdg 19:21
24:35 q ver 1 r Ge 13:2
24:36 s Ge 21:2,  10 
t Ge 25:5
24:37 u ver 3
24:38 v ver 4
24:39 w ver 5
24:40 x ver 7
24:41 y ver 8
24:42 z ver 12
24:43 a ver 13 b ver 14
24:45 c 1Sa 1:13 d ver 15 
e ver 17
24:46 f ver 18‑19
24:47 g ver 23 h ver 24 
i Eze 16:11‑12
24:48 j ver 26 k ver 27
24:49 l Ge 47:29; 
Jos 2:14
24:50 m Ps 118:23 

a 22 That is, about 4 ounces or about 115 grams    

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 involvement 
(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).

24:34 – 49 The servant’s speech rehearses closely the events that occur 
in vv. 1 – 27. The repetition underlines God’s guidance in bringing 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.
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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

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, b 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.

24:50 n Ge 31:7,   
24,  29,  42

24:52 o ver 26
24:53 p ver 10,  22
24:54 q ver 56,  59

24:59 r Ge 35:8
24:60 s Ge 17:16 

t Ge 22:17
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

a 55 Or she    b 63 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain.    

24:53 As a token of the commitment they have made, the servant gives 
gifts to Rebekah and members of her family. Marriage arrangements 
usually involved gifts of money to the bride’s family.
25:55 – 58 Rebekah’s willingness to go immediately 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 suit‑
able wife for Isaac.
24:60 The blessing resembles God’s oath to Abraham in 22:17. your 
offspring. Could refer to an individual or group of people. Everything 
points to Rebekah being a perfect match for Isaac.
24:65 took her veil and covered herself. Probably a sign that she was 
betrothed. Having seen Isaac, she indicates her willingness to marry 
him.
25:1 – 11 The Death of Abraham. This concludes the account of Abra‑

ham’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 author provides few details 
about Abraham’s relationship 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 “second” wives, but not necessarily of equal status 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 various people groups descended from Abra‑
ham, it carefully distinguishes these descendants from Isaac. He alone 
is Abraham’s heir.
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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 entyfive  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. a 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 thirtyseven  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 b 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 c and sis ter of La ban r the  Ar a mean.

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”

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
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*

a 10 Or the descendants of Heth    b 18 Or lived to the east of    c 20 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    

25:8 he was gathered to his people. This expression may indicate 
belief in life after death. It occurs elsewhere in Genesis in conjunction 
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 sections 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 sec‑
tion in Genesis. It concentrates mainly on Isaac’s twin sons, 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 relationship 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 flee‑
ing 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 dismisses 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 reason 
Abraham is later designated a “wandering 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 hap‑
pening inside her womb, she learns that her twins will produce two 
nations.
25:23 the older will serve the younger. Contrary to the custom of that 
time. This prediction 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 Gen‑
esis, beginning with Cain and Abel, conflict between brothers is a recur‑
ring motif. Such conflict threatens the survival of the unique lineage 
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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 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 d all na tions on 
 earth will be  blessed, e 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.”

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

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

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.    d 4 Or seed    e 4 Or and all nations on earth will use the name of your 
offspring in blessings (see 48:20)    

through which the nations 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 manhood, 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 dif‑
ferent 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 dem‑
onstrates his grasping nature, Esau’s attitude comes in for particular 
criticism. By selling for a bowl of stew the benefits associated with his 
firstborn status, Esau displays contempt for all that God promised 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.
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 associating 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 sis‑
ter 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.
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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, a 
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. b 22 He  moved on from  there and dug an other well, and no one quar reled 
over it. He  named it Re ho both, c 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

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, d and to this day the name of the town has been  Be er sheba. e l

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
26:30 j Ge 19:3
26:31 k Ge 21:31
26:33 l Ge 21:14

a 20 Esek means dispute.    b 21 Sitnah means opposition.    c 22 Rehoboth means room.    
d 33 Shibah can mean oath or seven.    e 33 Beersheba can mean well of the oath and well of seven.    

26:8 – 11 When Abimelek discovers Isaac’s deception, he acts with 
integrity, fearful that unknowingly he and his people may become 
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 belong to the unique lineage Genesis traces. Like Abraham, 
Isaac prospers materially (v. 13).
26:14 – 16 Isaac’s prosperity causes the Philistines to become envious 
and fearful of Isaac, so Isaac moves away.
26:17 – 23 Isaac’s move brings him to a location 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.
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 Abi‑
melek (21:30 – 31; cf. v. 18).
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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?”
“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.”

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

27:20 c Ge 24:12
27:21 d ver 12

26:34 —  28:9 Jacob Takes Esau’s Blessing. This section gives consider‑
able 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 
observations 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 high‑
lights 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 subsequent 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 (ber̆ak̄â ) and birth‑
right (bek̆or̄â ). The association of Jacob with blessing 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 father, Isaac, Esau did not look for a 
wife from among his own relatives, suggesting that he did not fully 
embrace the beliefs of his parents.

27:1 – 4 Nearing death, Isaac summons Esau in order to make arrange‑
ments 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 family line associated with God’s redemptive plan would con‑
tinue. By noting that Isaac was blind (v. 1), the narrator anticipates later 
developments in the story and may also indicate that Isaac failed to see 
clearly Esau’s true nature. By highlighting Isaac’s desire for “tasty food” 
(v. 4), the narrator possibly implies that selfishness motivated Isaac’s 
decision 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 finding 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 Jacob (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 initially suspicious when Jacob 
claims to be Esau. Sensing that the voice is that of Jacob, he touches 
Jacob in order to be certain.
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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?”

27:23 e ver 16
27:25 f ver 4
27:27 g Heb 11:20 
h SS 4:11 i Ps 65:9‑13
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
27:33 r ver 29; 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

a 36 Jacob means he grasps the heel, a Hebrew idiom for he takes advantage of or he deceives.    

27:27 – 29 Immediately prior to blessing Jacob, 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, reassures Isaac. While Isaac 
prays that God will bless Jacob materially, his aspirations for his first‑
born son lead him to request that “nations” and “peoples” (v. 29) serve 
him, as well as his closest family members. Isaac’s prayer is exception‑
ally 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, echoing 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 sto‑
ries of Genesis give special attention 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 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 sometimes 
anything but brotherly (see Obad 1 – 21).
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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.
 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 women. 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 

27:38 x Heb 12:17
27:39 y ver 28

27:40 z 2Sa 8:14 
a Ge 25:23 b 2Ki 8:20‑22

27:41 c Ge 37:4 
d Ge 32:11  

e Ge 50:4,  10 f Ob 10
27:43 g ver 8 h Ge 24:29 

i Ge 11:31
27:44 j Ge 31:38,  41

27:45 k ver 35
27:46 l Ge 26:35

28:1 m Ge 24:3
28:2 n Ge 25:20

28:3 o Ge 17:1 p Ge 17:6
28:4 q Ge 12:2,  3 

r Ge 17:8
28:5 s Hos 12:12 

t Ge 24:29
28:6 u ver 1

a 2 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia; also in verses 5, 6 and 7    b 3 Hebrew El-Shaddai    

27:41 – 45 Unwilling to forgive his brother, Esau plots to kill Jacob 
once his father is dead. When Rebekah learns of Esau’s intention, 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 liv-
ing. Rebekah 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. Strik‑
ingly, Isaac stresses the divine promises of numerous descendants and 
possession of the land of Canaan. These promises take on added sig‑

nificance 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 
anticipates Jacob’s safe return to the land of Canaan. Throughout the 
patriarchal stories, the promises of numerous descendants and pos‑
session of the land of Canaan connect to 1:28. Through the patriarchs 
and their descendants, God will eventually fulfill his purpose in creating 
people to inhabit the earth. By stating that Jacob will become a “com‑
munity 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 parent’s approval, Esau marries 
a daughter of “Ishmael son of Abraham” (v. 9; see 16:15). Ironically, 
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.



G E N E S I S  2 8 : 2 2  |  7 3

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 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”

28:8 v Ge 24:3 w Ge 26:35
28:9 x Ge 25:13 
y Ge 26:34
28:10 z Ge 11:31
28:12 a Ge 20:3 b Jn 1:51
28:13 c Ge 12:7; 35:7,  9; 
48:3 d Ge 26:24 
e Ge 13:15; 35:12
28:14 f Ge 26:4 
g Ge 13:14 h Ge 12:3; 
18:18; 22:18; Gal 3:8
28:15 i Ge 26:3; 48:21 
j Nu 6:24; Ps 121:5,  7‑8 
k Dt 31:6,  8 l Nu 23:19
28:17 m Ex 3:5; Jos 5:15
28:18 n Ge 35:14 
o Lev 8:11
28:19 p Jdg 1:23,  26
28:20 q Ge 31:13; 
Jdg 11:30; 2Sa 15:8 
r ver 15
28:21 s Jdg 11:31 
t Dt 26:17
28:22 u Ge 35:7,  14 
v Ge 14:20; Lev 27:30

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    

28:8 Canaanite women. See note on v. 1.
28:10 – 22 Jacob’s Dream at Bethel. Jacob experiences two encoun‑
ters with God that occur at significant points in his life: (1) in this 
nighttime 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 protect 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 sullam̄ is often translated “lad‑
der,” it probably denotes here a flight of stairs like those constructed 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.
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 offspring. This not only echoes how Isaac blessed Jacob prior 
to his departure for Paddan Aram (vv. 3 – 4), but the wording closely 
resembles 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 
accompany 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 promise 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 returns 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 committed to serving the Lord. He rests his future commit‑
ment to God on God’s bringing him back safely to his father’s house‑
hold. His words suggest that he lacks a truly personal faith in God. This 
ambivalence may suggest why Jacob’s next encounter with God at 
Peniel (32:22 – 32) is especially significant.
28:22 Having named the location Bethel (see NIV text note on v. 19), 
Jacob appears to suggest 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 temporary 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, Abra‑
ham gave a tenth to Melchizedek to recognize God’s role in helping him 
rescue Lot (14:20).
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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.”
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, 
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a 17 Or delicate    

29:1 – 14 Jacob Arrives in Paddan Aram. Jacob’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 occasion, the roles are reversed: Jacob 
waters the flock that Rachel brings to the well. As previously, 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 Mesopotamia (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 ṣo ̄ʾ n means flock. Jacob’s family in Paddan 
Aram keep sheep and goats, like Abraham and Isaac. The family’s depen‑
dency upon these animals may explain why Laban named his daughter 
Rachel (meaning “ewe”). Normally men would shepherd the animals. Pos‑
sibly Laban’s sons are still too young to undertake this duty (cf. 30:35; 31:1).
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 Pad‑
dan 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 additional seven years.
29:17 Leah . . . Rachel. Although the descriptions of both are excep‑
tionally brief, they sufficiently 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 prospective 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, 
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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 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
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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.    

Jacob does not recognize that his veiled bride is Leah (cf. 24:65). Per‑
haps 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 daughters. 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, Laban 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 con‑
ditions, 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 considerable friction between the two women. Many 
of the stories in Genesis involve tensions between family members, reflect‑
ing the consequences 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 process 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 remains childless, out 
of jealousy she gives her servant Bilhah to Jacob. Subsequently, Bilhah 
gives birth to Dan and Naphtali. In response 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 increases in 
size, with so many different women involved, the internal dynamics of 
the family 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 peculiar 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 Gen‑
esis 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 conceive (v. 31) accounts for 
how she names her first three sons. Significantly, the motif of Jacob 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 appropriately 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 
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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. a 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. b 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!” c So 
she  named him  Gad. d 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. e 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. f p
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. g 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, h 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.”
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a 6 Dan here means he has vindicated.    b 8 Naphtali means my struggle.    c 11 Or “A troop is coming!”    
d 11 Gad can mean good fortune or a troop.    e 13 Asher means happy.    f 18 Issachar sounds like the 
Hebrew for reward.    g 20 Zebulun probably means honor.    h 24 Joseph means may he add.    

names them, indicating in this particular 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 dys‑
functional. Their dispute becomes so twisted that Rachel is prepared to 
sell Leah a night with Jacob for the price of some mandrake plants that 
Reuben has collected. Rachel’s behavior is reminiscent 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 daughter, Dinah. 
The brief mention of Dinah’s birth prepares for the events in ch. 34.
30:22 – 24 After her sister Leah has given birth to six sons and a daugh‑
ter, 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 children. Childless‑
ness 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 
significance, which is reflected in the importance of Isaac, Jacob, and 
Joseph in the Genesis story.
30:25 – 43 Jacob’s Flocks Increase. After a period 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 impor‑
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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 darkcol 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 darkcol ored  lambs, and he  placed them in the care of his sons. f 36 Then he put a  threeday 
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  freshcut 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 darkcol 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

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 
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tant 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 others.
30:31 – 34 The sheep and goats in Laban’s flocks would have been vari‑
ously colored, with only some being speckled or spotted.
30:35 Although Laban agrees to Jacob’s proposal, 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, especially v. 16).
30:38 peeled branches. How these influenced the outcome of the 
breeding is not immediately 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 ensures that the strongest 
animals in Laban’s flocks produce streaked or dark‑colored animals. 
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).
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 returns to Canaan. Acknowledging 
that their father has also mistreated them, they willingly agree to flee 
from their homeland with Jacob.
31:3 the land of your fathers. God’s brief instruction to Jacob high‑
lights 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 explains to Rachel and Leah 
that their father has repeatedly changed his terms of employment. On 
every occasion, however, God has intervened, preventing Laban from 
harming Jacob. Consequently, Jacob has received more and more 
of Laban’s livestock. The outcome reflects 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).
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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 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 
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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 immedi‑
ately obvious from most English translations, these verses describe 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 figu‑
rines 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 household gods because she 
hopes that possessing 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 coun-
try of Gilead. Located 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 family. Jacob departs for Canaan when Laban is away. 
However, Jacob’s father‑in‑law eventually overtakes Jacob and his reti‑
nue. 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 deceptive. 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.
31:29 the God of your father said to me. Laban himself has his own 
gods (v. 30), for he accuses Jacob of stealing them.

Household gods similar to those Rachel stole (Gen 31:19).
Z. Radovan/www.BibleLandPictures.com
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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 emptyhanded. 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 i ver 53
31:30 j ver 19; Jdg 18:24
31:32 k Ge 44:9
31:34 l ver 37; Ge 44:12
31:35 m Ex 20:12; 
Lev 19:3,  32
31:37 n ver 23
31:39 o Ex 22:13
31:41 p Ge 29:30 q ver 7
31:42 r ver 5; Ex 3:15; 
1Ch 12:17 s ver 53; 
Isa 8:13 t Ps 124:1‑2 
u Ge 29:32
31:44 v Ge 21:27; 26:28 
w Jos 24:27
31:45 x Ge 28:18
31:49 y Jdg 11:29; 
1Sa 7:5‑6
31:50 z Jer 29:23; 42:5

a 47 The Aramaic Jegar Sahadutha and the Hebrew Galeed both mean witness heap.    b 49 Mizpah means 
watchtower.    

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 house‑
hold 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 prosperity 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 possibly 
alludes to how God’s presence with Abraham 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 covenant” (v. 44), 
committing them to live in harmony 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 witnesses. 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 associ‑
ated especially with the judge Jephthah (Judg 11:29).
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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’ ”

31:51 a Ge 28:18
31:52 b Ge 21:30 c ver 7; 

Ge 26:29
31:53 d Ge 28:13 

e Ge 16:5 f Ge 21:23,  27 
g ver 42

31:55 h ver 28  
i Ge 18:33; 30:25
32:1 j Ge 16:11; 

2Ki 6:16‑17; Ps 34:7; 
91:11; Heb 1:14
32:2 k Ge 28:17  

l 2Sa 2:8,  29
32:3 m Ge 27:41‑42 

n Ge 25:30; 36:8,  9
32:5 o Ge 12:16; 30:43 

p Ge 33:8,  10,  15
32:6 q Ge 33:1

32:7 r ver 11
32:9 s Ge 28:13; 31:42 

t Ge 31:13
32:10 u Ge 24:27

32:11 v Ps 59:2 
w Ge 27:41

32:12 x Ge 22:17 
y Ge 28:13‑15; Hos 1:10; 

Ro 9:27

a 55 In Hebrew texts this verse (31:55) is numbered 32:1.    b In Hebrew texts 32:132 is numbered 32:233.    
c 2 Mahanaim means two camps.    d 7 Or camps    e 8 Or camp    

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 prob‑
ably alludes to the presence of God’s camp alongside his own. Possibly 
the image of two camps inspires Jacob 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 mal ʾak̄îm, 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 expression 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 ren‑
dered “country” here. Seir and Esau were well matched. Designating 

Edom as Esau suggests that Jacob is free to take possession of the 
land of Canaan.
32:4 my lord . . . Your servant. Jacob’s message to Esau expresses 
considerable humility. His language contrasts sharply with God’s pre‑
diction 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 exceptionally 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 vision 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 associating these characteristics 
with the Lord, Jacob’s prayer anticipates how God himself declares his 
nature in Exod 34:6 (see note there).
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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?’ 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 eleven 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.

32:13 z Ge 43:11,  15,  25,  
26; Pr 18:16
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

a 28 Israel probably means he struggles with God.    b 30 Peniel means face of God.    c 31 Hebrew 
Penuel, a variant of Peniel    

32:13 – 21 To placate his brother, Jacob generously sends herds of ani‑
mals to Esau as a gift. To afford such a gift, Jacob must have become 
exceptionally wealthy during his stay in Paddan Aram.
32:22 – 32 Jacob Wrestles With God. Jacob’s nighttime face‑to‑face 
encounter with God at Peniel remarkably transforms Jacob. Jacob pre‑
viously 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 milestones 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 suspense. 
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, involving the words “Jacob” (Hebrew 
yaʿaq̆ob̄ ), “Jabbok” (Hebrew yabboq̄) and “wrestles” (Hebrew ye ̄ʾ ab̄eq̄ ). 
The renaming of Jacob indicates that this event is an important turning 
point in his life.
32:25 – 26 Though his powerful opponent dislocates Jacob’s hip, Jacob 

persistently continues 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.” Jacob begins a new relationship with God. The face‑to‑
face struggle with God changes Jacob, “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 encounter 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 exceptionally important life‑
changing encounter with God, the Israelites adopt the custom of not 
eating “the tendon attached to the socket of the hip.”
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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.

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
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

33:1 l Ge 32:6
33:3 m Ge 18:2; 42:6

33:4 n Ge 45:14‑15
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

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

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.    

33:1 – 20 Jacob Meets Esau. The narrator recounts 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 sur‑
prise, Esau lovingly embraces him.
33:2 Rachel and Joseph in the rear. Jacob arranges his wives and chil‑
dren in order of ascending 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 Jacob’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 atti‑
tude 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).
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 embracing Jacob and forgiving him, Esau’s actions resemble God’s. 
Esau treats Jacob in a way that Jacob does not deserve.
33:11 present. Hebrew ber̆ak̄â, which is also the word for “blessing” 

(see note on 26:34 —  28:9). Having deceived Esau out of his blessing, 
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.
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 
Jacob erects for his livestock. The shelters were probably temporary, as 
was the case when later the Israelites celebrated the Festival of Taber‑
nacles (see Lev 23:33 – 43).
33:18 Shechem. Lies about 20 miles (32 kilometers) to the west of 
Sukkoth. Possibly, 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 footsteps (12:6). While Abraham was at Shechem, God 
promised to give the land to his descendants (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 intimately 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.
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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 a Is rael e by sleep ing with Ja cob’s daugh ter —  a  thing that 
 should not be  done. f

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

a 7 Or against    

34:1 – 31 Dinah and the Shechemites. Shechem’s treatment of Dinah 
threatens to undermine Jacob’s safe return to Canaan. Shechem’s 
actions 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 circumcised. 
Before the men of the town have fully recovered, Simeon and Levi kill 
all the men of Shechem. Jacob condemns his sons’ behavior, fearing 
that it will endanger the future of his family in Canaan. Ironically, cir‑

cumcision was meant to be a source of blessing by connecting 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 influential person. His standing 
within the community may well have influenced his son Shechem’s behav‑
ior and Shechem’s subsequent expectation 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 
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●➁ Jacob’s lengthy sojourn ended in a dispute with Laban 
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Gilead before their caravan was overtaken by Laban. The 
covenant at Mizpah was celebrated on one of the hills 
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Israelite territories.

●➃ Jacob lingered at Sukkoth, entered Canaan and pro-
ceeded to Shechem, where he erected an altar to the Lord.
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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 a 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.”

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 b  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?”

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

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

a 10 Or move about freely; also in verse 21    b 27 Or because    

he learns Shechem defiled Dinah, but Shechem’s actions enrage Dinah’s 
brothers. In the events that follow, Jacob’s sons take the initiative, acting 
both deceitfully and without their father’s approval.
34:8 – 10 Hamor attempts to get permission for Shechem to marry 
Dinah by offering Jacob’s family the opportunity to integrate with the 
local community and become permanent residents.
34:12 the price for the bride. In line with ancient 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 deter‑
mined 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 cov‑
enant that God establishes with Abraham. This covenant, which centers 
on Abraham being the father of many nations, is about Abraham and his 
descendants mediating 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.
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 Dinah. They slaughter the 
men of Shechem, who are still recovering after being circumcised. 
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 descendants.
34:30 brought trouble on me. As immigrants living in a hostile environ‑
ment, Jacob 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.
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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, a be cause it was  there that God re vealed him self to him e 
when he was flee ing from his  brother.

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. b

9 Af ter Ja cob re turned from Pad dan Aram, c God ap peared to him  again and  blessed him. g 10 God said 
to him, “Your name is Ja cob, d but you will no lon ger be  called Ja cob; your name will be Is rael. e ” h So 
he  named him  Is rael.

11 And God said to him, “I am God Al mighty f; 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. g p

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
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

a 7 El Bethel means God of Bethel.    b 8 Allon Bakuth means oak of weeping.    c 9 That is, Northwest 
Mesopotamia; also in verse 26    d 10 Jacob means he grasps the heel, a Hebrew idiom for he deceives.    
e 10 Israel probably means he struggles with God.    f 11 Hebrew El-Shaddai    g 15 Bethel means house 
of God.    

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 family appear to be polytheists, worship‑
ing 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 deities. 
After washing to purify themselves, they must change their clothes, fur‑
ther symbolizing 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 burying these cultic objects, a known second millennium BC 
practice for disposing of images, 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 polythe‑
ism. 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 sanc‑
tuary in the hope that God would make himself known at them (33:20).
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), chang‑
ing 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 numerous 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 established 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 Abra‑
ham, 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 earlier 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 associated 
with future royalty. This royal expectation 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 offering. Mentioned only 
here in Genesis, this may involve wine (see Exod 29:40).



8 6  |  G E N E S I S  3 5 : 1 6

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 BenOni. a But his fa ther  named him  Ben ja min. b

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.

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.

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

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

a 18 Ben-Oni means son of my trouble.    b 18 Benjamin means son of my right hand.    

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 recalls 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 Jacob’s other sons were born in the north.
35:20 that pillar marks Rachel’s tomb. Rachel’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 unknown. Since Migdal means 
“tower” and Eder means “flock/herd,” perhaps this location had a tower 
that shepherds used.
35:22 Reuben . . . slept with . . . Bilhah. This brief report concerning Reu‑
ben has important implications for his standing within Jacob’s family. While 
Reuben may have intentionally 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 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 follows in the footsteps of Abraham and Isaac. As ch. 
35 reveals, Jacob is the one through whom God’s promises to the patri‑
archs 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 recounting events associated 
mainly with Jacob’s sons, this passage provides some further information 
concerning Esau and his descendants. 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.
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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.

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. b 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 c in the des ert  while he was 

graz ing the don keys of his fa ther  Zib eon.

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
36:20 b Ge 14:6; Dt 2:12,  
22; 1Ch 1:38

a 16 Masoretic Text; Samaritan Pentateuch (also verse 11 and 1 Chron. 1:36) does not have Korah.    
b 22 Hebrew Hemam, a variant of Homam (see 1 Chron. 1:39)    c 24 Vulgate; Syriac discovered water; the 
meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain.    

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 duplicates the heading that 
introduces ch. 36, this verse underlines in particular Esau’s association 
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).
36:20 – 30  Including details about the original 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).
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 25 The chil dren of  Anah:
  Di shon and Ohol i ba mah daugh ter of  Anah.
 26 The sons of  Di shon a:
  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, BaalHa nan son of Ak bor suc ceeded him as  king.
 39 When BaalHa nan son of Ak bor died, Ha dad b 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  MeZa 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.

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.

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
37:2 i Ps 78:71 j Ge 35:25 

k Ge 35:26 l 1Sa 2:24

a 26 Hebrew Dishan, a variant of Dishon    b 39 Many manuscripts of the Masoretic Text, Samaritan 
Pentateuch and Syriac (see also 1 Chron. 1:50); most manuscripts of the Masoretic Text Hadar    

36:31 – 43 The Rulers of Edom. This section begins by listing various 
kings who reigned in Edom. Since the kings are linked to different 
towns, this list probably reflects the existence 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 anticipated or knew of an Israelite mon‑
arch. The movement in Edom from tribal leaders 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 continu‑
ation of the promised royal line traces to his son Ephraim. However, 
future kingship is also linked to the lineage of Judah, anticipating 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 attention is given to Joseph. Favored by his father, he 
has two dreams in which he sees his brothers 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 Canaan, 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 
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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

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

a 3 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain; also in verses 23 and 32.    

status of firstborn, a special privilege that sets Joseph apart from his 
brothers (1 Chr 5:1 – 2). bad report. By reporting on his brothers, Joseph 
alienates himself 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 unknown; it is not necessarily 
multicolored (an idea that the earliest Greek translation of this pas‑
sage 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 disclose the source of 
Joseph’s dream, throughout 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 bow‑
ing 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 spe‑
cial 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 already dead (35:16 – 19).
37:11 his father kept the matter in mind. This remark 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, Reuben sees the assault on Joseph as 
providing a way of regaining his father’s favor by restoring Joseph to 
him. In marked contrast Judah sees the possibility of enriching himself 
and his brothers through trading Joseph as a slave to passing mer‑
chants. The callous behavior of the brothers recalls how earlier in Gen‑
esis, 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.
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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.

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

a 28 That is, about 8 ounces or about 230 grams    

37:21 – 22 Reuben’s intervention is probably motivated by a desire to 
regain his father’s favor rather than out of compassion for Joseph. Reuben 
hopes that Jacob will reinstate him as firstborn son (see 35:22 and note). 
Subsequent 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 Ishmaelites, 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 traders get closer, they are 
identified more accurately. They may have been a subgroup within the 
broader category of Ishmaelites (v. 25). twenty shekels of silver. Early 

second‑millennium BC documents indicate that slaves normally sold 
for 15 – 30 shekels.
37:29 tore his clothes. Reuben’s response indicates his deep frustra‑
tion at not being able to return Joseph to Jacob.
37:30 Where can I turn now? Reuben’s concern is primarily about 
redeeming himself 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 še ̆ʾ ol̄ (see note on Ps 6:5).

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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36 Mean while, the Mid i an ites a sold Jo seph in  Egypt to Pot i phar, one of Phar aoh’s of fi cials, the cap
tain of the  guard. t

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
inlaw 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 terinlaw 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 therinlaw 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 terinlaw, 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.

37:36 t Ge 39:1
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 

a 36 Samaritan Pentateuch, Septuagint, Vulgate and Syriac (see also verse 28); Masoretic Text Medanites    

37:36 Potiphar, one of Phar aoh’s officials, the captain of the guard. 
Although the exact nature of Potiphar’s post is uncertain, he was prob‑
ably responsible for overseeing the detention of other important officials 
when Phar aoh imprisoned them (see 40:1 – 3). This probably explains 
why Potiphar later imprisons 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, anticipating the positive role that he plays when later he and his 
brothers journey to Egypt in search of food. Additionally, and of equal 
importance, 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 parallels 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 punishes him by death. The twofold reference to him as “first‑
born” is noteworthy in a book that is especially interested in tracing the 
assumed 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 mar‑
riage (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 inheritance. 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 Judah 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 pros‑
titute” (v. 21; see note there). Given Judah’s inability to recognize 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, knowing that Judah is untrustworthy, asks for a 
guarantee that he will pay her with a young goat from his flock.
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“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.’ ”
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 terinlaw 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 therinlaw. “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 

38:17 e ver 20
38:18 f ver 25
38:19 g ver 14

38:21 h Lev 19:29; 
Hos 4:14

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

a 29 Perez means breaking out.    b 30 Zerah can mean scarlet or brightness.    

38:18 seal and its cord. This may have been a necklace that con‑
sisted 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 Israelite worship.
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 con‑
duct, but it marks a turning point in Judah’s life. From this point onward 
in the narrative, 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). Gen‑
esis has recorded 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 Davidic 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 humanity through an offspring descended from Eve through 
the line of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 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 per‑
sonal 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 Potiphar’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 earlier promises to bless others (12:3; 
18:18; 22:18; 26:4), this presents Joseph as the “firstborn” heir to Abra‑
ham, Isaac, and Jacob.
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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.

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 

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
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

39:6 – 10 Potiphar’s wife is attracted to Joseph because he is handsome 
and successfully manages her husband’s household. However, 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 commit 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 on the entire household, persuading her servants to sup‑
port 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 else‑
where 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 confined. 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 happens 
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 positions within the royal house‑
hold. 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 denotes 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 assigned Joseph to attend both officials.
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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.”

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 

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

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

a 16 Or three wicker baskets    

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 Egyptians consulted their temple priests for interpreta‑
tions (see note on 41:8). However, by offering to explain their dreams, 
Joseph indicates that he has a special God‑given ability.
40:9 – 11 The cupbearer’s dream reflects something of what his normal 
duties entailed.
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 request, the cupbearer 
quickly forgets about him (v. 23).
40:15 dungeon. The Hebrew term is translated “cistern” in 37:24. In 
both Canaan and Egypt, Joseph finds himself unjustly imprisoned. While 
he declares his innocence, the cupbearer quickly forgets his plea.
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 cup‑
bearer’s head reinstates him, the same idiom describes an ominous 
outcome 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 interpret dreams and tells Phar aoh about Joseph. 
When Joseph subsequently explains Phar aoh’s dreams, Phar aoh dra‑
matically exalts him from a prisoner to second‑in‑command to Phar aoh 
himself. This unexpected transformation prepares for later develop‑
ments 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 
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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 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 Seven  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 

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
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 

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 interpreted 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 ethnic 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 downplays his own ability in order to give God his rightful 
place.
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 offer‑
ing a plan of action for addressing the forthcoming situation.
41:34 a fifth of the harvest. This probably takes into account loss due 
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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 ondincom 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 nathPa 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.

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 e 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 f 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.

41:34 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
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

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    e 51 Manasseh sounds like and may be 
derived from the Hebrew for forget.    f 52 Ephraim sounds like the Hebrew for twice fruitful.    

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 consistent with how God empowered 
particular individuals by his Spirit to undertake special duties on his 
behalf, especially those in positions 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 integrating Joseph, a 

Hebrew, into the mainstream of Egyptian life involves renaming him. His 
marriage to the daughter of a prominent priest would also have assisted 
Joseph’s integration. The text does not indicate, however, that Joseph’s 
marriage involved any religious compromise on his part. Toward the end 
of his life, he clearly identifies with the spiritual aspirations of Abraham 
and his descendants (50:24 – 25).
41:46 thirty years old. Joseph has been in Egypt for 12 or 13 years 
(see 37:2).
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 underscore his role in provid‑
ing food as famine grips Egypt and surrounding countries.
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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 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
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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 Joseph 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 unknowingly 
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 admin‑
istrator. Not surprisingly, his brothers do not recognize him. In order to 
discern 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 response ends ironically by 
alluding to Joseph.
42:17 custody for three days. Joseph places them under arrest. Main‑
taining his accusation that they are spies, Joseph demands that his 
brothers prove their honesty.
42:18 – 20 When Joseph addresses his brothers after three days, he 
reverses his prior decision to retain all the brothers in Egypt, apart from 
one. Joseph keeps one of them hostage, and he permits the other broth‑
ers 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).
42:21 – 23 The brothers view their “misfortune” 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.



9 8  |  G E N E S I S  4 2 : 2 5

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?”
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 
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a 34 Or move about freely    

42:25 – 28 Unexpectedly discovering in a sack one of the payments 
they brought for the grain fills the men with apprehension. Trembling, 
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 dismays 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. Reu‑
ben’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 offer. grave. See note on 
37:35.
43:1 – 34 The Second Journey to Egypt. The pressing threat of starva‑
tion 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 persuade his father (42:37 – 38), 
Judah successfully 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 leader‑
ship that are later reflected in his descendants, which include the royal 
lineage of David. See note on 49:8 – 12.
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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 
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a 14 Hebrew El-Shaddai    

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 Joseph’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 broth‑
ers 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, Joseph ensures that his younger brother Benjamin 
is especially privileged. Joseph may have done this to see how his 
brothers would react toward Benjamin. Would they be jealous of Ben‑
jamin as they had been jealous of him when their father had favored 
him (37:4)?
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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 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.”
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44:4 u Ps 35:12

44:5 v Ge 30:27; 
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44:8 w Ge 42:25; 43:21
44:9 x Ge 31:32

44:12 y ver 2
44:13 z Ge 37:29; 

Nu 14:6; 2Sa 1:11
44:14 a Ge 37:7,  10

44:15 b ver 5; Ge 30:27
44:16 c ver 9; Ge 43:18 

d ver 2

44:1 – 34 A Silver Cup in a Sack. Joseph instigates a plan to determine 
how his older brothers view their youngest brother, Benjamin. Will they 
treat him as callously as they had Joseph? How will they react when 
Benjamin is accused of misappropriating Joseph’s silver cup? Remark‑
ably, Judah not only pleads at length for Benjamin’s release but willingly 
offers to become Joseph’s slave so that Benjamin may return home 
safely to Canaan. Judah’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 consider‑
able 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 addition, 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 brothers, 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 practiced divination, something God later prohibited 
(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). Ironically, 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 demonstration of their grief as they 
contemplate Benjamin’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 
hidden, 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 
declares 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, keep‑
ing only Benjamin as a slave. No doubt Joseph is especially keen to see 
how Judah and his brother will respond to this proposal. Will they place 
their own well‑being above Benjamin’s?
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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

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
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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 return of Benja‑
min, Judah offers himself as a slave in his place. More than anything 
else, Judah wants to prevent his father from suffering further grief. 
Judah’s impassioned appeal to Joseph sharply contrasts with his previ‑
ous 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.
45:1 – 28 Joseph Makes Himself Known. Although Joseph has success‑
fully 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 reveals 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 justification pointed to their cruelty and deceit, he 
concentrates rather on how God transformed his tragic personal cir‑
cumstances 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 physical dimension, Joseph’s actions foreshadow the greater salvation 
that will come through  Jesus Christ, the one in whom is fulfilled every‑
thing associated with the divine promises linked to a royal descendant 
of Abraham.

a 7 Or save you as a great band of survivors    
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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 hur
ry 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

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 
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a 22 That is, about 7 1/2 pounds or about 3.5 kilograms    

45:8 father to Phar aoh. Joseph’s description 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 “first‑
born” 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).

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 
generously 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).
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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 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.
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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) Jacob encounters Joseph (vv. 28 – 30). (4) Joseph pre‑
pares the way for his father to meet Phar aoh, conscious of the Egyp‑
tians’ 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 authorizes Jacob to go to 
Egypt. This contrasts with a previous occasion when God prohibited 
Jacob’s father, Isaac, from going to Egypt during 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 eventually 
leads to their expulsion from Egypt and return to the land of Canaan. 
Through this entire 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), 
Joseph arranges to bury Jacob in Canaan alongside Abraham and Isaac 
(50:4 – 13). Burying the patriarchs at Hebron reflects God’s commitment 
to give the land of Canaan to their descendants. Although the fulfill‑

ment 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 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), Zilpah’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 accompanied 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 comprise six sons, one daughter, 
25 grandchildren, 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 status of firstborn to Joseph (1 Chr 5:1 – 2).
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15 These were the sons Leah bore to Ja cob in Pad dan Aram, a 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, b 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. c

 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.

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 sixtysix per sons. e 27 With the two sons d 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 e 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 f and wept for a long  time. h
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Masoretic Text Ziphion    c 20 That is, Heliopolis    d 27 Hebrew; Septuagint the nine children    
e 27 Hebrew (see also Exodus 1:5 and note); Septuagint (see also Acts 7:14) seventy-five    f 29 Hebrew 
around him    

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 deleted 
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 appeared 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 favorite wife 
(29:18 – 20,30 – 31), she was initially 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).

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). Nothing obvious explains how this 
was calculated to give the total 66. The second total of “seventy” (v. 27) 
is probably based on 66 plus Jacob, 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), giving 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 occasionally 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 suitable location for Jacob’s family (45:10), so Jacob 
entrusts Judah with getting directions from Joseph. 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).
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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 a 
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 b 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

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 

46:31 i Ge 47:1
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
47:13 a Ge 41:30; 
Ac 7:11

a 7 Or greeted    b 10 Or said farewell to    

46:32 – 34 In spite of knowing how the Egyptians 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 remain 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 Egyptian court.
47:7 – 10 This brief scene begins and ends with Jacob blessing Phar‑
aoh. Although these blessings may be merely part of the formalities 
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 chrono‑
logical 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 residence. The patriarchs deliberately 
adopted 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 (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 century BC. Rameses was 
possibly the name of this region in the time of the author.
47:13 – 31 Joseph and the Famine. This section 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 
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 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 fortyseven. 
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

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; 
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47:31 o Ge 21:23 
p Ge 24:3 q Heb 11:21 fn; 

1Ki 1:47

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    

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 keeping the population of Egypt 
alive. His administrative skills are God‑given (41:38).
47:18 – 26 Although the Egyptians are prepared 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 Israelites 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 
population 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 commit‑
ment to Jacob (49:29 —  50:14).
47:29 put your hand under my thigh. A formal 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 keep‑
ing with Joseph’s earlier dream (37:9 – 10), or Israel worshiped God 
in thankfulness for Joseph’s response to his request to be buried in 
Canaan.
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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,

48:1 r Ge 41:52
48:3 s Ge 28:19 
t Ge 28:13; 35:9‑12
48:4 u Ge 17:6
48:5 v Ge 41:50‑52; 
46:20 w 1Ch 5:1; 
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48:7 x Ge 35:19
48:9 y Ge 33:5 z Ge 27:4
48:10 a Ge 27:1 
b Ge 27:27
48:11 c Ge 50:23; 
Ps 128:6
48:13 d Ps 110:1
48:14 e Ge 41:51
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a 3 Hebrew El-Shaddai    b 7 That is, Northwest Mesopotamia    

48:1 – 22 Manasseh and Ephraim. Nearing 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 dis‑
tinguished from everyone else. They are the only grandchildren 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 replace it with one linked to the tribe of Judah (see Ps 78:67 – 71).
48:1 – 2 The opening report of Joseph bringing 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 motif 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, receives through his 

two sons twice as much territory in the land of Canaan as his brothers. 
(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 Jacob 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 Bethlehem; 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 order to give 
Ephraim the firstborn blessing. Previously, Jacob received the first‑
born blessing in place of his older brother Esau (27:1 – 29). In spite of 
Joseph’s objection, Jacob persists in giving Ephraim this blessing. As 
the story of Israel’s descendants continues, the tribe of Ephraim enjoys 
particular prominence with Joshua, an Ephraimite (Num 13:8,16), lead‑
ing the Israelites into the land of Canaan after their time of slavery in 
Egypt.
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 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.”

