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ANNOUNCEMENTS OF PLOT IN GENESIS

Laurence A. Turner

SUMMARY
The narrative blocks which comprise Genesis are prefaced by statements
which suggest ways in which the ensuing stories are likely to develop.
This thesis sets out to investigate how these "Announcements" influence

their respective plots,

In Gen, 1:28 the primaeval history is introduced by a three-fold
imperative. The first part, “be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth"
has some success in exerting its authority but is threatened by several
factors. The second, “subdue the earth", is negated. The third, “have

dominion over the animals", degenerates into a relationship of mutual

hostility.

Gen. 12:1-3 contains two promises and a command. The promises of
nationhood and land are threatened throughout the Abraham narrative and by
the time of his death Abraham has a single heir and hardly any land.
However, by the end of Genesis the ancestral family has grown to seventy
people who are multiplying, but outside the land that has been promised to

them. The command "be a blessing" makes hardly any impact because neither

Abraham nor his descendants seem disposed to cbey it.

In the Jacob story the Announcement is found in 25:23 and 27:27-29,
39-40. Jacob's lordship over Esau is never seen. The promise of

fertility/prosperity given to Jacob alone actually comes to both brothers,



thus negating the intended distinction. The prediction that the two will be

divided 1is “fulfilled" but the expectation of division caused by strife is

converted into separation within reconciliation.

The two dreams of 37:5-11 which govern the story of Jacob's family
suffer different fates. The first is fulfilled several times but the second

has three elements of which the first is fulfilled and the others are not.

Unlike many scholars I conclude that Announcements influence theilr
narratives in many different ways and that they are misleading indicators

of how plots will develop. The reasons why this may be the case are

explored in the Conclusion.



INTRODUCTION

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the plot of the Genesis
storles. Narratives in general have several ways of alerting readers to
what is likely to transpire in the story as it unfolds, or how to make
sense out of what they have Just read, and Genesis itself uses several such
conventions. For example, it prefaces some individual stories with
headlines which give advance warning about the significance or meaning of
the ensuing narrative, as in 22:1: "After these things God tested Abraham."
This headline does not tell us why God wanted to test Abraham, but it
informs us that if we are to read 22:22ff. correctly, we must view it from
this perspective. Another technique i1s to reveal only at the end of a story
the information that will help give coherence to the preceding narrative, or
perhaps allow the reader to perceive coherence at a deeper level than has
been possible up to that point. An example of this is 45:8, where despite
Yahweh's total absence from the previous episodes in the story of Jacob's
family, Joseph reveals that Yahweh had indeed been present and active: "It
was not you who sent me here, but God® It must be conceded, however, that
on the whole the Genesis stories lack such "notes to the reader* and that
in the perception of coherence and plot, the reader is left on his or her
own with the text. There are important excepticns to this, however, for
Genesis does employ what might be termed Announcements of plot. Each of
the four major narrative blocks which comprise the book (i.e the primaeval
history and the stories of Abraham, Jacob and Jacob's family), are prefaced

by statements which either explicitly state what will happen, or which
suggest to the reader what the major elements of the plot are likely to be.

Thus the initisl divine command to humans in 1:28 sets out in a brief
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compass what human beings are supposed to do, and it is a natural question
for the reader to ask whether in fact what is expected to happen actuslly

does happen. Similarly, 12:1-3 outlines the basic form of the promise which

will sustain the entire Abraham story, and subsequent repetitions,

ratifications, refinements and additions underline the importance of this
introductory statement. In the Jacob story {(chs. 25-36), the divine oracle
to Rebekah in Gen. 25:23, and Isaac's blessings which later reiterate and
expand 1t (Gen. 27:27-29, 38-40), serve to define the relationships between
Isaac's sons, which maintain the reader's interest for much of the
subsequent narrative. In the concluding story, that of Jacob's family,
Joseph's dreams (Gen. 37:5-11), and the possibility of their fulfilment, set
the scene for the story as a whole and provide much of its dramatic

tension. While passages which drop clues concerning plot development are

interspersed throughout the Genesis stories, it is significant that state-
ments which have an explicitly programmatic purpose are set right at the

beginning of narrative cycles.

The purpose of this thesis is, therefore, to explore the relationship
between these Announcements and the subsequent plot. Because the
Announcements cause the reader to expect the plot to develop in certain
ways, one key consideration will be the fate of the individual Announce-
ments. Does the plot in fact develop as the Announcement leads us to
believe? If so, in what way, and if not, in what way not and why not?
Thus the question concerning the fulfilment or non—-fulfilment of the

expectations aroused by any given Announcement will be to the fore in this

study.
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It is not to be expected that everything following the initial
Announcement of plot will be, or can be, directly related to it. Some
narrative elements will obviously be more important than others when the
reader is reading from any perspective, and we will undoubtedly classify
narrative events hierarchically according to the strength of their
connection with the Announcement. Thus, as far as discerning plot is
concerned, some elements can be deleted without disturbing the logic of the
plot (although it might well diminish the narrative aesthetically).!
However, there may be occasions where a certain section is deemed to be of
little value, or even irrelevant, on a first-time reading, only to be
elevated to a position of some importance when, retrospectively, the plot is
viewed in its final shape. Additionally, we should not be surprised if the

unfolding of the plots in the Genesis stories does not flow smoothly from

the Announcements. In fact, if these truly are plotted narratives, we must

allow for the possibility of surprise, mystery and complication, which are

essential elements in any plot worthy of the name.?

Initially, my purpose is to investigate the plot of the individual
narrative blocks rather than attempting to discover the plot of Genesis.
Whether there 1s such a thing as the plot of Genesis we shall have to wait
to discover until the whole book has been canvassed. Another aspect I will
address at the end of this study is whether the plots of individual
narrative cycles share any common features. Is there a pattern of plot

development common to all Genesis stories or is each distinct?

There has been some debate in literary theory over what constitutes a

"plot”, and without attempting to enter this debate it would be appropriate
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for me to set out here the concept of plot I shall be employing. In a much
cited 1llustration Forster distinguished between a story (probably better
defined as a chronicle), and a plot thus: "‘The king died and then the queen
died' is a story [chroniclel., 'The king died and then the queen died of
grief' 1s a plot™® The reason Forster gives for this distinction is that
although both statements present events in their chronological sequence,
only the latter provides the cause of the queen's death, thus linking the
two events at a level deeper than that of mere chronology. It has been
pointed out by several scholars, however, that even the first of Forster's
statements can be construed by the “causally-minded reader" to contain an
“implicit plot"* and that "temporal succession is sufficient as a minimal
requirement”® for a plot. Seen from this perspective, it may even be

argued that “a narrative without a plot is a logical impossibility.*¢

The events within Genesis are presented, generally speaking, in
chronological order, and as such the narratives carry an “implicit plot" for
the causally-minded reader. In addition, however, the Announcements of plot
which preface the narrative cycles prejudice the reader to look for specific
elements and causal links in the reading of the narrative, i.e. the reader is
not left to his or her own devices to manufacture a plot, but is guided by
the Announcement as to how the narrative should be read, even where
connaections between the narrative elements are not stated explicitly.
Aristotle observed ‘that a plot requires a beginning, a middle, and an end/
The Announcements which will be the focus of my study may be seen as the
beginning of the plot (or, at least, the single most important element in
that beginning). The middle and end of the plot flow from that beginning

and will be read in the light of that beginning.
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It 1s not one of my aims to discover the original intention of the
author(s), No author can be fully aware of the "meaning" of his or her
work or of the effect it will have on its audience. This is especially true
when, as seems likely in the case of Genesis, much of the material utilised
in the creation of the final form of the literary work has had prior
independent existence.*! While granting that such a history lies behind our
present text, this thesis adopts an agnostic stance toward such questions
as authorship, date and composition of the book. I am concerned entirely
with the final form of the text. As such, source-critical and traditio-
historical considerations are largely irrelevant for and counter—productive
to my present interests. It will become apparent during this thesis that
passages usually assigned to disparate sources can often yield coherent
meaning when read together rather than being contrasted and read in
isolation. Thus, a particular passage can yield a significantly different
meaning when read within the final form of the book than when it 1s read
6n1y within the context of other exemplars of its own hypothetical source.
I do not consider it worthwhile entering into debate with those who believe
that because a book may ultimately be composed of disparate sources “we
cannot be satisfied simply with interpreting the biblical books in their
present shapeM? 1 simply disagree, if for no other reason than the fact
that there Is such a thing as the book of Genesis, while the sources which
went into its composition, and the reconstructed history of the book's
redaction are hypothetical and are once again the centre of intense
debate.l® That is to say, we do know what the book of Genesis 1is; whether

we will ever know how it came into being is another matter.
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In addition, I will attempt to read Genesis as a first-time reader,
unaware at any point of what the next development in the plot may be and
ignorant of the way in which subsequent narratives both inside and outside
the book may utilise material from Genesis. I will have occasion to point

out passages where commentators have read certain elements of the
narrative solely in terms of later developments. This is a perspective, 1
would suggest, only possible and legitimate when one has read the whole
book. Constantly to be looking ahead of the point one has reached in the
text is to do a disservice to the book. There can be a significant

difference between the meaning of an element “in the story so far", and its

meaning when read retrospectively, having finished the book.

I do not approach Genesis with any rigid methodclogical presupposi-
tions other than those outlined here. My focus in this thesis is upon
interpretation and not methodological theory. This is done, not to spurn
the literary theory to which I am indebted, but to lay emphasis on the
simplicity of the task I have set myself. I find myself in sympathy with
recent authors who provide a reading which} aws its inspiration from

contemporary literary discussion, but who do not‘set out to advance

discussion of the theoretical base of the methodology.t?! I will attempt to
read the Genesis stories as a simple naive reader, trying to discern their
plots, and assuming that the final form of the text, and this text alone, is
the only legitimate source for my investigation. While the task I have set
myself is a simple one, 1 make no apologies for this, as it does address

crucial questions which have been largely ignored by more methodologically

sophisticated studies.
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A number of works have been devoted to explicating the final form of
the individual narrative blocks!? and indeed of the book as a whole.t3
However, none to my knowledge has undertaken a comprehensive study of the
whole book from the perspective 1 am advocating here. Some have seen the
significance of what I have termed “Announcements of plot"t* but have
either followed up this insight on source-critical grounds,!5 or because of

the nature of their work have not developed the insight in any depth.$

The English translations of the Hebrew text which occur in the thesis
are usually taken from the RSV, except in those cases where my interpre-

tation depends upon a particular nuance of a term or construction. In

these cases 1 have provided my own translation.

X



CHAPTER 1

THE -PRIMAEVAL HISTORY

Introduction

The purpose of this Chapter is to investigate the relationship between
the divine Announcement to humans in Gen. 1:28 and the subsequent plot of
Genesis 1-114 While the exact meanings of certain terms need to be
clarified before they can be investigated fully, the Announcement prefacing
the primaeval history is less opaque than certain elements of the other
Annocuncements we will investigate:

And God blessed them,
And God said to thenm,
"“Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth
and subdue 1t;
And have dominion
over the fish of the sea
and over the birds of the air
and -over every living thing that moves
upon the earth.”

This Announcement divides easily into three main imperatives:
1) Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth;

1i1) Subdue the earth;

i11) Have dominion over the animals.
I shall take each of these elements in turn and see how successful human
beings are in turning divine expectations into reality. I acknowledge that
these are not independent units and that there are degrees of inter-
relationship between them, but they do form distinct concepts within the
divine Announcement. Initially, the exact connotations of all of these

imperatives may not be clear. However, the story so far does enable the



Chapter I: The Primaeval History

reader to view these statements within the context of the Creation account,
in which God has "“filled" the earth with “fruitful® creatures, and in his
effortless creative act has demonstrated his “dominion“. Initially,
therefore, the human task must be seen as somewhat analogous to God's
actions in the days of creation, especially when we remember "that humans .
were created in the image of God (1:26-27) The reader, at this stage, must
be optimistic that these divine imperatives will be obeyed, in the light of
creation's immediate and obedient response to God's previous con;mands in ch.

1. However, an investigation of their fate in chs. 1-11 reveals a much more

complex picture.

A) Be_Fruitful and Multiply and Fill

This injunction is not one unique to the human species. The formula
"“be fruitful and multiply and fill ... ¥ has been delivered to the sea

creatures (1:22b) and the creatures- of the air have been told simply

"multiply* (1:22¢), While this command is not given to the land animals
(1:24-25), 1t is clear that fertility and multiplication are not blessings"

and imperatives? reserved for humans alone. Yet their importance for
humans in particular is underlined by the t81*d6t formulas which punctuate

the book as a whole? and give it a “reproductive" framework. (See below).