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

48:16 h Heb 11:21 
i Ge 28:13
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n Nu 2:20; Ru 4:11
48:21 o Ge 26:3; 46:4 
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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.    

48:21 – 22 Jacob expresses confidence that God will bring his descen‑
dants back to the land God promised to his fathers, Abraham and Isaac.
48:22 one more ridge of land. Jacob uses the Hebrew term šek̆em 
(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 blessing 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 blessings 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 dif‑
ferent ways. However, it undoubtedly makes sense to understand 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 descen‑
dants. For this reason, Jacob himself 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. However, 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 action 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, 
warlike 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 territory of the more powerful tribe of Judah (Josh 19:1 – 9). This 
prevents the tribes of Simeon and Levi from jointly dominating others.
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 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, a 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

 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, b

  until he to whom it belongs c 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. d

 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 e donkey
  lying down among the sheep pens. f

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
49:9 d Nu 24:9; Eze 19:5; 
Mic 5:8 e Rev 5:5
49:10 f Nu 24:17,  19; 
Ps 60:7 g Ps 2:9; 
Isa 42:1,  4
49:13 h Ge 30:20; 
Dt 33:18‑19; 
Jos 19:10‑11
49:14 i Ge 30:18

a 8 Judah sounds like and may be derived from the Hebrew for praise.    b 10 Or from his descendants    
c 10 Or to whom tribute belongs; the meaning of the Hebrew for this phrase is uncertain.    d 12 Or will 
be dull from wine, / his teeth white from milk    e 14 Or strong    f 14 Or the campfires; or the 
saddlebags    

49:8 – 12  Jacob’s positive blessing of Judah reflects the special 
standing that Judah enjoyed with Jacob’s family after his transform‑
ing 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 indication that Jacob antici‑
pates 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 Gospel gives particular atten‑
tion 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 fore‑
shadow the time of Samuel when the Israelites take the ark of the cov‑
enant from Shiloh (1 Sam 4:3 – 4) and later when the newly enthroned 
David transports the ark to Jerusalem (2 Sam 6). These events associ‑
ated 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 exceptionally 
fruitful. This introduces the expectation 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 Issachar (v. 14 – 15) is unusual 
since Zebulun was born after Issachar (30:17 – 20). Jacob’s blessing 
appears to anticipate a future time when Zebulun’s territory will border 
the Mediterranean 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.
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 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 a 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 b m will be attacked by a band of raiders,
  but he will attack them at their heels.

 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. c

 22 “Joseph p is a fruitful vine,
  a fruitful vine near a spring,
  whose branches climb over a wall. d

 23 With bitterness archers attacked him;
  they shot at him with hostility. q

 24 But his bow remained steady,
  his strong arms r stayed e 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, f 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 g the bounty of the ageold hills.

49:16 j Ge 30:6; 
Dt 33:22; Jdg 18:26‑27

49:17 k Jdg 18:27
49:18 l Ps 119:166,  174

49:19 m Ge 30:11; 
Dt 33:20; 1Ch 5:18

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

a 16 Dan here means he provides justice.    b 19 Gad sounds like the Hebrew for attack and also for band of 
raiders.    c 21 Or free; / he utters beautiful words    d 22 Or Joseph is a wild colt, / a wild colt near a 
spring, / a wild donkey on a terraced hill    e 23,24 Or archers will attack . . . will shoot . . . will 
remain . . . will stay    f 25 Hebrew Shaddai    g 26 Or of my progenitors, / as great as    

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 providing justice 
appears to be a positive attribute, 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 char‑
acteristics 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 sus‑
ceptible to attacks from raiders. Jacob anticipates that the Gadites will 
skillfully defend themselves.

49:20 By settling along the coastal plain of Akko (Josh 19:24 – 31), the 
tribe of Asher will prosper through both agriculture and maritime trade.
49:21 Naphtali. Jacob’s brief remarks about Naphtali suggest that the 
tribe will flourish. They later settle in the fertile region of Upper Galilee.
49:22 – 26 Jacob’s blessing of Joseph contrasts sharply with those 
immediately preceding it. While similar in length to the blessing given 
to Judah (vv. 8 – 12), Joseph’s blessing is marked by a series of refer‑
ences 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 Hebrew word translated 
“prince” is naz̄îr, a term associated with the concept of Nazirite (one 
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  Let all these rest on the head of Joseph,
  on the brow of the prince among a 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. b ”

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

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 c 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 sevenday 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 

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
50:1 h Ge 46:4
50:2 i ver 26; 2Ch 16:14
50:3 j Ge 37:34; 
Nu 20:29; Dt 34:8
50:5 k Ge 47:31 
l 2Ch 16:14; Isa 22:16 
m Ge 47:31
50:10 n 2Sa 1:17; Ac 8:2 
o 1Sa 31:13; Job 2:13

a 26 Or of the one separated from    b 32 Or the descendants of Heth    c 9 Or charioteers    

set apart from others; see second NIV text note; see also Num 6:1 – 21). 
The use of naz̄îr 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 appropriate to the nature of 
each son. He clearly associates the tribes descended from Judah and 
Joseph with leadership within the nation 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 initially linked to Ephraim, eventually 
the tribe of Judah, through the Davidic dynasty, takes on prime respon‑
sibility 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 underlines their claim to the land. Jacob’s desire to be placed 
alongside his relatives reflects his belief that God will be true to his 
promise to give the land of Canaan to Abraham’s descendants.
49:33 gathered to his people. Often describes an individual’s death 
(e.g., 25:8,17; 35:29; Num 27:13). It possibly indicates belief in an after‑
life when family members will be reunited.
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 practices; Israelites usually 
mourned between seven and thirty days.
50:7 Joseph’s high standing in Egypt explains why court officials and 
other dignitaries accompany 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 unusual sight of Egyptians holding a seven‑day mourning 
ritual in Canaan.
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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. a

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. b

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.

50:13 p Ge 23:20; 
Ac 7:16

50:15 q Ge 37:28; 
42:21‑22

50:18 r Ge 37:7 
s Ge 43:18

50:19 t Ro 12:19; 
Heb 10:30

50:20 u Ge 37:20 
v Mic 4:11‑12 w Ro 8:28 

x Ge 45:5
50:21 y Ge 45:11; 47:12

50:22 z Ge 25:7; 
Jos 24:29

50:23 a Job 42:16 
b Nu 32:39,  40

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

a 11 Abel Mizraim means mourning of the Egyptians.    b 23 That is, were counted as his    

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 forgiven 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), Joseph’s brothers fulfill his dreams as a teenager 
(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 provi‑
dential 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 forward about 60 years to the death of Joseph. While the 
report of Joseph’s death is clearly important, preparing for the continu‑
ation of the story in the book of Exodus, the narrator lessens the sense 
of loss by looking optimistically to the future. Apart from mentioning the 
birth of great‑grandchildren, Joseph anticipates with confidence that the 
Israelites will eventually leave Egypt to return to Canaan. This expecta‑
tion 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 Jacob, 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 Israelites 
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).
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THE LETTERS AND REVELATION
Douglas J. Moo

Letters occupy an important place in 
the NT. Of the 27 books of the NT, 21 
are letters —  35 percent of the NT. By 
contrast, no OT book is in the form of 
a letter, though letters are preserved 
within those books.

There are many reasons that let-
ters loom so large in the NT, but three 
deserve mention. First, letters were a 
very popular method of communica-
tion in the NT world (see The Letters: 
New Testament Letters in Their Ancient 
Context). Second, the early Christian 
movement was scattered across a wide 
area, and letters afforded a natural way 
for believers to keep in touch with each 
other. Apostles, who are responsible for 
at least 19 of the 21 NT letters, traveled 
widely and used letters as a means of 
“pastoring” churches from a distance. 
Third, and related to this second fac-
tor, the letter was considered a means 
of establishing one’s personal presence 
at a distance. When the apostles were 
unable to assert their authority in per-
son, they used letters as a “stand-in” for 
their presence (1 Cor 5:4; Col 2:5).

NT letter writers, as we would expect, 
focus on issues relevant to their audi-
ences. Spread across the eastern Medi-
terranean world, from modern Turkey 
to Rome, Christians are thanked for 
sending gifts (Phil), warned about false 
teachers (2 Pet, Jude), encouraged in 
the midst of persecution (1 Pet), and 
rebuked for dallying with idol wor-
ship (1  Cor). Yet these first-century 
issues are addressed in light of God’s 
revelation of his Son. They have been 
preserved in our Bibles as enduring wit-
nesses to the truth of the gospel and to 
the way that truth is to form the lives of 
God’s people.

Classifying the New Testament 
Letters
The 21 NT letters were written by six 
different early Christian leaders: 13 

letters are attributed to the apostle 
Paul; two to the apostle Peter; one to 
James; and one to Jude, “a brother of 
James” ( Jude 1). No specific name is 
associated with the four remaining let-
ters. The author of Hebrews cannot be 
identified. The author of 2 and 3 John 
is identified as “the elder” (2 John 1; 
3 John 1), and the similarities in style 
and content with 1 John make it likely 
that the same author is responsible for 
all three. As the titles in our Bibles sug-
gest, John the son of Zebedee, one of 
the 12 apostles and the author of the 
fourth Gospel, is probably the writer of 
these three letters. (These titles indicate 
the way these letters were viewed in the 
early church, but the titles were not 
part of the original NT text.)

Hebrews and the General Letters
Paul wrote 13 of the NT letters. The 
remaining eight letters defy simple 
classification. Many Christians in 
the first centuries of the church 
thought that Paul wrote Hebrews, so 
it was included among the Pauline 
letters. The other seven letters ( James, 
1 – 2 Pet, 1 – 3  John, Jude) were then 
categorized as “catholic” (in the 
sense of “universal”) or “general” 
letters because it was thought that 
they were written to the church as a 
whole (see Eusebius, Ecclesiastical 
History, 2:23 – 25). The titles given to 
these books reflect this way of look-
ing at them: rather than being named 
according to their destinations or audi-
ences, as in the case of all the Pauline 
letters and Hebrews, they are named 
according to their authors.

This traditional way of categoriz-
ing the letters does not stand up to 
scrutiny. Hebrews was almost certainly 
not written by Paul (see Introduction 
to Hebrews: Author). Nor is it likely 
that the remaining seven letters were 
written to the church “universal.” 

To be sure, none of them is explicitly 
addressed to a single local church (or 
group of house churches). But they 
do have specific audiences in view. 
The letters of 2 – 3  John explicitly 
address, respectively, a local church 
(taking “the lady chosen by God” in 
this sense [2 John 1]) and a Christian 
leader (Gaius [3 John 1]). First Peter 
addresses Christians living in five 
Roman provinces in northern Asia 
Minor. Three of the letters, to be sure, 
have very general addressees. James 
writes to “the twelve tribes” ( Jas 1:1), 
a reference to the people of God in the 
era of fulfillment; Peter writes in his 
second letter to “those who through 
the righteousness of our God and Sav-
ior  Jesus Christ have received a faith as 
precious as ours” (2 Pet 1:1); and Jude 
writes to “those who have been called, 
who are loved in God the Father and 
kept for  Jesus Christ” ( Jude 1). But 
the content of these letters shows that 
the authors are dealing with specific 
problems that are probably confined 
to a particular church or group of 
churches. The same is true of 1 John 
(which lacks any addressee).

Paul’s Letters
Paul, for his part, addresses nine of 
his letters to particular local churches, 
three to co-workers in ministry 
(1 – 2  Tim, Titus), and one primar-
ily to a co-worker and secondarily to 
two other prominent believers and the 
church that met in his house (Phlm). 
Paul’s letters have usually been divided 
into four main groups:

1. Romans, 1 – 2 Corinthians, and 
Galatians have been labeled the “chief 
letters” because of their length and 
theological content.

2. Ephesians, Philippians, Colos-
sians, and Philemon are called the 
“prison letters” because Paul claims to 
be “in chains” in each of them.
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a servant of God and of the Lord  Jesus 
Christ” [Jas 1:1]) and of the recipients 
(e.g., “To God’s holy people in Colos-
sae, the faithful brothers and sisters 
in Christ” [Col 1:2]). In Romans, Paul 
spends six verses introducing himself. 
On the other hand, some NT letters 
(Hebrews, 1 John) have no letter open-
ing at all.

In place of the usual “greeting” 
found in Greco-Roman letters, NT 
letters often include a “grace wish” 
(it is found in all the Pauline let-
ters, 1 – 2  Pet, and 2  John). The NT 
letter writers may be indulging in a 
bit of wordplay: Greek “greetings” 
is chairein, whereas Greek “grace” 
is charis. Ancient letters also often 
opened with a “health wish” (see 
3 John 2); perhaps the NT penchant for 
putting a thanksgiving (all the Pauline 
letters except 2  Cor, Gal, 1  Tim, and 
Titus) or blessing (2 Cor, Eph, 1 Pet) 
at the beginning of letters reflects this 
practice.

The concluding elements in the 
ancient letter varied considerably, 
although they typically included a 
request to greet other people. NT letter 
closings often include such requests 
for greetings and in addition, often 
mention travel plans, the movements 
and work of other ministry workers, 

seen, reflects this situation. In addi-
tion to the 21 canonical letters, the 
NT refers to at least nine other letters 
written by and to believers (Acts 15:23; 
18:27; 1 Cor 5:9; 7:1; 16:3; 2 Cor 2:3 – 4; 
Col 4:16 [two different letters are men-
tioned]; 2 Thess 2:2; note also the seven 
letters to the churches in Rev 2 – 3).

Introduction and Conclusion
NT letters follow the general pattern 
of the Greco-Roman letter, although 

3. 1 – 2 Timothy and Titus are called 
the “pastoral letters” because of their 
common themes and the fact that they 
are addressed to Paul’s co-workers.

4. 1 – 2 Thessalonians comprise the 
fourth group.

This traditional scheme corre-
sponds generally to the historical cir-
cumstances in which the letters were 
written —  with two exceptions. First, 
while Galatians shares many themes 
with Romans, it may not come from 
the same period of time as the other 
three “chief letters.” Second, Philippi-
ans stands apart from the other prison 
letters. The common themes and spe-
cific historical references common to 
Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon 
are absent from Philippians. Whether 
Paul wrote Philippians at a different 
time during the same imprisonment as 
the others or during an entirely differ-
ent imprisonment is not clear.

New Testament Letters in Their 
Ancient Context
Though letters were used as a means 
of communication for centuries (e.g., 
2 Sam 11:14 – 15; Ezra 4 – 5), in the 
Greco-Roman world letters became 
an established and popular method of 
communication. The NT, as we have 

What is true concerning Paul’s 
teaching about the law in Galatians 
is true for many, if not most, of the 
issues discussed in the NT letters.

Crypt of Santa Maria in via Lata in Rome. This area was built in the first 
century, but radically restructured in the third century. It is a possible 
location for Paul’s house arrest.
© Lorenzo Pio Massimo Martino

requests for prayer, and benedictions 
and doxologies.

Body
The formal introduction and conclu-
sion framed the letter body. Naturally, 
the letter body differed considerably in 
length and substance,  depending on 
the purpose and audience of the letter. 

there are differences. The typical 
Greco-Roman letter was composed of 
an address and greeting, a body, and a 
conclusion.

The address and greeting were usu-
ally very short, typically taking the 
form “A to B, greetings.” NT letters tend 
to expand this formula, adding charac-
terizations of the sender (e.g., “James, 
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1  Pet 5:12 may also single out Silas 
as the amanuensis of that letter). The 
actual “author” of the letter would 
sometimes add a final, authenticating 
greeting in his own hand (Gal 6:11; 
2 Thess 3:17; Phlm 19). Most of the NT 
letters were probably produced in this 
way. Authors who knew and trusted 
their amanuenses would often entrust 
that amanuensis with the precise word-
ing of a letter. This may explain some 
of the variety in style among NT letters 
with the same author (Paul and Peter). 
We can assume that NT authors took 
ownership of their letters by checking 
them over to make sure that the aman-
uensis had accurately communicated 
the author’s intentions.

If the writing of a letter was a col-
lective enterprise, so was its delivery. 
Mail service was basically nonexistent 
in the ancient world. The only way to 
get a letter to its destination was to 
entrust it to a friend or associate who 
was traveling to the destination of the 
letter. While never mentioned explicitly 
in the NT, letter carriers can be identi-
fied by language such as we find in Eph 
6:21: “Tychicus, the dear brother and 
faithful servant in the Lord, will tell 
you everything, so that you also may 
know how I am and what I am doing.” 
Col 4:7 is similar; see also Phoebe in 
Rom 16:1 – 2, Epaphroditus in Phil 
2:25 – 30, and Silas in 1  Pet 5:12 (if 
he is not the amanuensis; see preced-
ing paragraph). These letter carriers 
probably also played a significant role 
in the dissemination of the letter once 
it reached its destination. They would 
often be the ones to read the letter to 
the assembled congregation, adding 
information and perhaps clarification 
along the way (see Eph 6:21, quoted 
above, and also Col 4:7 – 9).

The Authenticity of New 
Testament Letters
Many books in the ancient world were 
written by an anonymous person in 
the name of a more famous person. A 
Jewish apocalyptic work from the first 
century AD, for instance, is attributed 

were the Romans Cicero and Seneca. 
The former’s letters average 295 words; 
Seneca’s, 995. By contrast, the shortest 
NT letter (2 John) is 219 words, the lon-
gest (Romans) is 7,111 words, and they 
average 2,141 words.

Writing, Sending, and Receiving 
New Testament Letters
Communicating by letter writing in 
the ancient world was a cooperative 
enterprise. The first-person singular 
verbs scattered through all the NT 
letters make clear that one particular 
individual is largely responsible for 
each of them. However, Paul frequently 
includes co-workers when he intro-
duces the writers of his letters: Timothy 
in Philippians, Colossians, and Phile-
mon; Timothy and Silas in 1 – 2 Thes-
salonians; and “all the brothers and 
sisters with me” in Galatians (1:2). 
Paul usually mentioned these co-work-
ers because they were with him as he 
wrote and had significant contact with 
the believers being addressed. Mention-
ing other believers (as in the broader 
group in Gal) may also strengthen 
Paul’s appeal in the letter by remind-

ing the recipients that he 
was speaking for a wider 
group of believers.

Producing letters was 
also a  cooperative ven-
ture. The parchment on 
which the words of letters 
were physically recorded 
was expensive, and most 
ancient letter writers 
dictated their letters to a 
scribe, or “amanuensis,” 
who was skilled at fitting 
a lot of words into a very 
small space. We have one 
definite reference to such 
an amanuensis in the 
NT: “I, Tertius, who wrote 
down this letter, greet you 
in the Lord” (Rom 16:22). 
Tertius recorded the words 
of Romans as Paul dic-
tated them to him (many 
interpreters think that 

Some ancient letters were very brief 
personal notes requesting informa-
tion or asking someone to perform a 
specific task. None of the NT letters is 
this kind of private note. Even the let-
ters written to individuals (1 – 2 Tim, 
Titus, 3  John) deal with practical 
and theological issues affecting other 
Christians. At the other end of the spec-
trum, some ancient letters were writ-
ten for a very general audience and 
intended for wide distribution (some-
what comparable to our “letter to the 
editor”). Especially relevant for the NT 
are letters sent by philosophers to com-
municate their teachings to a wider 
audience. Some NT letters tend toward 
this type (Rom, Eph, 1 John). Yet even 
these more generally focused letters are 
written for specific audiences.

While using the popular letter form 
of their time, the writers adopt the form 
for their own uses. For instance, many 
of the NT letters stand out from their 
contemporary secular models in length. 
Private letters in the ancient world 
averaged 87 words in length. Public let-
ters were longer. Two of the most pro-
lific letter writers in the ancient world 

Fourth-century relief of an orator dictating to 
a scribe. An amanuensis was often used to 
produce letters in NT times, including those 
written by Paul (Rom 16:22).
Relief depicting orator dictating to scribe, from Temple of Hercules at 
Ostia Antica/De Agostini Picture Library/G. Dagli Orti/Bridgeman Images
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ing a letter in someone else’s name as 
inherently deceptive, and they roundly 
rejected any letter suspected of being 
pseudepigraphical. In light of this atti-
tude, we should take the claims about 
authorship of NT letters at face value.

Interpreting New Testament 
Letters
Occasion

NT letters are “occasional,” i.e., they 
are written to a particular  first-century 

form of this theory, the authors who 
wrote in the names of the apostles were 
not being deceptive but simply using 
a standard literary device of the time 
to communicate Christian truth. How-
ever, while pseudepigraphy in general 
was widespread in the ancient world, 
the writing of letters in someone else’s 
name did not often take place. And 
when it did, the practice was frowned 
upon. The church fathers are very 
clear on this point: they viewed writ-

to the ancient Israelite scribe Ezra. 
Many modern scholars identify this 
phenomenon, called “pseudepigra-
phy,” in the NT letters. It is typical, for 
instance, to claim that the apostle Paul 
himself actually wrote only seven of 
the thirteen letters attributed to him 
(Rom, 1 – 2 Cor, Gal, Phil, 1 Thess, and 
Phlm) and that Paul’s followers wrote 
the other six letters in his name. Simi-
lar doubt is cast on the authorship of 
James and 1 – 2 Peter. According to one 

SUMMARY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT LETTERS

LETTER AUTHOR RECIPIENTS PLACE OF WRITING DATE

James James,  
brother of the Lord

Jewish believers living outside 
of Israel

Jerusalem AD 45 – 48  
(or 60s)

First Missionary 
Journey of Paul

Galatians Paul Believers in the Roman  
province of Galatia or  
believers in the ethnic region 
of Galatia

Antioch or  
Ephesus (?)

48  
(or 51 – 52  
or 54 – 55)

Second 
Missionary 
Journey of Paul

1 Thessalonians Paul Believers in Thessalonica Corinth 50 – 51

2 Thessalonians Paul Believers in Thessalonica Corinth 50 – 51

Third Missionary 
Journey of Paul

1 Corinthians Paul Believers in Corinth Ephesus 54

2 Corinthians Paul Believers in Corinth Macedonia 55 – 56

Romans Paul Believers in Rome Corinth 57

Ephesians Paul Believers in Ephesus (and in 
nearby cities)

Rome 60 – 61

Colossians Paul Believers in Colossae Rome 60 – 61

Philemon Paul Philemon, a ministry co-worker 
in Colossae, and the church that 
met in his home

Rome 60 – 62

Philippians Paul Believers in Philippi Rome (or Ephesus?) 60 – 62  
(or 54 – 55)

1 Timothy Paul Timothy, a ministry associate 
working in Ephesus

Macedonia (?) ca. 60 – 63

Titus Paul Titus, a ministry associate 
working in Crete

Unknown 62 – 63

2 Timothy Paul Timothy, a ministry associate Rome 64 – 65 (or 67)

Hebrews Unknown Believers in Rome (?) Unknown 60s

1 Peter The apostle Peter Believers in northern Asia Minor Rome (?) ca. 60 – 63

2 Peter The apostle Peter Believers in northern Asia Minor Unknown 63 – 65

Jude Jude, a brother of James Unknown Unknown Late 50s to 
late 60s

1 John The apostle John Believers in Ephesus and 
surrounding regions (?)

Ephesus (?) Early 90s

2 John The apostle John A church in the region of 
Ephesus

Ephesus (?) Early 90s

3 John The apostle John Gaius, a ministry co-worker Ephesus (?) Early 90s
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from within the attitudes and perspec-
tives that will enable them to obey. As 
“occasional” letters, we must read each 
NT letter against the background of its 
particular setting, asking: when was it 
written? for whom? why? in what cir-
cumstances? But at the same time, God 
himself speaks to us in and through 
these occasional letters. As canoni-
cal Scripture, these letters ultimately 
address the church of every age and of 
every place. n

might affect our reading. Both the writ-
ers and readers of the NT letters often 
simply assumed this context, but it is 
sometimes utterly foreign to modern 
readers. For example, just what were 
the women in Corinth doing that upset 
Paul (1 Cor 11:2 – 16)? Were they re-
fusing to wear a veil over their heads? 
Were they refusing to put their hair up 
on their heads? And in either case, why 
would Paul have a problem with it? 
Only by understanding the culture of 
that day can we hope to accu-
rately understand what Paul is 
teaching in this passage. Faith-
fully reading the NT letters will 
often, then, require the believer 
to learn something about the 
first-century world —  an in-
quiry that the notes on particu-
lar passages in this study Bible 
should assist with.

General Principles

Whatever the particular issue 
a NT letter deals with, the way 
in which the author responds 
to it has much to teach us. We 
learn not only from the specific 
instructions the letter writers 
give but also from the general 
principles they constantly bring 
to bear on each issue they con-
front. Again and again the NT 
letter writers remind us of the 
all-encompassing importance 
of the lordship of Christ and 
the work of the Holy Spirit. 
The believer’s every thought 
and action must be subjected 
to Christ, who as Lord wants 
to reign over every facet of the 
believer’s life. And it is the Holy 
Spirit who both empowers and 
guides this radically Christ-
centered new life. When the NT 
letter writers call on believers 
to think and act in accord with 
the person of Christ, they expect 
believers to respond because 
God has sent his Spirit into the 
hearts of his people, producing 

audience and therefore naturally 
deal with issues relevant to that audi-
ence. Because the NT letter writers are 
engaged in helping their recipients 
understand the significance of Christ’s 
coming and putting into practice 
the implications of his lordship, the 
issues the NT deals with are often the 
same issues Christians face today. But 
even when those issues are the same, 
faithfully interpreting the NT letters 
demands that we take into account the 
occasional nature of those letters.

Paul’s teaching on the significance 
of the law of Moses in Galatians pro-
vides a good example. His teaching 
on this issue is clearly of enduring 
relevance, and what he says on this 
matter must figure importantly in our 
attempt to understand the place of the 
law of Moses in the history of salvation 
and in the life of the church. But we 
must also recognize that Paul writes to 
the Galatians about the law of Moses 
with a particular purpose: to convince 
them not to follow false teachers who 
have taken a wrong view about the law. 
Because Paul is refuting a particular 
viewpoint, his teaching is inevitably 
slanted to one side of the issue.

What is true concerning Paul’s teach-
ing about the law in Galatians is true for 
many, if not most, of the issues discussed 
in the NT letters. Many of these letters 
were written directly to counter some 
kind of false teaching, and what the NT 
letter writers say is tailored to that situ-
ation. To read and interpret these letters 
rightly, then, requires that we understand 
the situations in which they were written; 
this information is provided in this study 
Bible’s separate book introductions. At 
the same time, we must always compare 
Scripture with Scripture before drawing 
broad conclusions about what the NT or 
the Bible says about any particular topic.

Social and Cultural Context

The occasional nature of the NT let-
ters provides another interpretive 
challenge: recognizing how the first-
century social and cultural context 

Statue of woman wearing a chiton and 
himation, first century AD. It is important 
to understand the cultural context of Paul’s 
comments on covering the head in worship 
(1 Cor 11).
Kim Walton, taken at the National Archaeological Museum 
of Athens



INTRODUCTION TO

ROMANS
AUTHOR
The letter to the Romans was written by the apostle Paul (1:1). No co-author is mentioned, although Tertius was the 
man who served as Paul’s scribe, or amanuensis, writing down Paul’s words as he dictated them (16:22).

OCCASION, DATE, AND PLACE OF WRITING
Paul gives us considerable information about his situation in 15:14 – 33. He suggests that he has reached an impor-
tant turning point in his ministry. He speaks of having “fully proclaimed” the gospel “from Jerusalem all the way 
around to Illyricum” (15:19) —  the territory where he planted vibrant churches during his first three missionary 
journeys. The next focus of his missionary effort is all the way at the other end of the Mediterranean basin: Spain 
(15:24). Before going to Spain, however, he has two important stops to make. His immediate plans are to travel 
to Jerusalem in order to deliver to the Jewish Christians there some money from many of the Gentile churches he 
planted (15:25 – 27). After Jerusalem, Paul hopes to pass through Rome to visit this important center of Christianity 
and to enlist their support for his new missionary venture (15:23 – 24). When we add to this information to Paul’s 
reference to a woman from Cenchreae (16:1), a city very close to Corinth, the setting of Romans becomes pretty cer-
tain: he was writing from Corinth during his three-month stay there toward the end of his third missionary journey 
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(Acts 20:3 – 4). The date of this stay was probably AD 57. Romans, then, was the third letter Paul wrote on this mis-
sionary journey (after 1 Cor in perhaps AD 54 and 2 Cor in AD 55 – 56).

RECIPIENTS
Paul writes to all the believers in the city of Rome (1:7). The NT tells us nothing about how Christianity first came to 
Rome, but a plausible scenario is that Jewish believers who were present in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost (Acts 
2:10 says that “visitors from Rome” were there) brought their new faith back to their home city. The early Christian 
given the name Ambrosiaster (late fourth century), then, was probably right in claiming in his commentary on Paul’s 
letters that the Romans “embraced the faith of Christ, albeit according to the Jewish rite, without seeing any sign of 
mighty works or any of the apostles.”

Several passages in Romans suggest, however, that most of the Roman Christians were Gentiles when Paul wrote 
(1:6 – 7,13; 15:15 – 16). Some Gentiles were probably attracted to the faith from the beginning, having heard about 
the message of  Jesus as “God-fearers” (Gentiles who attended the synagogue without converting to Judaism). The 
Gentile element in the Roman church received a significant boost in AD 49 when Claudius expelled all the Jews from 
Rome (see Acts 18:2). Jewish Christians would have been included in this eviction order, so the Christian movement 
would have become almost entirely Gentile overnight. By the time Paul wrote the letter to the church in Rome, 
however, Jews had been allowed back into the city. Thus, Paul’s audience included Jewish Christians such as Priscilla 
and Aquila (16:3 – 5; cf. Acts 18:2).

PURPOSE
Paul has several purposes in writing to the Romans.

1. Paul hopes to enlist the support of the Roman Christians for his new ministry in Spain (15:24). Spain is a long 
way from his original “sending” church in Antioch, and he needs a ministry base closer to Spain to provide monetary 
and logistical support. Paul writes Romans, then, partly to introduce himself to a church that he did not found and 
has never visited (1:13; 15:22).

2. While Romans is justly famous for its deep theology, Paul is also concerned, as he is in all his letters, to address 
the situation of his readers. Of course, we must avoid the mistake of thinking that very deep theology might not be of 
very fundamental practical importance! But 14:1 —  15:13 reveals that Paul does have an eye on a particular issue 
in Rome. The believers are divided into two factions, which Paul labels the “weak” in faith and the “strong” in faith 

The Forum: the economic, social, religious, and cultural center of ancient Rome.
© ROMAOSLO/www.istock.com
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(15:1). These factions were quarreling over whether Christians must continue to observe certain Jewish practices 
derived from the law of Moses. Paul hopes to heal this unfortunate division.

3. The conflict between the “weak” and “strong” in Rome was a microcosm of the major theological issue in Paul’s 
day. As the Christian movement became increasingly Gentile over the decades, the relationship between Christianity 
and its OT and Jewish roots became more and more controversial. Some, mainly Jewish Christians, were arguing for 
a great deal of continuity: Christians were a Jewish Messianic sect that should continue to observe the law of Moses 
(this was the view of the “agitators” whom Paul combats in Galatia [Gal 5:12]). Others, mainly Gentile Christians, 
wondered why they should have anything to do with the OT or the law at all. As Paul writes to the Romans about 
the division there between these two general positions, he develops a theology of universal significance that seeks a 
middle position between these views.

MAJOR THEMES
Romans is one of the most important theological documents of all time. Its influence on the course of Christian 
history and the development of Christian theology is inestimable. It offers several themes:

• fundamental insights into the nature of the human predicament (1:18 —  3:20);
• God’s response to that predicament in the new standing with God offered to all humans through the work of 

Christ, the utterly gracious character of God’s provision, and the consequent requirement of faith as the only 
way to experience that provision (3:21 —  4:25);

• security for this life and the future day of judgment that Christians enjoy (5:1 —  8:39);
• the mysterious and wonderful plan of God to include both Jews and Gentiles in his people (9:1 —  11:36); and
• the transformed thinking and living that God expects of his redeemed people (12:1 —  15:13).

Perhaps the single overarching theme of Romans is the gospel, which the letter prominently mentions in both its 
opening and closing (1:1,2,9,15; 15:16,19) and which is the lead term in Paul’s statement of the letter’s theme (1:16). 
The gospel, or Good News, is that God has intervened in our history in order to reestablish his lordship over a created 
world that has rebelled against him. Paul especially emphasizes that God has offered the opportunity to all human 
beings, through simple faith in Christ, to be placed in a right standing before God.

Because the division between Jew and Gentile is so important an issue in both Rome and in the broader Christian 
world, Paul focuses often on the way the gospel includes both groups. On the one hand, the gospel provides for the 
fulfillment of all God’s OT promises to Israel (1:2; 9:1 —  11:36). On the other hand, the gospel opens the door to 
Gentiles so that they can become equal participants with faithful Jews in God’s new covenant people.

OUTLINE

 I. The Letter Opening (1:1 – 17)
 A. Prescript (1:1 – 7)
 B. Paul’s Longing to Visit Rome (1:8 – 17)

 II. The Heart of the Gospel: Justification by Faith (1:18 —  4:25)
 A. The Universal Reign of Sin (1:18 —  3:20)
 1. God’s Wrath Against Sinful Humanity (1:18 – 32)
 2. Jews Are Accountable to God for Sin (2:1 —  3:8)
 a. God’s Righteous Judgment (2:1 – 16)
 b. The Jews and the Law (2:17 – 29)
 c. God’s Faithfulness (3:1 – 8)
 3. No One Is Righteous (3:9 – 20)
 B. Justification by Faith (3:21 —  4:25)
 1. Righteousness Through Faith (3:21 – 31)
 2. Abraham Justified by Faith (4:1 – 25)

 III. The Assurance Provided by the Gospel: The Hope of Salvation (5:1 —  8:39)
 A. The Hope of Glory (5:1 – 21)
 1. Peace and Hope (5:1 – 11)
 2. Death Through Adam, Life Through Christ (5:12 – 21)
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 B. Freedom From Bondage to Sin (6:1 – 23)
 1. Dead to Sin, Alive in Christ (6:1 – 14)
 2. Slaves to Righteousness (6:15 – 23)
 C. Freedom From Bondage to the Law (7:1 – 25)
 1. Released From the Law, Bound to Christ (7:1 – 6)
 2. The Law and Sin (7:7 – 25)
 D. Assurance of Eternal Life in the Spirit (8:1 – 39)
 1. Life Through the Spirit (8:1 – 17)
 2. Present Suffering and Future Glory (8:18 – 30)
 3. More Than Conquerors (8:31 – 39)

 IV. The Defense of the Gospel: The Problem of Israel (9:1 —  11:36)
 A. Paul’s Anguish Over Israel (9:1 – 5)
 B. God’s Sovereign Choice (9:6 – 29)
 C. Israel’s Unbelief (9:30 —  10:21)
 D. The Remnant of Israel (11:1 – 10)
 E. Ingrafted Branches (11:11 – 24)
 F. All Israel Will Be Saved (11:25 – 32)
 G. Doxology (11:33 – 36)

 V. The Transforming Power of the Gospel: Christian Conduct (12:1 —  15:13)
 A. A Living Sacrifice (12:1 – 2)
 B. Humble Service in the Body of Christ (12:3 – 8)
 C. Love in Action (12:9 – 21)
 D. Submission to Governing Authorities (13:1 – 7)
 E. Love Fulfills the Law (13:8 – 10)
 F. The Day Is Near (13:11 – 14)
 G. The Weak and the Strong (14:1 —  15:13)
 1. Do Not Judge Each Other (14:1 – 23)
 2. Accept Each Other in Christ (15:1 – 13)

 VI. The Letter Closing (15:14 —  16:27)
 A. Paul the Minister to the Gentiles (15:14 – 22)
 B. Paul’s Plan to Visit Rome (15:23 – 33)
 C. Personal Greetings (16:1 – 27)



ROMANS

1 Paul, a ser vant of  Christ  Jesus,  called to be an apos tle a and set  apart b for the gos pel of God c —   2 the 
gos pel he prom ised be fore hand  through his proph ets in the Holy Scrip tures d 3 re gard ing his Son, 

who as to his earthly life a e was a de scen dant of Da vid, 4 and who  through the Spirit of ho li ness was 
ap pointed the Son of God in power b by his res ur rec tion from the dead:  Jesus  Christ our Lord. 5 Through 
him we re ceived  grace and apos tle ship to call all the Gen tiles f to the obe di ence that comes from c  faith g 
for his  name’s sake. 6 And you also are  among  those Gen tiles who are  called to be long to  Jesus  Christ. h

7 To all in Rome who are  loved by God i and  called to be his holy  peo ple:

Grace and  peace to you from God our Fa ther and from the Lord  Jesus  Christ. j

a 3 Or who according to the flesh    b 4 Or was declared with power to be the Son of God    c 5 Or that is    

1:1 a 1Co 1:1 b Ac 9:15 
c 2Co 11:7
1:2 d Gal 3:8
1:3 e Jn 1:14
1:5 f Ac 9:15 g Ac 6:7
1:6 h Rev 17:14
1:7 i Ro 8:39 j 1Co 1:3

1:1 – 17 The Letter Opening. The first section (1:1 – 17) and last section 
of Romans (15:14 —  16:27) provide the literary framework for the letter. 
The opening includes a salutation (vv. 1 – 7), a thanksgiving (vv. 8 – 15), 
and a statement of the letter’s theme (vv. 16 – 17).
1:1 – 7 Prescript. Ancient letters typically began by briefly identifying 
the sender and recipients, followed by a greeting (see Acts 15:23: “The 
apostles and elders, your brothers, To the Gentile believers in Antioch, 
Syria and Cilicia: Greetings”). Paul elaborates on this simple formula in 
all his letters but nowhere more so than in Romans —  perhaps because 
he is writing to a church that he has never visited.
1:1 servant. Could also be translated “slave.” It stresses that Paul owes 
allegiance to Christ as his Lord, and it also alludes to the OT “servant 
of the Lord,” a description of important leaders of Israel: Moses (Deut 
34:5; Josh 14:7; 2 Kgs 18:12), Joshua (Josh 24:29), Elijah (2 Kgs 10:10) 
and, especially often, David (e.g., Ps 18 title; see 2 Sam 7:8). set apart. 
Either from the womb of his mother (Gal 1:15; cf. Jer 1:5) or at the time 
God called him to be an apostle (1 Cor 1:1). gospel. “Good News,” a 
key theme in Romans. The language is prominent in the letter’s opening 
(here; vv. 9,15,16) and closing (15:16,19,20; 16:25; see 2:16; 10:15; 
11:28). The OT uses “good news” to depict God’s intervention on behalf 
of his people in the last days (Isa 40:9; 52:7 [cited in Rom 10:15]; 61:1; 
Nah 1:15). But it was also used in Paul’s day to refer to the benefits 
the Roman emperors won for their subjects. Paul’s apostolic ministry 
involves proclaiming that  Jesus fulfills OT prophecies of restoration and 
that  Jesus, not the Roman emperor, is the source of our hope and the 
one who claims our ultimate allegiance.
1:2 through his prophets. An important focus of Romans is the con-
nection between the OT (especially its promises) and the gospel of 
Christ (3:21; 9:4 – 6; 11:28; 15:8 – 12). This verse and 16:26 —  “made 
known through the prophetic writings” —  bracket the letter as a whole.
1:3 regarding his Son. The Good News is a person: God’s Son. as to his 
earthly life. Could also be translated “according to the flesh.” Paul uses 
“flesh” (Greek sarx ) to denote the state of being human, emphasizing 

the weakness and susceptibility to sin that typifies what it means to be 
human after the fall. The word sometimes has the sense of human exis-
tence apart from or even in contrast to God (e.g., 8:4 – 13), but at other 
times, as here, it refers simply to being human. descendant of David. 
Alludes to  Jesus’ fulfilling the OT expectation of a “son of David,” a 
king or Messiah, who would liberate and rule God’s people (e.g., 2 Sam 
7:13 – 16; Ps 2).
1:4 appointed the Son of God in power.  Jesus is eternally God’s Son, 
but his resurrection from the dead enabled him to enter a new phase 
of existence in which his work on the cross empowers him to save all 
who believe (see v. 16).
1:5 call all the Gentiles. While committed to preach the gospel to 
all kinds of people, Paul was called to preach especially to the Gen-
tiles (11:13 – 14; cf. Gal 2:7). obedience that comes from faith. This 
phrase, also used in 16:26, is another phrase that brackets the argu-
ment of Romans (see note on v. 2). Paul may mean that faith is the 
form that obedience takes in the new era (in other words, “the obedi-
ence that is faith”; see 10:16, where Paul says that not all the Israelites 
“accepted” [translating the same Greek word for “obeyed”] the gospel). 
But he probably means that faith in Christ naturally leads to a life of 
dedicated faithfulness to Christ, of obedience to Christ. For Paul, “faith” 
and “obedience,” while always to be distinguished, are inseparable, two 
sides of the same coin. One cannot have faith in Christ  Jesus without 
acknowledging him as Lord, with all the consequences that follow from 
that basic commitment.
1:6 called. That is, not “invited,” but actually brought into relationship 
with God by his own sovereign act (what is labeled in theology “the 
effectual call”; see 8:28).
1:7 his holy people. Greek hagioi, meaning “holy ones” or “saints.” holy. 
The OT uses this term to describe the Israelites, who were “set apart” to 
be God’s own people (e.g., Lev 20:24,26). The NT often uses this word 
and related words to denote, not people who are particularly holy in their 
lifestyle (this is why “saints” can be a misleading English translation), but 
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Paul’s Longing to Visit Rome
8 First, I  thank my God  through  Jesus  Christ for all of you, k be cause your  faith is be ing re ported all 

over the  world. l 9 God, whom I  serve m in my spirit in preach ing the gos pel of his Son, is my wit ness n 
how con stantly I re mem ber you 10 in my  prayers at all  times; and I pray that now at last by  God’s will 
the way may be  opened for me to come to  you. o

11 I long to see you p so that I may im part to you some spir i tual gift to make you  strong —   12 that is, 
that you and I may be mu tu ally en cour aged by each oth er’s  faith. 13 I do not want you to be un aware, 
broth ers and sis ters, a that I  planned many  times to come to you (but have been pre vented from do ing so 
un til now) q in or der that I  might have a har vest  among you, just as I have had  among the other  Gen tiles.