Apart from the brief statement in 2:18 that it was not good for the
Man to be alone (one implication of this being that in his single state he

cannot reproduce), the multiplication motif does not surface again until the

divine curses of 3:14-19, where the entire Announcement of 1:28 is
complicated by Yahweh Elohim's response to the human offence. I will give

detalls of the relationship between 1:28 and 3:14-19 in my treatment of the
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individual motifs below, but a summary here will help to show the main
lines of relationship., Each of the three main concepts of 1:28 is modified
in 3:14-19 to show that their fulfilment will be far more troublesome than
originally expected. The dominion which humans should have exercised over
the whole animal creation is now qualified by the ongoing struggle between
the seed of the serpent and ‘the Woman (3:14-15)., The command to humans to
subdue the earth is made much more-difficult to fulfil through the cursing
of the ground, its producing thorns and thistles, which will result -in toil
and sweat for humans engaged in agriculture (3:17-19), - In a similar manner,
my present concern, the imperative to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the

earth", is taken up by Yashweh Elohim's words to the Woman:

I will greatly multiply your pain in
childbirth {pregnancyl;

in pain you shall bear children, -

yet your desire shall be for your husband

and he shall rule over you. (3:16)
Childbirth is the means by which the imperative to multiply will be
fulfilled, but here it is made into a painful and troublesome affair - at
first sight a disincentive to human procreation. Also note the irony in the
curse. ' In 1:28 humans had been commanded to "multiply" (r*bQ); in 3:16 what
actually multiplies (harbA ‘arbeh) is “your pain in childbirth".* In other
words “In multiplying your pain will be multiplied". However, what Yahweh
Elohim takes away with one hand he gives back with the other. Having
seemingly discouraged women from giving birth he adds a complexity to the
curse’® by announcing that the Woman's sexual appetite will continue un-
abated - "your desire shall be for your husband.*® Thus the future of the

imperative to multiply is guaranteed although it will become a painful

experience for the women who carry it out.
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With the curse delivered in the Garden complicating the Announcement
of 1:28, the first episode outside of the Garden illustrates how humans
cope with the responsibility of fulfilling its demands under this new
regime. Surprisingly, 4:1-2 shows humans working assiduously to obey all
three of its dictates. On the matter of multiplying, “Adam knew Eve his
wife, and she conceived and bore Cain" - the pain of childbirth
notwithstanding. Human dominion over (some of) the animals is realised
with Abel being “a keeper of sheep," while Cain does his best to subdue the
earth as "a tiller of the ground.* I will return to these last two points,

but for the moment will concentrate on the multiplication motif.

The general connection between 4:1 and 3:167 is made more explicit by
the verbal links between the two verses: “she conceived" (tahar) and “she
bore* (t&led) [4:1) echoing "your pregnancy" (h&rdnék) and "you shall bear
children" (t&l=df) (3:16] respectively.! Whatever meaning Eve's strange cry
may have? - qanttf '13 ‘et-yhwh - the birth of Cain confirms the strength

of the command "be fruitful and multiply,* despite the inherent pain in

Human reproduction becomes a trend. The genealogies of 4:17-26 and
5:1-32 confirm the relentless march of the generations.?® Thelr monotonous
repetition stands as a witness to the success with which humans are
fulfilling the command!?! despite the rigours enforced by 3:16. Gen. 5:1-2
makes this connection explicit by prefacing the genealogy of Adam with a

direct reference to 1:26-28 and the blessing/imperative given to the human

pair.
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There i1s a dark side to this success story however. The genealogy of

4:17-26 links the two murderers Cain and Lamech.

Cain’s and Lamech's acts subvert the very nature of

genealogical succession, which rests on the command to
be fruitful and multiply in Genesis 1:28.12 -

Lurking in the background therefore, there is the threat that human lust
for murder could make the ultimate goal of filling the earth a more
difficult task than it should be.? Also, the genealogy of ch. 5 includes
the refrain “and he died Death comes to all (with the exception of Enoch,
5:24), regardless of whether they are murdered or not. Thus, repeated acts

of procreation are balanced by deaths, which makes the task of filling the

earth problematic.

Gen. 6:1-4 1s notoriously difficult to penetrate, but despite its
opacity has some bearing on this theme as the following elements show:
- 8) 'Adam began to multiply (1&rdb) [6:11.

b) Daughters were born (yull*dQ) to them (6:11.

c) The "sons of God" took as wives (wayyiq=hQ lahem

nasim) the “daughters of men" [6:2].

d> The “sons of God" came in (y&bd'ad) to the “daughters

of men" [6:4]
e) They bore (w*y&l*dQd) children to them [6:41].

A detailed study of the problems of this pericope lies outside the scope of
this Chapter. While a great deal of study has been given to the identi-

fication of the "“sons of God" (b*né& ha*1l58him),!* and the exact nature of

thelr offence, if any, and the identity of their offspring which result from

their cohabitation with the "daughters of men" (b*ndt ha'adam),'% these

of fspring are not seen as anything other than “men of renown" ('ansa

s 12 -
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hassém) [6:4). Thus 6:1-4, despite its difficulties, gives note that the

fruitfulness and multiplication of humans continues apace.

Just as 6:1-4, which acts as part of the introduction to the Flood
story, is related to the Announcement of 1:28, so too is 8:21-8:7 which
forms part of the postlude. It is obvious that 8:21-9:7 is not a simple
repatition of 1:28 but contains significant variations of that initial
Announcement. Gen., 8:21a "I will never again curse the ground (*dama) ... ,"
regardless of how one views the curse referred to (see below), bears some
relationship to the original command to subdue the earth. Gen. 922 "The
fear of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth ...
into your hand they are delivered," relates to the same subject matter as
the command to have dominion over the animals, but seemingly intensifies
the concept of dominlon. I will look at both of these correspondences when
I investigate the remaining motifs of 1:28. However,‘'it can be seen quite
clearly that the multiplication motif of 1:28 is repeated verbatim in 9:l
and paraphrased in 9:7. This two-fold repetition shows that it has retained
its importance and that none of the events since 1:28 has negated its
force, Taken as a whole, 8:21-9:7 confirms the basic importance of 1:28 for
the unfolding story of Gen. 1-11, but also confirms that some of its

elements are undergoing modification in the light of subsequent events. -

(Gome have argued that it is at this point that the primaeval history

ends, rather than at some point in ch. 11 [or ch. 1214¢ As God once
started with Adam he now makes a new start with Noah. As these arguments

depend largely on the relationship between 8:21 and 3:17-19 and the matter:
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of the curse on the *dam8 I will suspend judgement until I deal

specifically with the aspect of subduing the earth.)