14 I am ob li gated r both to  Greeks and non- Greeks, both to the wise and the fool ish. 15 That is why I 
am so ea ger to  preach the gos pel also to you who are in  Rome. s

16 For I am not  ashamed of the gos pel, t be cause it is the power of God u that  brings sal va tion to ev-
ery one who be lieves:  first to the Jew, v then to the Gen tile. w 17 For in the gos pel the righ teous ness of God 
is re vealed x —  a righ teous ness that is by  faith from  first to last, b just as it is writ ten: “The righ teous 
will live by  faith.” c y

God’s Wrath Against Sinful Humanity
18 The  wrath of God z is be ing re vealed from heaven  against all the god less ness and wick ed ness of 

peo ple, who sup press the  truth by  their wick ed ness, 19 since what may be  known  about God is  plain to 

1:8 k 1Co 1:4 l Ro 16:19
1:9 m 2Ti 1:3 n Php 1:8

1:10 o Ro 15:32
1:11 p Ro 15:23

1:13 q Ro 15:22,  23
1:14 r 1Co 9:16
1:15 s Ro 15:20

1:16 t 2Ti 1:8 u 1Co 1:18 
v Ac 3:26 w Ro 2:9,  10

1:17 x Ro 3:21 y Hab 2:4; 
Gal 3:11; Heb 10:38

1:18 z Eph 5:6; Col 3:6

a 13 The Greek word for brothers and sisters (adelphoi) refers here to believers, both men and women, as part 
of God’s family; also in 7:1, 4; 8:12, 29; 10:1; 11:25; 12:1; 15:14, 30; 16:14, 17.    b 17 Or is from faith to faith    
c 17 Hab. 2:4    

all those people whom God has called to belong to him (v. 6). Status, not 
behavior, is in view (see “Holiness,” p. 2676).
1:8 – 17 Paul’s Longing to Visit Rome. As he usually does in his let-
ters, Paul gives thanks for his readers (vv. 8 – 15) before announcing the 
theme of the letter (vv. 16 – 17).
1:8 thank. Paul’s letters usually feature a thanksgiving in the open-
ing section. all over the world. That is, across the Roman Empire of 
Paul’s day.
1:11 spiritual gift. Either a particular one that Paul hopes to bestow on 
the Roman believers (12:6 – 8) or a spiritual benefit that Paul’s ministry 
in Rome will convey.
1:12 mutually. Writing to a church that he did not establish and has 
never visited, Paul is appropriately humble.
1:13 prevented. Probably by pressing ministry needs in the eastern 
Mediterranean, where Paul has been preaching the gospel for over a 
decade (see 15:19).
1:14 Greeks. The cultured people in Paul’s world who often spoke 
Greek and followed Greek ways of life. non-Greeks. Barbarians (Greek 
barbaros).
1:16 salvation. Not only conversion but also ultimate deliverance from 
sin, death, and judgment (5:9 – 10; 13:11). everyone who believes. 
Salvation is offered to all people on the same grounds. An important 
theme in Romans is including Gentiles as equal participants with 
Jews in God’s new covenant (3:23 – 24,29 – 30; 4:9 – 12,16 – 17; 
9:24 – 26,30 – 31; 10:4,11 – 13; 15:8 – 12). first to the Jew. Paul insists 
that Jews still have a prominent place in God’s plan of salvation. God 
directed his word to them first (3:2) and made irrevocable promises to 
them (9:4 – 5; 11:28).
1:17 righteousness of God. A key concept in Romans (3:5,21,22,25,26; 
10:3 [twice]; cf. Matt 6:33; 2 Cor 5:21; Jas 1:20). Paul takes this lan-
guage from the OT, where “righteousness of God” denotes God doing 
what is right or acting to put things right (e.g., 1 Sam 12:7; Pss 7:9; 
145:17; Jer 9:24; 11:20; Mic 6:5; see note on Rom 3:21). In dependence 
on some key prophetic texts (see especially Isa 46:13; 51:5 – 8), Paul 
uses the phrase in the latter sense here. In the OT God promised that 
he would put right, or vindicate, his people Israel (Deut 32:35,43; Pss 

79:10; 135:14; Jer 51:36); now, Paul announces, anyone who believes 
(v. 16) can experience God’s vindication. This vindication is a forensic, 
or judicial, act that confers on believers the status of “righteousness.” 
While God acts in the gospel of Christ to put people in the right, they 
experience the benefits of God’s activity only when they respond in faith. 
by faith from first to last. Another (less likely) translation would be 
“from the faith (or faithfulness) of Christ to the faith of believers” (see 
note on 3:22). The righteous will live by faith. Or “the one who is 
righteous by faith will live.” See Hab 2:4. Paul develops the idea of being 
“righteous by faith” in 3:21 —  4:25 and the idea of “life” in chs. 5 – 8.
1:18 —  4:25 The Heart of the Gospel: Justification by Faith. The gospel 
proclaims that human beings, while locked up under sin, can enter into 
a saving relationship with God through faith in  Jesus Christ.
1:18 —  3:20 The Universal Reign of Sin. Before elaborating on “the righ-
teousness of God . . . given through faith” (3:21 – 22) in 3:21 —  4:25, 
Paul explains why God has taken the extraordinary step of sending his 
own Son in human form (1:3) to bring good news to the world (1:2,16): 
human beings are locked up under sin (3:9). Both Gentiles (1:18 – 32) 
and Jews (2:1 —  3:8) have failed to respond to God’s gracious revelation 
and thus are subject to God’s wrath.
1:18 – 32 God’s Wrath Against Sinful Humanity. Paul paints a dismal 
picture of the situation of all human beings (particularly Gentiles) 
who refuse to worship the true God in order to worship gods of their 
own making. God reacts (note the threefold “God gave them over” in 
vv. 24,26,28) by consigning people to the sins they have chosen —  an 
expression of his wrath (v. 18).
1:18 wrath. The inevitable reaction of a holy God against sin in any 
form. The OT describes outbreaks of God’s wrath within history (e.g., 
Exod 32:10 – 12; Num 11:1; Jer 21:3 – 7) and predicts a final outpouring 
of wrath at the end of history (e.g., Isa 63:1 – 6; Mic 5:10 – 15). is being 
revealed. The ultimate manifestation of God’s wrath often features in 
Paul’s teaching (2:5), but this refers to the present condition of human 
beings, who turn away from God’s revelation: they stand condemned 
because of their “godlessness and wickedness.”
1:19 – 23 God has provided in the world he created evidence of his “eter-
nal power and divine nature” (v. 20). This “natural revelation” is available 
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them, be cause God has made it  plain to them. a 20 For  since the cre a tion of the  world  God’s in vis i ble 
qual i ties —  his eter nal power and di vine na ture —  have been clearly seen, be ing un der stood from what 
has been made, b so that peo ple are with out  ex cuse.

21 For al though they knew God, they nei ther glo ri fied him as God nor gave  thanks to him, but  their 
think ing be came fu tile and  their fool ish  hearts were dark ened. c 22 Al though they  claimed to be wise, 
they be came  fools d 23 and ex changed the glory of the im mor tal God for im ages e made to look like a 
mor tal hu man be ing and  birds and an i mals and  rep tiles.

24 There fore God gave them over f in the sin ful de sires of  their  hearts to sex ual im pu rity for the de-
grad ing of  their bod ies with one an other. g 25 They ex changed the  truth  about God for a lie, h and wor-
shiped and  served cre ated  things i rather than the Cre a tor —  who is for ever  praised. j  Amen.

26 Be cause of this, God gave them over k to shame ful  lusts. l Even  their women ex changed nat u ral 
sex ual re la tions for un nat u ral ones. m 27 In the same way the men also aban doned nat u ral re la tions 
with women and were in flamed with lust for one an other. Men com mit ted shame ful acts with other 
men, and re ceived in them selves the due pen alty for  their  er ror. n

28 Fur ther more, just as they did not  think it worth while to re tain the knowl edge of God, so God gave 
them over o to a de praved mind, so that they do what  ought not to be done. 29 They have be come  filled 
with ev ery kind of wick ed ness, evil,  greed and de prav ity. They are full of envy, mur der,  strife, de ceit and 
mal ice. They are gos sips, p 30 slan der ers, God-hat ers, in so lent, ar ro gant and boast ful; they in vent ways 
of do ing evil; they dis obey  their par ents; q 31 they have no un der stand ing, no fi del ity, no love, r no mercy. 
32 Al though they know  God’s righ teous de cree that  those who do such  things de serve  death, s they not 
only con tinue to do  these very  things but also ap prove t of  those who prac tice  them.

God’s Righteous Judgment

2 You, there fore, have no ex cuse, u you who pass judg ment on some one else, for at what ever  point 
you  judge an other, you are con demn ing your self, be cause you who pass judg ment do the same 

 things. v 2 Now we know that  God’s judg ment  against  those who do such  things is  based on  truth. 3 So 

1:19 a Ac 14:17
1:20 b Ps 19:1-6
1:21 c Jer 2:5;  
Eph 4:17,  18
1:22 d 1Co 1:20,  27
1:23 e Ps 106:20; 
Jer 2:11; Ac 17:29
1:24 f Eph 4:19 g 1Pe 4:3
1:25 h Isa 44:20 
i Jer 10:14 j Ro 9:5
1:26 k ver 24,  28 l 1Th 4:5 
m Lev 18:22,  23
1:27 n Lev 18:22; 20:13
1:28 o ver 24,  26
1:29 p 2Co 12:20
1:30 q 2Ti 3:2
1:31 r 2Ti 3:3
1:32 s Ro 6:23 t Ps 50:18; 
Lk 11:48; Ac 8:1; 22:20
2:1 u Ro 1:20 
v 2Sa 12:5-7; Mt 7:1,  2

to all human beings, but because of sin, people turn away from this evi-
dence of God’s existence. Like the people of Israel when they fashioned 
the golden calf to worship (Exod 32; cf. Jer 2:11), human beings have 
“exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like a 
mortal human being and birds and animals and reptiles” (v. 23). The three-
fold division of animals alludes to the creation account (Gen 1:28). In the 
OT idols sometimes took the form of animals, but an idol is anything that 
a human puts in place of God, and idols take an infinite variety of forms.
1:24,26,28 God gave them over. In response to humans’ deciding to 
put idols in the place of the only God, God hands people over to the 
consequences of their sin. Following the OT and the pattern of Jewish 
condemnations of the Gentile world (in the Apocrypha see The Wisdom 
of Solomon 13 – 15), Paul singles out sexual sins as particularly clear 
evidence of this turning away from God.
1:25 worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator. 
Succinctly describes the fundamental human sin of idolatry.
1:26 Paul again follows OT and Jewish tradition in singling out homo-
sexual relations as an especially clear indication of human sinfulness 
(see especially Gen 19:1 – 28; Lev 18:22; 20:13; Deut 23:17 – 18; in the 
Apocrypha, see The Wisdom of Solomon 14:24 – 31; in the OT pseude-
pigrapha, see Sibylline Oracles 3.594 – 600). unnatural ones. Could also 
be translated “those that are against nature,” where “nature” refers to 
the created world as God intends it to be (see also “abandoned natural 
relations” in v. 27). In making humans beings male and female (Gen 1:27; 
5:2; cf. Gen 2:24), God manifests his intention for human sexual relations.
1:27 due penalty for their error. When human beings turn from God’s 
intention for them, they appropriately become subject to God’s judg-
ment. This judgment can take many different forms, but the ultimate 
consequence of all sin is “death” (v. 32) or the “wrath of God” (v. 18).
1:28 think it worthwhile . . . depraved. Paul uses a play on words to 
emphasize the equivalence between human sin and God’s response: 

people chose not to “approve” of God, so he condemned them to an 
“unapproved” mind —  that is, a “worthless” way of thinking that does not 
conform to God’s own purposes and values. The many forms of human 
sin, which Paul illustrates in vv. 28b – 31, are rooted in sinful minds. Fun-
damental to the new life, therefore, is renewing those very minds (12:2).
1:32 they know God’s righteous decree. In addition to knowing that 
God exists and that he is the powerful Creator (v. 20), people also have 
an inbuilt moral sense that tells them that certain acts deserve God’s 
judgment. approve. Approving of sins to which one is not especially 
prone is in some ways worse than committing the sin itself. Paul may 
again be reflecting OT ideas and popular Jewish teaching; cf. in the OT 
pseude pigrapha, Testament of Asher 6:2: “The two-faced are doubly 
punished because they both practice evil and approve of others who 
practice it; they imitate the spirits of error and join in the struggle 
against mankind.”
2:1 —  3:8 Jews Are Accountable to God for Sin. Having indicted Gentiles 
for sinfully rejecting God’s revelation, Paul shows that Jews have also 
turned from the even clearer revelation that God gave them.
2:1 – 16 God’s Righteous Judgment. Jews, who typically stand in judg-
ment over Gentiles, are in reality doing “the same things” (vv. 1,3) and 
are therefore also subject to God’s wrath. It is this “doing,” or “works,” 
that will be the criterion of judgment for both Jew and Gentile.
2:1 You. Singular in Greek. Paul uses an ancient literary style called the 
diatribe, in which writers use a fictional dialogue between themselves 
and the proponent of another viewpoint to instruct and persuade their 
audience. Paul may be referring to any self-righteous person but is prob-
ably referring to Jews who assumed that God’s covenant with them 
meant automatic protection from judgment. the same things. Also in 
v. 3; in addition to the sins in 1:28b – 31, perhaps this includes the Jews’ 
idolatrous tendency to prize the law so highly (2:17 – 24; Phil 3:3 – 10).
2:2 – 4 Both the OT (e.g., Jer 7:1 – 29) and NT (e.g., Matt 3:7 – 10) 
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when you, a mere hu man be ing, pass judg ment on them and yet do the same  things, do you  think you 
will es cape  God’s judg ment? 4 Or do you show con tempt for the riches w of his kind ness, x for bear ance y 
and pa tience, z not re al iz ing that  God’s kind ness is in tended to lead you to  re pen tance? a

5 But be cause of your stub born ness and your un re pen tant  heart, you are stor ing up  wrath  against 
your self for the day of  God’s  wrath, when his righ teous judg ment b will be re vealed. 6 God “will re pay 
each per son ac cord ing to what they have done.” a c 7 To  those who by per sis tence in do ing good seek 
glory, honor d and im mor tal ity, e he will give eter nal life. 8 But for  those who are self-seek ing and who 
re ject the  truth and fol low evil, f  there will be  wrath and an ger. 9 There will be trou ble and dis tress 
for ev ery hu man be ing who does evil:  first for the Jew, then for the Gen tile; g 10 but glory, honor and 
 peace for ev ery one who does good:  first for the Jew, then for the Gen tile. h 11 For God does not show 
 fa vor it ism. i

12 All who sin  apart from the law will also per ish  apart from the law, and all who sin un der the law j 
will be  judged by the law. 13 For it is not  those who hear the law who are righ teous in  God’s  sight, but it 
is  those who obey k the law who will be de clared righ teous. 14 (In deed, when Gen tiles, who do not have 
the law, do by na ture  things re quired by the law, l they are a law for them selves, even  though they do 
not have the law. 15 They show that the re quire ments of the law are writ ten on  their  hearts,  their con-
sciences also bear ing wit ness, and  their  thoughts some times ac cus ing them and at  other times even 
de fend ing them.) 16 This will take  place on the day when God judges peo ple’s se crets m  through  Jesus 
 Christ, n as my gos pel o  de clares.

The Jews and the Law
17 Now you, if you call your self a Jew; if you rely on the law and  boast in God; p 18 if you know his will 

and ap prove of what is su pe rior be cause you are in structed by the law; 19 if you are con vinced that you 
are a  guide for the  blind, a  light for  those who are in the dark, 20 an in struc tor of the fool ish, a teacher 

2:4 w Ro 9:23; Eph 1:7,  
18; 2:7 x Ro 11:22 
y Ro 3:25 z Ex 34:6 

a 2Pe 3:9
2:5 b Jude 6

2:6 c Ps 62:12; Mt 16:27
2:7 d ver 10  

e 1Co 15:53,  54
2:8 f 2Th 2:12
2:9 g 1Pe 4:17

2:10 h ver 9
2:11 i Ac 10:34
2:12 j Ro 3:19;  

1Co 9:20,  21
2:13 k Jas 1:22,  23,  25

2:14 l Ac 10:35
2:16 m Ecc 12:14 

n Ac 10:42 o Ro 16:25
2:17 p ver 23; Mic 3:11; 

Ro 9:4

a 6 Psalm 62:12; Prov. 24:12    

 condemn the tendency of Jews to think that their special relationship 
with God will shield them from judgment.
2:5 day of God’s wrath. While God’s wrath is manifested in the present 
(1:18), it will be decisively and universally revealed on the future day of 
judgment (Isa 13:13; Zeph 1:15; 1 Thess 1:10).
2:6 – 11 This is a particularly clear example of “chiasm” (the word 
comes from the Greek letter chi, formed like our X ), a literary device in 
which parallel lines correspond in an X-pattern such as a-b-c / c´-b´-a´ :

 a God judges everyone the same (v. 6)
  b Life is the reward for doing good (v. 7)
   c Wrath is the penalty for evil (v. 8)
   c´ Wrath for doing evil (v. 9)
  b´ Life for doing good (v. 10)
 a´ God shows no favoritism (v. 11)

2:6 Paul quotes the OT (Ps 62:12 or Prov 24:12; see Eccl 12:14; Hos 
12:2) to make clear that, for those who are not in Christ, God will judge 
them according to what they have actually done.
2:7 Paul’s claim that people can gain “eternal life” by “doing good” is the 
first of several similar assertions in this chapter (vv. 10,13,26 – 27). He 
may refer to Christians, whose “doing,” or “works,” will provide critical 
and necessary evidence of their faith and the transforming power of 
the Spirit on the day of judgment (2 Cor 5:10; Jas 2:14 – 26). Or he may 
refer to people in general, arguing that sincerely and consistently doing 
good will bring eternal life. But his subsequent argument shows that 
sin’s power prevents every human from living up to this standard (3:9).
2:9 first for the Jew. The precedence of Jews, a recurring theme in the 
letter (e.g., v. 10; 1:16), involves their privilege in receiving the “words of 
God” (3:2) —  whether the outcome is judgment or salvation.
2:12 law . . . law . . . law . . . law. Refers in Paul’s writings basically to 
the commanding element of the Torah that God gave to his people Israel 
through Moses at Sinai (1 Cor 9:8 – 9; see Rom 5:13 – 14; Gal 3:17). So 

people who sin “apart from the law” are Gentiles, who did not receive 
the Mosaic law.
2:13 obey. Jewish teaching stressed the importance of doing the law: 
“Not the expounding [of the law] is the chief thing, but the doing [of 
it]” (Mishnah ʾAbot 1:17; see Jas 1:22). declared righteous. See note 
on v. 7.
2:14 – 15 These “Gentiles” (v. 14) may be Gentile Christians, who, 
though not having the law “by nature” (i.e., by birth), have the law of 
God “written on their hearts” (v. 15) in accordance with the prophecy of 
Jer 31:31 – 34. Alternatively, they may be non-Christian Gentiles who, 
while not having the law (of Moses), have knowledge of God’s general 
moral will in their consciences and so, like Jews, have a kind of “law” 
(“a law for themselves,” v. 14). By putting vv. 14 – 15 in parentheses, the 
NIV leans toward this second view: Paul qualifies the absolute distinction 
between those who have the law and those who do not in v. 12. Paul 
uses “defending” (v. 15), not “saving,” because only God’s grace in the 
gospel of Christ saves. If Paul is referring to non-Christian Gentiles, he 
means that their consciences sometimes witness that they have done 
things that God requires; at the same time, however, their consciences 
are also “accusing them” (v. 15).
2:16 people’s secrets. The hidden things of the heart. “The Lord does 
not look at the things people look at. People look at the outward appear-
ance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (1 Sam 16:7; cf. Ps 139:1 – 2; 
Jer 17:10).
2:17 – 29 The Jews and the Law. Addressing his dialogue partner explic-
itly for the first time as a “Jew” (see note on v. 1), Paul claims that the 
Jews’ reliance on the law (vv. 17 – 24) and circumcision (vv. 25 – 29) are 
futile because they fail to keep the law.
2:17 – 20 The list of things that Jews boast in are legitimate sources 
of pride. God entered into relationship with Israel alone among all the 
nations, gave them his law, and set them out as a “light” (v. 19) to the 
nations (e.g., Isa 49:6).
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of lit tle chil dren, be cause you have in the 
law the em bodi ment of knowl edge and 
 truth —   21 you, then, who  teach oth-
ers, do you not  teach your self ? You 
who  preach  against steal ing, do you 
 steal? q 22 You who say that peo ple 
 should not com mit adul tery, do you 
com mit adul tery? You who ab hor  idols, 
do you rob tem ples? r 23 You who  boast 
in the law, s do you dis honor God by 
break ing the law? 24 As it is writ ten: 
“God’s name is blas phemed  among 
the Gen tiles be cause of  you.” a t

25 Cir cum ci sion has value if you 
ob serve the law, u but if you  break the law, you have be come as  though you had not been cir cum cised. v 
26 So then, if  those who are not cir cum cised keep the  law’s re quire ments, w will they not be re garded 
as  though they were cir cum cised? x 27 The one who is not cir cum cised phys i cally and yet  obeys the law 
will con demn you y who, even  though you have the b writ ten code and cir cum ci sion, are a  law breaker.

28 A per son is not a Jew who is one only out wardly, z nor is cir cum ci sion merely out ward and phys-
i cal. a 29 No, a per son is a Jew who is one in wardly; and cir cum ci sion is cir cum ci sion of the  heart, by 
the Spirit, b not by the writ ten code. c Such a per son’s  praise is not from other peo ple, but from  God. d

God’s Faithfulness

3 What ad van tage, then, is  there in be ing a Jew, or what value is  there in cir cum ci sion? 2 Much in 
ev ery way!  First of all, the Jews have been en trusted with the very  words of  God. e

3 What if some were un faith ful? f Will  their un faith ful ness nul lify  God’s faith ful ness? g 4 Not at all! Let 
God be true, h and ev ery hu man be ing a liar. i As it is  writ ten:

2:21 q Mt 23:3,  4
2:22 r Ac 19:37
2:23 s ver 17
2:24 t Isa 52:5; Eze 36:22
2:25 u Gal 5:3 v Jer 4:4
2:26 w Ro 8:4 x 1Co 7:19
2:27 y Mt 12:41,  42
2:28 z Mt 3:9; Jn 8:39; 
Ro 9:6,  7 a Gal 6:15
2:29 b Php 3:3; Col 2:11 
c Ro 7:6 d Jn 5:44; 
1Co 4:5; 2Co 10:18; 
1Th 2:4; 1Pe 3:4
3:2 e Dt 4:8; Ps 147:19
3:3 f Heb 4:2 g 2Ti 2:13
3:4 h Jn 3:33 i Ps 116:11 

a 24 Isaiah 52:5 (see Septuagint); Ezek. 36:20,22    b 27 Or who, by means of a    

2:21 you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? 
Although they have the law and teach it to others, the Jews have not 
consistently obeyed that law (v. 13). Paul is not claiming that all Jews 
“steal” (here), “commit adultery” (v. 22), and “rob temples” (v. 22). In 
dependence on OT prophetic denunciations of Israel (e.g., Jer 7:9), Paul 
cites examples of behavior that starkly contrast with the demands of 
the law God gave them.
2:24 Paul quotes from Isa 52:5, which refers to the way Israel’s exile and 
oppression by Gentiles have led people to discredit God himself. In an ironic 
twist, Paul applies it to Jews failing to live up to their covenant obligations.
2:25 Circumcision. God instructed Abraham to circumcise every male 
in the Israelite household as “the sign of the covenant” (Gen 17:11) that 
God entered into with Abraham and his descendants (Gen 17:9 – 14). 
Circumcision became an important distinguishing mark of the people of 
Israel, gaining special prominence in the aftermath of the attempt of the 
pagan king Antiochus IV to stamp out the Jewish religion (167 – 164 BC). 
Many Jews in Paul’s day lived where they had to struggle to preserve 
their identity among pagans, so they emphasized outward distinguish-
ing marks of their Jewish faith such as circumcision, dietary rules, and 
Sabbath observance. has value if you observe the law. Again, “doing” 
is what counts in God’s judgment of humans (see note on v. 7).
2:26 not circumcised. Paul again (see note on v. 7) may refer to Chris-
tian Gentiles, who “fulfill” the law through faith and the Spirit (v. 29; 8:4). 
Alternatively, he may simply be giving the flip side of v. 25: just as Jews 
who disobey the law lose their status as God’s people, so Gentiles who 
obey it are given that status. Whether there are Gentiles who, in fact, do 
fulfill the law is another question.
2:27,29 the written code. Or “letter” (Greek gramma). Refers to the law 

of Moses, exemplified by the Ten Commandments, “written” in letters 
on the stone tablets that Moses received from God (7:6; Exod 31:18; cf. 
especially 2 Cor 3:3).
2:29 circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written 
code. Moses called on Israel to “circumcise [their] hearts” (Deut 10:16; 
see Jer 4:4), i.e., transform themselves in their inner persons so that 
they might obey God consistently. Ultimately, however, the human heart 
is so hard that only God can circumcise his people’s hearts. Moses 
therefore predicted that God would one day do just that (Deut 30:6), and 
the prophets also stressed that God would one day replace his peoples’ 
“heart[s] of stone” with “heart[s] of flesh” by means of the work of his 
Spirit (Ezek 36:26 – 27). These promises are fulfilled in the new covenant 
inaugurated by  Jesus’ death and resurrection and marked by the com-
ing of God’s Spirit on his people with power (Acts 2:1 – 41).
3:1 – 8 God’s Faithfulness. While Jews and Gentiles are on the same footing 
with respect to God’s ultimate judgment, Jews continue to enjoy the advan-
tage of possessing detailed revelation from God in the OT. Their failure to 
respond appropriately to that revelation does not cancel God’s faithfulness 
to his promises —  including his promise to punish his people for their sin.
3:1 Following the diatribe style (see note on 2:1), Paul uses rhetorical 
questions to advance his argument. Ch. 2 could suggest that Jews no 
longer have any “advantage” over Gentiles.
3:2 First of all. Paul breaks off his list of advantages to comment on the 
implications of Jews being “entrusted with the very words of God.” See 
9:4 – 5 for a longer list of Jewish privileges.
3:4 proved right. Paul quotes David’s confession of his sin of adultery 
with Bathsheba (Ps 51:4; see 2 Sam 11) to show that God is “in the 
right” when he punishes his people for their sin.

The half shekel was used to pay the temple tax, and not 
paying it may have been considered “robbing” the temple 
(Rom 2:22). This first-century coin was found at the 
temple mount in 2008.
Z. Radovan/www.BibleLandPictures.com
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  “So that you may be proved right when you speak
  and prevail when you judge.” a j

5 But if our un righ teous ness  brings out  God’s righ teous ness more clearly, what  shall we say? That 
God is un just in bring ing his  wrath on us? (I am us ing a hu man ar gu ment.) k 6 Cer tainly not! If that 
were so, how  could God  judge the  world? l 7 Some one  might ar gue, “If my false hood en hances  God’s 
truth ful ness and so in creases his glory, m why am I  still con demned as a sin ner?” 8 Why not say —  as 
some slan der ously  claim that we say —  “Let us do evil that good may re sult”? n  Their con dem na tion 
is  just!

No One Is Righteous
9 What  shall we con clude then? Do we have any ad van tage? Not at all! For we have al ready made the 

 charge that Jews and Gen tiles  alike are all un der the power of sin. o 10 As it is  writ ten:

  “There is no one righteous, not even one;
 11 there is no one who understands;
  there is no one who seeks God.
 12 All have turned away,
  they have together become worthless;
  there is no one who does good,
  not even one.” b p

 13 “Their throats are open graves;
  their tongues practice deceit.” c q

  “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” d r

 14 “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” e s

 15 “Their feet are swift to shed blood;
 16 ruin and misery mark their ways,
 17 and the way of peace they do not know.” f

 18 “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” g t

19 Now we know that what ever the law says, u it says to  those who are un der the law, v so that ev ery 
 mouth may be si lenced and the  whole  world held ac count able to God. 20 There fore no one will be de-

3:4 j Ps 51:4
3:5 k Ro 6:19; Gal 3:15

3:6 l Ge 18:25
3:7 m ver 4

3:8 n Ro 6:1
3:9 o ver 19,  23; Gal 3:22

3:12 p Ps 14:1-3
3:13 q Ps 5:9 r Ps 140:3

3:14 s Ps 10:7
3:18 t Ps 36:1

3:19 u Jn 10:34 v Ro 2:12

a 4 Psalm 51:4    b 12 Psalms 14:1-3; 53:1-3; Eccles. 7:20    c 13 Psalm 5:9    d 13 Psalm 140:3    
e 14 Psalm 10:7 (see Septuagint)    f 17 Isaiah 59:7,8    g 18 Psalm 36:1    

3:5 God’s righteousness. Can refer to God’s putting his people “in the 
right” (see 1:17 and note) but also, as here, to his acting in accordance 
with his own nature and revelation. God is “in the right,” or just, even 
when he inflicts wrath on his people because, as a holy God, he must 
punish sinfulness.
3:6 judge the world. See Gen 18:25: “Will not the Judge of all the 
earth do right?”
3:8 as some slanderously claim. As the “apostle to the Gentiles” 
(11:13), Paul was thrust into the center of controversy, and false rumors 
about his teaching were evidently circulating in Rome. Let us do evil 
that good may result. Paul’s claim that a person is justified by faith 
alone sounds to some as if he is opening the door to unrestrained 
behavior. He simply dismisses this unfounded charge here, but he deals 
with it in more detail in ch. 6.
3:9 – 20  No One Is Righteous. Paul’s indictment of both Gentiles 
(1:18 – 32) and Jews (2:1 —  3:8) climaxes in this summary that portrays 
both as helpless under sin’s power (v. 9) and thus unable to escape from 
its clutches by their own efforts (v. 20).
3:9 Do we have any advantage? “We” probably refers to Jews. 
Even though Jews have a certain “advantage” in possessing “the 
very words of God” (v. 2), they do not have any ultimate advantage 
over Gentiles when it comes to salvation and damnation. under the 
power of sin. Throughout Romans, Paul refers to sin in the singular 

to make the point that the many sins people commit stem from a 
single, basic fact: they are helpless slaves to sin’s power. This fun-
damental human predicament is matched by God’s work in Christ 
to break through sin and liberate humans, who are enslaved to it 
(3:24; 6:1 – 23).
3:10 – 18 Paul uses five quotations from different parts of the OT to 
underline that sin is universal. It is possible, though by no means cer-
tain, that early Christians gathered together this series of references 
before Paul’s ministry began. It echoes a Jewish practice called “pearl-
stringing,” citing OT texts on a particular theme. The series is framed 
by quotations using the opening words “there is no” to show that all 
people, without exception, are caught in sin’s power (vv. 10,11,12,18). 
In between, quotations focus on the evidence of sin in human speaking 
(vv. 13 – 14) and general lifestyle (vv. 15 – 17).
3:19 law. The entire OT. Paul usually uses “law” to refer to the com-
mandments given to Israel at Sinai, but the prominence of this body of 
legislation for the life of Israel meant that the “law” could also refer to 
the OT Scriptures as a whole (1 Cor 9:8 – 9; 14:21,34; Gal 4:21b – 22). 
those who are under the law. Jews, to whom God gave the Mosaic 
law (2:12). the whole world held accountable to God. If the OT 
brands God’s own people as sinful, how much more are Gentiles also 
guilty? See “Law,” p. 2649.
3:20 works of the law. Whatever a human being does in obeying God’s 
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clared righ teous in  God’s  sight by the works of the law; w rather,  through the law we be come con scious 
of our  sin. x

Righteousness Through Faith
21 But now  apart from the law the righ teous ness of God y has been made  known, to  which the Law 

and the Proph ets tes tify. z 22 This righ teous ness is given  through  faith a in a  Jesus  Christ to all who be lieve. 
 There is no dif fer ence be tween Jew and Gen tile, b 23 for all have  sinned and fall  short of the glory of God, 
24 and all are jus ti fied freely by his  grace c  through the re demp tion d that came by  Christ  Jesus. 25 God 
pre sented  Christ as a sac ri fice of atone ment, b e  through the shed ding of his  blood f —  to be re ceived by 
 faith. He did this to dem on strate his righ teous ness, be cause in his for bear ance he had left the sins com-
mit ted be fore hand un pun ished g —   26 he did it to dem on strate his righ teous ness at the pres ent time, so 
as to be just and the one who jus ti fies  those who have  faith in  Jesus.

27 Where, then, is boast ing? h It is ex cluded. Be cause of what law? The law that re quires  works? No, 

3:20 w Ac 13:39; Gal 2:16 
x Ro 7:7
3:21 y Ro 1:17; 9:30 
z Ac 10:43
3:22 a Ro 9:30 
b Ro 10:12; Gal 3:28; 
Col 3:11
3:24 c Ro 4:16; Eph 2:8 
d Eph 1:7,  14; Col 1:14; 
Heb 9:12
3:25 e 1Jn 4:10 
f Heb 9:12,  14 g Ac 17:30
3:27 h Ro 2:17,  23; 4:2; 
1Co 1:29-31; Eph 2:9

a 22 Or through the faithfulness of    b 25 The Greek for sacrifice of atonement refers to the atonement 
cover on the ark of the covenant (see Lev. 16:15,16).    

law (v. 28; Gal 2:16 [three times]; 3:2,5,10). through the law. The law 
of Moses. But the relationship between “works of the law” and “works” 
in general elsewhere in Romans (4:2,4,6; 9:12; 11:6) indicates that 
Paul’s claim includes ultimately anything humans do. God’s verdict of 
“righteous” cannot come through human activity of any kind, but only 
by faith (3:22; 4:1 – 8).
3:21 —  4:25 Justification by Faith. Paul develops the theme of God’s 
righteousness (3:21 – 26) announced in 1:17, and he elaborates on why 
faith is important, first generally (3:27 – 31) and then with reference to 
Abraham (4:1 – 25).
3:21 – 31 Righteousness Through Faith. In one of the most important 
theological sections in the Bible, Paul explains that (1) God’s righteous-
ness involves his completely gracious justification of any person who 
puts their faith in Christ; (2) this justification is based on Christ’s sacri-
ficial death; and (3) the nature of Christ’s death enables God to remain 
just even as he justifies sinful humans. Paul then elaborates on the 
importance of faith, a key element in vv. 21 – 26.
3:21 But now. With these two simple words, Paul conveys the incredibly 
good news that a new era, in which “the righteousness of God has been 
made known,” has begun. apart from the law . . . to which the Law 
and the Prophets testify. In a balance typical of Romans, Paul insists 
that God’s new work in Christ breaks new ground in God’s plan (it moves 
beyond the era of the old covenant and its law) but is what God has all 
along planned to do (the whole OT testifies to it).
3:22 faith in. Could also be translated “the faithfulness of” (see NIV 
text note), referring to  Jesus’ obedience to the will of the Father in 
going to the cross for sinful humanity (5:19; Phil 2:8). But Paul’s 
emphasis throughout this context of human believing (as in the case 
of Abraham in ch. 4) favors the NIV rendering. In this case, Paul adds 
the phrase “to all who believe” to emphasize a key point in his argu-
ment: as all humans are caught up in sin (v. 23; 1:18 —  3:20), so 
God’s righteousness is available for all humans, Jew and Gentile alike 
(1:16).
3:24 all are justified. “All” is not in the Greek text but is carried over 
from v. 23. Justification is an important Pauline theological teaching. 
Paul uses the verb for “justify” (Greek dikaioo )̄ 25 times, primarily in 
Romans (15 times) and Galatians (6 times). In addition, many of the 
occurrences of the related word for “righteousness” (Greek dikaiosyne )̄ 
relate to the doctrine of justification (Paul uses this noun 56 times, 
32 times in Romans and 4 times in Galatians). “Justify” language is 
taken from the world of a court of law and refers to a declaration of 
status, not to moral transformation. Justification has a negative and 
a positive side: God no longer holds our sins against us in his judg-
ment (4:8), and he gives us a righteous standing before him. freely 
by his grace. Whatever God does for us is done in grace (4:4 – 5; 5:1). 

grace. “Grace” is a thread that runs throughout Romans. The display 
of God’s grace in the gospel is rooted in the character of God him-
self. As 4:4 – 5 makes clear, no human can ever make a claim on God 
because of anything they have done (11:5 – 6). A holy God can never 
be indebted to his creatures. Whatever he gives us, therefore, he gives 
“freely” and without compulsion (4:16). Not only is grace needed at 
the beginning of the Christian life, but believers “stand” in grace (5:2): 
we live in the realm in which grace “reign[s]” (5:21; see 5:15,17,20). 
That reign of grace, Paul hastens to clarify, does not absolve us of the 
need to live righteously before God; rather, it gives us the power to do 
so (6:1,14 – 15,17). So interwoven is grace in this new era of salvation 
that Paul can even speak of his own ministry (1:5; 12:3; 15:15) and 
the ministry of believers generally (12:6) as a matter of “grace.” It is 
quite appropriate, therefore, that Romans is framed by prayers that 
God’s people might fully experience this grace of God (1:7; 16:20). 
redemption. In Paul’s day referred to paying money to secure a slave’s 
freedom. In Christ, God has paid a price to secure the release of every 
believer from sin’s slavery (v. 9). The OT uses “redemption” to refer 
to the exodus: God intervened to release his people Israel from their 
slavery in Egypt (Ps 111:9; cf. Ex 6:6; 15:13). Christ’s death provides a 
new, spiritual “exodus” for the people of God.
3:25 sacrifice of atonement. Greek hilaster̄ion, which refers to the 
“atonement cover” in Heb 9:5 and most of its occurrences in the Greek 
OT. This “atonement cover” was a plate that covered the ark of the 
covenant law in the inner sanctuary (the Most Holy Place) of the OT 
tabernacle. It figures prominently in the Day of Atonement ritual (Lev 
16:2,13 – 15) and came to signify the place where God deals with his 
people’s sins. Christ, on the cross, is now the final and definitive “place” 
where God deals with the sins of his people. As in the OT ritual, Christ’s 
sacrifice is propitiatory; i.e., it functions, among other things, to satisfy 
God’s wrath against sin (1:18; 2:5; 1 John 2:2). his righteousness. 
Perhaps, as in vv. 21 – 22, God’s act of putting people “in the right” or 
even God’s covenant faithfulness. But more likely, it refers to God’s own 
attribute of “justness”: God’s failure to punish past sins with the wrath 
they deserved (as in the case of the OT believers) created the perception 
that God was not being fully just, a problem that Christ’s sacrificial death 
on behalf of all God’s people fully answers.
3:26 just and the one who justifies. Succinctly summarizes the two 
key themes in the paragraph: Christ’s sacrificial death enables God to 
(1) justify sinful people (2) while he remains just.
3:27 law that requires faith. Perhaps the OT law, which, in the broad 
sense of the Pentateuch, calls for faith (e.g., Gen 15:6; cf. Rom 4); or 
perhaps, in a play on words, the “law,” or “principle,” of faith (v. 28) in 
contrast to the law of Moses that calls for works.
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be cause of the law that re quires  faith. 28 For we main tain that a per son is jus ti fied by  faith  apart from 
the works of the law. i 29 Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gen tiles too? Yes, of Gen tiles 
too, j 30 since  there is only one God, who will jus tify the cir cum cised by  faith and the  un cir cum cised 
 through that same  faith. k 31 Do we, then, nul lify the law by this  faith? Not at all! Rather, we up hold 
the  law.

Abraham Justified by Faith

4 What then  shall we say that Abra ham, our fore fa ther ac cord ing to the  flesh, dis cov ered in this mat-
ter? 2 If, in fact, Abra ham was jus ti fied by  works, he had some thing to  boast  about —  but not be fore 

God. l 3 What does Scrip ture say? “Abra ham be lieved God, and it was cred ited to him as  righ teous ness.” a m
4 Now to the one who  works, wages are not cred ited as a gift n but as an ob li ga tion. 5 How ever, to the 

one who does not work but  trusts God who jus ti fies the un godly,  their  faith is cred ited as righ teous ness. 
6 Da vid says the same  thing when he  speaks of the bless ed ness of the one to whom God cred its righ-
teous ness  apart from  works:

 7 “Blessed are those
  whose transgressions are forgiven,
  whose sins are covered.
 8 Blessed is the one
  whose sin the Lord will never count against them.” b o

9 Is this bless ed ness only for the cir cum cised, or also for the un cir cum cised? p We have been say-
ing that Abra ham’s  faith was cred ited to him as righ teous ness. q 10 Un der what cir cum stances was it 
cred ited? Was it af ter he was cir cum cised, or be fore? It was not af ter, but be fore! 11 And he re ceived 
cir cum ci sion as a sign, a seal of the righ teous ness that he had by  faith  while he was  still un cir cum-
cised. r So then, he is the fa ther s of all who be lieve t but have not been cir cum cised, in or der that 
righ teous ness  might be cred ited to them. 12 And he is then also the fa ther of the cir cum cised who not 
only are cir cum cised but who also fol low in the foot steps of the  faith that our fa ther Abra ham had 
be fore he was  cir cum cised.

3:28 i ver 20,  21; 
Ac 13:39; Eph 2:9

3:29 j Ro 9:24
3:30 k Gal 3:8
4:2 l 1Co 1:31

4:3 m ver 5,  9,  22; 
Ge 15:6; Gal 3:6; 

Jas 2:23
4:4 n Ro 11:6

4:8 o Ps 32:1,  2; 2Co 5:19
4:9 p Ro 3:30 q ver 3
4:11 r Ge 17:10,  11 

s ver 16,  17; Lk 19:9 
t Ro 3:22

a 3 Gen. 15:6; also in verse 22    b 8 Psalm 32:1,2    

3:28 works of the law. See note on v. 20.
3:30 there is only one God. Paul argues that the central Jewish confes-
sion in the “oneness” of God, the “Shema” (Deut 6:4; cf. 1 Cor 8:4; Gal 
3:20; Jas 2:19), means that Gentiles and Jews have access to this one 
God —  and on the same basis: by faith.
3:31 we uphold the law. Paul’s teaching may uphold the law by 
(1) reasserting its condemning function (vv. 19 – 20), (2) insisting that 
the OT testifies to justification by faith (v. 21; see Gen 15:6; cf. Rom 4), 
or (3) maintaining the need for the law’s commands to be fulfilled —  by 
Christ, our representative (v. 25; see 8:4).
4:1 – 25 Abraham Justified by Faith. Paul uses Abraham to elaborate 
three of the key points he makes about faith generally in 3:27 – 31: 
(1) Faith excludes “boasting” (vv. 1 – 2; cf. 3:27). (2) Faith must be dis-
tinguished from works, from the effort to please God by what we do 
(vv. 3 – 8; cf. 3:28). (3) Faith brings Gentiles and Jews together into one 
family of God (vv. 9 – 17; cf. 3:29 – 30). Paul concludes by poignantly 
describing the nature of Abraham’s faith (vv. 18 – 25). A recurring thread 
in Paul’s discussion is the key verse Gen 15:6 (vv. 3,9,22). God’s promise 
to Abraham was a foundational event in God’s unfolding plan to create a 
people for himself and to reassert his sovereignty over all creation (Gen 
12 – 22). Some Jewish interpretations stressed Abraham’s fidelity to the 
law, but Paul focuses on Abraham’s faith in response to the promise of 
God —  a faith, to be sure, that issued in works of righteousness (see Heb 
11:8 – 12,17 – 19; Jas 2:21 – 23).
4:1 – 8 Abraham has nothing to boast about before God because his 
status before God is nothing he earned but is God’s gift in response 
to his faith.

4:1 our forefather according to the flesh. While Abraham was physi-
cally (“according to the flesh”) the ancestor of the Jewish people, he is, 
in a spiritual sense, “the father of all who believe” (v. 11).
4:3 Paul quotes Gen 15:6, which describes how God graciously 
considered Abraham’s faith (in response to God’s promise [cf. Gen 
15:1 – 5]) to fulfill all that God expected of him. This connection 
between faith and righteousness is the heart of Paul’s argument 
in 3:21 —  4:25.
4:5 God who justifies the ungodly. A justly famous claim about the 
nature of God’s justification of sinful humans. God does not justify peo-
ple who believe they have earned their righteousness, as in the case of 
an employer who is obliged to pay employees for the work they have 
done. Rather, God justifies people who are, in themselves, ungodly, illus-
trating that justification is by grace alone.
4:6 – 8 Following Jewish methods of citing Scripture, Paul confirms 
his claim based on “the law” (see 3:27 and note), or the Penta-
teuch (v. 3, which quotes Gen 15:6), with the Prophets and the Writ-
ings —  in this case, from Ps 32:1 – 2. credits . . . count. Translates 
the same Greek word rendered “credited” in vv. 3 – 5, connecting 
Ps 32:1 – 2 with Gen 15:6. But more important is the conceptual 
parallel: righteousness before God and forgiveness of sins are gra-
cious gifts of God.
4:9 – 12 The argument of this brief paragraph rests on simple chronol-
ogy: God instituted the rite of circumcision as a “sign of the covenant” 
(Gen 17:11) at least 13 years (29 years in Jewish tradition) after God 
accepted Abraham because of his faith (Gal 3:15 – 18). Abraham, then, 
is qualified to be the “father of all who believe” (v. 11): both Gentiles 



R O M A N S  4 : 2 5  |  2 2 9 9

13 It was not  through the law that Abra ham and his off spring re ceived the prom ise u that he  would 
be heir of the  world, v but  through the righ teous ness that  comes by  faith. 14 For if  those who de pend on 
the law are  heirs,  faith  means noth ing and the prom ise is worth less, w 15 be cause the law  brings  wrath. x 
And  where  there is no law  there is no  trans gres sion. y

16 There fore, the prom ise  comes by  faith, so that it may be by  grace z and may be guar an teed a to all 
Abra ham’s off spring —  not only to  those who are of the law but also to  those who have the  faith of 
Abra ham. He is the fa ther of us all. 17 As it is writ ten: “I have made you a fa ther of many na tions.” a b He 
is our fa ther in the  sight of God, in whom he be lieved —  the God who  gives life c to the dead and  calls d 
into be ing  things that were  not. e

18 Against all hope, Abra ham in hope be lieved and so be came the fa ther of many na tions, f just 
as it had been said to him, “So  shall your off spring be.” b g 19 With out weak en ing in his  faith, he 
 faced the fact that his body was as good as dead h —   since he was  about a hun dred  years old i —  
and that Sar ah’s womb was also dead. j 20 Yet he did not wa ver  through un be lief re gard ing the 
prom ise of God, but was strength ened in his  faith and gave glory to God, k 21 be ing fully per suaded 
that God had power to do what he had prom ised. l 22 This is why “it was cred ited to him as righ-
teous ness.” m 23 The  words “it was cred ited to him” were writ ten not for him  alone, 24 but also for 
us, n to whom God will credit righ teous ness —  for us who be lieve in him o who  raised  Jesus our 
Lord from the dead. p 25 He was de liv ered over to  death for our sins q and was  raised to life for our 
 jus ti fi ca tion.

4:13 u Gal 3:16,  29 
v Ge 17:4-6
4:14 w Gal 3:18
4:15 x Ro 7:7-25; 
1Co 15:56; 2Co 3:7; 
Gal 3:10; Ro 7:12 
y Ro 3:20; 7:7
4:16 z Ro 3:24 a Ro 15:8
4:17 b Ge 17:5 c Jn 5:21 
d Isa 48:13 e 1Co 1:28
4:18 f ver 17 g Ge 15:5
4:19 h Heb 11:11,  12 
i Ge 17:17 j Ge 18:11
4:20 k Mt 9:8
4:21 l Ge 18:14; 
Heb 11:19
4:22 m ver 3
4:24 n Ro 15:4; 1Co 9:10; 
10:11 o Ro 10:9 p Ac 2:24
4:25 q Isa 53:5,  6;  
Ro 5:6,  8

a 17 Gen. 17:5    b 18 Gen. 15:5    

who come to faith without being circumcised and Jews who believe 
while being circumcised.
4:13 – 17 Paul continues to use Abraham’s experience to make a point 
that is vital to his overall purpose in Romans: to make clear to the squab-
bling Gentile and Jewish Christians in Rome (chs. 14 – 15) that they are 
united through their common faith in the God who always intended to 
create people for himself — a people from “many nations” (v. 17).
4:13 not through the law. In Gal 3:15 – 18, Paul points out that God 
gave the law of Moses “430 years” (Gal 3:17) after his promise to 
Abraham. Here Paul focuses on the law’s intrinsic inability to bring sin-
ful humans into the state of righteousness. heir of the world. The OT 
focuses on the land of Israel as the “inheritance” that Abraham and his 
descendants would receive (Gen 12:7; 13:14 – 15; 15:7,18 – 21; 17:8; 
see Exod 32:13). But from the beginning, God promised that Abraham 
would be the means by which “all peoples on earth [would] be blessed” 
(Gen 12:3). Later parts of the OT (e.g., Isa 11:10 – 14; 55:3 – 5) and some 
Jewish traditions (in the Apocrypha, see Sirach 44:21; in the OT pseude-
pigrapha, see Jubilees 19:21; 2 Baruch 14:13; 51:3) stress that God’s 
promise to Abraham and his descendants is universal. Paul, reflecting 
certain OT texts (e.g., Isa 65:17 – 25), pushes this universalization fur-
ther, suggesting that the entire cosmos has replaced the promise of 
a particular land on this earth (see the language of “new creation” in 
2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15; see also the “new heaven” and “new earth” of 
Rev 21:1 – 5).
4:15 the law brings wrath. Sinful humans cannot fulfill God’s good and 
holy law (7:12). The law cannot liberate sinners from their helplessness 
but simply confirms that they, indeed, fall far short of God’s standard 
(3:20; 5:20; 7:7 – 11). transgression. Greek parabasis ; specifically 
violating a law or commandment that one is formally responsible to 
obey (2:23; 5:14; Gal 3:19; 1 Tim 2:14). The law, then, brings wrath 
down on God’s people because it formally and in detail spells out their 
responsibility to honor God —  a responsibility that sin prevents them 
from discharging.
4:16 not only to those who are of the law but also to those who 
have the faith of Abraham. The reference may be to two groups: Jews 
in general, who still enjoy the benefits of God’s promises (11:1 – 2,28), 
and Christians, who share Abraham’s faith. But Paul more likely has in 

view Jewish Christians: those who are “of the law” and who also believe.
4:17 many nations. Gen 17:5 (which Paul quotes here) probably 
includes Gentiles; Paul certainly applies it this way. the God who gives 
life to the dead and calls into being things that were not. Paul prob-
ably intends four related ideas: (1) “Calls into being things that were 
not” alludes to God’s creating all things from nothing (ex nihilo ; cf. Isa 
41:4; 48:13). (2) Jews used the phrase “gives life to the dead” to refer 
to conversion from paganism (especially in the OT pseude pigrapha, 
Joseph and Asenath). (3) God gave “life” to the “dead” body of Abraham 
and the “dead” womb of Sarah in the miraculous birth of Isaac (v. 19). 
(4) God also gave “life” to the dead body of  Jesus by raising him from 
the dead (v. 24).
4:18 – 25 Abraham believed “against all hope” (v. 18), i.e., in the face of 
contrary evidence, and “in hope” (v. 18), i.e., by resting on the hope of 
God’s sure promise. His faith in a God who brings life from the dead is 
then a paradigm for Christians, who also believe in a God who brought 
life to the dead body of  Jesus.
4:20 he did not waver through unbelief. This claim appears to be in 
tension with Abraham’s laughter when he heard God’s promise about 
having a son (Gen 17:17). Some Jewish and Christian interpreters have 
interpreted his laughter as a joyful response to God’s promise, but the 
text of Genesis, which in fact makes clear Abraham’s failings, does not 
support this reading. Paul is probably generalizing, referring to the basic 
course of Abraham’s life (see especially the remarkable demonstration 
of Abraham’s faith in Gen 22).
4:24 us who believe in him who raised  Jesus our Lord from the 
dead. Christians, like Abraham, believe in a God who “gives life to the 
dead” (v. 17). Abraham looked ahead to the ultimate fulfillment of God’s 
promises (Heb 11:13). Christians can look ahead to this consummation 
with even greater assurance because we also look back at the climactic 
fulfillment of God’s promises in  Jesus.
4:25 delivered over to death for our sins. See Isa 53:5 – 6,8,12. 
raised to life for our justification. As  Jesus’ own resurrection was 
his “justification,” or vindication (1 Tim 3:16), so we, who are “alive” 
and “raised with Christ” (Col 2:13; 3:1; see Rom 6:5,8; Eph 2:5 – 6), are 
justified with him. The two-part parallel saying in v. 25 may be an early 
Christian confessional formula.
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Peace and Hope

5 There fore,  since we have been jus ti fied  through  faith, r we a have  peace with God  through our Lord 
 Jesus  Christ, 2 through whom we have  gained ac cess s by  faith into this  grace in  which we now 

 stand. t And we b  boast in the hope u of the glory of God. 3 Not only so, but we b also glory in our suf fer-
ings, v be cause we know that suf fer ing pro duces per se ver ance; w 4 per se ver ance, char ac ter; and char ac ter, 
hope. 5 And hope x does not put us to  shame, be cause  God’s love has been  poured out into our  hearts 
 through the Holy Spirit, y who has been given to us.

6 You see, at just the  right time, z when we were  still pow er less,  Christ died for the un godly. a 7 Very 
rarely will any one die for a righ teous per son,  though for a good per son some one  might pos si bly dare to 
die. 8 But God dem on strates his own love for us in this:  While we were  still sin ners,  Christ died for us. b

9 Since we have now been jus ti fied by his  blood, c how much more  shall we be  saved from  God’s 
 wrath d  through him! 10 For if,  while we were  God’s en e mies, e we were rec on ciled f to him  through the 
 death of his Son, how much more, hav ing been rec on ciled,  shall we be  saved  through his life! g 11 Not 
only is this so, but we also  boast in God  through our Lord  Jesus  Christ,  through whom we have now 
re ceived  rec on cil ia tion.

Death Through Adam, Life Through Christ
12 There fore, just as sin en tered the  world  through one man, h and  death  through sin, i and in this way 

 death came to all peo ple, be cause all  sinned —  

5:1 r Ro 3:28
5:2 s Eph 2:18 t 1Co 15:1 

u Heb 3:6
5:3 v Mt 5:12 w Jas 1:2,  3
5:5 x Php 1:20 y Ac 2:33

5:6 z Gal 4:4 a Ro 4:25
5:8 b Jn 15:13; 1Pe 3:18

5:9 c Ro 3:25 d Ro 1:18
5:10 e Ro 11:28; Col 1:21 

f 2Co 5:18,  19; Col 1:20,  
22 g Ro 8:34

5:12 h ver 15,  16,  17; 
1Co 15:21,  22 i Ge 2:17; 

3:19; Ro 6:23

a 1 Many manuscripts let us    b 2,3 Or let us        

5:1 —  8:39 The Assurance Provided by the Gospel: The Hope of Salva-
tion. The first half of Romans (chs. 1 – 8) is sometimes divided between 
chs. 1 – 5 (“justification”) and chs. 6 – 8 (“sanctification”), but the 
sequence of thought makes better sense with the transition occurring 
between chs. 4 and 5. The first main part (1:18 —  4:25) focuses on 
right standing with God (“righteousness,” “justification”), and the sec-
ond main part (chs. 5 – 8) describes the benefits that those who have 
attained this right standing enjoy. Paul’s argument in chs. 5 – 8 follows 
a general chiastic pattern (a-b-c / c´-b´-a´ ):

 a Believers can be confident of final glory (5:1 – 11)
  b  Because believers are in Christ rather than in Adam 

(condemnation) (5:12 – 21)
   c Believers are set free from the power of sin (6:1 – 23)
   c´  Believers are set free from the binding authority of the 

law (7:1 – 25)
  b´  Believers are free from condemnation because of the Spirit’s 

work (8:1 – 17)
 a´ Therefore, believers can be confident of final glory (8:18 – 39)

5:1 – 21 The Hope of Glory. Faith joins believers to  Jesus Christ, the 
“second Adam” (see v. 14; 1 Cor 15:21 – 22,45 and notes; see also note 
on vv. 12 – 21), and because of that relationship believers can be certain 
that they will be saved on the day of judgment.
5:1 – 11 Peace and Hope. Because we have been justified by faith, 
we enjoy the benefit of peace with God (reconciliation) in the present 
(vv. 1,11) and have a secure hope that, despite the trials we face in this 
life (vv. 3 – 4), God’s love and his work for us in Christ and the Spirit will 
save us from God’s wrath on the day of judgment (vv. 5 – 10) and bring 
us to glory (v. 2).
5:1 Therefore, since we have been justified through faith. Sum-
marizes the central argument of the first part of the letter (1:18 —  4:25) 
and transitions to the second main section (5:1 —  8:39). we have. 
Makes better sense in this context than “let us have” (see NIV text 
note). peace with God. Not the subjective feeling of the peace of God, 
but the objective state of being at peace with God. The enmity that 
characterizes the relationship between God and his sinful, rebellious 
creatures is ended for those who are justified by faith (vv. 10 – 11; Eph 
2:16; Col 1:21 – 22).

5:2 this grace in which we now stand. While God has always acted 
toward humans in grace, the new era of salvation is especially char-
acterized by an effusion of God’s grace (John 1:17). hope of the glory 
of God. The hope that God will glorify us. This future glory that God 
promises to believers brackets chs. 5 – 8 (8:18,30). This use of “glory” 
reflects how the OT uses the Hebrew kab̄ôd to depict God’s “weighty” 
nature: his honor, majesty, and overwhelming presence (Deut 28:58; 
Ps 22:23; Isa 26:15; Ezek 39:13). Sinful humans “fall short” of God’s 
glory (3:23), but in accordance with the prophetic promise (Isa 60:1 – 2), 
believers are promised a share in that glory.
5:3 – 4 The road to glory is strewn with rocks and strange turns. But far 
from lessening our hope, these “sufferings” (v. 3), in God’s providence, 
become the means of strengthening us and thus deepening our hope.
5:5 put us to shame. In the OT, “shame” sometimes refers to a nega-
tive verdict in the judgment of God (e.g., Pss 6:9 – 10; 25:3; 119:80; 
Isa 28:16 [“panic”]; 45:16; 45:24; Jer 17:13 ). Believers need not fear 
this outcome “because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit.” Paul is alluding to Joel 2:28 – 32, which prom-
ises an outpouring of God’s Spirit (Acts 2:17 – 21).
5:6 at just the right time. The time God had determined was the appro-
priate time for him to fulfill his promises (see Gal 4:4: “when the set time 
had fully come”; cf. Mark 1:15).
5:7 righteous person . . . good person. Perhaps the distinction is 
between an upright, law-abiding person and a person who is good to us.
5:8 God not only enables us, through his Spirit, to feel his love in our 
hearts (v. 5), but he also powerfully demonstrates his love for us by 
sending his Son to die on our behalf.
5:9 – 10 Paul signals the importance of what he says here by saying it 
twice: God’s initial work in justifying sinful people and reconciling them 
to himself shows that he will surely complete his work by saving those 
same people from his wrath at the time of his judgment. shall we be 
saved . . . shall we be saved. Ultimate deliverance from temptation, 
sin, and death, as is often found in Paul’s letters (1:16; 13:11; 1 Cor 5:5; 
2 Cor 1:6; Phil 1:19,28; 2:12; 1 Thess 5:9; 1 Tim 2:15; 4:16; 2 Tim 4:18).
5:12 – 21 Death Through Adam, Life Through Christ. The building block 
of this passage is comparing (“just as . . . so also”) Adam and Christ 
(vv. 12,18,19,21). Each is a key figure in redemptive history, whose 
acts have ultimate significance for all whom they represent. Adam’s 
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13 To be sure, sin was in the  world be fore the law was given, but sin is not  charged  against any one’s 
ac count  where  there is no law. j 14 Nev er the less,  death  reigned from the time of Adam to the time of 
Mo ses, even over  those who did not sin by break ing a com mand, as did Adam, who is a pat tern of the 
one to  come. k

15 But the gift is not like the tres pass. For if the many died by the tres pass of the one man, l how much 
more did  God’s  grace and the gift that came by the  grace of the one man,  Jesus  Christ, m over flow to the 
many! 16 Nor can the gift of God be com pared with the re sult of one  man’s sin: The judg ment fol lowed 
one sin and  brought con dem na tion, but the gift fol lowed many tres passes and  brought jus ti fi ca tion. 
17 For if, by the tres pass of the one man,  death n  reigned  through that one man, how much more will 
 those who re ceive  God’s abun dant pro vi sion of  grace and of the gift of righ teous ness  reign in life 
 through the one man,  Jesus  Christ!

18 Con se quently, just as one tres pass re sulted in con dem na tion for all peo ple, o so also one righ teous 
act re sulted in jus ti fi ca tion p and life for all peo ple. 19 For just as  through the dis obe di ence of the one 
man q the many were made sin ners, so also  through the obe di ence r of the one man the many will be 
made  righ teous.

20 The law was  brought in so that the tres pass  might in crease. s But  where sin in creased,  grace in-
creased all the more, t 21 so that, just as sin  reigned in  death, u so also  grace  might  reign  through righ-
teous ness to  bring eter nal life  through  Jesus  Christ our  Lord.

5:13 j Ro 4:15
5:14 k 1Co 15:22,  45
5:15 l ver 12,  18,  19 
m Ac 15:11
5:17 n ver 12
5:18 o ver 12 p Ro 4:25
5:19 q ver 12 r Php 2:8
5:20 s Ro 7:7,  8; Gal 3:19 
t 1Ti 1:13,  14
5:21 u ver 12,  14

sin, which brought death and condemnation to all humans, is more than 
made up for by Christ’s obedience, which brings righteousness and life 
to all who receive God’s gracious gift.
5:12 This forms a chiasm (see note on 2:6 – 11):

 a Sin enters
  b Death results
  b´ Death comes to all
 a´ Because all sinned

Therefore. Could also be rendered “In order to accomplish this,” with 
“this” referring to vv. 1 – 11. According to this view, Paul is arguing that 
our confidence in salvation (vv. 9 – 10) is based on our belonging to the 
“second Adam,”  Jesus Christ (see note on 5:1 – 21). sin entered the 
world through one man. Paul assumes that his readers know the tragic 
story of the fall of the original humans (Gen 3). death through sin. As 
God warned Adam and Eve (Gen 2:17), death followed in the wake of sin. 
The parallel between this verse and v. 18 suggests that “death” refers 
mainly to spiritual death, or “condemnation” —  although physical death, 
at least in its painful side, may be included as well. all sinned. When and 
how this took place is debated. At first it might seem that Paul means 
simply that all humans die because all humans, in their own persons, 
commit sin. But the parallel passages in vv. 18a,19a stress the signifi-
cance of the “one trespass” by the “one man,” Adam. We can reconcile 
these emphases if we understand that Adam’s one sin led to all humans 
becoming subject to sin’s power, leading inevitably to their own sinning. 
But it is also possible that Paul is viewing Adam as a representative fig-
ure, whose own sin is, at the same time, the sin of all human beings. The 
OT assumes the “corporate” significance of key individuals (e.g., Achan’s 
sin is also the sin of Israel [Josh 7:1,11]; see also Heb 7:9 – 10).
5:13 – 14 Paul does not finish the sentence he began in v. 12 (the dash at 
the end of v. 12 indicates this break). He turns aside from his main argu-
ment to deal with a related matter. He may simply be emphasizing that 
death is universal: even people who lived before God gave the Mosaic 
law were subject to death. But Paul may be providing evidence for the 
“representative” reading of v. 12: even people who did not directly 
violate a commandment (as Adam did in the Garden of Eden and the 
Israelites did after God gave the law) suffered the penalty of death, and 
only their participation in Adam’s sin can finally explain this.
5:14 pattern. Greek typos, from which we get the word “typology.” 
Adam is a “type” of Christ, “the one to come.” God has designed the 
history of salvation in such a way that OT events, persons, and places 

foreshadow NT events, persons, and places. The way Adam represents 
humans points ahead to the way Christ represents believers.
5:15 – 16 In one sense Adam’s sin and Christ’s obedience are compa-
rable. But in another sense they are very different: God is at work in his 
grace through Christ, so Christ’s act of obedience more than cancels the 
long history of human sins and their consequences.
5:15 many . . . one. “Many” contrasts with “one.” Only context indicates 
whether “many” includes everyone. Paul clearly teaches that all humans 
are bound up with Adam’s sin and death, so “many died” must mean 
“all died.” But Paul also clearly teaches that only believers fully benefit 
from Christ’s work, so “the many” who experience the grace of Christ 
cannot be universal.
5:17 those who receive. Read in isolation from the rest of Scripture, 
vv. 18 – 19 could suggest that just as all humans have been condemned 
in Adam, so all humans will have eternal life in Christ. But this verse 
qualifies that universalism (i.e., that “all people” will be saved) by 
emphasizing receiving the gift: only those who respond in faith (3:21 —  
4:25) eternally benefit from Christ’s act of obedience. Both Adam and 
 Jesus are representatives of humans: Adam represents all,  Jesus rep-
resents all who receive God’s gift.
5:18 one righteous act. Christ’s obedience to the Father’s will in going 
to the cross. justification and life for all people. See note on v. 17. Paul 
might mean that Christ has in principle made it possible for all human 
beings to experience justification and life (cf. “those who receive,” 
v. 17). But he might be referring simply to “all people” who are in Christ 
in contrast to “all people” who are in Adam.
5:19 made sinners. Or possibly “considered to be sinners” (e.g., “con-
demned,” as in the parallel v. 18). made righteous. Not transformed 
into people who act righteously, but considered to be righteous in the 
judicial sense (see note on 3:24).
5:20 so that the trespass might increase. One of the reasons that God 
gave the Mosaic law was to reveal the extent of human sin and the need 
for new measures to deal with that sin. By multiplying commandments, 
the law provides many more opportunities for disobeying God (see 3:20; 
4:15; 7:7 – 12; Gal 3:19).
5:21 While vv. 12 – 21 are very important verses about “original sin,” 
they focus on (as the last clause makes clear) the incredibly powerful 
effects of Christ’s “one righteous act” (v. 18). through righteousness. 
As a result of being justified. Believers, who belong to Christ, can be sure 
that God’s grace reigns over them: their present state of right standing 
before God will certainly result in eternal life.
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Dead to Sin, Alive in Christ

6 What  shall we say, then?  Shall we go on sin ning so that  grace may in crease? v 2 By no  means! We 
are  those who have died to sin; w how can we live in it any lon ger? 3 Or  don’t you know that all of us 

who were bap tized x into  Christ  Jesus were bap tized into his  death? 4 We were there fore bur ied with him 
 through bap tism into  death in or der that, just as  Christ was  raised from the dead y  through the glory of 
the Fa ther, we too may live a new  life. z

5 For if we have been united with him in a  death like his, we will cer tainly also be united with him in 
a res ur rec tion like his. a 6 For we know that our old self b was cru ci fied with him c so that the body  ruled 
by sin d  might be done away with, a that we  should no lon ger be  slaves to sin —   7 be cause any one who 
has died has been set free from  sin.

8 Now if we died with  Christ, we be lieve that we will also live with him. 9 For we know that  since  Christ 
was  raised from the dead, e he can not die  again;  death no lon ger has mas tery over him. f 10 The  death he 
died, he died to sin g once for all; but the life he  lives, he  lives to  God.

11 In the same way,  count your selves dead to sin h but  alive to God in  Christ  Jesus. 12 There fore do not 
let sin  reign in your mor tal body so that you obey its evil de sires. 13 Do not of fer any part of your self to 
sin as an in stru ment of wick ed ness, i but rather of fer your selves to God as  those who have been  brought 
from  death to life; and of fer ev ery part of your self to him as an in stru ment of righ teous ness. j 14 For sin 
 shall no lon ger be your mas ter, be cause you are not un der the law, k but un der  grace. l
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6:2 w Col 3:3,  5; 1Pe 2:24
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6:5 a 2Co 4:10;  
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6:6 b Eph 4:22; Col 3:9 
c Gal 2:20; Col 2:12,  20 

d Ro 7:24
6:9 e Ac 2:24 f Rev 1:18

6:10 g ver 2
6:11 h ver 2

6:13 i ver 16,  19; Ro 7:5 
j Ro 12:1; 1Pe 2:24

6:14 k Gal 5:18 l Ro 3:24

a 6 Or be rendered powerless    

6:1 – 23 Freedom From Bondage to Sin. Those who are justified by faith 
can have confidence that God will vindicate them in his future judgment 
(ch. 5). But they also can have confidence that God has provided, in 
Christ, for what they need to live faithful and fruitful lives for God in 
the present. For God not only liberates sinners from the penalty of sin 
(“justification”; cf. 3:21 —  4:25, see note on 3:24) but also frees them 
from the power of sin (v. 6).
6:1 – 14 Dead to Sin, Alive in Christ. Believers, who are united to Christ, 
participate in his victory over sin and the new life his resurrection inau-
gurated.
6:1 Shall we go on sinning . . . ? The immediate occasion for Paul’s 
rhetorical question is 5:20: “where sin increased, grace increased all 
the more.” But this same question naturally arises from Paul’s broader 
teaching about the gospel: if people are justified by faith alone, are they 
free to live any way they want?
6:2 By no means! Paul rejects any such implication with his strongest 
negative (Greek me ̄genoito, a formula typical of the diatribe style Paul 
is using [see note on 2:1]). died to sin. Not removed entirely from sin’s 
influence but set free from its absolute power (vv. 6,14,18,22).
6:4 baptism. Could refer to “baptism” (i.e., “immersion”) in the Spirit 
(perhaps, e.g., 1 Cor 12:13) but probably refers to the widespread early 
Christian practice of water baptism. This may suggest that baptism 
has the symbolic value of picturing the believer’s death to sin (entering 
the water) and rising again to new life (coming up from the water). 
Or baptism may function here as shorthand for the conversion experi-
ence since the NT closely associates water baptism with conversion 
(Acts 2:38; 1 Pet 3:21). In any case, Paul is clear that faith, not bap-
tism, is what effects the transfer from the old life to the new. glory of 
the Father. God’s glory is often closely associated with his power (Ps 
145:11; Col 1:11; 1 Pet 4:11). we too may live a new life. As our iden-
tification with Christ’s death in baptism sets us free from sin’s power, so 
our identification with Christ in his resurrection (vv. 5,8) enables us to 
live according to God’s will and the Spirit’s direction (7:6).
6:6 our old self. Or “our old man.” The masculine rendering has the 
virtue of bringing out more clearly the connection between this verse 
and Adam, who is called “the man” throughout 5:12 – 21. The “old man” 
is a way of describing humans in their natural state, represented by 
Adam, the “old man,” and therefore dominated by sin and death. See 
also Eph 4:22; Col 3:9. was crucified with him. As God deems all 

people to be “in Adam” (prior to conversion), so he deems believers to 
be “in Christ.” In our relationship to him, we participate in his death, 
burial, and resurrection and all the benefits those central redemptive 
events secured. See also Gal 2:20. body ruled by sin. Humans in their 
preregenerate state, dominated by sin’s power. might be done away 
with. Not destroyed but “rendered powerless” (see NIV text note); the 
old self no longer dictates how a believer lives.
6:7 set free. Or “justified.” But the unusual Pauline use of the preposi-
tion “from” after “set free” suggests he is referring to liberation rather 
than justification (but see Acts 13:38).
6:8 we will also live with him. The reference may be to the spiritual 
life we now enjoy in and with Christ (v. 11; Eph 2:5 – 6; Col 2:13) or to 
the future physical resurrection (2 Cor 4:14; Phil 3:21; 1 Thess 4:17; 
2 Tim 2:11). See also v. 5.
6:10 he died to sin. Although Christ was sinless and never succumbed 
to sin’s power (2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15), his full identification with human 
beings in the incarnation meant that sin’s power affected him. He there-
fore had to “die” to it. This provides a crucial step in the logic of this 
section: Christ died to sin (v. 10), and believers died with Christ (v. 6); 
therefore, believers died to sin (v. 2).
6:11 – 13 Our participation in Christ’s death and resurrection puts us 
in a decisively new relationship to sin and to God. But we also need to 
live out this new relationship by thinking about ourselves in a new way 
(v. 11) and by acting in accordance with our new status (vv. 12 – 13).
6:14 sin shall no longer be your master. Succinctly summarizes what 
this section teaches in the form of a promise. under the law. Might 
mean “under the condemnation pronounced by the law” but more likely 
refers to the general state of being bound to the authority of the Mosaic 
law (v. 15; 1 Cor 9:20; Gal 3:23; 4:4 – 5,21; 5:18). So the contrast (“not 
under the law, but under grace”) is probably salvation-historical —  
between the Mosaic law that was central to the old covenant and the 
grace that reigns with new power in the new covenant (see John 1:17). 
Paul is not, of course, saying that there is no “law” in the new covenant 
era (1 Cor 7:19; 9:20 – 22; Gal 6:2) nor is he saying that there was no 
grace in the old covenant. But as much as the law of Moses was a gra-
cious gift to Israel, it did not provide the power to conquer sin’s power. 
So the prophets looked to a time when God would act in a new way to 
transform the human heart (Ezek 36:25 – 27). It is Christ’s new covenant 
work that provides this power.
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Slaves to Righteousness
15 What then?  Shall we sin be cause we are not un der the law 

but un der  grace? By no  means! 16 Don’t you know that when 
you of fer your selves to some one as obe di ent  slaves, you are 
 slaves of the one you obey —  whether you are  slaves to 
sin, m  which  leads to  death, n or to obe di ence,  which  leads 
to righ teous ness? 17 But  thanks be to God o that,  though 
you used to be  slaves to sin, you have come to obey 
from your  heart the pat tern of teach ing p that has now 
 claimed your al le giance. 18 You have been set free from 
sin q and have be come  slaves to  righ teous ness.