The ensuing narrative indicates that the human family was faithful to
its divine calling. The lapidary statement that “from these [Noah's three
sonsl the whole earth was peopled [nap*sal" (9:19),!? summarises the state
of affairs expanded on in ch. 10. While ch. 10 is different in form to the
preceding genealogies of 4:17-26 and 5:1-32, and is more properly known as
the Table of Nations, its function is similar. The spread of the nations
from their eponymous ancestors testifies to the power of the renewed

imperatives of 9:1, 7, and through them back to the original Announcement of

1:28,1 8

The concluding narrative of the primaeval history, that of the “Tower
of Babel® (11:1-9), can also be drawn within the ambit of our present dis-
cussion. However, because of its terse construction, we encounter problems
when we attempt to understand the focus of this pericope. What 1is the sin
of the people of Babel which induces Yahweh's displeasure? The sin is
nowhere explicitly defined. The history of interpretation has seen two
major suggestions: first, that the builders of Babel were motivated by human
hubris to storm the heavens and be like God; alternatively, that the humans
had the more modest aim of settling down in a centralised location in order

to frustrate the divine command to “fill the earth“.t?

The view that the sin of Babel is hubris is based on two elements in

11:4. First, the announcement that they will build a city “and a tower with

its top in the heavens (bas3amayim).* Some read ba3i&mayim quite literally

- 14-.
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to indicate that humans wanted to enter the divine heavenly realm, and
their actions were thus an "effort of the restless, scheming, soaring human
mind to transcend its divinely appointed limitations."2® Secondly, that (as
a result of building the city and tower?) they want “to make a name (Sém)"
for themselves. The desire to make a name represents naked human ambition.

Fokkelman suggests that the assonance between &amayim and Sém emphasizes

the hubris of the human endeavour.?l

Against these points it may be argued that building a tower "with 1its
top in the heavens" does not necessarily mean that the Babelites wanted to
raise humanity to the level of God. The statement in Deut. 1:28 that "the
cities are great and fortified up to heaven (bassamayim)" is obviously an
idiom expressing great height and not to be pressed literally.? Also,
while the desire "to make a name" for themselves obviously expresses human

ambition,?® the ambition to build a city and tower of note falls far short
of wanting to dethrone God. If these objections are conceded, one is left
wondering whether a human building project of this nature, even if partly

selfish in motivation, explains the extreme reaction from Yahweh.

The other main alternative mterpretatiﬁn of ‘ this pericope reads it
against its larger context as well as taking certain key elements of iis
content into account. Since the Deluge the human race has successfully
“been fruitful" and has “multiplied" (as ch., 10 indicates). However, the
purpose of such multiplication was to "fill the earth" and 11:1-9 indicates
that humans were not willing to do this, but “found a plain in the land of

Shinar and settled there" (11:2). Thus the act of building a city and tower

and settling down, rather than being an attempt to dethrone Yahweh (i.e.
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hubris), has as its object the more modest but still serious aim of
frustrating the divine will that humans should spread abroad and fill the
earth. In fact the narrative gives a clear statement of the motivation for
building Babel - "lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole
earth” (11:4).2¢ (This statement probably expresses as much a fear of the
uncivilised earth itself as it does a desire on the part of gregarious
humanity to live together). If this is the sin of the people of Babel then
God's judgement fits the crime. The confusion of language (11:9) is not the
judgement per se but merely the means of achieving the end of “scattering"
them over the whole earth (11:9b).2% While the verb “to scatter" (pls) used
in 11:4, 8, 9 can have negative connotations, e.g. Ezk. 11:17; 20:34, 41;
28:25, when used within the context of Gen. 1-11 it expresses the positive
aspect of God's command “to fill* the earth. In fact the verb has been used
with these positive connotations in 10:18, "Afterwards the families of the
Canaanites spread abroad (ndpdsQ)." The verb seems to be used synonymously
with parad in 10:32, “and from these the nations spread abroad (nipredd) on
the earth after the floodM2¢

This motif of scattering in our story would then

fulfil the blessing given in Genesis 1, since the third

element of that blessing is, Be fruitful and multiply

and f1ll the earth,' (1:28), Dispersion may be the

means of accomplishing this blessing.??
I would conclude that this latter view of the story is more satisfying than
the former. Not only does it do justice to the stated fear of the people
of Babel ("lest we be scattered abroad") but also allows for a greater
degree of integration between 11:1-9 and the rest of the primaeval history
than the former interpretation. God takes action to ensure the fulfilment

of his command that humans should not only “be fruitful and multiply* but

also "“fill the earth.”
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It is fitting therefore, that the subsequent section of the primaeval
history, which brings this larger block to a conclusion, should be a
genealogy.2® This time however, the focus is on the descendants of Shem,
and culminates in the family of Terah. It is difficult to determine the
exact point at which the primseval history ends and the ancestral history
begins. It may in fact be better to think in terms of a gradual transition
than an abrupt shift from one to the other. However, if one sees the
primaeval history proper as concluding in 11:26 “Terah ... became the father
of Abram, Nahor and Haran,"” then one could see it as ending on an optimistic
note. The command to multiply maintains its force right to the end of the
primaeval history. Alternatively, a radically different view could be upheld
if 11:30 1s taken as the concluding remark, “Now Sarai was barren; she had
no child." Here, the command to multiply is threatened. The monotony of
the genealogies, expressing the inexorable fulfilment of the Announcement,
is shattered by this concluding dissonant note.2? Not only do people die,
but some do not procreate. However, regardless of the view taken, with the
focus now limited to the family of Terah, and Abram and Sarai in particular,
the note concerning Saral's barrenness, whether it be a conclusion or

introduction, announces that the fulfilment of the command to multiply is

under threat.

B> Subdue the Earth

Perhaps some justification is needed for treating the subordination of

the earth as a separate category. Hopefully, our discussion will

demonstrate the merits of doing so, but initially I will make two points.

First a general observation, that the subjugation of the earth does not

necessarily follow from humans being fruitful, multiplying and filling the
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earth. That is to say, the earth could be filled with humans who live lives
of vagabondage, eking out an existence on a hostile earth; in this situation
there would be no human overlordship. Secondly, the narrative 1tself sees
the first three elements (be fruitful; multiply; fill the earth) as a self-
contained unit. Gen. 9:2 repeats these three imperatives, omitting "subdue
the earth," indicating that human subjugation of the earth, while it may be

related, is a separate matter.