19 I am us ing an ex am ple from ev ery day life r be-
cause of your hu man lim i ta tions. Just as you used to 
of fer your selves as  slaves to im pu rity and to ever-in-
creas ing wick ed ness, so now of fer your selves as  slaves 
to righ teous ness s lead ing to ho li ness. 20 When you were 
 slaves to sin, t you were free from the con trol of righ teous-
ness. 21 What ben e fit did you reap at that time from the 
 things you are now  ashamed of ?  Those  things re sult in 
 death! u 22 But now that you have been set free from sin v 
and have be come  slaves of God, w the ben e fit you reap 
 leads to ho li ness, and the re sult is eter nal life. 23 For the 
wages of sin is  death, x but the gift of God is eter nal life y 
in a  Christ  Jesus our  Lord.

Released From the Law, Bound to Christ

7 Do you not know, broth ers and sis ters z —  for I am speak ing to  those who know the law —  that the 
law has au thor ity over some one only as long as that per son  lives? 2 For ex am ple, by law a mar ried 

woman is  bound to her hus band as long as he is  alive, but if her hus band dies, she is re leased from the 

6:16 m Jn 8:34; 2Pe 2:19 
n ver 23
6:17 o Ro 1:8; 2Co 2:14 
p 2Ti 1:13
6:18 q ver 7,  22; Ro 8:2
6:19 r Ro 3:5 s ver 13
6:20 t ver 16
6:21 u ver 23
6:22 v ver 18 w 1Co 7:22; 
1Pe 2:16
6:23 x Ge 2:17; Ro 5:12; 
Gal 6:7,  8; Jas 1:15 
y Mt 25:46
7:1 z Ro 1:13

a 23 Or through    

6:15 – 23 Slaves to Righteousness. Paul uses another rhetorical ques-
tion, similar to the one in v. 1, to reinforce his teaching from vv. 1 – 14. 
The focus shifts from the negative (free from sin) to the positive (slaves 
of God).
6:16 obedience, which leads to righteousness. In the first part of 
Romans, Paul uses “righteousness” to refer to “right standing” before 
God. But in 6:15 – 23, Paul contrasts “righteousness” with “sin” 
(vv. 18,20) and “impurity” (v. 19), revealing that he is using the word in 
another of its biblical senses: behavior that conforms to God’s standard.
6:17 slaves to sin. As he does throughout Romans, Paul refers to “sin” 
(singular) as a power that exerts its influence over people. The many 
sins people commit are a symptom of the ruling authority of the sin-
ful impulse within fallen human beings. pattern of teaching that has 
now claimed your allegiance. The Greek (using typos ) suggests that 
the gospel stamps a new set of standards on the hearts of people who 
respond to the gospel. New covenant obedience stems from trans-
formed hearts (see the promise of Jer 31:31 – 34; Heb 8:9 – 12).
6:19 human limitations. Greek sarx (“flesh”). Paul could mean that 
our sinful tendency makes it necessary for him to remind us of God’s 
holy standards. But it is more likely that he refers to our difficulty in 
understanding the things of God, requiring him to use analogies “from 
everyday life” (such as slavery) to make his point. holiness. Could also 
be translated “sanctification.” God himself sanctifies all those who 
believe in  Jesus: they become “holy,” or “saints,” members of God’s 
own people (e.g., 1:7). But sanctification is also a process of becoming 
increasingly obedient to the will of God (1 Thess 4:3); believers need to 

engage in this lifelong pursuit of holiness if they expect to enjoy eternal 
life (v. 22; see Heb 12:14: “without holiness no one will see the Lord”).
7:1 – 25 Freedom From Bondage to the Law. Paul now develops the idea 
of not being “under the law” (6:14,15), insisting that believers must be 
set free from the binding authority of the law of Moses in order to enjoy 
new life in Christ (vv. 1 – 6). The possibility that this teaching (and other 
teachings about the law in Romans) might be interpreted as disparaging 
the law leads Paul to assert emphatically that the law is “holy, righteous 
and good” (v. 12). Nevertheless, sin has used God’s good law to bring 
death (vv. 7 – 11), a startling development that Paul explains further in 
vv. 13 – 25.
7:1 – 6 Released From the Law, Bound to Christ. After reminding his 
readers of a common truth (v. 1) and illustrating it (vv. 2 – 3), Paul makes 
his central point (v. 4) and explains it (vv. 5 – 6).
7:1 the law. Probably, as throughout ch. 7, the law of Moses. Since God 
gave this law specifically to Jews, “those who know the law” may refer 
to Jewish Christians. But many, if not most, of the Gentile Christians 
in Rome were probably former “God-fearers”: Gentiles who had not 
converted to Judaism but who were interested in Judaism, attending 
the synagogue and coming to know the law of Moses in that setting.
7:2 For example. Paul illustrates the principle of v. 1 in vv. 2 – 3 with 
reference to the marriage relationship. This is not an allegory in which 
the various details stand for some spiritual entity. Since this is an illus-
tration with one purpose, we must be careful about reading significance 
into the details. It would probably be wrong, for instance, to draw any 
conclusions from it about biblical grounds for divorce and remarriage.

Roman relief of a slave being freed. In 
Rom 6:16 – 18, Paul likens sin to slavery 
and notes that believers have been set 
free from sin and have become slaves to 
righteousness.
Roman civilization, Relief portraying slave being freed/De 
Agostini Picture Library/A. Dagli Orti/Bridgeman Images
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law that  binds her to him. a 3 So then, if she has sex u al re la tions with an other man  while her hus band 
is  still  alive, she is  called an adul ter ess. But if her hus band dies, she is re leased from that law and is not 
an adul ter ess if she mar ries an other  man.

4 So, my broth ers and sis ters, you also died to the law b  through the body of  Christ, c that you  might 
be long to an other, to him who was  raised from the dead, in or der that we  might bear  fruit for God. 
5 For when we were in the  realm of the  flesh, a the sin ful pas sions  aroused by the law d were at work in 
us, e so that we bore  fruit for  death. 6 But now, by dy ing to what once  bound us, we have been re leased 
from the law so that we  serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the old way of the writ ten  code. f

The Law and Sin
7 What  shall we say, then? Is the law sin ful? Cer tainly not! Nev er the less, I  would not have  known what 

sin was had it not been for the law. g For I  would not have  known what cov et ing really was if the law 
had not said, “You  shall not covet.” b h 8 But sin, seiz ing the op por tu nity af forded by the com mand ment, i 
pro duced in me ev ery kind of cov et ing. For  apart from the law, sin was dead. j 9 Once I was  alive  apart 
from the law; but when the com mand ment came, sin  sprang to life and I died. 10 I  found that the very 
com mand ment that was in tended to  bring life k ac tu ally  brought  death. 11 For sin, seiz ing the op por tu-
nity af forded by the com mand ment, de ceived me, l and  through the com mand ment put me to  death. 
12 So then, the law is holy, and the com mand ment is holy, righ teous and  good. m

13 Did that  which is good, then, be come  death to me? By no  means! Nev er the less, in or der that sin 

7:2 a 1Co 7:39
7:4 b Ro 8:2; Gal 2:19 

c Col 1:22
7:5 d Ro 7:7-11 e Ro 6:13

7:6 f Ro 2:29; 2Co 3:6
7:7 g Ro 3:20; 4:15 
h Ex 20:17; Dt 5:21

7:8 i ver 11 j Ro 4:15; 
1Co 15:56

7:10 k Lev 18:5; 
Lk 10:26-28; Ro 10:5; 

Gal 3:12
7:11 l Ge 3:13
7:12 m 1Ti 1:8

a 5 In contexts like this, the Greek word for flesh (sarx) refers to the sinful state of human beings, often 
presented as a power in opposition to the Spirit.    b 7 Exodus 20:17; Deut. 5:21    

7:4 you also died to the law. As with the phrase “under the law” in 
6:14,15, Paul might have in mind the condemning power of the law. But he 
may, more broadly, refer to the binding authority of the law of Moses. To be 
bound to that law means to be bound still to the old covenant, which was 
unable to set its adherents free from sin’s power. One must therefore be 
separated from that law and its covenant in order to “belong to another,” 
namely, Christ, in whose resurrection power we participate (6:4 – 5,8).
7:5 realm of the flesh. Greek sarx, a key motif in this part of Romans 
(see also vv. 18,25 [see NIV text notes]; 8:3 [three times],4, 5 [twice],6,7, 
8,9, 12 [twice],13). Paul uses the word sarx to refer to “natural” human 
existence apart from God (see note on 1:3). He pictures unbelievers as 
living in a realm dominated by this power. sinful passions aroused by 
the law. A startling claim that Paul explains in vv. 7 – 11.
7:6 But now. As Paul often does, he contrasts the old realm, dominated 
by the flesh, sin, and death, with the new realm believers now live in. 
what once bound us. The law of Moses (see v. 4). Spirit . . . written 
code. Paul contrasts the new covenant gift of the Spirit and the law of 
Moses, pictured in terms of the Ten Commandments, carved on stone 
(2:29; 2 Cor 3:3,6 – 7).
7:7 – 25 The Law and Sin. Verses 7 – 12 are framed by the issue of the 
nature of the law: it is not “sinful” (v. 7a); rather, it is “holy, righteous and 
good” (v. 12). But while the law is not itself sinful, Paul reiterates that sin 
has used it to bring death (vv. 7b – 11).

Verses 13 – 25 respond to a question that vv. 7 – 12 naturally raise: 
how could God’s good law become the occasion for sin and death? 
Paul’s answer focuses on human inability: God gives his good law to 
people who are already captive to the power of sin; therefore, they 
cannot obey the law that God has given them, and death results. The 
spiritual status of the person whom Paul describes in these verses is 
debated. Noting that Paul apparently refers to himself using the present 
tense (“I am,” “I do,” “I want,” etc.) and that the person “delight[s] in 
God’s law” (v. 22), many interpreters think Paul is describing his own 
experience as a Christian. Others, however, think that Paul is describing 
his past experience as a Jew under the law. They point to language 
that appears to contradict what Paul says in Romans about Christians: 
“sold as a slave to sin” (v. 14) versus “set free from sin” (6:18,22); “a 
prisoner of the law of sin” (7:23) versus “free from the law of sin” (8:2). 

Whatever specific situation Paul has in view, his teaching in this passage 
stands: humans are unable to obey God’s law and cannot therefore find 
salvation through it.
7:7 Is the law sinful? The question naturally arises from the claim of 
v. 5 (“sinful passions aroused by the law”) and the earlier series of nega-
tive comments on the law (v. 4; 3:20; 4:15; 5:20; 6:14 – 15). I . . . I. From 
this point to the end of the chapter, Paul uses the first-person singular 
(“I,” “me”). He is undoubtedly reflecting on (1) his own experience, but 
in keeping with first-century Jewish ways of thinking, his own experi-
ence is bound up with (2) his solidarity as a human being with Adam 
and his sin and with (3) his own people Israel. These three foci mingle in 
this passage. In this verse Paul is thinking of his own life but also of the 
experience of Israel as a whole: it was through the law that the Israelites 
became “conscious of [their] sin” (3:20).
7:8,11 the opportunity. The Greek word has the sense of a bridgehead, 
a position seized in enemy territory that becomes a base of operations. 
The law’s series of specific “dos” and “don’ts” stimulated in Paul and 
other Jews the desire to rebel against God and his rules.
7:8 sin was dead. Sin exists in every human since Adam, but the law 
has enabled sin to become especially powerful.
7:9 Once I was alive apart from the law. Paul may be reflecting on 
(1) his own state of relative “innocence” in childhood or before he came 
truly to understand what the law was requiring of him; (2) his solidarity 
with Adam, who was, indeed, “alive” before he disobeyed God’s com-
mandment about the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:17; 
3:1 – 7); or (3) his solidarity with the Israelites, who experienced a kind 
of “death” (v. 10) when God’s law came and branded them clearly as 
sinners (3:20; 4:15; 5:13 – 14).
7:10 the very commandment that was intended to bring life. Prob-
ably a generalization, representing the Mosaic law, which promised life 
for those who faithfully followed its precepts (Lev 18:5; Deut 30:15 – 20).
7:11 deceived me. Possibly alludes to Eve’s response to God in Gen 
3:13: “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”
7:13 Did that which is good . . . become death to me? As he so often 
does in Romans, Paul uses a question arising from his previous teaching 
to move his argument along. How could the “good” law (v. 12) be the 
occasion of death?
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 might be rec og nized as sin, it used what is good to  bring  about my  death, so that  through the com-
mand ment sin  might be come ut terly  sin ful.

14 We know that the law is spir i tual; but I am un spir i tual, n sold o as a  slave to sin. 15 I do not un der-
stand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do. p 16 And if I do what I do not 
want to do, I  agree that the law is good. q 17 As it is, it is no lon ger I my self who do it, but it is sin liv ing 
in me. r 18 For I know that good it self does not  dwell in me, that is, in my sin ful na ture. a s For I have the 
de sire to do what is good, but I can not carry it out. 19 For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil 
I do not want to do —  this I keep on do ing. t 20 Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no lon ger I who 
do it, but it is sin liv ing in me that does it. u

21 So I find this law at work: v Al though I want to do good, evil is  right  there with me. 22 For in my in-
ner be ing w I de light in  God’s law; x 23 but I see an other law at work in me, wag ing war y  against the law 
of my mind and mak ing me a pris oner of the law of sin at work within me. 24 What a wretched man I 
am! Who will res cue me from this body that is sub ject to  death? z 25 Thanks be to God, who de liv ers me 
 through  Jesus  Christ our  Lord!

So then, I my self in my mind am a  slave to  God’s law, but in my sin ful na ture b a  slave to the law of  sin.

Life Through the Spirit

8 There fore,  there is now no con dem na tion a for  those who are in  Christ  Jesus, b 2 be cause  through 
 Christ  Jesus the law of the Spirit who  gives life c has set you c free d from the law of sin e and  death. 

3 For what the law was pow er less f to do be cause it was weak ened by the flesh, d God did by send ing his 

7:14 n 1Co 3:1 
o 1Ki 21:20,  25; 2Ki 17:17
7:15 p ver 19; Gal 5:17
7:16 q ver 12
7:17 r ver 20
7:18 s ver 25
7:19 t ver 15
7:20 u ver 17
7:21 v ver 23,  25
7:22 w Eph 3:16 x Ps 1:2
7:23 y Gal 5:17; Jas 4:1; 
1Pe 2:11
7:24 z Ro 6:6; 8:2
8:1 a ver 34 b ver 39; 
Ro 16:3
8:2 c 1Co 15:45 d Ro 6:18 
e Ro 7:4
8:3 f Ac 13:39; Heb 7:18 

a 18 Or my flesh    b 25 Or in the flesh    c 2 The Greek is singular; some manuscripts me    d 3 In 
contexts like this, the Greek word for flesh (sarx) refers to the sinful state of human beings, often presented as a 
power in opposition to the Spirit; also in verses 4-13.    

7:14 law. The law of Moses. What Paul says in these verses about the 
law of Moses applies to any law, or commandment, or even the prompt-
ings of the conscience (see 2:14 – 15) —  anything that brings us face-
to-face with the will of God for us. but. Paul announces at the outset the 
basic tension of the passage: the law is “spiritual” (here), “good” (v. 16), 
something to “delight in” (v. 22) —  it is “God’s law” (vv. 22,25); but the 
human being is “unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin” (here), “wretched” 
(v. 24), “a slave to the law of sin” (v. 25; cf. v. 23) —  a person in whom 
“good . . . does not dwell” (v. 18). See “Law,” p. 2649.
7:15 – 20 Paul vividly portrays the frustration of the human condition. 
The very best people seek to obey God, but they find themselves unable 
to do so consistently. What this reveals, Paul concludes, is that people 
are subject to some kind of sinful power: “sin living in me” (vv. 17,20), 
“my sinful nature” (v. 18). Paul is not suggesting that people are not 
responsible for their actions. Rather, he is reminding us that human 
beings are fatally bent away from God and toward sin by virtue of their 
involvement in Adam’s sin (5:12 – 21).
7:21 this law. Perhaps the law of Moses; but more likely Paul is using 
“law” in the sense of “principle.”
7:22 my inner being. Paul uses this same language elsewhere with 
reference to believers (2 Cor 4:16; Eph 3:16), but it was also used 
widely among Greek authors to depict the Godward, immortal side of 
the human being. Christians, of course, delight in God’s law, but so did 
faithful Jews.
7:23 the law of my mind . . . the law of sin. These phrases could refer 
to contrasting sides of the same law of Moses. This law is “God’s law” 
(v. 22) that the person approves of and seeks to do and that, at the 
same time, sin has used to bring death (vv. 7 – 11). It may be more likely, 
however, that the second phrase uses a play on words: fighting against 
the law of God is another “law,” or “power”: sin (see 8:2).
7:24 What a wretched man I am! The cry from the heart of every person 
who sincerely seeks to obey God but finds themselves unable to meet his 
demands. this body that is subject to death. Either the physical body 
that is doomed to die (8:10) or the human person generally, which is under 
sentence of spiritual death because of sin (vv. 5,9 – 11,13).

7:25 Thanks be to God . . . ! This cry of victory comes before a final 
restatement of the struggle, which might suggest that Paul speaks in 
this section as a Christian, conscious of his deliverance through Christ 
but also aware of his continuing struggle with sin. On the other hand, the 
thanksgiving could be an interjection of Paul the Christian into a passage 
that describes the defeat that he experienced as a Jew trying to live up 
to the demands of the law of Moses.
8:1 – 39 Assurance of Eternal Life in the Spirit. Paul begins by restating 
the basic point he has made in ch. 5: Christians, who belong to Christ 
 Jesus, no longer fear the “condemnation” that those who are “in Adam” 
must inevitably experience (5:16,18). The confidence in ultimate salva-
tion crops up repeatedly in ch. 8 (vv. 6,10 – 11,17 – 18,29 – 30,31 – 39). 
The ministry of the Spirit, a key motif (ch. 8 mentions the Spirit 18 times), 
is an important source of this confidence. But the Spirit also gives the 
believer the power to please God in this life (vv. 4 – 9,12 – 13,26 – 27).
8:1 – 17 Life Through the Spirit. The Spirit brings life to people who are 
dead because of sin (7:5,7 – 11,24). Applying the benefits of Christ’s 
death on our behalf (v. 3), the Spirit gives us life now by liberating us 
from the power of sin and death (v. 2), and he is also instrumental in 
giving us life in the future, when our bodies are raised from the dead 
(v. 11). The Spirit conquers the flesh, setting believers on a new path 
that conforms to the will of God (vv. 4 – 9). Yet believers must not be 
inactive: they must put into effect the power of the Spirit if they expect to 
experience eternal life (vv. 12 – 13). And by the Spirit’s power, believers 
become children of God, with all the benefits the status of “adoption” 
(v. 15) brings them, both now and in the future (vv. 14 – 17).
8:1 Therefore. The joyful proclamation of “no condemnation” rests on 
our incorporation into Christ and the benefits of his death (5:12 – 21). This 
is the central point of all of chs. 5 – 8, which Paul here restates in light of 
the believer’s new relationship to sin (ch. 6) and the law (ch. 7; cf. 8:2).
8:2 law of the Spirit. Probably the “power” of the Spirit. law of sin 
and death. Either the Mosaic law, which sin has used to bring death 
(7:7 – 11) or, as in the first part of the verse, the “power” of sin that 
brings death (7:23).
8:3 what the law was powerless to do. Succinctly summarizes the 
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own Son in the like ness of sin ful flesh g to be a sin of fer ing. a h And so he con demned sin in the  flesh, 4 in 
or der that the righ teous re quire ment of the law  might be fully met in us, who do not live ac cord ing to 
the flesh but ac cord ing to the  Spirit. i

5 Those who live ac cord ing to the flesh have  their  minds set on what the flesh de sires; j but  those who 
live in ac cor dance with the Spirit have  their  minds set on what the Spirit de sires. k 6 The mind gov erned 
by the flesh is  death, but the mind gov erned by the Spirit is life l and  peace. 7 The mind gov erned by the 
flesh is hos tile to God; m it does not sub mit to  God’s law, nor can it do so. 8 Those who are in the  realm 
of the flesh can not  please  God.

9 You, how ever, are not in the  realm of the flesh but are in the  realm of the  Spirit, if in deed the  Spirit 
of God  lives in you. n And if any one does not have the Spirit of  Christ, o they do not be long to  Christ. 
10 But if  Christ is in you, p then even  though your body is sub ject to  death be cause of sin, the Spirit  gives 
life b be cause of righ teous ness. 11 And if the Spirit of him who  raised  Jesus from the dead q is liv ing in 
you, he who  raised  Christ from the dead will also give life to your mor tal bod ies r be cause of c his Spirit 
who  lives in  you.

12 There fore, broth ers and sis ters, we have an ob li ga tion —  but it is not to the flesh, to live ac cord-
ing to it. 13 For if you live ac cord ing to the flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to  death the 
mis deeds of the body, you will live. s

14 For  those who are led by the Spirit of God t are the chil dren of God. u 15 The Spirit you re ceived does 
not make you  slaves, so that you live in fear  again; v rather, the Spirit you re ceived  brought  about your 
adop tion to son ship. d And by him we cry, “Abba, e Fa ther.” w 16 The Spirit him self tes ti fies with our spirit x 
that we are  God’s chil dren. 17 Now if we are chil dren, then we are  heirs y —   heirs of God and co- heirs 
with  Christ, if in deed we  share in his suf fer ings in or der that we may also  share in his  glory. z

Present Suffering and Future Glory
18 I con sider that our pres ent suf fer ings are not  worth com par ing with the glory that will be re vealed 

in us. a 19 For the cre a tion  waits in ea ger ex pec ta tion for the chil dren of God to be re vealed. 20 For the 

8:3 g Php 2:7  
h Heb 2:14,  17
8:4 i Gal 5:16

8:5 j Gal 5:19-21 
k Gal 5:22-25

8:6 l Gal 6:8
8:7 m Jas 4:4

8:9 n 1Co 6:19; Gal 4:6 
o Jn 14:17; 1Jn 4:13

8:10 p Gal 2:20; 
Eph 3:17; Col 1:27

8:11 q Ac 2:24 r Jn 5:21
8:13 s Gal 6:8

8:14 t Gal 5:18 u Jn 1:12; 
Rev 21:7

8:15 v 2Ti 1:7; Heb 2:15 
w Mk 14:36; Gal 4:5,  6

8:16 x Eph 1:13
8:17 y Ac 20:32; Gal 4:7 

z 1Pe 4:13
8:18 a 2Co 4:17; 

1Pe 4:13

a 3 Or flesh, for sin    b 10 Or you, your body is dead because of sin, yet your spirit is alive    c 11 Some 
manuscripts bodies through    d 15 The Greek word for adoption to sonship is a term referring to the full 
legal standing of an adopted male heir in Roman culture; also in verse 23.    e 15 Aramaic for father    

argument of 7:7 – 25: the law, though God’s good gift to his people, can-
not liberate people from sin’s enslaving power (“the flesh”). likeness 
of sinful flesh. Christ became truly human, taking on “flesh” (John 
1:14). But “likeness” suggests that the flesh he took on was not exactly 
like our “sinful flesh”: he was not guilty of sin “in Adam” as we are. sin 
offering. The Greek here (“concerning sin”; see NIV text note) could 
mean simply that Christ’s death was related to sin. But the Septuagint, 
the pre-Christian Greek translation of the OT, uses this Greek phrase to 
refer to the “sin offering” in Ps 40:6 – 8 (see also Heb 10:6,8; 13:11). 
so he condemned sin in the flesh. Christ entered the realm of the 
flesh, where sin seems to hold sway, to conquer the power of sin. Sin is 
“condemned” so that believers are not (v. 1).
8:4 the righteous requirement of the law might be fully met in us. 
May refer to the Spirit’s enabling believers to conform to the demands 
of God’s law. Or Paul might mean that because Christ has fulfilled the 
law in our place, God considers all who are “in Christ” to have fulfilled 
the law.
8:5 – 9 “The flesh” is Paul’s way of describing the bias toward sin that 
affects all human life (vv. 7,8; see the note on 7:5). But believers are “not 
in the realm of the flesh” (v. 9); this bias toward sin no longer controls 
them. Rather, “the Spirit of God lives in [them]” (v. 9) and creates in them 
a new way of thinking (vv. 5 – 6) and living (v. 4).
8:9 – 11 Paul switches quickly from “the Spirit of God lives in you” (v. 9) 
to “the Spirit of Christ” (v. 9) to “Christ is in you” (v. 10) to “the Spirit . . . 
is living in you” (v. 11). The NT does not explicitly teach the doctrine of 
the Trinity (that God is one God existing in three Persons), but passages 
such as this clearly imply it.
8:12 – 13 These verses are often connected to the following paragraph 

(vv. 14 – 17), but more likely they conclude vv. 1 – 11: the life that the 
Spirit creates for us is worked out as believers respond to the work of 
the Spirit by actively using his power to conquer sin.
8:14 In the OT, God calls Israel (sometimes also called “Ephraim”) his 
“son” (Exod 4:22; Jer 31:9,20), and Israelites accordingly call God 
“Father” (Jer 3:19). So by naming believers “the children of God,” Paul 
is identifying them as the people of God, destined for “life” (v. 10).
8:15 adoption to sonship. Greek huiothesia; refers to the Greco-
Roman practice of adoption, which guaranteed to adopted children all 
the rights and privileges of natural children (v. 23; 9:4; Gal 4:5; Eph 1:5). 
See “Sonship,” p. 2664. While already adopted into God’s family, many 
of the benefits of that status will be given only when God’s work of 
redemption is finished (see v. 23). Abba. An Aramaic word for “Father” 
often used in intimate family settings.  Jesus addressed God with this 
word (Mark 14:36), and believers adopted into God’s family enjoy the 
same kind of intimate relationship with God.
8:16 testifies with our spirit. God’s Spirit enables believers to experi-
ence their new life in their inner beings.
8:17 if indeed we share in his sufferings. Only those who fully identify 
with Christ in this life, entering into the sufferings that always accom-
pany a godly lifestyle, will be able to share also in the glory that Christ 
already enjoys.
8:18 – 30 Present Suffering and Future Glory. This passage is framed by 
promises of the glory to which believers are destined (vv. 18,30). Like the 
created world, believers long for their ultimate redemption (vv. 19 – 23), 
waiting for it in hope (vv. 24 – 25). Believers can persevere in this hope 
because they recognize that the Spirit is helping them to pray rightly 
(vv. 26 – 27) and because God is at work on their behalf (vv. 28 – 30).
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cre a tion was sub jected to frus tra tion, not by its own  choice, but by the will of the one who sub jected 
it, b in hope 21 that a the cre a tion it self will be lib er ated from its bond age to de cay c and  brought into the 
free dom and glory of the chil dren of  God.

22 We know that the  whole cre a tion has been groan ing d as in the  pains of child birth  right up to the 
pres ent time. 23 Not only so, but we our selves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, e  groan f in wardly as 
we wait ea gerly g for our adop tion to son ship, the re demp tion of our bod ies. 24 For in this hope we were 
 saved. h But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who  hopes for what they al ready have? 25 But if we hope 
for what we do not yet have, we wait for it  pa tiently.

26 In the same way, the Spirit  helps us in our weak ness. We do not know what we  ought to pray for, but 
the Spirit him self in ter cedes for us i  through word less  groans. 27 And he who searches our  hearts j  knows 
the mind of the Spirit, be cause the Spirit in ter cedes for  God’s peo ple in ac cor dance with the will of  God.

28 And we know that in all  things God  works for the good of  those who love him, who b have been 
 called k ac cord ing to his pur pose. 29 For  those God fore knew l he also pre des tined m to be con formed to 
the im age of his Son, n that he  might be the first born  among many broth ers and sis ters. 30 And  those 
he pre des tined, o he also  called;  those he  called, he also jus ti fied; p  those he jus ti fied, he also  glo ri fied. q

More Than Conquerors
31 What, then,  shall we say in re sponse to  these  things? r If God is for us, who can be  against us? s 32 He 

who did not  spare his own Son, t but gave him up for us all —  how will he not also,  along with him, 
gra ciously give us all  things? 33 Who will  bring any  charge u  against  those whom God has cho sen? It is 

8:20 b Ge 3:17-19
8:21 c Ac 3:21; 2Pe 3:13; 
Rev 21:1
8:22 d Jer 12:4
8:23 e 2Co 5:5 f 2Co 5:2,  
4 g Gal 5:5
8:24 h 1Th 5:8
8:26 i Eph 6:18
8:27 j Rev 2:23
8:28 k 1Co 1:9; 2Ti 1:9
8:29 l Ro 11:2  
m Eph 1:5,  11 
n 1Co 15:49; 2Co 3:18; 
Php 3:21; 1Jn 3:2
8:30 o Eph 1:5,  11 
p 1Co 6:11 q Ro 9:23
8:31 r Ro 4:1 s Ps 118:6
8:32 t Jn 3:16;  
Ro 4:25; 5:8
8:33 u Isa 50:8,  9

a 20,21 Or subjected it in hope. 21For    b 28 Or that all things work together for good to those who love 
God, who; or that in all things God works together with those who love him to bring about what is good —  
with those who    

8:18 our present sufferings. As in the related text in 5:3 – 4, Paul is 
frank about the reality of Christian suffering. As Paul and Barnabas 
warned the new believers in the province of Galatia, “We must go 
through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).
8:19 creation. The “subhuman” creation. Following OT examples (e.g., Ps 
65:12 – 13; Isa 24:4; Jer 4:28; 12:4), Paul personifies the created world.
8:20 the one who subjected it. God, who cursed “the ground” in 
response to Adam’s original sin (Gen 3:17). See “Creation,” p. 2642.
8:21 the creation itself will be liberated. While the created world will 
be thoroughly renovated (2 Pet 3:7 – 13), it will not be destroyed. The 
“new heaven and a new earth” (Rev 21:1) will be a renewing of this 
world, not a replacement (cf. Col 1:20; Rev 21:5).
8:22 groaning as in the pains of childbirth. Combines suffering 
with hope and a joyful outcome (see also Matt 24:8; Mark 13:8; John 
16:20 – 22).
8:23 firstfruits of the Spirit. In the OT, “firstfruits” describes the first 
and best part of a crop that is to be offered to God (e.g., Exod 23:19; 
Lev 2:12). Similarly, God gives the Spirit to believers as the down pay-
ment on the many other blessings that he promises to bestow on his 
heirs, his adopted children (v. 17; see 2 Cor 1:22; 5:5; Eph 1:14). groan 
inwardly. Not audible groans, but a way of connoting the frustrated 
longing for ultimate deliverance (Exod 3:7). adoption to sonship, the 
redemption of our bodies. Illustrates the typical NT tension between 
the “already” and the “not yet”: while already given the status of God’s 
adopted children (v. 15), believers do not yet possess all the benefits of 
that adoption, such as resurrected, renewed bodies.
8:26 the Spirit himself intercedes. The Spirit makes up for our help-
lessness when we do not know what to pray for; unknown to us, he 
brings before God the prayer that perfectly matches God’s will for us. 
wordless groans. The Spirit, along with creation (v. 22) and believers 
(v. 23), “groans.” These groans may be “wordless” because they do 
not take the form of normal human language or, more likely, because 
they are unspoken.
8:28 in all things God works for the good. A second reason —  in addi-
tion to the Spirit’s intercession (vv. 26 – 27) —  that believers can “wait . . . 

patiently” (v. 25) for their ultimate redemption: they can be confident that 
God works in all the circumstances of their lives to accomplish his good 
purpose for them. This is one of the great promises of Scripture. “The 
good” is not necessarily what believers might think is good but is what 
God deems will be best to assist their growth into the image of Christ (v. 
29) and bring them to final glory (v. 30). called. God’s “effectual” calling, 
whereby he powerfully draws sinners into relationship with him (1:6 – 7).
8:29 – 30 This sequence (or “chain”) of God’s acts on behalf of believers 
explains the “purpose” (v. 28) that God has for his people. The believer’s 
confidence for the present time, as well as for future glory, is rooted in 
God’s sovereign determination to call them into relationship with him, 
preserve them in that relationship, and vindicate them on the last day.
8:29 foreknew. Perhaps “knew ahead of time” (see Acts 26:5; 2 Pet 
3:17, where the same Greek word is used): God “foreknew” who would 
believe in him and so predestined them. But “know” probably has the 
biblical sense of “enter into relationship with” (see Gen 18:19; Jer 
1:5; Amos 3:2, where the same Hebrew word is translated “chosen,” 
“knew,” and “chosen,” respectively): God chose to initiate a relationship 
with people “before the creation of the world” (Eph 1:4; cf. Rom 11:2; 
Acts 2:23; 1 Pet 1:2,20) and on that basis “predestined” them.
8:30 glorified. The final link in the “chain” of God’s gracious acts on our 
behalf (see note on vv. 29 – 30) and the focus of Paul’s concern. Having 
done all these other things for us, we can be utterly confident that God 
will complete his work by bringing us to glory.
8:31 – 39 More Than Conquerors. A moving hymnic response to the con-
fidence that believers can have for the judgment to come (5:1 —  8:30). 
God is “for us” (v. 31), tirelessly working on our behalf (vv. 31 – 34) and 
showering his love upon us (vv. 35 – 39).
8:31 these things. The many promises found in 5:1 —  8:30. who can 
be against us? Satan may continue to battle against us and people 
may oppose us, but nothing can ever successfully separate the believer 
from God.
8:32 The logic here is similar to 5:9 – 10: since God has done the difficult 
thing (sending his Son to die for us), we can depend on him to give us 
all other things, especially what is necessary to bring us to final glory.
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God who jus ti fies. 34 Who then is the one who con demns? No one.  Christ  Jesus who died v —  more than 
that, who was  raised to life —  is at the  right hand of God w and is also in ter ced ing for us. x 35 Who  shall 
sep a rate us from the love of  Christ?  Shall trou ble or hard ship or per se cu tion or fam ine or na ked ness 
or dan ger or  sword? y 36 As it is  writ ten:

  “For your sake we face death all day long;
  we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.” a z

37 No, in all  these  things we are more than con quer ors a  through him who  loved us. b 38 For I am con-
vinced that nei ther  death nor life, nei ther an gels nor de mons, b nei ther the pres ent nor the fu ture, nor 
any pow ers, c 39 nei ther  height nor  depth, nor any thing else in all cre a tion, will be able to sep a rate us 
from the love of God d that is in  Christ  Jesus our  Lord.

Paul’s Anguish Over Israel

9 I  speak the  truth in  Christ —  I am not ly ing, e my con science con firms f it  through the Holy Spir-
it —   2 I have  great sor row and un ceas ing an guish in my  heart. 3 For I  could wish that I my self g 

were  cursed h and cut off from  Christ for the sake of my peo ple,  those of my own race, i 4 the peo ple of 
Is rael.  Theirs is the adop tion to son ship; j  theirs the di vine glory, the cov enants, k the re ceiv ing of the 
law, l the tem ple wor ship m and the prom ises. n 5 Theirs are the pa tri archs, and from them is  traced the 
hu man an ces try of the Mes siah, o who is God over all, p for ever  praised! c q  Amen.

God’s Sovereign Choice
6 It is not as  though  God’s word had  failed. For not all who are de scended from Is rael are Is rael. r 

7 Nor be cause they are his de scen dants are they all Abra ham’s chil dren. On the con trary, “It is  through 

8:34 v Ro 5:6-8 
w Mk 16:19 x Heb 7:25; 

9:24; 1Jn 2:1
8:35 y 1Co 4:11
8:36 z Ps 44:22; 

2Co 4:11
8:37 a 1Co 15:57 

b Gal 2:20; Rev 1:5; 3:9
8:38 c Eph 1:21; 

1Pe 3:22
8:39 d Ro 5:8

9:1 e 2Co 11:10; 
Gal 1:20; 1Ti 2:7 f Ro 1:9

9:3 g Ex 32:32 h 1Co 12:3; 
16:22 i Ro 11:14

9:4 j Ex 4:22 k Ge 17:2; 
Ac 3:25; Eph 2:12 

l Ps 147:19 m Heb 9:1 
n Ac 13:32

9:5 o Mt 1:1-16 p Jn 1:1 
q Ro 1:25

9:6 r Ro 2:28,  29; 
Gal 6:16

a 36 Psalm 44:22    b 38 Or nor heavenly rulers    c 5 Or Messiah, who is over all. God be forever 
praised! Or Messiah. God who is over all be forever praised!    

8:34 Who then is the one who condemns? Paul alludes to a similar 
expression of confidence in God’s deliverance in Isa 50:7 – 9.
8:35 trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or 
danger or sword. Paul had experienced firsthand God’s faithfulness in 
the midst of such trials (2 Cor 11:23 – 27).
8:39 neither height nor depth. Perhaps refers to spiritual powers, but 
more likely is simply a figurative way of referring to everything in the 
created world (Eph 3:18).
9:1 —  11:36 The Defense of the Gospel: The Problem of Israel. Paul 
tackles one of the most pressing theological problems of his day: how 
to reconcile God’s promises to Israel with Israel’s failure to believe the 
Good News about  Jesus the Messiah (9:1 – 5). Paul writes to the Roman 
Christians at a time when Gentiles are increasingly dominating the 
church both in Rome and in the wider Mediterranean world (see Intro-
duction: Recipients; Purpose, 3). This situation is seemingly difficult to 
reconcile with God’s OT promises addressed (at least mainly) to Israel. 
Paul’s response is clear: “It is not as though God’s word had failed” (9:6). 
Paul defends this claim in a four-stage argument. (1) God’s promise 
had never embraced all Jews but only those whom God had chosen —  
whether Jews or Gentiles (9:6b – 29). (2) Israel’s predicament is a result 
of their failure to believe in Christ (9:30 —  10:21). (3) God’s continuing 
faithfulness to his promises to Israel is seen in the present time in the 
many Jews (like Paul) who have responded to the gospel (11:1 – 10). (4) 
That faithfulness will be seen in the future when God saves “all Israel” 
(11:26; see 11:11 – 32). The question discussed in these chapters is 
vital to the truth of the gospel that Paul presents in Romans, for the 
gospel retains its power only so long as it culminates God’s one plan of 
salvation (1:2; 3:21).
9:1 – 5 Paul’s Anguish Over Israel. The central issue in chs. 9 – 11 is 
the tension between Israel’s predicament (vv. 1 – 3) and God’s promises 
(vv. 4 – 5).
9:3 my people. The Jews. Paul’s deep and sincere sorrow for the Jews 
stems from most of them failing to believe the Good News about  Jesus. 