The initial problem confronting the reader on learning that humans are
to "“subdue" (kabaj) the earth, is to understand exactly what this might
entail. This is the only use of k&ba3 in Genesis, so one must look
elsewhere for clues as to its precise meaning. While it can carry the
connotation of sexual degradation (?Neh. 5:5 [niphall) or rape (Est. 7:8)
when it has women as its object, its general meaning seems to be that of
subjecting or making subservient.?® It is a verb used to describe the
enslavement of people (e.g. Jer. 34:11, 16). What it might mean when it has
the earth (%eres) as its object may not be absolutely clear initially, but
the Announcement obviously grants to humans great power. As to its precise
meaning here, the reader must suspend judgement, waiting to see how this

particular command takes shape in the ensuing narrative.3!

The first clue given by the narrative comes in 2:5 "there was no man
to till (la“bod) the ground (’et-hd*dam8),' a state of affairs rectified by
the creation of 'Adam whom Yshweh Elohim put “in the Garden of Eden to till
it (1*‘ob*dah) and keep it (Ql*Som*rah) [2:15). (This close connection
between the Man and the ground is emphasized by the ‘'adam/“damA assonance

which, starting here, is used to good effect in the rest of the primaeval
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history.) This "tilling" and “keeping" could well be ‘part of the task
involved in “subduing" the earth.32 By tilling the earth, humans subject it
to their will, making it produce what humans desire rather than what it
would produce if left to its own devices. They relate to the earth as a
suzerain would to a vassal. Thus tilling is a means toward the end of
subduing the earth. It might be objected that tilling or keeping the ground
(*dami) must be differentiated from subduing the earth (‘ereg), because of
the difference in vocabulary. However, this objection is minimised, if not
excluded altogether, when one considers the great degree of semantic

overlap between these two terms. Additionally, the range of each word is

so wide as to render both terms ambiguous when used in isolation. For
example, 'eres can be used to convey "the whole earth" in e.g. Gen. 7:3; 8:9;
11:1 etc.,, but it can also be used in the sense of a specific territory, eg.
Gen. 13:9, 15; 41:56, etc. As a result, ambiguity occurs in such passages as
Is, 13:5 (will the enemy destroy the whole land or the whole earth?).,’?3
Similarly, *damd4 can also refer to "“the whole earth" in e.g. Gen. 12:3; 28:14
- “all the peoples of the earth" (cf. Ex. 33:16; Deut. 7:6; 14:2 etc.), or to
the specifically cultivable areas of it, e.g. Gen. 4:2, 12; 9:20 etc. It can
also express the idea of specific territory, as in “all the land of Egypt"
(Gen. 47:20, 26), “the land of Judah" (Is, 19:17), "the land of Israel" (con-
fined to Ezekiel [17x], e.g. Ezk. 7:2; 12:19, 22; 13:19)3¢ It can readily be
seen therefore that ‘eres is frequently interchangeable with *damf, > as it
is in e.g. Num. 16:30, 32 “But if the Lord creates something new, and the
ground (*damf) opens its mouth ... and the earth (’ereg) opened its
mouth*3¢ ]It is not necessary to press for identity of meaning between

‘eres and ™dam8 in 1:28 and 2:5, 15, but the above indicates that I am not
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doing a disservice to these terms to suggest that a “tilling" of the *dama

may legitimately be subsumed under the imperative to “subdue" the ‘eres.

We are given no clue By the narrative as to how successful the Man
might have been in this God-given task, because we are plunged almost

immediately into the account of the human offence and Yahweh Elohim's
curses which follow (3:14-19)., I have already noted above the general
relationship between these curses and 1:28.. My interest here is to see how
Yahweh Elohim's words to the Man relate to his subduing the earth. It is
important to see that while the Man was the offender, it 1s the ground
which is cursed, “Cursed is the ground (ha*“daml) because of you" (3:17).
These verses imply that previous to this, human subduing of the earth
through "“tilling" it and “keeping" it, while not necessarily effortless, would
have been achieved with far less "toil" and "sweat" and without the
complication of "thorns and thistles". From now on, the task of subduing
the earth will be a struggle, because the earth itself has been cursed into
becoming a less tameable environment in which the Man may exercise his
sovereignty. While the curse of 3:16 indicated that pain would now be
assoclated with human reproduction, it also asserted that humans would
still reproduce. However, the curse on the “dém& (3:17-19) raises the
question as to whether humans will now ever be able to fulfil this aspect
of the original Announcement,®? at least in an absolute sense. The
statement that the Man would struggle to sustain himself,

till you return to the ground (ha™daml),

for out of it you were taken;
you are dust,

and to dust you shall return. (3:19)

suggests that in the final analysis, it is the earth which subdues the
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Man.»* It would sppear therefore, that the Announcement of 1:28 has been
modified, if not reversed, on this particular point. The tilling of the

ground outside of Eden (3:23) is qualitatively different from tilling and

keeping the Garden itself.’?

Despite the problems, Adam's son Cain pursues his father's vocation,
and attempts to play his part in obeying the command.*® Like his parents

before him he offends Yahweh, and like them he is punished: "You are cursed

from the ground (ha“dam8) ... When you till the ground, it shall no longer
yield to you its strength ... * (4:11-12), However, his punishment exceeds
that of his parents,*! just as his offence exceeded their offence. In 3:17-
19, the ground was cursed, but at least it would yield plants and bread for
human food (3:18-19a). However, in ch. 4 the curse falls on Cain himself,
who is banished from the *dam8. While this sentence cannot be taken
absolutely*? (for he will still till the ground [4:12)), it strongly suggests
that he will be even less successful in subduing it than Adam. The 'ad&m/

*dama motif 1s used to good effect in highlighting Cain's vocation, offence,

and punishment,

den Acker [= *dam8] hat Qain bebaut, des Ackers
Frichte dargebracht, dem Acker Bruderblut zu trinken
gegeben: aber vom Acker her klagt das Blut wider ihn,

darum verwiegert der Acker ihm seine Frucht, so wird
er vom Acker verbannt.*s

The likelihood of Cain being able to subdue the earth has been rendered

well nigh impossible. Whether the rest of humanity will be able to do so

remains to be seen.