Like Moses (Exod 32:30 – 32), Paul goes so far as to offer his own life 
on behalf of his fellow Jews —  an offer he knows cannot be accepted.
9:4 people of Israel. In chs. 1 – 8, Paul refers to “Jews” as a way of con-
noting national identity. His shift to “Israel” and “Israelites” in chs. 9 – 11 
emphasizes their covenant standing with God (vv. 6,27,31; 10:1,16,19,21; 
11:2,7,11,25,26). adoption to sonship. This same status is given to 
believers in Christ (8:15,23). While God’s adoption of Christians secures 
their salvation, Israel’s “sonship” means that the people received God’s 
blessing and promises (Exod 4:22; Jer 3:19; 31:9 – 10; Hos 11:1). cov-
enants. In addition to the foundational covenant that God entered into 
with Israel at Sinai (e.g., Deut 5:2 – 3), the OT mentions several other cov-
enants: with Abraham (Gen 17), Phinehas (Num 25:12 – 13), and David 
(2 Sam 23:5), and the “new covenant” (Jer 31:31 – 34). See also “the 
covenants of the promise” in Eph 2:12 and “Covenant,” p. 2646.
9:5 Messiah, who is God over all, forever praised! The punctua-
tion (which is not part of the original manuscripts) is debated (see 
NIV text note). But referring to the Messiah’s “human ancestry” leads 
us to expect a contrasting reference to his divine status. This would 
then be one of a handful of NT texts that explicitly call  Jesus “God” 
(John 1:1,18; 20:28; Titus 2:13; Heb 1:8; 2 Pet 1:1). Messiah. Greek 
 christos; translates a Hebrew word that means “anointed one.” The OT 
uses this language to refer to kings and, by extension, the coming ruler 
who would deliver Israel from sin and oppression (Ps 2:2; Isa 61:1; Dan 
9:25 – 27 [perhaps]). English translations usually carry over the Greek 
word into English (“Christ”), but in places where it focuses attention on 
the OT and Jewish background, the NIV picks up the original Hebrew 
word (rendered “Messiah”).
9:6 – 29 God’s Sovereign Choice. Verse 6a states the thesis of chs. 
9 – 11: God will be faithful to his word (i.e., in this context, his OT prom-
ises to Israel). The first stage in Paul’s argument for this thesis unfolds 
in vv. 6b – 29. Paul shows from the OT that God never intended for his 
promise to Israel to apply to all ethnic Israelites but only to those people 
whom God chose from within Israel (vv. 6b – 13) and even from outside 
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 Isaac that your off spring will be reck-
oned.” a s 8 In other  words, it is not the 
chil dren by phys i cal de scent who are 
 God’s chil dren, t but it is the chil dren of 
the prom ise who are re garded as Abra-
ham’s off spring. 9 For this was how the 
prom ise was stated: “At the ap pointed 
time I will re turn, and Sarah will have 
a  son.” b u

10 Not only that, but Re bek ah’s chil-
dren were con ceived at the same time 
by our fa ther  Isaac. v 11 Yet, be fore the 
 twins were born or had done any thing 
good or bad —  in or der that  God’s pur-
pose w in elec tion  might  stand: 12 not by 
 works but by him who  calls —  she was 
told, “The older will  serve the youn-
ger.” c x 13 Just as it is writ ten: “Ja cob I 
 loved, but Esau I  hated.” d y

14 What then  shall we say? Is God un-
just? Not at all! z 15 For he says to  Mo ses,

  “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy,
  and I will have compassion on whom I have compassion.” e a

16 It does not, there fore, de pend on hu man de sire or ef fort, but on  God’s mercy. b 17 For Scrip ture says 
to Phar aoh: “I  raised you up for this very pur pose, that I  might dis play my power in you and that my 
name  might be pro claimed in all the  earth.” f c 18 There fore God has mercy on whom he  wants to have 
mercy, and he hard ens whom he  wants to  harden. d

19 One of you will say to me: e “Then why does God  still  blame us? For who is able to re sist his will?” f 
20 But who are you, a hu man be ing, to talk back to God? “Shall what is  formed say to the one who 

9:7 s Ge 21:12; 
Heb 11:18
9:8 t Ro 8:14
9:9 u Ge 18:10,  14
9:10 v Ge 25:21
9:11 w Ro 8:28
9:12 x Ge 25:23
9:13 y Mal 1:2,  3
9:14 z 2Ch 19:7
9:15 a Ex 33:19
9:16 b Eph 2:8
9:17 c Ex 9:16
9:18 d Ex 4:21
9:19 e Ro 11:19 
f 2Ch 20:6; Da 4:35

a 7 Gen. 21:12    b 9 Gen. 18:10,14    c 12 Gen. 25:23    d 13 Mal. 1:2,3    e 15 Exodus 33:19    
f 17 Exodus 9:16    

Israel (vv. 24 – 29). Paul interrupts this argument to defend God’s elec-
tion (vv. 14 – 23).
9:6 are Israel. Perhaps all the people of God, both Jew and Gentile (see 
Gal 6:16 and note), but probably the elect from within physical Israel 
(vv. 7 – 13). True, “spiritual” Israel, to whom God’s promises apply, is 
not identical to physical Israel (see “The Two Israels in Romans 9:6,” 
this page).
9:7 Abraham’s children. Since the people of Israel were descended 
from Abraham, they were known as Abraham’s “descendants” (2 Chr 
20:7; Ps 105:6; Isa 41:8; Jer 33:26) or “children” (Acts 13:26). Paul 
quotes the OT to show how God selected only some of Abraham’s physi-
cal descendants to belong to Abraham’s true, spiritual descendants (see 
also Gal 3:7). through Isaac. As Gen 21:12 indicates, God chose Abra-
ham’s son Isaac, not his other son Ishmael (Gen 16; 17:18 – 21; see Gal 
4:21 – 31), to continue the line of promise.
9:10 – 12 The next patriarchal generation illustrates even more clearly 
that God chooses without regard to any human characteristics or vir-
tues: Esau and Jacob were born to the same parents at the same time 
(they were twins), yet God chose one and not the other. Indeed, he even 
chose the younger (Jacob) of the two (Gen 25:23).
9:13 Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated. The sense is “Jacob I chose, but 
Esau I rejected” (see Luke 14:26 and note). The words are taken from 
Mal 1:2 – 3 and refer to the nations of Israel and Edom. It is possible that 
Paul applies the words in that sense here, referring to the way God has 

used different nations in accomplishing his purposes. But the context 
makes it more likely that he applies the text to personal election.
9:14 Is God unjust? A natural question arising from v. 13.
9:15 God is sovereign, bestowing his mercy on whom he chooses.
9:17 I raised you up for this very purpose. God made Phar aoh ruler 
of Egypt at the time of the exodus for his own purposes (Exod 9:16). 
Phar aoh’s repeated refusal to let Israel go stimulated God to perform 
a series of signs and wonders, which caused God’s “name” to become 
widely known (see note on Exod 9:16).
9:18 hardens whom he wants to harden. The exodus narrative 
describes Phar aoh as hardening his own heart (e.g., Exod 8:15,32; 
9:34) as well as God acting to harden Phar aoh’s heart (Exod 7:3; 9:12; 
14:4,17; see Exod 4:21 and note). Paul refers to these latter texts to 
make a point about the sovereignty of God in both salvation (having 
mercy) and condemnation. Of course, Paul also insists that human 
beings justly earn their condemnation (1:21; see the emphasis on 
Israel’s unbelief in 9:30 —  10:21).
9:19 Then why does God still blame us? Another question (cf. v. 14) 
in response to Paul’s stress on God’s sovereignty.
9:20 – 21 The references are to Isa 29:16; 45:9 and to the widespread 
OT comparison between God and the potter (e.g., Job 10:9; 38:14; Isa 
64:8; Jer 18:1 – 6). God has the right to treat his human creatures as 
he chooses. Paul does not intend to deny human responsibility; as his 
repeated emphasis on the importance of faith reveals, human decisions 

THE TWO ISRAELS  
IN ROMANS 9:6

There are two options for understanding the relationship of the two 
“Israels” in 9:6:

Physical Israel and the Church

Spiritual Israel  
= the Church

Physical Israel

Physical Israel and the Remnant

Physical Israel

Spiritual Israel 
 = the Remnant
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 formed it, g ‘Why did you make me like this?’ ” a h 21 Does not the pot ter have the  right to make out of the 
same lump of clay some pot tery for spe cial pur poses and some for com mon use? i

22 What if God, al though choos ing to show his  wrath and make his power  known, bore with  great 
pa tience j the ob jects of his  wrath —  pre pared for de struc tion? 23 What if he did this to make the 
riches of his glory k  known to the ob jects of his mercy, whom he pre pared in ad vance for glory l —   
24 even us, whom he also  called, m not only from the Jews but also from the Gen tiles? n 25 As he says 
in  Ho sea:

  “I will call them ‘my people’ who are not my people;
  and I will call her ‘my loved one’ who is not my loved one,” b o

26 and,

  “In the very place where it was said to them,
  ‘You are not my people,’
  there they will be called ‘children of the living God.’ ” c p

27 Isa iah  cries out con cern ing  Is rael:

  “Though the number of the Israelites be like the sand by the sea, q

  only the remnant will be saved. r

 28 For the Lord will carry out
  his sentence on earth with speed and finality.” d s

29 It is just as Isa iah said  pre vi ously:

  “Unless the Lord Almighty t

  had left us descendants,
  we would have become like Sodom,
  we would have been like Gomorrah.” e u

Israel’s Unbelief
30 What then  shall we say? That the Gen tiles, who did not pur sue righ teous ness, have ob tained it, a 

righ teous ness that is by  faith; v 31 but the peo ple of Is rael, who pur sued the law as the way of righ teous-
ness, w have not at tained  their goal. x 32 Why not? Be cause they pur sued it not by  faith but as if it were by 
 works. They stum bled over the stum bling  stone. y 33 As it is  writ ten:

9:20 g Isa 64:8 
h Isa 29:16

9:21 i 2Ti 2:20
9:22 j Ro 2:4

9:23 k Ro 2:4 l Ro 8:30
9:24 m Ro 8:28 n Ro 3:29

9:25 o Hos 2:23; 
1Pe 2:10

9:26 p Hos 1:10
9:27 q Ge 22:17; 

Hos 1:10 r Ro 11:5
9:28 s Isa 10:22,  23

9:29 t Jas 5:4 u Isa 1:9; 
Dt 29:23; Isa 13:19; 

Jer 50:40
9:30 v Ro 1:17; 10:6; 

Gal 2:16; Php 3:9; 
Heb 11:7

9:31 w Isa 51:1; Ro 10:2,  
3 x Gal 5:4

9:32 y 1Pe 2:8

a 20 Isaiah 29:16; 45:9    b 25 Hosea 2:23    c 26 Hosea 1:10    d 28 Isaiah 10:22,23 (see Septuagint)    
e 29 Isaiah 1:9    

are significant. But God’s sovereignty over all things, including salvation 
and eternal condemnation, is a foundational theme of the Bible. We must 
affirm both God’s sovereignty and human responsibility without denying 
one or the other.
9:22 objects of his wrath. People who have earned God’s wrath by 
their sin and so are destined for condemnation. destruction. Not anni-
hilation but the ultimate “undoing” of humans in hell.
9:23 objects of his mercy. People whom God has chosen to benefit 
from his grace and enjoy his glory (cf. 5:2; 8:18,30).
9:24 – 29 Including Gentiles in the people of God is a persistent theme 
in Romans (e.g., 1:16). Paul illustrates in chiastic order (a-b / b´-a´ ):

 a God calls people from the Jews (v. 24b)
  b God calls people from the Gentiles (v. 24c)
  b´  The OT confirms that God calls people from the Gentiles 

(vv. 25 – 26)
 a´  The OT confirms that God calls people from the Jews 

(vv. 27 – 29)

The “not my people” of Hosea (Hos 1:10; 2:23) are the northern tribes 
of Israel. Paul, reading this prophecy in light of the Abrahamic promises, 
understands this phrase to include Gentiles as well (vv. 25 – 26; see 
4:16 – 17). On the other hand, Isaiah (Isa 1:9; 10:22 – 23) speaks words 

of both warning and promise to Israel (vv. 27 – 29). Many Israelites had 
been unfaithful to God’s covenant, leaving only a “remnant” to be saved 
(v. 27). But God commits himself to preserve this remnant in faithfulness 
to his promises to Israel (see 11:1 – 10).
9:30 —  10:21  Israel’s Unbelief. The unexpected turn in salvation 
history —  with many Gentiles and comparatively few Jews becom-
ing saved —  can be explained from the standpoint of God’s election 
(9:6 – 29) or from the standpoint of human belief and unbelief (9:30 —  
10:21). Gentiles have chosen to submit to God’s righteousness in faith, 
while Israel, as a whole, has not.
9:30 a righteousness that is by faith. Right standing with God is avail-
able only through faith (3:21 —  4:25; see note on 3:21 – 31).
9:31 law as the way of righteousness. The people of Israel have, 
generally, not found right standing with God because they viewed the 
law of Moses, and the works it demands, as a way of attaining that 
right standing.
9:32 stumbling stone. Christ, the one whom God puts in everyone’s 
path. People either build on him in faith or stumble over him to their ruin.
9:33 Paul quotes Isa 8:14; 28:16, which 1 Pet 2:4 – 8 also brings 
together (cf. Ps 118:22 in Mark 12:10 and parallels; see notes on Mark 
12:10; 1 Pet 2:4 – 10).
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  “See, I lay in Zion a stone that causes people to stumble
  and a rock that makes them fall,
  and the one who believes in him will never be put to shame.” a z

10 Broth ers and sis ters, my  heart’s de sire and  prayer to God for the Is ra el ites is that they may be 
 saved. 2 For I can tes tify  about them that they are zeal ous a for God, but  their zeal is not  based 

on knowl edge. 3 Since they did not know the righ teous ness of God and  sought to es tab lish  their own, 
they did not sub mit to  God’s righ teous ness. b 4 Christ is the cul mina tion of the law c so that  there may be 
righ teous ness for ev ery one who  be lieves. d

5 Mo ses  writes this  about the righ teous ness that is by the law: “The per son who does  these  things 
will live by them.” b e 6 But the righ teous ness that is by  faith f says: “Do not say in your  heart, ‘Who will 
as cend into heaven?’ ” c g (that is, to  bring  Christ down) 7 “or ‘Who will de scend into the deep?’ ” d (that 
is, to  bring  Christ up from the dead). 8 But what does it say? “The word is near you; it is in your  mouth 
and in your  heart,” e h that is, the mes sage con cern ing  faith that we pro claim: 9 If you de clare i with 
your  mouth, “ Jesus is Lord,” and be lieve in your  heart that God  raised him from the dead, j you will be 
 saved. 10 For it is with your  heart that you be lieve and are jus ti fied, and it is with your  mouth that you 
pro fess your  faith and are  saved. 11 As Scrip ture says, “Any one who be lieves in him will never be put to 
 shame.” f k 12 For  there is no dif fer ence be tween Jew and Gen tile l —  the same Lord is Lord of all m and 
richly blesses all who call on him, 13 for, “Ev ery one who  calls on the name of the Lord n will be  saved.” g o

14 How, then, can they call on the one they have not be lieved in? And how can they be lieve in the 
one of whom they have not  heard? And how can they hear with out some one preach ing to them? 15 And 
how can any one  preach un less they are sent? As it is writ ten: “How beau ti ful are the feet of  those who 
 bring good  news!” h p

16 But not all the Is ra el ites ac cepted the good news. For Isa iah says, “Lord, who has be lieved our mes-
sage?” i q 17 Con se quently,  faith  comes from hear ing the mes sage, r and the mes sage is  heard  through the 
word  about  Christ. s 18 But I ask: Did they not hear? Of  course they  did:

9:33 z Isa 28:16; 
Ro 10:11
10:2 a Ac 21:20
10:3 b Ro 1:17
10:4 c Gal 3:24; Ro 7:1-4 
d Ro 3:22
10:5 e Lev 18:5; Ne 9:29; 
Eze 20:11,  13,  21; 
Ro 7:10
10:6 f Ro 9:30 g Dt 30:12
10:8 h Dt 30:14
10:9 i Mt 10:32; Lk 12:8 
j Ac 2:24
10:11 k Isa 28:16; 
Ro 9:33
10:12 l Ro 3:22,  29 
m Ac 10:36
10:13 n Ac 2:21 
o Joel 2:32
10:15 p Isa 52:7; Na 1:15
10:16 q Isa 53:1; 
Jn 12:38
10:17 r Gal 3:2,  5 
s Col 3:16

a 33 Isaiah 8:14; 28:16    b 5 Lev. 18:5    c 6 Deut. 30:12    d 7 Deut. 30:13    e 8 Deut. 30:14    
f 11 Isaiah 28:16 (see Septuagint)    g 13 Joel 2:32    h 15 Isaiah 52:7    i 16 Isaiah 53:1    

10:2 their zeal is not based on knowledge. Paul’s fellow Jews display 
a commendable dedication to God, but it is not directed by true insight 
into the purposes of God. The Gospels repeatedly touch on this issue, 
as Jews fail to understand that God is revealing himself in  Jesus (Matt 
12:22 – 37; John 9:13 – 41).
10:3 sought to establish their own. Like Paul in his pre-Christian days 
(Phil 3:6), many Jews viewed their commitment to the law as a basis 
for their right standing before God. They failed to understand that God 
has made available his own way of putting them right before him in 
Christ (9:31 – 32; 10:5).
10:4 culmination. Greek telos; combines the ideas of “end” and “goal.” 
Like the finish line in a race, Christ was what the law all along was directed 
toward; and now that Israel has reached the finish line (the coming of 
Christ), the race (the law) has ended. The law no longer governs the people 
of God in the way that it did before Christ (6:14 – 15; 7:4 – 6; Gal 3:23 – 25). 
everyone who believes. Gentiles as well as Jews (vv. 11 – 13).
10:5 The person who does these things will live by them. The 
promise of Lev 18:5 (see note there) summarized a key element of the 
Mosaic law (see also Ezek 20:11,13,21): the “life” of God’s covenant 
promise would be achieved through obeying the law’s commandments. 
Of course, the Pentateuch as a whole makes clear that faith was always 
the basis for a relationship with God (Gen 15:6).
10:6 – 8 Paul quotes language from Deut 30:12 – 14 to characterize 
“the righteousness that is by faith” (v. 6), which contrasts with “the 
righteousness that is by the law” (v. 5). The grace that characterized 
God’s gift of his law in the old economy is now decisively displayed in 
Christ. Just as Moses made God’s requirements accessible to the people 
of Israel, so Christ, who has come down from heaven and been raised 
from the dead, is accessible to all people by faith.

10:9 mouth . . . heart. Paul takes up the words he quotes in v. 8 (taken 
from Deut 30:14). Paul’s desire to reflect these terms means that we 
should be careful not to invest public confession of Christ with more 
significance than the rest of Scripture warrants.  Jesus is Lord. A fun-
damental affirmation of Christian faith (1 Cor 12:3).
10:11 Paul returns to the language of Isa 28:16 (9:32 – 33).
10:12 there is no difference between Jew and Gentile.  Jesus is Lord 
of both Jew and Gentile, and both have equal access to this Lord by the 
same means: faith (v. 4).
10:13 name of the Lord. “The Lord” in Joel 2:32 (from which Paul 
quotes) is Yahweh, the name that the OT uses over 6,000 times to depict 
the God of Israel. For Paul, however, this Lord is clearly  Jesus (see v. 9). 
By applying to Christ an OT text that refers to Yahweh, Paul associates 
Christ with God himself.
10:14 they . . . they . . . they . . . they . . . they . . . them. Perhaps Israelites 
in particular (see v. 2), but more likely all people, as in vv. 12 – 13. Paul 
lays out the steps necessary for people to call “on the name of the Lord” 
(v. 13), but in reverse order: preachers are sent, the preachers proclaim 
the message, people hear the message, and those who hear believe. 
Paul suggests in vv. 16 – 21 that God has completed the first three of 
these steps for Israel: the problem, then, is their failure to believe.
10:15 How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news! 
Paul quotes Isa 52:7, which refers to those who announce the good 
news that the exiled people of Israel will be able to return to their own 
land. Paul applies the verse to Christian preachers, who proclaim the 
ultimate “good news” about God’s intervention on behalf of all people 
in Christ (1:16).
10:18 Paul is not claiming that Ps 19:4 (which he quotes here) refers 
directly to the preaching of the gospel. Rather, he uses the language of 
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  “Their voice has gone out into all the earth,
  their words to the ends of the world.” a t

19 Again I ask: Did Is rael not un der stand?  First, Mo ses  says,

  “I will make you envious u by those who are not a nation;
  I will make you angry by a nation that has no understanding.” b v

20 And Isa iah boldly  says,

  “I was found by those who did not seek me;
  I revealed myself to those who did not ask for me.” c w

21 But con cern ing Is rael he  says,

  “All day long I have held out my hands
  to a disobedient and obstinate people.” d x

The Remnant of Israel

11 I ask then: Did God re ject his peo ple? By no  means! y I am an Is ra el ite my self, a de scen dant of 
Abra ham, z from the  tribe of Ben ja min. a 2 God did not re ject his peo ple, whom he fore knew. b 

 Don’t you know what Scrip ture says in the pas sage  about Eli jah —  how he ap pealed to God  against 
Is rael: 3 “Lord, they have  killed your proph ets and torn down your al tars; I am the only one left, and 
they are try ing to kill me” e ? c 4 And what was  God’s an swer to him? “I have re served for my self seven 
thou sand who have not  bowed the knee to Baal.” f d 5 So too, at the pres ent time  there is a rem nant e 
cho sen by  grace. 6 And if by  grace, then it can not be  based on  works; f if it were,  grace  would no lon-
ger be  grace.

7 What then? What the peo ple of Is rael  sought so ear nestly they did not ob tain. g The  elect  among 
them did, but the oth ers were hard ened, h 8 as it is  writ ten:

  “God gave them a spirit of stupor,
  eyes that could not see
  and ears that could not hear, i

  to this very day.” g j

9 And Da vid  says:

  “May their table become a snare and a trap,
  a stumbling block and a retribution for them.
 10 May their eyes be darkened so they cannot see,
  and their backs be bent forever.” h k

10:18 t Ps 19:4; 
Mt 24:14; Col 1:6,  23; 

1Th 1:8
10:19 u Ro 11:11,  14 

v Dt 32:21
10:20 w Isa 65:1; Ro 9:30

10:21 x Isa 65:2
11:1 y 1Sa 12:22; 

Jer 31:37 z 2Co 11:22 
a Php 3:5

11:2 b Ro 8:29
11:3 c 1Ki 19:10,  14

11:4 d 1Ki 19:18
11:5 e Ro 9:27

11:6 f Ro 4:4
11:7 g Ro 9:31  

h ver 25; Ro 9:18
11:8 i Mt 13:13-15 
j Dt 29:4; Isa 29:10

11:10 k Ps 69:22,  23

a 18 Psalm 19:4    b 19 Deut. 32:21    c 20 Isaiah 65:1    d 21 Isaiah 65:2    e 3 1 Kings 19:10,14    
f 4 1 Kings 19:18    g 8 Deut. 29:4; Isaiah 29:10    h 10 Psalm 69:22,23    

the psalm (which is about God’s revelation in nature) to describe the 
widespread availability of the gospel (see Col 1:23).
10:19 Did Israel not understand? By quoting from Deut 32:21 in v. 19 
and Isa 65:1 – 2 in vv. 20 – 21, Paul justifies his implicit claim that Israel 
has, indeed, understood. In Deut 32:21, God made Israel “envious” to 
punish them for idolatry.
10:20 those who did not seek me. Gentiles. Both Moses and Isaiah, 
then, contrast faithless Israel (v. 21) with Gentiles whom God is using 
positively in his purposes. This contrast harks back to the beginning 
of this section (9:30 – 31). Nevertheless, the section ends on a note of 
hope (v. 21), a note that ch. 11 repeatedly sounds: God still holds out his 
hands to his people Israel.
11:1 – 10 The Remnant of Israel. The focus on a “remnant” (v. 5) in this 
section shows that Paul returns to a theme he first broached in 9:27. 
The existence of a remnant of true believers reveals God’s continuing 
faithfulness to his promise to Israel (vv. 1 – 2).

11:1 Paul traces his ancestry to Benjamin, one of the 12 patriarchs (Gen 
35:23 – 26; see Phil 3:5) —  a mark of true Jewishness.
11:2 foreknew. Chose beforehand (see note on 8:29).
11:5 a remnant. The key point in this section. As in the time of Elijah, 
there is hope in the midst of widespread apostasy: God is preserving 
for himself faithful Jews who, like Paul, have responded in faith to the 
Good News.
11:6 if by grace, then it cannot be based on works. Echoes earlier 
teaching (4:4 – 5). Entrance into the remnant comes as a gift from God, 
not from human works of any kind.
11:7 What the people of Israel sought so earnestly. Right standing 
with God (9:31). hardened. Though the Greek verb is a different one, the 
idea here is the same as in 9:18 (see note there). As the OT quotations 
of Deut 29:4; Isa 29:10; Ps 69:22 – 23 show (respectively in vv. 8 – 10), 
this hardening, while not unrelated to human unbelief, is an act of God 
(see Isa 6:8 – 10; Mark 4:12).
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Ingrafted Branches
11 Again I ask: Did they stum ble so as to fall be yond re cov ery? Not at all! l Rather, be cause of  their 

trans gres sion, sal va tion has come to the Gen tiles m to make Is rael en vi ous. n 12 But if  their trans gres sion 
 means riches for the  world, and  their loss  means riches for the Gen tiles, o how much greater riches will 
 their full in clu sion  bring!

13 I am talk ing to you Gen tiles. In as much as I am the apos tle to the Gen tiles, p I take pride in my 
min is try 14 in the hope that I may some how  arouse my own peo ple to envy q and save r some of them. 
15 For if  their re jec tion  brought rec on cil ia tion s to the  world, what will  their ac cep tance be but life from 
the dead? t 16 If the part of the  dough of fered as first fruits u is holy, then the  whole  batch is holy; if the 
root is holy, so are the  branches.

17 If some of the branches have been bro ken off, v and you,  though a wild ol ive  shoot, have been 
grafted in  among the oth ers w and now  share in the nour ish ing sap from the ol ive root, 18 do not 
con sider your self to be su pe rior to  those other branches. If you do, con sider this: You do not sup port 
the root, but the root sup ports you. x 19 You will say then, “Branches were bro ken off so that I  could 
be grafted in.” 20 Granted. But they were bro ken off be cause of un be lief, and you  stand by  faith. y Do 
not be ar ro gant, z but trem ble. a 21 For if God did not  spare the nat u ral branches, he will not  spare 
you  ei ther.

11:11 l ver 1 m Ac 13:46 
n Ro 10:19
11:12 o ver 25
11:13 p Ac 9:15
11:14 q ver 11; Ro 10:19 
r 1Co 1:21; 1Ti 2:4; 
Titus 3:5
11:15 s Ro 5:10 
t Lk 15:24,  32
11:16 u Lev 23:10,  17; 
Nu 15:18-21
11:17 v Jer 11:16; 
Jn 15:2 w Ac 2:39; 
Eph 2:11-13
11:18 x Jn 4:22
11:20 y 1Co 10:12; 
2Co 1:24 z Ro 12:16; 
1Ti 6:17 a 1Pe 1:17

11:11 – 24 Ingrafted Branches. God’s “hardening” of many Jews (v. 7) 
does not mean that he has given up on Israel. His plan still includes 
Jews.
11:11 their transgression. Most Jews refused to believe in Christ. 
to make Israel envious. God designed the salvation that Gentiles enjoy 
to stimulate Jews to repent (10:19).
11:12 riches for the world. The spiritual benefits bestowed on Gentiles 
who believe. greater riches. The extensive blessings that arrive at the 
culmination of the ages. full inclusion. Or “fullness,” or “complete-
ness”; probably the fulfillment of God’s purposes for Israel when he 
saves many of them (vv. 25 – 26).
11:13 the apostle to the Gentiles. See 1:5; 15:16,18; Acts 9:15; 22:21; 
26:17 – 18; Gal 1:16; 2:7,9; Eph 3:1,6,8; 1 Thess 2:15 – 16; 1 Tim 2:7; 
2 Tim 4:17. Paul does not want the Gentile Christians in Rome to think that 
his focus on Gentiles implies that he has abandoned all hope for Israel.
11:15 their rejection. Either the Jews’ rejecting God or, more likely 
(vv. 7 – 10), God’s rejecting (many) Jews. their acceptance. God’s 
accepting Jews into his kingdom (see 14:3; 15:7), in contrast to “their 
rejection.” life from the dead. Either renewal to spiritual life (cf. 6:13; 
Paul may see the “full inclusion” of Jews [v. 12] as taking place over the 
course of the church age as Jews come to Christ) or the resurrection 

from the dead in the last day (God’s “acceptance” of many Jews may 
be associated with the end times when the dead are physically raised).
11:16 dough offered as firstfruits. See Num 15:17 – 21. Offering the 
“first portion” of the harvested grain to the Lord consecrated the whole 
batch. root. The patriarchs (in the Apocrypha, see 1 Enoch 93:5; see 
also Philo, Heir, 279; Jubilees 21:24). branches. Jewish people. While 
all Jews are set apart as God’s people in a general sense (3:1; 9:4 – 5; 
11:1 – 2,28), only God’s election, activated by faith, enables Jews (as 
well as Gentiles) to be saved.
11:17 some of the branches have been broken off. Some Jews 
have been cut off from true Israel because of God’s hardening and their 
unbelief (see “their transgression” in vv. 11,12 and “their rejection” in 
v. 15). wild olive shoot. A Gentile, who does not naturally belong to 
the olive tree.
11:18 do not consider yourself to be superior. Throughout vv. 11 – 32 
Paul has Gentile Christians especially in view (v. 13). Because so many 
Gentiles have come to Christ and make up so large a part of the church, 
they are beginning to look down on their Jewish brothers and sisters.
11:20 tremble. Or “fear.” Believers must never presume the security 
God promises them in Christ. They remain within the people of God only 
as long as they persist in faith.

THE PATTERN OF GOD’S SAVING PLAN FOR ALL PEOPLE: 
JEWS AND GENTILES IN ROMANS 11

v. 11: because of their (the Jews) transgression → salvation has come to the Gentiles 
→ to make Israel envious

v. 12: their (the Jews) transgression → riches for the world 
their loss → riches for the Gentiles 
their full inclusion → greater riches

v. 15: their (the Jews) rejection → reconciliation to the world 
their acceptance → life from the dead

vv. 17 – 23: some of the branches have been broken off → you (Gentiles), though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in → God is able to graft them 
in again

vv. 25 – 26: Israel has experienced a hardening in part → until the full number of the Gentiles has come in → and in this way all Israel will be saved

vv. 30 – 31: as a result of their (the Jews) disobedience → you who were at one time disobedient to God have now received mercy, and as a result 
of God’s mercy to you → they too may now receive mercy
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22 Con sider there fore the kind ness b and stern ness of God: stern ness to  those who fell, but kind ness 
to you, pro vided that you con tinue c in his kind ness. Oth er wise, you also will be cut off. d 23 And if they 
do not per sist in un be lief, they will be grafted in, for God is able to  graft them in  again. e 24 Af ter all, 
if you were cut out of an ol ive tree that is wild by na ture, and con trary to na ture were grafted into a 
cul ti vated ol ive tree, how much more readily will  these, the nat u ral branches, be grafted into  their 
own ol ive  tree!

All Israel Will Be Saved
25 I do not want you to be ig no rant f of this mys tery, g broth ers and sis ters, so that you may not be 

con ceited: h Is rael has ex pe ri enced a hard en ing i in part un til the full num ber of the Gen tiles has come 
in, j 26 and in this way a all Is rael will be  saved. As it is  writ ten:

  “The deliverer will come from Zion;
  he will turn godlessness away from Jacob.
 27 And this is b my covenant with them
  when I take away their sins.” c k

28 As far as the gos pel is con cerned, they are en e mies l for your sake; but as far as elec tion is con-
cerned, they are  loved on ac count of the pa tri archs, m 29 for  God’s  gifts and his call n are ir rev o ca ble. o 
30 Just as you who were at one time dis obe di ent p to God have now re ceived mercy as a re sult of  their 
dis obe di ence, 31 so they too have now be come dis obe di ent in or der that they too may now d re ceive mercy 
as a re sult of  God’s mercy to you. 32 For God has  bound ev ery one over to dis obe di ence q so that he may 
have mercy on them  all.

Doxology
 33 Oh, the depth of the riches r of the wisdom and e knowledge of God! s

  How unsearchable his judgments,
  and his paths beyond tracing out! t

 34 “Who has known the mind of the Lord?
  Or who has been his counselor?” f u

 35 “Who has ever given to God,
  that God should repay them?” g v

11:22 b Ro 2:4 
c 1Co 15:2; Heb 3:6 

d Jn 15:2
11:23 e 2Co 3:16

11:25 f Ro 1:13 
g Ro 16:25 h Ro 12:16 

i ver 7; Ro 9:18 j Lk 21:24
11:27 k Isa 27:9; 

Heb 8:10,  12
11:28 l Ro 5:10 m Dt 7:8; 

10:15; Ro 9:5
11:29 n Ro 8:28 

o Heb 7:21
11:30 p Eph 2:2
11:32 q Ro 3:9

11:33 r Ro 2:4 s Ps 92:5 
t Job 11:7

11:34 u Isa 40:13,  14; 
Job 15:8; 36:22; 

1Co 2:16
11:35 v Job 35:7

a 26 Or and so    b 27 Or will be    c 27 Isaiah 59:20,21; 27:9 (see Septuagint); Jer. 31:33,34    
d 31 Some manuscripts do not have now.    e 33 Or riches and the wisdom and the    f 34 Isaiah 40:13    
g 35 Job 41:11    

11:22 provided that you continue. Only believers who persevere in 
faith will be saved from God’s wrath on the day of judgment. Some 
theologians think that verses like this reveal that genuine believers can 
fail to persevere and so not be saved in the end. Others, however, insist 
that God himself, by his Spirit, maintains believers in the faith.
11:24 contrary to nature. Perhaps alludes to God’s grace, which trans-
forms sinful people into God’s holy people. But more likely it simply 
notes that grafting a wild olive branch into a cultivated olive tree is an 
unusual procedure. See “The Pattern of God’s Saving Plan for All People: 
Jews and Gentiles in Romans 11,” p. 2313.
11:25 – 32 All Israel Will Be Saved. God is faithful to his promises to 
Israel (vv. 1 – 2) not only by preserving a remnant of Jewish believers 
now but also by acting to save “all Israel” (v. 26) in the future.
11:25 mystery. A word Paul uses for an element in God’s plan that 
the OT does not clearly reveal (16:25; 1 Cor 2:1,7; 4:1; 13:2; 14:2; 
15:51; Eph 1:9; 3:3,4,9; 5:32; 6:19; Col 1:26,27; 2:2; 4:3; 2 Thess 2:7 
[“secret”]; 1 Tim 3:9 [“deep truths”],16). This mystery is the process 
by which God is using Israel’s “hardening” and the salvation of Gentiles 
to save all Israel (vv. 25b – 26a). until the full number of the Gentiles 
has come in. Probably when all elect Gentiles come into God’s kingdom.
11:26 all Israel will be saved. “All Israel” need not mean every single 
Israelite. The OT uses this expression for a significant or representative 

number of Israelites (e.g., Josh 7:25; 2 Sam 16:22; Dan 9:11; cf. also 
Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1). There are three main ways to explain this prom-
ise about one of the important results of God’s providential work in history: 
(1) God saves all his elect people, both Jews and Gentiles, as they respond 
in faith to God’s grace throughout history. “Israel” would then refer to the 
church (see Gal 6:16 and note for this possibility). (2) God saves all elect 
Jews as they respond in faith to God’s grace throughout history. (3) God 
will save a significant number of Jews at the end of history. Whichever of 
these Paul has in mind, the salvation will be —  as it always is since the 
coming of Christ into the world —  through faith in Christ (10:9 – 13). The 
deliverer will come from Zion. Either  Jesus’ first or second coming.
11:28 they are enemies for your sake. God is using the Jewish peo-
ple’s estrangement from him to bring salvation to Gentiles (v. 11). they 
are loved. The striking juxtaposition of “enemies” and “loved” sums 
up the heart of Paul’s teaching about the Jewish people in this chapter.
11:32 all. Not every single person, but every kind of person —  Jew and 
Gentile alike.
11:33 – 36 Doxology. Paul fittingly concludes his sweeping description 
of God’s plan of salvation with a doxology that expresses wonder and 
awe at what God is doing.
11:33 – 35 No one can fully comprehend God, who has no counselors 
or creditors.
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 36 For from him and through him and for him are all things. w

  To him be the glory forever! Amen. x

A Living Sacrifice

12 There fore, I urge you, y broth ers and sis ters, in view of  God’s mercy, to of fer your bod ies as a 
liv ing sac ri fice, z holy and pleas ing to God —  this is your true and prop er wor ship. 2 Do not 

con form a to the pat tern of this  world, b but be trans formed by the re new ing of your mind. c Then you 
will be able to test and ap prove what  God’s will is d —  his good, pleas ing and per fect  will.

Humble Service in the Body of Christ
3 For by the  grace given me e I say to ev ery one of you: Do not  think of your self more highly than 

you  ought, but rather  think of your self with so ber judg ment, in ac cor dance with the  faith God has dis-
trib uted to each of you. 4 For just as each of us has one body with many mem bers, and  these mem bers 
do not all have the same func tion, f 5 so in  Christ we,  though many, form one body, g and each mem ber 
be longs to all the oth ers. 6 We have dif fer ent  gifts, h ac cord ing to the  grace given to each of us. If your 
gift is proph e sy ing, then proph esy in ac cor dance with your a  faith; i 7 if it is serv ing, then  serve; if it is 
teach ing, then  teach; j 8 if it is to en cour age, then give en cour age ment; k if it is giv ing, then give gen er-
ously; l if it is to lead, b do it dil i gently; if it is to show mercy, do it  cheer fully.