The genealogy which follows the Cain narrative (4:17-26) may suggest

that there are more ways of subduing the earth than by agriculture.
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Aspecis of civilisation such as urbanisation (v. 17) and metal working (v.
22) may indicate ways in which the earth i1s used to serve human ends, and
is thus “subdued". However, with the birth of Noah at the end of the next
genealogy, Lamech reminds the reader that the curse of 3:17-19 is still in
force: "Out of the ground which the Lord has cursed this one shall bring us
relief from our work and from the toil of our hands" (5:29). In the light
of the story so far, the reader is led to believe that despite the curse of
3:17-19 the human endeavour of subduing the earth will be made more
tolerable - perhaps even more likely to be achieved.  The Flood postpones
this development. How Noah will be able to provide such relief for tolling

humanity, with the saved remnant after the Deluge, remains- to be seen.

If the curses of 3:14-18 complicate the fulfilment of the creation
Announcemer;t concerning human fruitfulness, subjugation of the earth and
dominion over animals, the divine decisions of 6:5-8 amount to a complete
negation. If humans and animals are blotted out, none of these three
imperatives can be obeyed. The relationship between humans and animals
during the Flood will be the focus of my concern in the next section of
this Chapter, but for now I will concentrate on the relation of humans to
the earth. The Flood involves the physical break up of the cosmos and a
return to the pre-creation state of tohd wabdh, with a mingling once again
of the upper and lower oceans.** FPhysical conditions are such that human
subjugation of the earth is rendered impossible. In fact the reverse -
situation prevails, with the earth threatening to subdue humans. In this it
is largely successful; only Noah and his family escape annihilation. Here
we can see an intensification of the alienation of humans from the earth.

With the Man in the Garden, the earth was cursed, resulting in the frus-
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trations of working with the soil; with Cain, the earth would not give its
strength and he was banished from the *“dami; matters come to a head with

Noah's generation, who are overcome by the cosmos itself - only a remnant

survives.

With the turn of events occasioned by God's remembrance of Noah
(8:1a)4® ~ the abating of the flood waters and the disembarking of Noah's
family and the animals - God issues a decree (8:21-9:7), which as we saw
above takes up again the original three-fold Announcement (1:28). Here, my
Interest 1s in whether humans will be able to subdue the earth after the
"re-creation” of the Deluge. At first sight, 8:21 "I will never again curse
the ground because of man ... " offers great hope, but this depends on how
the statement is understood. In a landmark study,*® Rendtorff suggested
that-this usual translation of 8:21a is incorrect. He argues that this
rendering has been influenced by v. 21b, "I will never again destroy all
flesh.! The true meaning of v. 21a is, he contends, "I will no longer curse
the earth. He Jjustifies this by claiming that qalal is not an exact
synonym for ‘arar, because ‘'arar means to place a curse upon someone, while
qélal (piel) means to describe as cursed.*? 1Its use in 8:21, therefore, does

not refer to another act of cursing such as has just been described in the

Flood story, but means that Yahweh will no longer treat the earth as
cursed. When this is recognised, the formula must refer back to 3:17, and
to Yahweh's curse pronounced on the earth.*® Yshweh will no longer treat
the earth as being under that curse; that curse is now without power. This
marks a decided shift in Yahweh's dealings with the world. ' In the
(Yahwistic) primaeval history up to this point, curse has predominated; from

now on, blessing will rule the earth. Gen. 8:21 therefore, Rendtorff argues,
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marks the end of the (Yahwistic) primaeval history. The rest of chs. 1-11

serves as a prelude to the ancestral history.¢?

While Rendtorff's suggestion is attractive in some ways, it has come
under serious attack.*? Petersen argues that Rendtorff's subtle distinction
between ‘aréar and qélal is not supported by OT usage. Q&lal is used to
describe Balasam's cursing in Josh. 24:9, "And he sent and invited Balaam the
son of Beor to curse (1*qallél) you.," Deut. 28 contains a number of curse
formulas introduced by '&ror (vv, 16-19), and yet they are referred to as
haqq*ld16t (v. 15).5* GSimilarly, its use in Gen. 12:3 cannot be declara-
tive.s2 In this light, Rendtorff's view that qadlal does not refer to a curse
as such is not so convincing as it first seemed. This negative assessment
is underlined when we look ahead to the rest of the Genesis story. The
curse of 3:17-13 brought thorns, thistles and toil. If these curses have
been lifted, why do they continue after the Flood? I can only conclude that
the curse of 3:17-19 remains in force.5% I would suggest that the verbatim
repetition of part of 1:28 in 9:1 recognises this fact. It is significant
not only for what it repeats, but for what it omits. While repeating "be
fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth" and continues with a statement
concerning human relations with animals (9:2), it omits entirely any mention
of “subdue the earth".’¢ Wenham is simply wrong when he asserts that “the
commission first given to Adam 'to be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth
and subdue 1t (1:28; 9:1) is reaffirmed afresh"$5 (emphasis mine). As long
as the curse of 3:17-19 remains, this task of subjugation will be imposs-
ible. Noah's cultivation of the vine (9:20ff.) does not negate this point.
His employment of viticulture does not make him any more successful in

subduing the earth than the agriculturalists Adam or Cain before him.5¢ If
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anything, his drunken stupor induced by drinking the produce of the earth
could indicate that the earth still has the upper hand. While an ability to
drown one's sorrows in drink was probably what Lamech had in mind with his
prediction “this one shall bring us relief from our work and from the toil

of our hands" (0:29), the blessing (?) of wine does not 1lift the curse from

the earth.

We have already seen how the Table of Nations-(ch. 10) can be read as
an illustration of how humans were “fruitful and multipliéd and filled" the
earth. At another level, the spread of these nations into their respective
lands sets the scene for human subjugation of the earth. But the curse of
3:17-19 places a formidable barrier between them and this goal. My pre-
vious analysis of the Babel story concluded that the human sin was a
refusal to "fill" the earth, i.e. at best they would not subdue the (whole)
earth, but only part of it. However, the omission of the command to subdue
the earth in 8:21-9:7, suggests strongly that this element has now dropped

out of the plot. Yahweh's curse has rendered it an impossible task.

C) ominion ove mal

And have dominion (Qredd)
over the fish of the sea

and over the birds of the air
and over every living thing that moves upon the earth.

Gen. 1:26~-28 contains the only occurrences of the verb rad4 in
Genesis. Its usual connotation is “to rule/govern" (e.g. Ps. 72:8) (although

on one occasion 1t carries the meaning of "to tread" [Joel 4:131).57 1t is a

verb used to describe the relationship of superiors to inferiors, such as
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kings to subjects, masters to servants, officers to labourers.®® Read in
isolation the command might seem to give unlimited power to humans over
the animal creation. However, read within the context of the Creation
account this human dominion has one severe limitation. Gen. 1:29-30
indicates a rigorous vegetarian diet not only for animals but also for
humans.*? Despite the dominion required of them, humans may not kill
animals for food.t® Thus, the concept of dominion intended here must be

read within its immediate context rather than determined exclusively by iis

use elsewhere in the OT.¢?

The second chapter relates how the Man gave names to the animals
(2:19-20), There is almost universal agreement among commentators that
naming is a sovereign act (cf. God's "naming" in ch. 1), and thus amounts to
the Man asserting his dominion over the animal creation.t?2 However, the
act of naming does not confer unlimited power as the restraints of
vegetarianism are still in force.? Just how limited human dominion over
the animals can be is graphically demonstrated by the next episode. Among
the animals named by the man was the serpent. This naming had, presumably,
confirmed the hierarchical relationship between the two. With this
background, the events of ch. 3 take the reader by surprise. Despite
suggestions by scholars that the serpent of ch. 3 is more than Jjust an
ordinary animal,®* the personification of evil desire within Eve,*® God in
disguise,*® or Satan in disguise,*? the narrative presents it quite soberly
as being “more subtle (‘ar0m) than any other wild creature (hayyat
hasdsadeh) that the Lord God had made" (3:1), i.e. one of the animal creation

named by the Man in ch. 2.¢® Yet, through its “subtlety", it outwits the

human pair and thus exercises some form of “dominion" over them - the very
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reverse of what the reader was led to expect. This is highlighted by the
Woman's words in 3:13 "the serpent beguiled me (hissf’anf) ... * which stand
in stark contrast to the command “and have dominion (OredQ) over [the
animalsl ... " (1:28). This much 1s clear, despite the fact that the
serpent’s motivations are nowhere revealed, nor whether he acts individually
or as a representative of the animal kingdom as a whole which is attempting
to overturn the divinely ordained relationship to humans.*®* The tables

have been turned - but not for long.

The curse of 3:14-15 not only includes a curse upon the serpent

personally “upon your belly you shall go ... " (v. 14), but also an indication
that serpentine outwitting of humans will not continue for ever: "I will put
enmity between you and the woman ... * (v. 15). This curse announces a
negative development in the relationship between humans and animals. Chs.
1-2 had shown human dominion but with no indication of hostility between
the parties. The curse on the serpent not only reinforces the original

human dominion but intensifies it by introducing human hostility towards

serpents.

The final words of the curse need commenting upon,

he shall bruise (hQ' y*s30p*ka) your head

and [but] you shall bruise (w*'attd t°30pennQ) his
heel (3:15b)

The majority of scholars suggest that this statement guarantees a state of

mutual hostility between the .two parties in which neither gains the upper

hand. The distinction between "head" and "heel" is seen as nothing more

than the natural points of attack by the warring sides and does not suggest

any human superiority in the struggle.’® I would agree with the minority
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view which sees a distinction between *head" and *heel":; “the former will
crush the head of the foe, while the latter can only wound in the heel"’!
Read in this way, the Woman's seed will achieve dominion over the serpent's
seed - though only with a struggle. I would also suggest that 3:14-15, as
a curse on the serpent (v. 14a), is a formal statement outlining a change
for the worse in the relations between humans and serpents. Up to this
point animals have been subservient to humans. If so, a statement that in
their struggles with humans serpents will be their equal (which is how most
scholsrs read 3:15b), is promotion rather than demotion and can hardly be
seen as a curse. However, an acknowledgement that human dominion will now
entail superior death-dealing physical authority over the serpent is an
intensification of human dominion over it and tlllis amounts to a “curse", and
a punishment for its attempt to reverse the divine order.?’? Thus, 3:14-15
announces a decisive shift in human-animal relations. Conflict has replaced

simple dominion, with the guarantee of victory going to the human side.??

Perhaps an indication of this new relationship can be seen in Yahweh

Elohim's preparation of animal skins for the Man and the Woman.?* While
these clothes are presented to them, rather than being made by them,
animals are now seen to serve human needs, even when this means the death

of animals. It confirms the brutalisation of the original dominion.??

The subsequent narrative of Cain and Abel gives two fleeting glimpses
of how animals fare under human control. Abel was a keeper of sheep (4:2)
and while not being told why he did so (for wool? milk? meat?), he does

present the pick of his flock as an offering (minhd) to Yahweh. Moreover,

we are told that "Yahweh had regard for Abel and his offering" (4:4b). Here
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then, with divine approval, human dominion extends to the taking of animal
life as part of a cultic act., The worship of Yahweh by one of his
creatures requires the death of another. A further advance in the growing
increase of human dominion over animals could be reflected in the
information that Jabal tended "“herds" - migneh (4:20) - if this term is
taken to include sheep, goats, cattle, asses and camels., Abel had limited

his interest to $6'n — sheep and goats.?$

The next occasion on which humans and animals come into close
relationship is the Deluge. It could be argued that Noah exercises a benign
dominion over the animals in his care in the ark, which becomes a "floating
Eden" providing sanctuary,’’ and in which there are tender touches of
intimacy with the birds (8:9).7¢ However, Noah's first act after
disembarkation is that "he took of every clean animal and of every clean

bird, and offered burnt offerings (‘G16t) on the altar" (8:20) - an act of
butchery on a scale which makes Abel's offering look insignificant. These
animals were saved from drov;ming only to feel the sacrificial knife at their
throats. This note struck by Noah's act is amplified by the divine
statement of 912 that “the fear of you (Gméra™kem) and the dread of you
(whitt*kem) shall be upon every beast of the earth ... "7* After the
carnage of 8:20 it is not difficult to see why. But worse is to follow:
"Every moving thing that lives shall be food for you" (9:3a).#° Animals
will not only be used for sacrifices to God, but for everyday food for
humans as well. The restriction on eating blood with the flesh (v. 4) is no
comfort to those creatures whose life-blood will be drained. *“Dominion" has

now become despotic.?! The parenthetical statement regarding Nimrod, “he
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was a mighty hunter (gibbdr-sayid) before the Lord" (10:9), indicates that

humans successfully pursued the license given to them against animals.