Love in Action
9 Love must be sin cere. m Hate what is evil;  cling to what is good. 10 Be de voted to one an other in love. n 

Honor one an other  above your selves. o 11 Never be lack ing in zeal, but keep your spir i tual fer vor, p serv ing 
the Lord. 12 Be joy ful in hope, q pa tient in af flic tion, r faith ful in  prayer. 13 Share with the  Lord’s peo ple 
who are in need. Prac tice  hos pi tal ity. s

14 Bless  those who per se cute you; t  bless and do not  curse. 15 Re joice with  those who re joice;  mourn 
with  those who  mourn. u 16 Live in har mony with one an other. v Do not be  proud, but be will ing to as so-
ci ate with peo ple of low po si tion. c Do not be con ceited. w

11:36 w 1Co 8:6; 
Col 1:16; Heb 2:10 
x Ro 16:27
12:1 y Eph 4:1 z Ro 6:13,  
16,  19; 1Pe 2:5
12:2 a 1Pe 1:14 
b 1Jn 2:15 c Eph 4:23 
d Eph 5:17
12:3 e Ro 15:15; Gal 2:9; 
Eph 4:7
12:4 f 1Co 12:12-14; 
Eph 4:16
12:5 g 1Co 10:17
12:6 h 1Co 7:7; 12:4,  
8-10 i 1Pe 4:10,  11
12:7 j Eph 4:11
12:8 k Ac 15:32 
l 2Co 9:5-13
12:9 m 1Ti 1:5
12:10 n Heb 13:1 
o Php 2:3
12:11 p Ac 18:25
12:12 q Ro 5:2 
r Heb 10:32,  36
12:13 s 1Ti 3:2
12:14 t Mt 5:44
12:15 u Job 30:25
12:16 v Ro 15:5 
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a 6 Or the    b 8 Or to provide for others    c 16 Or willing to do menial work    

11:36 from . . . through . . . for. God is the source, means, and goal of 
all things.
12:1 —  15:13 The Transforming Power of the Gospel: Christian Conduct. 
The last major section of the body of Romans sets forth general prin-
ciples and some specific applications of the gospel. The gospel provides 
not only salvation from God’s wrath but also the power to live changed 
lives. Christ cannot be our Savior without also being our Lord.
12:1 – 2 A Living Sacrifice. This is a basic but comprehensive call to 
respond to God’s multifaceted “mercy” (v. 1; the word is plural in the 
Greek). This call to transformed living is the heading for all that follows.
12:1 bodies. Not just the physical body but the whole person, with a 
view to our engaging the world around us. living. God’s grace in Christ 
has made Christians spiritually alive (6:13). true and proper worship. 
The worship appropriate for thinking creatures who recognize all that 
God has done for them. This worship is not confined to the Sunday 
morning worship service; it embraces the whole of life.
12:2 pattern of this world. This present evil “age” (Greek aion̄; see 
Luke 16:8; 1 Cor 2:6,8; 3:18; Gal 1:4; Eph 2:2; 1 Tim 6:17; 2 Tim 4:10) 
has its own pattern of thinking and living that redeemed believers must 
avoid. renewing of your mind. The work of God’s Spirit within must 
reprogram the “depraved mind” (1:28) that characterizes this world 
(see Eph 4:23).
12:3 – 8 Humble Service in the Body of Christ. Those who are being 
transformed through the renewing of their minds will refrain from think-
ing too highly of themselves, recognizing the gifts of others.
12:3 the faith God has distributed to each of you. Either the varying 
degrees of faith God has given to each believer or the Christian faith that 
all believers hold in common.

12:4 – 6 one body . . . different gifts. See 1 Cor 12.
12:6 gifts . . . grace. The Greek words are similar, suggesting that the 
gifts believers use to edify the community are the product of God’s 
grace. prophesying. See note on 1 Cor 12:8 – 10.
12:7 serving. Any form of service to Christ and his people. teaching. 
See note on 1 Cor 12:28.
12:8 lead. The Greek word could also mean “give aid to.”
12:9 – 21 Love in Action. In a rapid-fire series of commands, Paul urges 
believers to demonstrate “sincere” love (v. 9) to both fellow believers 
(vv. 10,13,15 – 16) and unbelievers (vv. 14,17 – 21).
12:9 Love. Not a directionless emotion, but a moral orientation toward 
kingdom values.
12:10 Honor one another above yourselves. The Lord  Jesus himself 
models this attitude (Phil 2:3 – 7).
12:11 but keep your spiritual fervor. An alternative translation is “be 
set on fire by the Spirit.”
12:12 joyful . . . patient . . . faithful. The three commands are related: 
focusing on the certain hope for glory that we have in Christ enables us 
to handle affliction with patience (see especially 5:5), and prayer taps 
into this distinctly countercultural mindset (1 Thess 5:16 – 18).
12:14 Paul’s instructions in chs. 12 – 13 often reflect the teaching of 
 Jesus. The parallel is very clear here (Matt 5:44; Luke 6:27 – 28).
12:16 Do not be proud. While broadly applicable, this manifestation 
of sincere love might apply specifically to the situation of the Roman 
Christians, especially the Gentile ones (v. 3; 11:18,25; 14:3,10,13). be 
willing to associate with people of low position. The NIV text note 
gives an alternate interpretation, taking the Greek for “people of low 
position” to refer to the low position itself.
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17 Do not re pay any one evil for evil. x Be care ful to do what is  right in the eyes of ev ery one. y 18 If it 
is pos si ble, as far as it de pends on you, live at  peace with ev ery one. z 19 Do not take re venge, a my dear 
 friends, but  leave room for  God’s  wrath, for it is writ ten: “It is mine to  avenge; I will re pay,” a b says the 
Lord. 20 On the  con trary:

  “If your enemy is hungry, feed him;
  if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.
  In doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” b c

21 Do not be over come by evil, but over come evil with  good.

Submission to Governing Authorities

13 Let ev ery one be sub ject to the gov ern ing au thor i ties, d for  there is no au thor ity ex cept 
that  which God has es tab lished. e The au thor i ties that ex ist have been es tab lished by God. 

2 Con se quently, who ever re bels  against the au thor ity is re bel ling  against what God has in sti tuted, 
and  those who do so will  bring judg ment on them selves. 3 For rul ers hold no ter ror for  those who 
do  right, but for  those who do  wrong. Do you want to be free from fear of the one in au thor ity? 
Then do what is  right and you will be com mended. f 4 For the one in au thor ity is  God’s ser vant for 
your good. But if you do  wrong, be  afraid, for rul ers do not bear the  sword for no rea son. They 
are  God’s ser vants,  agents of  wrath to  bring pun ish ment on the wrong doer. g 5 There fore, it is nec-
es sary to sub mit to the au thor i ties, not only be cause of pos si ble pun ish ment but also as a mat ter 
of  con science.

6 This is also why you pay taxes, for the au thor i ties are  God’s ser vants, who give  their full time to 
gov ern ing. 7 Give to ev ery one what you owe them: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; h if rev e nue, then rev e nue; 
if re spect, then re spect; if honor, then  honor.

12:17 x Pr 20:22 
y 2Co 8:21

12:18 z Mk 9:50; 
Ro 14:19

12:19 a Lev 19:18; 
Pr 20:22; 24:29 

b Dt 32:35
12:20 c Pr 25:21,  22; 

Mt 5:44; Lk 6:27
13:1 d Titus 3:1; 

1Pe 2:13,  14 e Da 2:21; 
Jn 19:11

13:3 f 1Pe 2:14
13:4 g 1Th 4:6

13:7 h Mt 17:25; 22:17,  
21; Lk 23:2

a 19 Deut. 32:35    b 20 Prov. 25:21,22    

12:17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Another possible reference 
to the teaching of  Jesus (Matt 5:39 – 42,44 – 45; cf. 1 Thess 5:15; 1 Pet 
3:9). do what is right in the eyes of everyone. The explicit qualifica-
tion “if it is possible” in v. 18 is implicit here also. Christians cannot (and 
should not) please everyone, but they should make “the teaching about 
God our Savior attractive” (Titus 2:10) by the way they love people inside 
and outside the church.
12:18 live at peace with everyone. See Matt 5:9; Jas 3:18.
12:19 leave room for God’s wrath. Recognizing that God will judge all 
people in absolute equity means that believers should feel no compul-
sion to right all wrongs themselves.
12:20 you will heap burning coals on his head. Paul might mean that 
our kindness to enemies deepens the seriousness of their sin and so 
brings greater judgment upon them (“burning” and “fire” are frequent 
metaphors for judgment in the OT). But Paul more likely means that our 
kindness might result in their repentance (see Prov 25:21 – 22, from 
which Paul quotes; see also note on Prov 25:22).
12:21 evil . . . good. The exposition of the many dimensions of love ends 
where it began (v. 9).
13:1 – 7 Submission to Governing Authorities. Paul turns his attention 
to governing authorities because they are God’s “agents of wrath” 
(v.  4), charged with judging evil in this world (12:19). Believers, 
because they are committed to Christ as Lord, may be tempted to 
ignore or even stand against secular rulers, but believers must rec-
ognize the place of government in God’s providential ordering of the 
world (vv. 1,5).
13:1 be subject. Or “be submissive.” To submit means to recognize 
one’s place under someone else in a hierarchy that God himself estab-
lished (1 Cor 14:32,34; Eph 5:21; Col 3:18; Titus 2:5,9; 3:1; 1 Pet 
3:1,5). So submission will usually result in obeying the “authority” 
placed over us. But crowning all hierarchies is God, so our submitting 
to secular rulers must always take place in light of our allegiance to 

our ultimate authority: God (see Acts 4:18 – 20). governing authori-
ties. In Paul’s day, these “authorities” would have included every-
one from the Roman emperor down to local bureaucrats. God has 
established . . . established by God. The Bible consistently recog-
nizes that God’s sovereignty extends to secular rulers (e.g., 1 Sam 
12:8; Prov 8:15 – 16; Isa 41:2 – 4; 45:1 – 7; Jer 21:7,10; 27:5 – 6; Dan 
2:21,37 – 38; 4:17).
13:2 judgment. Either the punishment inflicted by secular rulers or, 
perhaps more likely, God’s judgment.
13:3 Paul describes secular rulers as they should function, not as they 
always do function. He knows from firsthand experience and from the 
long history of his own people that rulers do not always reward good 
and punish evil.
13:4 your good. For both individual believers and society as a whole. 
sword. A symbol of the force that the Roman Empire used to enforce 
order. Paul clearly acknowledges that government has the right to use 
force to punish wrongdoing; whether this force includes capital punish-
ment is debated.
13:5 Paul succinctly summarizes his two points in vv. 1b – 4: believers 
submit to rulers out of fear of being punished for wrongdoing (vv. 3 – 4) 
and because they recognize that God has appointed those rulers 
(vv. 1b – 2). On this reading, “conscience” refers to a sense of right and 
wrong (2:15; 9:1). But it can also refer to the painful knowledge of a 
wrong that one has committed. If this is the meaning here, then Paul 
warns believers that they will have a sense of wrongdoing if they do not 
submit to the authorities.
13:6 The issue of paying taxes may reflect the influence of  Jesus’ 
teaching; he delivered his famous maxim “Give back to Caesar what 
is Caesar’s, and to God what is God’s” (Matt 22:21) in the midst of 
a discussion about taxes. It is also possible that Paul has an eye on 
the Roman Christians since secular historians mention a “tax revolt” in 
Rome at about the time Paul writes Romans.
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Love Fulfills the Law
8 Let no debt re main out stand ing, ex cept the con tin u ing debt to love one an other, for who ever  loves 

oth ers has ful filled the law. i 9 The com mand ments, “You  shall not com mit adul tery,” “You  shall not 
mur der,” “You  shall not  steal,” “You  shall not covet,” a j and what ever other com mand  there may be, 
are  summed up in this one com mand: “Love your neigh bor as your self.” b k 10 Love does no harm to a 
neigh bor. There fore love is the ful fill ment of the  law. l

The Day Is Near
11 And do this, un der stand ing the pres ent time: The hour has al ready come m for you to wake up from 

your slum ber, n be cause our sal va tion is nearer now than when we  first be lieved. 12 The  night is nearly 
over; the day is al most here. o So let us put  aside the  deeds of dark ness p and put on the ar mor q of  light. 
13 Let us be have de cently, as in the day time, not in ca rous ing and drunk en ness, not in sex ual im mo ral ity 
and de bauch ery, not in dis sen sion and jeal ousy. r 14 Rather,  clothe your selves with the Lord  Jesus  Christ, s 
and do not  think  about how to grat ify the de sires of the flesh. c

The Weak and the Strong

14 Ac cept the one  whose  faith is weak, t with out quar rel ing over dis put able mat ters. 2 One per son’s 
 faith al lows them to eat any thing, but an other,  whose  faith is weak, eats only veg e ta bles. 3 The 

one who eats ev ery thing must not  treat with con tempt u the one who does not, and the one who does 

13:8 i ver 10; Jn 13:34; 
Gal 5:14; Col 3:14
13:9 j Ex 20:13-15,  17; 
Dt 5:17-19,  21 
k Lev 19:18; Mt 19:19
13:10 l ver 8;  
Mt 22:39,  40
13:11 m 1Co 7:29-31; 
10:11 n Eph 5:14; 
1Th 5:5,  6
13:12 o 1Jn 2:8 
p Eph 5:11 q Eph 6:11,  13
13:13 r Gal 5:20,  21
13:14 s Gal 3:27; 5:16; 
Eph 4:24
14:1 t Ro 15:1; 
1Co 8:9-12
14:3 u Lk 18:9 

a 9 Exodus 20:13-15,17; Deut. 5:17-19,21    b 9 Lev. 19:18    c 14 In contexts like this, the Greek word for 
flesh (sarx) refers to the sinful state of human beings, often presented as a power in opposition to the Spirit.    

13:8 – 10 Love Fulfills the Law. Paul returns to the key Christian virtue 
of love (12:9 – 21).
13:8 Let no debt remain outstanding. Not “never incur a debt” but 
“make sure that you pay debts you incur on time.” continuing debt. 
There is one debt Christians will never discharge: the debt to love. As 
often in the NT, the focus is on the obligation Christians have toward 
“one another” (fellow believers; cf. Gal 6:10). But believers are also 
called to love all people (12:9 – 21).
13:9 The commandments. Paul cites, respectively, the seventh, sixth, 
eighth, and tenth commandments from the Decalogue (Exod 20:13 – 17; 
Deut 5:17 – 21). This sequence is also found in some manuscripts of the 
Septuagint (the pre-Christian Greek translation of the OT) and in other 
Jewish writings. Love your neighbor as yourself. Paul once again echoes 
 Jesus (Matt 22:34 – 40), who, when asked what is the greatest command-
ment in the law, cited the command to love God from Deut 6:5 and this 
command to love one’s neighbor from Lev 19:18. As  Jesus teaches so 
memorably in the parable of the Good Samaritan, the “neighbor” whom we 
must love is anyone the Lord puts in our path (Luke 10:25 – 37).
13:10 love is the fulfillment of the law. See also v. 8. Genuine love for 
others inevitably leads us to obey all the other commandments that set 
forth our obligations to other humans.
13:11 – 14 The Day Is Near. Paul frames his call to a distinctly Christian 
lifestyle with reminders of the nature of the time in which believers live: 
rescued from this evil age (see 12:2 and note); living in “the daytime” 
(v. 13), the time when God’s plan has come to fulfillment; and looking 
ahead to the day when our salvation will be complete (v. 11).
13:11 this. Everything Paul commands in 12:1 —  13:10. our salvation 
is nearer now. Paul often uses the language of “salvation” to refer to 
the ultimate completion of God’s work in our lives —  a work that will not 
be finished until Christ returns and transforms our bodies so that we can 
enjoy the eternal kingdom of God (see 5:9 – 10 and note).
13:12 “Night” (and “darkness”) and “day” (and “light”) were ways of 
referring, respectively, to evil and good behavior in Paul’s day (and ours). 
But “day” also alludes to the OT predictions about the day of the Lord, 
when God intervenes to save his people and judge their enemies (e.g., 
Isa 27; Jer 30:8 – 9; Joel 2:32; 3:18; Obad 15 – 17; cf. 1 Cor 3:13; 5:5; 
2 Cor 6:2; Phil 1:6,10; 2:16; 1 Thess 5:2 – 8; 2 Thess 2:2 – 3; 2 Tim 

1:12,18; 4:8). In keeping with NT teaching elsewhere, that day, when 
Christ returns to fully redeem his people, is imminent (1 Cor 7:29; Phil 
4:5; Jas 5:9; 1 Pet 4:7; 1 John 2:18; see note on Amos 2:16).
13:13 daytime. Or simply “day,” probably referring to the inaugurated 
“day of the Lord” (see note on v. 12).
13:14 clothe yourselves. See also Gal 3:27. Paul often uses the imag-
ery of putting on clothes to urge believers to adopt the new way of 
life in Christ (v. 12; Eph 4:24; 6:11,14; Col 3:10,12; 1 Thess 5:8). The 
imagery may come from the early Christian baptism ritual in which new 
converts would put on a new set of clothes to symbolize their transition 
to a new existence.
14:1 —  15:13 The Weak and the Strong. Christians in Rome were divided 
over whether believers needed to continue to observe certain traditional 
Jewish practices derived from the law of Moses. Paul labels the Christian 
who thinks that believers should continue to observe those Jewish prac-
tices as “one whose faith is weak” (14:1); Paul labels those who do not 
believe that these practices are necessary as the “strong” (15:1). Paul 
urges them to live in peace with each other, respecting the opinions of 
believers they might differ with on this issue. While dealing with a first-
century problem, Paul’s advice is timeless. He gives believers guidelines 
on how to get along when they disagree about issues that are not central 
to the faith. See also the somewhat parallel passage in 1 Cor 8:1 —  11:1.
14:1 – 23 Do Not Judge Each Other. Paul addresses both the “weak” and 
the “strong,” but he focuses special attention on the need for the strong 
to give up their rights to avoid creating spiritual problems for the weak.
14:1 the one whose faith is weak. A person who is not convinced 
that their faith in Christ gives them liberty to engage in certain kinds 
of behavior.
14:2 eats only vegetables. Refrains from eating meat (see v. 6). While 
the Mosaic law does not forbid meat, many Jews living in pagan envi-
ronments would refrain from eating meat because of fears that it might 
have some association with pagan religion (Dan 1:3 – 16).
14:3 God has accepted them. Paul refrains from correcting either 
the “strong” or the “weak,” showing that he views the issue dividing 
them as belonging to the adiaphora —  practices that Scripture neither 
requires nor prohibits.
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not eat ev ery thing must not  judge v the one who does, for God has ac cepted them. 4 Who are you to  judge 
some one  else’s ser vant? w To  their own mas ter, ser vants  stand or fall. And they will  stand, for the Lord 
is able to make them  stand.

5 One per son con siders one day more sa cred than an other; x an other con siders ev ery day  alike. Each 
of them  should be fully con vinced in  their own mind. 6 Who ever re gards one day as spe cial does so to 
the Lord. Who ever eats meat does so to the Lord, for they give  thanks to God; y and who ever ab stains 
does so to the Lord and gives  thanks to God. 7 For none of us lives for our selves  alone, z and none of us 
dies for our selves  alone. 8 If we live, we live for the Lord; and if we die, we die for the Lord. So, whether 
we live or die, we be long to the  Lord. a 9 For this very rea son,  Christ died and re turned to life b so that he 
 might be the Lord of both the dead and the liv ing. c

10 You, then, why do you  judge your brother or sis ter a? Or why do you  treat them with con tempt? For 
we will all  stand be fore  God’s judg ment seat. d 11 It is  writ ten:

  “ ‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord,
  ‘every knee will bow before me;
  every tongue will acknowledge God.’ ” b e

12 So then, each of us will give an ac count of our selves to  God. f
13 There fore let us stop pass ing judg ment g on one an other. In stead, make up your mind not to put 

any stum bling  block or ob sta cle in the way of a brother or sis ter. 14 I am con vinced, be ing fully per-
suaded in the Lord  Jesus, that noth ing is un clean in it self. h But if any one re gards some thing as un clean, 
then for that per son it is un clean. i 15 If your brother or sis ter is dis tressed be cause of what you eat, you 
are no lon ger act ing in love. j Do not by your eat ing de stroy some one for whom  Christ died. k 16 There-
fore do not let what you know is good be spo ken of as evil. l 17 For the king dom of God is not a mat ter 
of eat ing and drink ing, m but of righ teous ness,  peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, n 18 be cause any one who 
 serves  Christ in this way is pleas ing to God and re ceives hu man  ap proval. o

19 Let us there fore make ev ery ef fort to do what  leads to  peace p and to mu tual ed i fi ca tion. q 20 Do not 
de stroy the work of God for the sake of food. r All food is  clean, but it is  wrong for a per son to eat any-

14:3 v Col 2:16
14:4 w Jas 4:12
14:5 x Gal 4:10

14:6 y Mt 14:19; 
1Co 10:30,  31; 1Ti 4:3,  4

14:7 z 2Co 5:15; Gal 2:20
14:8 a Php 1:20
14:9 b Rev 1:18 

c 2Co 5:15
14:10 d 2Co 5:10

14:11 e Isa 45:23; 
Php 2:10,  11

14:12 f Mt 12:36; 1Pe 4:5
14:13 g Mt 7:1

14:14 h Ac 10:15 
i 1Co 8:7

14:15 j Eph 5:2 
k 1Co 8:11

14:16 l 1Co 10:30
14:17 m 1Co 8:8 

n Ro 15:13
14:18 o 2Co 8:21
14:19 p Ps 34:14; 

Ro 12:18; Heb 12:14 
q Ro 15:2; 2Co 12:19

14:20 r ver 15 

a 10 The Greek word for brother or sister (adelphos) refers here to a believer, whether man or woman, as part of 
God’s family; also in verses 13, 15 and 21.    b 11 Isaiah 45:23    

14:5 one day more sacred than another. Probably Jewish ceremo-
nial days as well as the Sabbath. See also Gal 4:10; Col 2:16. fully 
convinced in their own mind. A principle that runs through this pas-
sage (vv. 14,16,22 – 23). Paul does not want a person to be forced to 
do something that their conscience is telling them not to do (1 Cor 8:7, 
10,12).
14:6 does so to the Lord. Again, Paul views both the “weak” and the 
“strong” as sincere believers acting out of good motives.
14:7 – 9 Christ’s death and resurrection establishes his lordship, which 
extends to every part of the believer’s life.
14:10 You, then, why do you judge your brother or sister? Addressed 
to the “weak” believer who judges the “strong” believer for ignoring 
standard Jewish piety (v. 3). why do you treat them with contempt? 
Addressed to the “strong” believer who views with disdain and conde-
scension the “weak” believer’s insistence on clinging to certain rules. 
we will all stand before God’s judgment seat. It is God, not our fellow 
believers, to whom each Christian is ultimately answerable. We should 
not let other believers force us to violate our conscience, nor should 
we presume to stand in the place of God by judging fellow believers.
14:13 The two parts of this verse bridge the two parts of ch. 14: the 
first summarizes vv. 1 – 12, and the second introduces the key idea 
of vv. 14 – 23. stumbling block or obstacle. Originally referred to, 
respectively, as (1) a physical object that might cause one to trip and 
fall and (2) a trap or snare. The Bible widely uses both words to refer to 
matters that might cause a believer to stray from their commitment to 
God (v. 20; cf. Exod 23:33; Josh 23:13; Ps 106:36; Isa 8:14; Matt 18:7; 
1 Cor 8:9; 1 John 2:10).

14:14 nothing is unclean in itself. Following the lead of  Jesus, who 
“declared all foods clean” (Mark 7:19), Paul is convinced that Christians 
no longer need to view any food as forbidden (Acts 10:15,28; 1 Tim 4:4; 
Titus 1:15). for that person it is unclean. Pious Jews who had been 
taught since birth that faithfulness to God required them to avoid certain 
foods would not easily have lost this scruple when they became believ-
ers. As he does throughout this passage, Paul recognizes the serious-
ness of violating one’s conscience (vv. 5,23; cf. 1 Cor 8:4 – 7).
14:15 distressed because of what you eat. Addressed to the “strong” 
in faith. The concern is that the “strong” believer’s eating might put 
pressure on the “weak” believer to eat also, which would violate the 
“weak” believer’s conscience and thus cause them spiritual harm. you 
are no longer acting in love. All believers should be motivated in their 
behavior not by their own rights but by the central Christian virtue of love 
for others (12:9; 13:8 – 10). destroy someone for whom Christ died. 
Bring ultimate spiritual ruin on a person for whom Christ gave his life. It 
is not clear whether Paul views this as a real possibility or whether he 
uses very strong language to motivate believers to act in a loving way 
toward each other.
14:16 what you know is good. The freedom in Christ to eat any food 
or treat every day the same.
14:17 righteousness. Either one’s righteous status before God (4:3; 
5:17) or behavior that meets God’s standard (e.g., 6:16,18).
14:20 the work of God. Perhaps the individual believer, “for whom 
Christ died” (v. 15), but more likely the Christian community. All food is 
clean. See note on v. 14.
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thing that causes some one else to stum ble. s 21 It is bet ter not to eat meat or  drink wine or to do any thing 
else that will  cause your brother or sis ter to  fall. t

22 So what ever you be lieve  about  these  things keep be tween your self and God.  Blessed is the one who 
does not con demn u him self by what he ap proves. 23 But who ever has  doubts v is con demned if they eat, 
be cause  their eat ing is not from  faith; and ev ery thing that does not come from  faith is  sin. a

15 We who are  strong  ought to bear with the fail ings of the weak w and not to  please our selves. 
2 Each of us  should  please our neigh bors for  their good, x to  build them up. y 3 For even  Christ 

did not  please him self z but, as it is writ ten: “The in sults of  those who in sult you have fallen on me.” b a 
4 For ev ery thing that was writ ten in the past was writ ten to  teach us, b so that  through the en dur ance 
 taught in the Scrip tures and the en cour age ment they pro vide we  might have  hope.

5 May the God who  gives en dur ance and en cour age ment give you the same at ti tude of mind c to ward 
each other that  Christ  Jesus had, 6 so that with one mind and one  voice you may glo rify the God and 
Fa ther d of our Lord  Jesus  Christ.

7 Ac cept one an other, e then, just as  Christ ac cepted you, in or der to  bring  praise to God. 8 For I tell you 
that  Christ has be come a ser vant of the Jews c f on be half of  God’s  truth, so that the prom ises g made to 
the pa tri archs  might be con firmed 9 and, more over, that the Gen tiles h  might glo rify God i for his mercy. 
As it is  writ ten:

  “Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles;
  I will sing the praises of your name.” d j

10 Again, it  says,

  “Rejoice, you Gentiles, with his people.” e k

11 And  again,

  “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles;
  let all the peoples extol him.” f l

12 And  again, Isa iah  says,

14:20 s 1Co 8:9-12
14:21 t 1Co 8:13
14:22 u 1Jn 3:21
14:23 v ver 5
15:1 w Ro 14:1;  
Gal 6:1,  2; 1Th 5:14
15:2 x 1Co 10:33 
y Ro 14:19
15:3 z 2Co 8:9 a Ps 69:9
15:4 b Ro 4:23,  24
15:5 c Ro 12:16; 
1Co 1:10
15:6 d Rev 1:6
15:7 e Ro 14:1
15:8 f Mt 15:24; Ac 3:25,  
26 g 2Co 1:20
15:9 h Ro 3:29 i Mt 9:8 
j 2Sa 22:50; Ps 18:49
15:10 k Dt 32:43
15:11 l Ps 117:1

a 23 Some manuscripts place 16:25-27 here; others after 15:33.    b 3 Psalm 69:9    c 8 Greek circumcision    
d 9 2 Samuel 22:50; Psalm 18:49    e 10 Deut. 32:43    f 11 Psalm 117:1    

14:21 drink wine. Perhaps simply another matter that illustrates Paul’s 
general point, but probably another of the issues (along with eating meat 
and observing special days) that divided the “strong” and the “weak.” 
Jews often abstained from wine to avoid possible ritual contamination 
(Dan 1:3 – 16).
14:22 keep between yourself and God. The “strong” believer does not 
need to give up their liberty, but they must be willing to avoid practic-
ing their liberty in situations that might cause spiritual harm to others.
14:23 from faith . . . from faith. What one’s faith convinces a person 
they can or cannot do (see note on v. 1).
15:1 – 13 Accept Each Other in Christ. Paul concludes his plea for unity 
among the Roman Christians by exhorting the “strong” (vv. 1 – 4), sum-
marizing his key concern (vv. 5 – 7), and rehearsing the theological point 
that underlies his exhortation: the equality of Jew and Gentile in the new 
covenant people of God (vv. 8 – 13).
15:1 We who are strong. Those who are convinced that their faith 
gives them liberty to eat anything (14:2), treat every day alike (14:5), 
and drink wine (14:21). Even though he is a Jewish Christian, Paul aligns 
himself with the “strong” (14:14). bear with the failings of the weak. 
See Gal 6:2.
15:2 neighbors. Alludes to the love command of Lev 19:18, quoted in 
Rom 13:9 (see note).
15:3 Christ did not please himself. Christ went to the cross at the will 
of the Father, sacrificing himself for the sake of others (Mark 14:36; 
2 Cor 8:9; Phil 2:6 – 7). The insults of those who insult you have 
fallen on me. A quotation from Psalms, from which NT authors fre-
quently draw to describe Christ’s passion (Matt 27:34; Mark 15:35 – 36; 

Luke 23:36; John 15:25; 19:28 and note). Here Paul refers to how Christ 
(the “me” of Ps 69:9) on the cross suffered for doing the Father’s will.
15:4 everything that was written in the past was written to teach 
us. A fundamental principle in the Christian understanding of the Bible. 
What God caused to be written in the OT has ultimate relevance to 
Christians, who experience the fulfillment of the OT promises (see 1 Cor 
10:6,11; 2 Tim 3:16 – 17). Of course the many different kinds of material 
in the OT relate to Christians in different ways.
15:5 the same attitude of mind toward each other that Christ  Jesus 
had. A mindset that puts the interests of others ahead of our own (Phil 
2:4 – 7).
15:7 Accept one another. Not grudgingly accept into our fellowship 
believers we disagree with but welcome them warmly as true brothers 
and sisters.
15:8 a servant of the Jews. Christ focused his earthly mission on his 
fellow Jews (Matt 15:24). Israel, as Paul also insists, has a certain prior-
ity in God’s plan by virtue of being chosen as God’s OT people (1:16; 
3:1 – 2; 11:1 – 2,28).
15:9 – 12 This series of OT quotations (see NIV text notes) focuses on the 
participation of Gentiles in the worship of the God of Israel. By choosing 
OT texts that focus on praising God and rejoicing in him, Paul reinforces 
the concern of v. 6.
15:9 that the Gentiles might glorify God. Summarizes a keynote in 
the theology of Romans: God faithfully fulfills his promises to his people 
Israel while at the same time accomplishing his purpose to integrate 
Gentiles fully into the people of God (see especially 11:11 – 32).
15:12 in him the Gentiles will hope. Isa 11:10 (which Paul is quoting) 
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  “The Root of Jesse m will spring up,
  one who will arise to rule over the nations;
  in him the Gentiles will hope.” a n

13 May the God of hope fill you with all joy and  peace o as you  trust in him, so that you may over flow 
with hope by the power of the Holy  Spirit. p

Paul the Minister to the Gentiles
14 I my self am con vinced, my broth ers and sis ters, that you your selves are full of good ness, q  filled 

with knowl edge r and com pe tent to in struct one an other. 15 Yet I have writ ten you  quite boldly on some 
 points to re mind you of them  again, be cause of the  grace God gave me s 16 to be a min is ter of  Christ  Jesus 
to the Gen tiles. t He gave me the priestly duty of pro claim ing the gos pel of God, u so that the Gen tiles 
 might be come an of fer ing v ac cept able to God, sanc ti fied by the Holy  Spirit.

17 There fore I glory in  Christ  Jesus w in my ser vice to God. x 18 I will not ven ture to  speak of any thing 
ex cept what  Christ has ac com plished  through me in lead ing the Gen tiles y to obey God z by what I have 
said and done —   19 by the power of  signs and won ders, a  through the power of the Spirit of God. b So 
from Je ru sa lem c all the way  around to Il lyr i cum, I have fully pro claimed the gos pel of  Christ. 20 It has 
al ways been my am bi tion to  preach the gos pel  where  Christ was not  known, so that I  would not be 
build ing on some one  else’s foun da tion. d 21 Rather, as it is  writ ten:

  “Those who were not told about him will see,
  and those who have not heard will understand.” b e

22 This is why I have of ten been hin dered from com ing to  you. f

Paul’s Plan to Visit Rome
23 But now that  there is no more  place for me to work in  these re gions, and  since I have been long-

ing for many  years to visit you, g 24 I plan to do so when I go to  Spain. h I hope to see you  while pass ing 
 through and to have you as sist me on my jour ney  there, af ter I have en joyed your com pany for a 

15:12 m Rev 5:5 
n Isa 11:10; Mt 12:21

15:13 o Ro 14:17 
p ver 19; 1Co 2:4; 

1Th 1:5
15:14 q Eph 5:9 

r 2Pe 1:12
15:15 s Ro 12:3

15:16 t Ac 9:15; Ro 11:13 
u Ro 1:1 v Isa 66:20

15:17 w Php 3:3 
x Heb 2:17

15:18 y Ac 15:12; 21:19; 
Ro 1:5 z Ro 16:26

15:19 a Jn 4:48; Ac 19:11 
b ver 13 c Ac 22:17-21
15:20 d 2Co 10:15,  16

15:21 e Isa 52:15
15:22 f Ro 1:13

15:23 g Ac 19:21; 
Ro 1:10,  11

15:24 h ver 28

a 12 Isaiah 11:10 (see Septuagint)    b 21 Isaiah 52:15 (see Septuagint)    

reads “the nations will rally to him.” The difference is a matter of word-
ing only; Paul, as usual, is using the Septuagint (the pre-Christian Greek 
translation of the OT).
15:14 —  16:27 The Letter Closing. This includes many of the stan-
dard elements in such closings: the author’s travel plans (15:14 – 29), 
a request for prayer (15:30 – 33), a reference to ministry associates 
(16:1 – 2,21 – 23), greetings (16:3 – 16), and a doxology (16:25 – 27). 
Each of these elements is much longer in Romans than in most of the 
other NT letters.
15:14 – 22 Paul the Minister to the Gentiles. Paul reminds the Romans 
of his past ministry.
15:14 As he does in the letter opening (1:8 – 12), Paul reveals a deft 
diplomatic touch by speaking so highly of believers who live in a city 
he has never visited.
15:16 a minister of Christ  Jesus to the Gentiles. Paul’s authority to 
write “quite boldly” (v. 15) to the Roman Christians is based on God’s 
own appointment of him to be “the apostle to the Gentiles” (see 11:13 
and note; cf. Gal 1:15 – 16). the Gentiles might become an offering 
acceptable to God. Describing his apostolic ministry in priestly termi-
nology, Paul identifies the offering he makes: the Gentiles themselves. 
Paul may have in mind the prophecy of Isa 66:19 – 20, which speaks of 
declaring God’s glory “among the nations” and of bringing people from 
“all the nations” to Jerusalem as an “offering to the Lord.”
15:19  signs and wonders. Paul’s ministry was accompanied by 
authenticating miracles (Acts 14:8 – 10; 16:16 – 18; 19:11 – 12; 
20:9 – 12; 28:8 – 9; 2 Cor 12:12), much as God revealed his power 
through the “signs and wonders” at the time of the exodus (Exod 7:3; 
see also Exod 11:9 – 10). from Jerusalem all the way around to 

 Illyricum. For the ministry of Paul in Jerusalem, see Acts 9:28 – 29. The 
NT never refers to a ministry of Paul in Illyricum, a Roman province in 
the region of modern-day Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, and Albania. But Paul 
might mean that he ministered “as far as the border of” Illyricum (e.g., 
in Macedonia and Greece). Paul’s Greek suggests the idea of an arc, and 
an arc drawn from Jerusalem to Illyricum would touch on the regions 
in the eastern Mediterranean where Paul planted churches. I have 
fully proclaimed the gospel. In key cities throughout this region, Paul 
planted vibrant churches that can carry on the work of evangelism in 
their own locales.
15:20 – 21 Paul is convinced that God has called him to a ministry of 
pioneer church planting, a ministry he thinks is foreshadowed by Isa-
iah’s prophecy about the servant of the Lord (Isa 52:15); Paul applies 
language from Isaiah’s “servant” texts to himself elsewhere (1:1; Gal 
1:15 – 16; Eph 3:7; Col 1:23).
15:23 – 33 Paul’s Plan to Visit Rome. Paul shifts his focus to his present 
situation and his future plans.
15:23 no more place for me to work in these regions. Paul has com-
pleted his ministry of initial church planting.
15:24 Spain. The entire Iberian Peninsula in Paul’s day (i.e., the territory 
now associated with the countries of Spain and Portugal), which had 
become a Roman province only recently. Paul might have chosen to 
preach in Spain because he identified it with places such as Tarshish 
or “the distant islands” in OT prophecy (e.g., Isa 66:19). assist me on 
my journey there. Spain was a long way from Paul’s “sending church” 
(Antioch), and he needed financial and logistical help from a church 
closer to his new ministry area.
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 while. 25 Now, how ever, I am on my way to Je ru sa lem i in the ser vice j of the  Lord’s peo ple  there. 26 For 
Mac e do nia k and Achaia l were  pleased to make a con tri bu tion for the poor  among the  Lord’s peo ple in 
Je ru sa lem. 27 They were  pleased to do it, and in deed they owe it to them. For if the Gen tiles have  shared 
in the Jews’ spir i tual bless ings, they owe it to the Jews to  share with them  their ma terial bless ings. m 
28 So af ter I have com pleted this task and have made sure that they have re ceived this con tri bu tion, I 
will go to  Spain and visit you on the way. 29 I know that when I come to you, n I will come in the full 
mea sure of the bless ing of  Christ.

30 I urge you, broth ers and sis ters, by our Lord  Jesus  Christ and by the love of the Spirit, o to join me 
in my strug gle by pray ing to God for me. p 31 Pray that I may be kept safe q from the un be liev ers in Ju-
dea and that the con tri bu tion I take to Je ru sa lem may be fa vor ably re ceived by the  Lord’s peo ple  there, 
32 so that I may come to you r with joy, by  God’s will, s and in your com pa ny be re freshed. t 33 The God of 
 peace u be with you all.  Amen.

Personal Greetings

16 I com mend v to you our sis ter Phoebe, a dea con a , b of the  church in Cen chreae. w 2 I ask you to 
re ceive her in the Lord x in a way wor thy of his peo ple and to give her any help she may need 

from you, for she has been the bene fac tor of many peo ple, in clud ing me.

 3 Greet Pris cilla c and Aq uila, y my co-work ers in  Christ  Jesus. z 4 They  risked  their  lives for me. Not only 
I but all the churches of the Gen tiles are grate ful to  them.

 5 Greet also the  church that  meets at  their  house. a

  Greet my dear  friend Epe ne tus, who was the  first con vert b to  Christ in the prov ince of  Asia.

15:25 i Ac 19:21 
j Ac 24:17
15:26 k Ac 16:9; 2Co 8:1 
l Ac 18:12
15:27 m 1Co 9:11
15:29 n Ro 1:10,  11
15:30 o Gal 5:22 
p 2Co 1:11; Col 4:12
15:31 q 2Th 3:2
15:32 r Ro 1:10,  13 
s Ac 18:21 t 1Co 16:18
15:33 u Ro 16:20; 
2Co 13:11; Php 4:9; 
1Th 5:23; Heb 13:20
16:1 v 2Co 3:1 w Ac 18:18
16:2 x Php 2:29
16:3 y Ac 18:2  
z ver 7,  9,  10
16:5 a 1Co 16:19; 
Col 4:15; Phm 2 
b 1Co 16:15

a 1 Or servant    b 1 The word deacon refers here to a Christian designated to serve with the overseers/elders 
of the church in a variety of ways; similarly in Phil. 1:1 and 1 Tim. 3:8,12.    c 3 Greek Prisca, a variant of 
Priscilla    

15:25 the service of the Lord’s people there. The “collection” for 
impoverished Jewish believers in Jerusalem. Paul mentions this impor-
tant project in all three letters written on his third missionary journey 
(here; 1 Cor 16:1 – 2; 2 Cor 8 – 9).
15:26 Macedonia and Achaia. Christians living in these Roman prov-
inces, which included the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, 
and Corinth. the poor among the Lord’s people in Jerusalem. Several 
severe famines afflicted Jerusalem and its surrounding territory in Paul’s 
lifetime (Acts 11:27 – 28 refers to a famine affecting the entire Roman 
Empire).
15:27 the Jews’ spiritual blessings. The ancestors of the Jews were 
the original recipients of the promises. Gentiles enjoy the blessings God 
promised his people only by being included in the one people of God 
(11:17 – 24). See “The Pattern of God’s Saving Plan for All People: Jews 
and Gentiles in Romans 11,” p. 2313.
15:31 Pray that I may be kept safe from the unbelievers in Judea. 
Paul’s bold turn to the Gentiles in his preaching of the gospel was very 
contentious among Jews, especially in the Jewish homeland of Judea. 
He was right to be worried about his reception; when he arrived in Jeru-
salem, Jews misconstrued his actions in the temple and rioted against 
him (Acts 21:27 – 32). favorably received. Paul viewed the collection 
not only as a work of charity but also as a way to ease the developing 
tension between Jews and Gentiles in the church of his day. Getting 
Gentiles to give money to their Jewish brothers and sisters and getting 
the Jewish believers to accept it was a practical way of binding the two 
groups together.
16:1 – 27 Personal Greetings. Paul had been engaged in missionary 
work for 25 years when he wrote Romans. He had developed relation-
ships with believers scattered all across the eastern Mediterranean 
world.
16:1 – 2 Phoebe was a prominent Christian who was planning to travel 
to Rome. Paul probably took the opportunity of her planned trip to 
entrust her with the delivery of his letter to the Roman Christians.

16:1 deacon. Greek diakonos; could also be translated “servant” (see 
NIV text note). But calling Phoebe a diakonos “of the church” suggests 
that she holds some kind of official position. Her apparent wealth (she 
was a “benefactor” [v. 2]) fits well with the office of deacon, which 
apparently focused on financially and logistically supporting the church 
(1 Tim 3:11 may mention female deacons [see note]; on “deacons,” see 
also Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:8 – 10). Cenchreae. A port about six miles (nine 
kilometers) from Corinth, where Paul is apparently located as he writes 
this letter (Acts 20:2 – 3).
16:2 benefactor. The “patron,” an important figure in the Greco-Roman 
world who used their money and influence to support various causes. 
Phoebe used her worldly advantages to help many believers, including 
Paul himself.
16:3 – 16 Although Paul has never visited Rome, he has encountered 
many of the Christians who live there in the course of his ministry in 
the eastern Mediterranean. The names of people in the ancient world 
often signaled their ethnic origin or social status. The 26 names in these 
verses reveal that the Roman Christian community was very diverse, 
with men and women, Jews and Gentiles, and people from both the 
upper and lower classes (Gal 3:28).
16:3 Priscilla and Aquila. Paul first met them in Corinth during his sec-
ond missionary journey (Acts 18:2). They were apparently natives of Rome 
who, along with other Jews and Jewish Christians, had been forced to 
leave Rome when the emperor Claudius expelled all the Jews from the 
city (probably in AD 49). They not only shared Paul’s passion for Christian 
ministry but were also in the same leather-working trade as Paul.
16:4 risked their lives for me. The NT does not record this incident, but 
the last part of this verse implies that it was widely known.
16:5 church that meets at their house. Christians in Paul’s day did not 
have dedicated church buildings; they met in private homes. This list of 
greetings may refer to at least two other such “house churches” (see 
vv. 14,15). province of Asia. The Roman province located in western 
Asia Minor (see note on 2 Tim 1:15).
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 6 Greet Mary, who  worked very hard for  you.
 7 Greet An dro ni cus and Junia, my fel low Jews c who have been in prison with me. They are out stand ing 

 among a the apos tles, and they were in  Christ be fore I  was.
 8 Greet Am pli a tus, my dear  friend in the  Lord.
 9 Greet Ur ba nus, our co-worker in  Christ, d and my dear  friend  Sta chys.
 10 Greet Apel les,  whose fi del ity to  Christ has  stood the  test.
  Greet  those who be long to the house hold of  Aris to bu lus.
 11 Greet He ro dion, my fel low  Jew. e

  Greet  those in the house hold of Nar cis sus who are in the  Lord.
 12 Greet Try phena and Try phosa,  those women who work hard in the  Lord.
  Greet my dear  friend Per sis, an other woman who has  worked very hard in the  Lord.
 13 Greet Ru fus, cho sen in the Lord, and his mother, who has been a mother to me,  too.
 14 Greet Asyn cri tus, Phle gon, Her mes, Pat ro bas, Her mas and the other broth ers and sis ters with  them.
 15 Greet Phi lol o gus, Julia, Ne reus and his sis ter, and Olym pas and all the  Lord’s peo ple f who are with 

 them. g

 16 Greet one an other with a holy  kiss. h

  All the churches of  Christ send  greet ings.

17 I urge you, broth ers and sis ters, to  watch out for  those who  cause di vi sions and put ob sta cles in 
your way that are con trary to the teach ing you have  learned. i Keep away from them. j 18 For such peo ple 
are not serv ing our Lord  Christ, but  their own ap pe tites. k By  smooth talk and flat tery they de ceive l the 
 minds of na ive peo ple. 19 Ev ery one has  heard m  about your obe di ence, so I re joice be cause of you; but I 
want you to be wise  about what is good, and in no cent  about what is  evil. n

20 The God of  peace o will soon  crush p Sa tan un der your  feet.
The  grace of our Lord  Jesus be with  you. q
21 Tim o thy, r my co-worker,  sends his greet ings to you, as do Lu cius, s Ja son t and So sip a ter, my fel low 

 Jews. u
22 I, Ter tius, who  wrote down this let ter,  greet you in the  Lord.

16:7 c ver 11,  21
16:9 d ver 3

16:11 e ver 7,  21
16:15 f ver 2 g ver 14

16:16 h 1Co 16:20; 
2Co 13:12; 1Th 5:26

16:17 i Gal 1:8,  9; 1Ti 1:3; 
6:3 j 2Th 3:6,  14; 2Jn 10

16:18 k Php 3:19 l Col 2:4
16:19 m Ro 1:8 

n Mt 10:16; 1Co 14:20
16:20 o Ro 15:33 

p Ge 3:15 q 1Th 5:28
16:21 r Ac 16:1 s Ac 13:1 

t Ac 17:5 u ver 7,  11

a 7 Or are esteemed by    

16:6 Mary. The NT mentions six persons with this name. This Mary is 
otherwise unknown. Paul commends her for dedicated service of Christ 
(see also v. 12).
16:7 Andronicus and Junia. Probably a husband-and-wife missionary 
team. While the Greek word for “Junia” could denote either a woman 
or a man, it probably here denotes a woman. in prison with me. This 
imprisonment cannot be identified; Paul alludes to many imprisonments 
(2 Cor 11:23) not recorded in Acts or his letters. outstanding among 
the apostles. Or “esteemed by the apostles” (see NIV text note). In any 
case, the word “apostle” may not refer to the authoritative position that 
Paul and “the Twelve” occupied (e.g., 1:1; Luke 6:13). The Greek word 
here was also used in the sense of “accredited messenger,” “represen-
tative,” or “missionary” (1 Cor 9:5; 2 Cor 8:23; Phil 2:25).
16:8 – 10 Ampliatus . . . Urbanus . . . Stachys . . . Apelles. Common 
slave names. They may have been either slaves or “freedmen,” former 
slaves who had gained their freedom.
16:10 Aristobulus. Probably the brother of Herod Agrippa I (ruled Pal-
estine from AD 41 – 44). Aristobulus was dead at the time Paul wrote 
Romans (see chart/map, pp. 1930 – 1931), so the “household” of Aristo-
bulus refers to slaves who served the family that still went by his name.
16:12 Tryphena and Tryphosa. Siblings were often given similar 
sounding names in the ancient world, so these women were probably 
sisters, perhaps even twins.
16:13 Rufus. Perhaps the son of Simon of Cyrene, who carried Christ’s 
cross on the way to his execution (Mark 15:21).
16:14 – 15 None of these people are otherwise known to us. Their 
names suggest that they were slaves or freedmen (see note on vv. 
8 – 10).

16:16 holy kiss. A common greeting in the ancient world generally 
and among Jews in particular (1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thess 5:26; 
1 Pet 5:14).
16:17 – 19 A warning about false teachers is unusual in NT letter clos-
ings —  especially in this case since the letter does not explicitly men-
tion false teaching anywhere else. Paul’s description of the teachers is 
too general to enable us to identify who they were or what they were 
teaching.
16:18 appetites. Or “bellies,” a vivid way of indicating their preoccu-
pation with satisfying their own bodily comforts (cf. Phil 3:19). naive 
people. “Innocence” about doing evil is a good thing (v. 19), but inno-
cence that involves ignorance about Christian doctrine is dangerous.
16:19 wise about what is good, and innocent about what is evil. 
Christians should have the wisdom to discern the good they should be 
doing, and they should be unacquainted with doing what is evil.
16:20 The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. A 
startling juxtaposition, reminding us that the “peace” (Hebrew šal̄ôm )
that God intends to establish involves an ultimate victory over evil. Paul 
alludes to the first promise of redemption given in the Garden of Eden: 
God promised that Eve’s offspring would “crush” Satan’s “head” (Gen 
3:15).
16:21 Timothy. One of Paul’s closest ministry associates; he joined Paul 
on his second missionary journey (Acts 16:1 – 3) and was with Paul in 
Corinth as he wrote this letter to the Romans (Acts 20:3 – 4). Jason. 
Perhaps the same Jason with whom Paul stayed during his ministry in 
Thessalonica (Acts 17:5 – 9).
16:22 wrote down this letter. It was customary in Paul’s day for people 
to dictate their letters to trained scribes (amanuenses).
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23 Ga ius,  whose hos pi tal ity I and the  whole  church here en joy,  sends you his  greet ings.
Eras tus, v who is the  city’s di rec tor of pub lic  works, and our brother Quar tus send you  their  greet ings. [24] a

25 Now to him who is able w to es tab lish you in ac cor dance with my gos pel, x the mes sage I pro claim 
 about  Jesus  Christ, in keep ing with the rev e la tion of the mys tery y hid den for long ages past, 26 but now 
re vealed and made  known  through the pro phetic writ ings by the com mand of the eter nal God, so that 
all the Gen tiles  might come to the obe di ence that comes from b  faith —   27 to the only wise God be glory 
for ever  through  Jesus  Christ!  Amen. z

16:23 v Ac 19:22
16:25 w Eph 3:20 
x Ro 2:16 y Eph 1:9; 
Col 1:26,  27
16:27 z Ro 11:36

a 24 Some manuscripts include here May the grace of our Lord  Jesus Christ be with all of you. Amen.    
b 26 Or that is    

16:23 Gaius. Perhaps the Gaius mentioned in 1 Cor 1:14. This Gaius 
may also have been known as Titius Justus, whom Acts 18:7 identi-
fies as the person with whom Paul stayed in Corinth. Erastus . . . the 
city’s director of public works. The Greek word rendered “director of 
public works” probably corresponds to the Latin aedile. An inscription 
discovered on an ancient block of stone in Corinth probably refers to this 
same Erastus: “Erastus, in return for his aedileship, laid [this pavement] 
at his own expense.” Acts 19:22; 2 Tim 4:20 also mention an Erastus, 
but the name was common enough that it is uncertain whether they 
refer to the same man.
16:25 – 27 Some manuscripts of Romans omit this doxology or put it in 

a different place in the letter. But the doxology is found in most manu-
scripts and is probably original.
16:25 mystery. Certain aspects of God’s fulfillment of his plan that were 
not clear before Christ came (see note on 11:25).
16:26 prophetic writings. The entire OT, viewed in terms of its antici-
pation of the fulfillment of God’s purposes. The phrase corresponds to 
“through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures” at the beginning of the 
letter (1:2). all the Gentiles. Paul often associates the “mystery” (v. 25) 
with including Gentiles in the people of God (Eph 3:6; Col 1:26 – 27). 
obedience that comes from faith. Another phrase that echoes the 
beginning of the letter (1:5).

A Latin inscription in Corinth dating to the mid-first century AD mentions an “Erastus,” probably 
the same Erastus mentioned by Paul (see Rom 16:23 and note). The inscription reads: “Erastus, 
in return for his aedileship, laid [this pavement] at his own expense.”
www.HolyLandPhotos.org



THE BIBLE AND THEOLOGY
D. A. Carson

It has been said that the Bible is like a body of water in which 
a child may wade and an elephant may swim. The youngest 
Christian can read the Bible with profit, for the Bible’s basic 
message is simple (see “The Story of the Bible: How the Good 
News About  Jesus Is Central,” p.  2631, and “The Gospel,” 
p. 2686). But we can never exhaust its depth. After decades 
of intense study, the most senior Bible scholars find that they 
have barely scratched the surface. Although we cannot know 
anything with the perfection of God’s knowledge (his knowl-
edge is absolutely exhaustive!), yet because God has disclosed 
things, we can know those things truly.

Trying to make sense of parts of the Bible and of the Bible 
as a whole can be challenging. What kind of study should be 
involved when any serious reader of the Bible tries to make 
sense of the Bible as a whole? Appropriate study involves 
several basic interdependent disciplines, of which five are 
mentioned here: careful reading, biblical theology (BT), his-
torical theology (HT), systematic theology (ST), and pastoral 
theology (PT). What follows looks at each of these individu-
ally and shows how they interrelate and how they are more 
than merely intellectual exercises.

CAREFUL READING
“Exegesis” is the word often used for careful reading. Exege-
sis answers the questions, What does this text actually say? 
and, What did the author mean by what he said? We dis-
cover this by applying sound principles of interpretation to 
the Bible.

Fundamental to reading the Bible well is good read-
ing. Good readers pay careful attention to words and their 
meanings and to the ways sentences, paragraphs, and longer 
units are put together. They observe that the Bible is a book 
that includes many different styles of literature —  stories, 
laws, proverbs, poetry, prophecy, history, parables, letters, 
apocalyptic, and much more. Good readers follow the flow 
of texts. For example, while it is always worth meditating on 
individual words and phrases, the most important factor in 
determining what a word means is how the author uses that 
word in a specific context.

One of the best signs of good exegesis is asking thoughtful 
questions that drive us to “listen” attentively to what the Bible 
says. As we read the text again and again, these questions 
are progressively honed, sharpened, corrected, or discarded.

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY
BT answers the question, How has God revealed his word his-
torically and organically? BT studies the theology of individ-

ual biblical books (e.g., Isaiah, the Gospel of John), of select 
collections within the Bible (e.g., the Pentateuch, wisdom 
literature, the Gospels, Paul’s letters, John’s writings), and 
then traces out themes as they develop across time within the 
canon (e.g., the way in which the theme of the temple devel-
ops, in several directions, to fill out a “whole Bible” theology 
of the temple). At least four priorities are essential:

1. Read the Bible progressively as a historically devel-
oping collection of documents. God did not provide his 
people with all of the Bible at once. There is a progression 
to his revelation, and to read the whole back into some early 
part may seriously distort that part by obscuring its true 
significance in the flow of redemptive history. This requires 
not only organizing the Bible’s historical material into its 
chronological sequence but also trying to understand the 
theological nature of the sequence.

2. Presuppose that the Bible is coherent. The Bible has 
many human authors but one divine Author, and he never 
contradicts himself. BT uncovers and articulates the unity of 
all the biblical texts taken together.

3. Work inductively from the text —  from individual 
books and from themes that run through the Bible as a 
whole. Although readers can never entirely divorce them-
selves from their own backgrounds, students of BT recog-
nize that their subject matter is exclusively the Bible. They 
therefore try to use categories and pursue agendas that the 
text itself sets.

4. Make theological connections within the entire Bible 
that the Bible itself authorizes. One way to do this is to trace 
the trajectory of themes straight through the Bible. (That’s 
what the following articles in this study Bible do.)

BT often focuses on the turning points in the Bible’s sto-
ryline (see “A Biblical-Theological Overview of the Bible,” 
p. 2637), and its most pivotal concern is tied to how the NT 
uses the OT, observing how later Scripture writers refer to 
earlier ones.

HISTORICAL THEOLOGY
HT answers the questions, How have people in the past 
understood the Bible? What have Christians thought about 
exegesis and theology? and, more specifically, How has 
Christian doctrine developed over the centuries, especially in 
response to false teachings? HT is concerned primarily with 
opinions in periods earlier than our own. But we may also 
include under this heading the importance of reading the 
Bible globally —  that is, finding out how believers in some 
other parts of the world read the text. That does not mean 
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that they (or we!) are necessarily right; rather, it means that 
we recognize that all of us have a great deal to learn.

Carefully studying the history of interpretation is one of 
the greatest helps in freeing us from unwitting slavery to 
our biases. It induces humility, clears our minds of unwar-
ranted assumptions, exposes faulty interpretations that others 
have long since (and rightly) dismissed, and reminds us that 
responsibly interpreting the Bible must never be a solitary 
task.

The study notes in this study Bible are informed by HT and 
reflect such knowledge when they present viable alternative 
ways to interpret texts. But the study notes focus primarily 
on exegesis and BT.

SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY
ST answers the question, What does the whole Bible teach 
about certain topics? or put another way, What is true about 
God and his universe?

At the risk of stating the obvious, ST is systematic: it is 
organized on principles of logic, order, and need. ST is sys-
temic: it is concerned with how the whole Bible logically 
coheres in systems of thought. It often organizes truth under 
headings such as the doctrines of God (theology proper), the 
Bible (bibliology), humans (anthropology), sin (hamartiol-
ogy), Christ (Christology), the Holy Spirit (Pneumatology), 
salvation (soteriology), the church (ecclesiology), and the 
end times (eschatology). ST is generally framed so as to 
interact with and address the contemporary world. Even sys-
tematic theologians who cherish the narrative of Scripture 
and make much of the varied ways the Bible addresses its 
readers end up with highly ordered structures, sometimes 
calling them “theodramas.”

The Bible’s unity makes ST not only possible but neces-
sary. The biblical data must control ST; however ST must 
in turn challenge alternative worldviews. Sometimes it is 
especially important not to “go beyond what is written,” for 
some Christian truths include within their sweep substantial 
areas of unknown things. For instance, there are important 
things we do not know about  Jesus’ incarnation, about the 
Trinity, and about God’s sovereignty and human responsibil-
ity. To pretend we know more than we do generates shoddy 
ST that can prove misleading and dangerous. A large part of 
orthodoxy resides in listening carefully and humbly to all of 
Scripture and then properly relating passage with passage, 
truth with truth.

Everyone holds to some sort of ST. The quality of ST is 
based on its foundational data, constructive methods, princi-
ples for excluding certain information, appropriately expres-
sive language, and logical, accurate conclusions.

PASTORAL THEOLOGY
PT answers the question, How should humans respond to 
God’s revelation? Sometimes that is spelled out by Scripture 

itself; other times it builds on inferences of what Scripture 
says. PT practically applies the other four disciplines — so 
much so that the other disciplines are in danger of being 
sterile and even dishonoring to God unless tied in some sense 
to the responses God rightly demands of us. PT may well 
address such diverse domains as culture, ethics, evangelism, 
marriage and family, money, the cure of souls, politics, wor-
ship, and much more.

LITERARY STRUCTURES
Before we reflect on the way these various approaches to 
theology interact with one another, something must be said 
about the literary structures of the Bible. Just as the Bible is 
not cast as a systematic theology, with separate topical chap-
ters on “God,” “Human Beings,” “Sin,” and so on, so also 
it is not cast as a series of books that march in tight order 
through history, each book taking up the story where the 
previous book stopped.

Some of the different literary genres —  i.e., kinds of writ-
ing —  that make up the Bible are introduced in articles 
such as “Introduction to the Historical Books,” “Introduc-
tion to the Wisdom and Lyrical Books,” and “Introduction 
to the Letters.” When we look more closely, we find in the 
pages of the Bible literary genres as diverse as genealogies, 
parables, laments, confessions, psalms of praise, divine utter-
ances from God, beatitudes, discourse, narrative, government 
documents and decrees, and even a fable. (A fable is a story 
without human characters but where animals or trees or 
other objects represent human beings. See Judg 9:7 – 15).

God displays his providential wisdom in providing us with 
a Bible made up of all these literary genres, and more. The 
diversity constitutes a great advantage, for each genre has a 
slightly different way of appealing to us, of making its impact 
on us. Together they do even more than instruct our minds: 
they fire our imaginations, prompt us to meditate, call up 
mental pictures, invite us to memorize, appeal to our emo-
tions, shame us when our thoughts or actions are tawdry 
and unworthy, and make our spirits leap for joy. So while we 
work through the ways in which exegesis is (for example) 
tied to BT and to ST, we must always remember that God in 
his perfect wisdom gave us the fundamental texts, the books 
of the Bible, in spectacularly diverse forms. Nothing about 
Bible study is boring or mechanical. Here we come into con-
tact with the instructing, evocative, creative, incredibly rich 
mind of God.

INTERRELATIONSHIPS
Some might think it convenient if we could order these disci-
plines along a straight line: Exegesis→BT→[HT]→ST→PT. 
(The brackets around HT suggest that HT directly contributes 
to the development from BT to ST and PT but is not itself a 
part of that line.) But this neat paradigm is naive because no 
exegesis is ever done in a vacuum. Before we ever start doing 
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exegesis, we already have a ST-frame-
work that influences our exegesis. So are 
we locked into a hermeneutical circle? 
See “Hermeneutical Circle,” this page.

No; there is a better way. We might 
diagram it like this. See “Feedback 
Loop,” this page.

In other words, there are always 
feedback loops —  information loops 
that go back and reshape how one does 
any exegesis or theology. The loops 
should not take over the final voice, 
but they shape the process whether one 
likes it or not. It is absurd to deny that 
one’s ST does not affect one’s exegesis. 
But the line of final control is the straight line from exegesis 
right through BT and HT to ST and PT. The final authority is 
the Bible and the Bible alone.

Exegesis and Biblical Theology

BT mediates how exegesis influences ST, partly because it 
helps one remember that there is promise and fulfillment, 
type and antitype, development, organic growth, anticipation 
and consummation (see “A Biblical-Theological Overview of 
the Bible,” p. 2637). The overlap between exegesis and BT is 
the most striking among the theological disciplines: both are 
concerned to understand texts, and BT is impossible with-
out exegesis. Exegesis tends to focus on analysis and BT on 
synthesis. BT reflects on the results of exegesis in the light 
of individual books and in the developing stream of the nar-
rative of the whole Bible. Exegesis controls BT, and BT influ-
ences exegesis.

Exegesis and Historical Theology

The ancient creeds and the history of exegesis and of theology 
are invaluable, but they do not have the ultimate authority 
of the Bible itself. Nevertheless, without HT exegesis is likely 
to degenerate into obscure debates far too tightly tethered to 

twenty-first-century agendas. Responsible exegesis wrestles 
with earlier Christian exegesis and theology.

It is possible, however, to become so expert in secondary 
opinions that one never ponders the text of the Bible itself. 
Reading the history of interpretation must never usurp the 
place of reading the Bible.

Exegesis and Systematic Theology

Some think that their exegesis neutrally and objectively dis-
covers the text’s meaning and that they build their ST on 
such discoveries. In reality, ST profoundly influences one’s 
exegesis. Without realizing it, many people develop their own 
lists of favorite passages of the Bible that then become their 
controlling grid for interpreting the rest of the Bible; to a 
large degree this accounts for conflicting exegesis among 
Christians. This problem may develop in at least two ways.

1. A church tradition may unwittingly overemphasize cer-
tain biblical truths at the expense of others, subordinating 
or even explaining away passages that do not easily “fit” the 
slightly distorted structure that results. For example, how one 
understands justification in Galatians may control how one 
understands justification everywhere else in the NT.

2. A church tradition may self-consciously adopt a certain 

Exegesis

Biblical Theology

Systematic Theology
Historical Theology

Pastoral Theology

HERMENEUTICAL CIRCLE

 Exegesis  Biblical  Historical  Systematic  Pastoral
   Theology  Theology  Theology  Theology

FEEDBACK LOOP
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structure by which to integrate all the books of the Bible with 
the result that they automatically classify and explain some 
passages and themes artificially or too narrowly. Even worse 
is using parts of the Bible to support one’s ST without worry-
ing very much about how the whole Bible fits together.

Historical Theology and Systematic 
Theology

When studying what the Bible teaches about a particular 
subject (ST), one must integrate HT. In some measure, ST 
deals with HT’s categories, but ST’s priorities and agenda 
ideally address the contemporary age at the most critical 
junctures.

Biblical Theology and Historical Theology

Both BT and HT are aware of the passage of time in their 
respective disciplines: BT focuses on the time during which 
the biblical documents were written and collected, while 
HT focuses on the study of the Bible from the time it was 
completed. Otherwise put, BT focuses on the Bible, while HT 
focuses on what significant figures have believed about the 
Bible. BT functions best when interacting with HT.

Biblical Theology and Systematic Theology

BT is historical and organic; ST is relatively ahistorical and 
universal. Unlike BT, which is deeply committed to working 
inductively from the biblical text so that the text itself sets 
the agenda, ST may (legitimately) be at a second or third 
or fourth order removed from Scripture as it engages, say, 
philosophical and scientific questions that the biblical texts 
themselves do not directly raise. But ST is the most compre-
hensive of the various theological disciplines.

Exegesis and BT have an advantage over ST because the 
Bible aligns more immediately with their agendas. ST has an 
advantage over exegesis and BT because it drives hard toward 
holistic integration.

ST tends to be a little further removed from the biblical 
text than does BT, but ST is a little closer to cultural engage-
ment. In some ways, BT is a kind of bridge-discipline between 
exegesis and ST because it overlaps with them, enabling 

them to hear each other a little better. In some ways, ST is 
a culminating discipline because it attempts to form and 
transform one’s worldview. BT is important today because 
the gospel is virtually incoherent unless people understand 
the Bible’s storyline. ST is important today because, rightly 
undertaken, it brings clarity and depth to our understanding 
of what the Bible is about.

Pastoral Theology and the Other Disciplines

PT applies exegesis, BT, HT, and ST to help people glorify God 
by living wisely with a biblical worldview. It answers the prac-
tical question, How then should we live?

Although it is possible to treat pastoral theology as an 
independent discipline, it is wiser to recognize that the 
Bible was never given to stir up merely or exclusively intel-
lectual questions. It was given to transform people’s lives; 
it was given to be practical. The notion of impractical the-
ology — theological study that is unconcerned with repen-
tance, faith, obedience, conformity to Christ, and joy in the 
Lord — hovers somewhere between the ridiculous and the 
blasphemous.

We may so quickly pursue “what the Bible means to me” 
(greatly emphasizing “to me”) that we completely ignore 
the distance between ourselves and the text and compromise 
the Bible’s historical specificity and thus the nature of God’s 
revelation. It is far better to read each part of the Scripture, 
think it through on its own terms, discern its contribution 
to the whole Bible, and ask how such truth applies to us and 
our church and society.

Since God created the universe, we are accountable to 
him, and he has authoritatively spoken in the Bible. Even if 
we earnestly try to understand God’s gracious self-disclosure 
on its own terms, that is insufficient if we do not respond to 
God as he has disclosed himself. Interpreters are inseparable 
from the interpretive process, and our attitude toward the 
text is important. Desiring merely to master the text is not 
enough; we must desire to be mastered by it. For one day we 
will give an account to the one who says, “These are the ones 
I look on with favor: those who are humble and contrite in 
spirit, and who tremble at my word” (Isa 66:2).



A BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL 
OVERVIEW OF THE BIBLE

D. A. Carson

In “The Bible and Theology,” p. 2633, we observed how bibli-
cal theology is related to other disciplines, including careful 
reading, systematic theology, historical theology, and pasto-
ral theology. Biblical theology studies the theology of indi-
vidual biblical books (e.g., Isaiah, the Gospel of John) and 
of select collections within the Bible (e.g., the Pentateuch, 
wisdom literature, the Gospels, Paul’s letters, John’s writ-
ings), carefully thinking through their place in the Bible’s 
developing story. It also traces out themes as they develop 
across time within the canon.

THE PRACTICE OF BIBLICAL 
THEOLOGY
As currently practiced, biblical theology wears one or more 
of three “faces”:

1. Face One. Here one seeks to understand, e.g., the the-
ology of Jeremiah, of Luke-Acts, of the Pentateuch, or of 
Hebrews. Textbooks abound with the words “Theology of the 
New Testament” in the title. In most cases these are books 
with discrete chapters devoted to the distinctive theological 
emphases of each book or corpus in the NT. The best of 
these chapters locate the biblical book or corpus within the 
Bible’s entire narrative, not just within the narrative of the 
NT, and thus they are rightly considered biblical-theological 
studies.

2. Face Two. Alternatively, one may trace certain themes 
running through the entire Bible, carefully observing how 
the passage of time enlarges and enriches them. Many of the 
ensuing articles in this study Bible are devoted to that kind 
of biblical theology. For example, the study of how the theme 
of the temple develops across time within the Bible not only 
generates insight on that theme but also enables us to see 
more clearly how the entire Bible holds together.

3. Face Three. Some writers have recently studied a par-
ticular biblical book, then carefully noted how that book 
uses earlier biblical material, and then examined how later 
biblical books cite or allude to that book. For example, one 
might study the theology of the book of Daniel, paying close 
attention to the ways in which Daniel picks up themes and 
specific passages from earlier OT material, and then study 
how Daniel is cited and used in the rest of the Bible. This 
is another way of saying that even though biblical theology 
sometimes focuses initially on one book of the Bible or on 
one theme running through the Bible, sooner or later it is 
interested in understanding how the Bible holds together, 

how in God’s providence it develops across time to become 
what we hold in our hands today.

What is striking about all these faces of biblical theology 
is that they keep one eye focused on the passage of time —  
i.e., on where any biblical document or theme is located 
in what is often called “salvation history” (the history of 
redemption). God did not choose to disclose everything in 
one moment of spectacular revelation. Rather, he chose to 
disclose himself and his purposes progressively, through 
events and words spread across many centuries, climaxing 
in his Son,  Jesus Christ.

WHAT IS SALVATION HISTORY?
Although the word “history” sometimes refers to what has 
taken place, it more commonly refers to the story or account 
of what has taken place. No human account of what has 
taken place can ever be exhaustive: we simply do not and 
cannot know enough. For example, a history of the Roman 
Empire cannot possibly tell us everything that took place 
within the Roman Empire during the centuries the empire 
existed. Any history of the Roman Empire will necessarily be 
selective. A history will be judged as excellent or poor on the 
basis of how representative it is, how the parts are made to 
cohere, how evidence has been handled, and the like. How-
ever the history is organized, it involves sequence (keeping 
an eye on time), cause and effect, trends, and evaluation of 
significance.

Salvation history is thus the history of salvation —  i.e., 
the history of events that focus on the salvation of human 
beings and issues involving the new heaven and the new 
earth. Even when the focus narrows to one man, Abraham, 
and his descendants, that man is given the promise that in 
him and in his seed all the nations of the earth will be blessed 
(Gen 12:3). Biblical Christianity is not an abstract or time-
less philosophy (though of course it involves abstractions): 
at least in part, it is the account of what God has done, of the 
events and explanations he has brought about in order to 
save lost human beings. (Even what “salvation” means, what 
it means to be “saved,” is disclosed in this history.) From this, 
four things follow:

1. Salvation history is part of world history. It may tell of 
some events that other historians are not interested in, but 
it so describes real events that it necessarily overlaps with 
other histories. The Bible tells of some events bound up with 
Tiglath-Pileser (2 Kgs 15:29), Nebuchadnezzar ( Jer 39), and 
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Pilate (Matt 27:11 – 26), but we also know of these men from 
sources with no connection to the Bible.

2. Salvation history is real history. It depicts events that 
really did take place. This may seem a rather obvious thing 
to say, but it has to be said, because some theologians have 
argued that salvation history —  biblical history —  is often 
not historical. Sometimes, they say, it relates things as if they 
really did take place even though they did not take place. 
The importance of these “events” that never happened, it is 
argued, lies in their aesthetics, their important themes, or 
their ability to stir the imagination. But salvation history is 
real history.

3. Salvation history includes not only events caused by 
other events that take place in the natural world but also 
events caused directly by God. Sometimes, of course, God 
works in providential ways through the natural order. For 
example, although biblical authors know about the water 
cycle —  water evaporates from oceans and seas to form 
clouds that send their precipitation back to earth to run in 
rivulets and streams and rivers back to the sea (Eccl 1:7) —  
they generally prefer to say that God sends the rain (e.g., 
Matt 5:45). Thus, God works through the natural order. But 
when God raises  Jesus from the dead, there is nothing natu-
ral about God’s action: this is the direct intervention of God, 
displaying his might in contravention of nature. Neverthe-
less,  Jesus’ resurrection happened; it took place in history. 
This must be strongly asserted against those who say that 
genuinely “historical” events are those that have natural 
causes. Such a stance rules out what the Bible makes obvi-
ous: God can and does directly intervene in history beyond 
his providential reign that utilizes natural causes. Salvation 
history includes events like  Jesus’ resurrection, events that 
take place but that are caused directly by God.

4. Although the Bible contains a good deal of salvation 
history, it contains things other than salvation history. For 
example, it includes wisdom literature, lament, law, proph-
ecy, and much more. But even these disparate kinds of lit-
erature that make up the Bible are written at discrete points 
along the Bible’s story line. In other words, salvation history 
provides the backbone to which all the parts of the Bible are 
connected.

THE SHAPE OF SALVATION 
HISTORY
One might summarize salvation history in four words: cre-
ation, fall, redemption, consummation. That is the entire 
story, painted with the broadest brush. Then again, one 
might add in, after the fall, a number of other turning points: 
the call of Abraham and the beginning of the Abrahamic 
covenant, the exodus and the giving of the law, entrance into 
the promised land, the establishment of the Davidic dynasty, 
the exile and the end of the exile. Under redemption, one 
might break down the category into constituent parts: the 

incarnation,  Jesus’ atoning death,  Jesus’ resurrection, and 
the descent of the Spirit at Pentecost.

Of course, one might then further refine the details of this 
history. For example, one might specify David’s seven-year 
rule in Hebron over two tribes before he captures Jerusa-
lem, makes it his capital, and simultaneously becomes king 
over the twelve tribes. In discussing the Davidic dynasty, one 
might list the various monarchs and what they did for good 
or ill. One might describe the tabernacle and its function as 
stipulated in the law of Moses, then trace its history until it is 
displaced by the temple built by Solomon, observing further 
the destruction of the temple under Nebuchadnezzar in 586 
BC, and the building of another temple under the ministry 
of prophets like Haggai. Likewise, one might expand the 
discussion of the exile to distinguish the onset of the exile 
of Israel in 722 BC by the Assyrians from the onset of the 
exile of Judah in 586 BC by the Bab ylonians. The distinction 
between these two dates is of more than antiquarian interest; 
e.g., the prophets build on the fact that Israel is taken off to 
captivity long before her “sister” Judah to argue that Judah 
ought to learn some lessons from the wretched experience 
of Israel, while in fact she learns nothing and seems com-
mitted to duplicating all Israel’s sins, with far less excuse 
(e.g., Jer 3:6 —  4:31). And so far nothing has been said of 
the salvation-historical contributions of, e.g., Ruth, Esther, 
Daniel, and Nehemiah.

All these historical details, many of them significant histor-
ical turning points, make up the history of redemption. And 
all of them, rightly configured, draw lines toward the greatest 
turning point of all in salvation history: the birth, ministry, 
death, resurrection, and ascension of  Jesus the  Messiah.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF SALVATION 
HISTORY
Five things might usefully be mentioned.

1. The story line of the Bible, the sweep of salvation his-
tory, provides the framework on which so much else in the 
Bible depends. For example, it would be impossible to trace 
such themes as the tabernacle/temple, the priestly minis-
try, the Davidic dynasty, and the Messianic hope apart from 
the salvation-historical framework in which these themes 
are embedded. Thus, the discipline of biblical theology is 
grounded on an appropriate grasp of salvation history.

2. The Bible’s salvation history largely establishes the 
direction of its movement. To return for a moment to the 
simplest outline of salvation history: we begin with creation, 
with God as the Creator and all that he makes declared to 
be good; we move to the fall, which establishes the nature 
of the problem throughout the rest of the story; we arrive at 
redemption, which is God’s answer to the horrible defiance 
of human rebellion and guilt, turning as it does on the cross 
and resurrection of  Jesus; and we finally reach the consum-
mation, when in the wake of redemption God finally brings 
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to pass all his purposes, secured in Christ and now brought to 
completion. Salvation-history is cohesive and discloses God’s 
purposes in the direction in which the narrative unfolds.

3. The trajectories that run through and are part of the 
history of redemption gradually point to the future and 
become predictive voices. For example, the promise of a 
Davidic dynasty (2 Sam 7:11b – 16), a promise made about 
1,000 years before  Jesus, a dynasty that endures forever, is 
fleshed out in Ps 2, given new and rich associations in the 
eighth-century BC prophecies of Isaiah (Isa 9), and provided 
with further images in the sixth-century BC ministry of Ezek-
iel (Ezek 34). Once this trajectory is established, thoughtful 
readers look along this trajectory and cannot fail to discern 
ways in which the depictions of Davidic kings point forward 
to the ultimate Davidic king. Similar things can be said of 
many other trajectories that run through salvation history. 
For example, the theme of the exodus is picked up and devel-
oped in the return of the people to the promised land after 
the exile and culminates in the new exodus theme in the NT 
(see “Exile and Exodus,” p. 2659).

4. Very often these trajectories (or “typologies,” as they 
are often called) in the history of redemption become inter-
twined to form rich tapestries. For example, although it is 

possible to follow the themes of tabernacle/temple, Jerusa-
lem, and the Davidic dynasty as separate trajectories (these 
are teased out in various articles in this study Bible), they 
come together in 2 Sam 6 – 7: the ark is brought to Jerusalem 
and the groundwork is laid for the temple, David’s dynasty 
is established, and Jerusalem, now the capital of Israel, is 
becoming the city of the great King. From this point for-
ward these themes repeatedly wrap around each other, so 
that mention of one often pulls in one or both of the others. 
The destruction of Jerusalem at the onset of the Bab ylonian 
exile means the destruction of the temple and the suspension 
of the Davidic monarchy. Eventually  Jesus is hailed as the 
Messianic King as he rides into Jerusalem (Matt 21:1 – 11), 
cleans out the temple (Matt 21:12 – 17), and is crucified as 
the king who reigns from the cross (Matt 27:27 – 37), provid-
ing the atonement long anticipated by the rites in the temple 
(Heb 9:1 —  10:4) and pointing the way forward to the Jeru-
salem that is above (Gal 4:26; Heb 12:22).

5. Above all, salvation history provides the locus in which 
God has disclosed himself in events and in the words that 
explain them. As salvation history is the framework of the 
Bible’s story line, so it is the locus of the revelation of the 
living God, the Lord of history.
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