Conclusion

As we review the role of -the Announcement of 1:28 within the
primaeval history we can see that the reader's intuition that its
imperatives would be prominent in the ensuing narrative has been justified.
All three major elements congregate in crucial passages which determine
future developments (e.g. 3:14-19; 8:21-9:7) and also incidentally in other
pericopes (e.g. 4:1ff.). On the other hand, chs. 1-11 tend to be more
fragmented than chs. 12-50, and as a result the plot Announcement appears
to be less integrated than is the case with the respective Announcements in
chs, 12-50, Nevertheless, while there may not be so many smooth
transitions in the plot of the primaeval history, every episode can be
related to the Announcement of 1:28 in one way or another, without any
special pleading.” As we investigate the fate of the three-fold Announce-
ment of 1:28, we can see that none of the imperatives remains untouched by
the turn of events recounted in chs. 1-11. Matters are far more complex
than originally seemed likely. There is modification; intensification;
negation, etc. The first (“be fruitful, multiply and fill") is executed -
throughout the narrative, but is threatened by several factors: the pain of
childbirth (cf. 3:16); murder (ch. 4); death (cf. chs. 5, 10); human desire to
settle in one place (11:1-9); infertility (11:30). The second ("subdue the
earth"), is largely negated; it cannot be fulfilled absolutely. Even more
significant than the Deluge demonstrating the earth subduing humans, the
curse on the ground, and the Man's eventual return to it, indicate why 8:21-

9:7 excludes the possibility of humans subduing the earth. The third
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(dominion over the animals) degenerates into a relationship of hostility and
fear between the two parties. The limited dominion humans enjoy in chs. 1-
2 becomes increasingly despotic, beginning with the divine curse on the

serpent (3:14-15) and gathering pace as we learn of animal sacrifices by

Abel and Noah, and the acknowledgement that animals stand in “fear and
dread" of humans and may be eaten as food (9:2-3). The mighty hunter
Nimrod (10:9) stands in stark relief to vegetarian Adam in the Garden. He

is a symbol of the transformation the Announcement has undergone.

Thus, two of the imperatives in particular (subjugation of the earth
and dominion over the animals), undergo significant modif icatior;. Although
humans increasingly dominate the animal creation and eventually rule
despotically (an intensification of the original command), there is an ironic
sense in which animals, through the serpent, exercise an ongoing dominion
over the humans (a reversal of the original command); i.e. the serpent's
tempting of the first humans to commit the offence affects the rest of
their lives and, indeed, human history. Also, the earth becomes increasingly

difficult to dominate. It overwhelms most of humanity in the Flood, and &ll
of humanity in death. Interestingly, God seems more willing to modify these
second and third elements of the Announcement than he is the first -~ "be
fruitful, multiply and fill the earth. Not only are humans reasonably
successful in obeying this, but when they give notice of disobedience (e.g.
at Babel), God intervenes to ensure it is obeyed, willingly or not. The
curse on the Woman (3:16) may have made it more difficult, but it remains
necessary to procreate. As we shall see, this strong focus on multipli-

cation is maintained in the ancestral history. By the end of ch. 11 it has

become clear that the failure of the Announcement of 1:28 to translate
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itself into fulfilment on all points is not entirely the fault of humans,
although they bear primary responsibility. God also orders events in such a

way that makes obedience to his original commands increasingly difficult.

A careful reading of Gen., 1-11 leads to the following conclusion

regarding the divine blessings/imperatives. They are not to be taken as
absolutes. They are malleable, subject to change or negation by various
outside forces. The primaeval history provides enough evidence for us to
treat with great suspicion statements such as Wenham's, that

the word of blessing, whether pronounced by God or
man, guarantees and effects the hoped-for success ...
Once uttered, the word [of command or promisel carries
its own life-giving power and cannot be revoked by
man (cf. 27:27-40), Genesis may be described as the

story of the fulfillment of the divine promises of
blessing.8?

Just how fallacious this point of view is will be demonstrated in the

Chapters that follow.



CHAPTER II

THE_ABRAHAM STORY

Introduction

The purpose of this Chapter is to probe the plot of the Abraham story
(Gen. 11:26-25:11). 1 will adopt a similar approach to that employed in the
previous Chapter, and analyse carefully the divine Announcement of 12:1-3,

and trace the fate of the imperatives and promises given there as they

unfold in the rest of the narrative.

That there 1s an essential link between 12:1-3 and the Abraham story

as a whole should be obvious to the first-time reader of Genesis, and this

connection will be reinforced by the results of this study.

Everything he does following his call and everything
that happens to him are either directly related to
them [i.e. the promises of 12:1-3] in the narratives
or may be brought into connection with them by the
exercise of a little imagination ... the working out

of the promises supplies both the main element of

tension in the plot of the stories and the primary
key to their interpretation.t

However, 1 shall have reason for suggesting later in this study that the

relationship of the initial divine Announcement to the Abraham story is

more complex than in similar Announcements in the primaeval history and in

the stories of Jacob and Jacob's family.

While 12:1-3 1s essential for understanding chs. 12-25 as a whole, it
also has a very important connection with the preceding material in chs. 1-
11. A detailed study of this relationship will not be attempted here, but

some general observations will be instructive. It is commonly observed that
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ch. 11 in general, and the Babel story in particular (11:1-9), provides a
backdrop for reading the promises of 12:1-3. This observation allows a
number of comparisons and contrasts to emerge. For example, Yahweh
promises Abrsaham,? "l will make of you a great nation" (12:2a), almost
immediately after we have read, “Now Sarai was barren; she had no child"
(11:30), (Let me note, immediately, that Yahweh does not in ch. 12 promise
fertility to Sarah, but the juxtaposition of these two statements engages
the reader’s interest at the outset.) Abraham is told to set out “to the
land that I will show you" (12:1b) - an enigmatic statement which is only
subsequently clarified, but which stands in suggestive relationship to the
movement of the citizens of Babel, who like Abraham migrated from the east
and "found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there" (11:2). Abraham
is promised that "all the families of the earth" will in some way find
blessing because of him (12:3b), when by way of contrast these same human
groups were dispersed from Babel in utter confusion (11:7-9).} When we add
to this other possibilities, such as the contrast between the tower-
builders' “let us make a name for ourselves" (11:4) and God's "I will make
your name great* (12:2), enough has been said to show how the call of
Abraham recalls the Babel story. Thus when reading the Abraham story in
the light of 12:1-3, we must remember that this divine Announcement itself
is 1lluminated by being read against the background provided by the

primaeval history,* of which ch. 11 is the climax.5

Before investigating the major motifs in 12:1-3, two important
problems of translation need to be addressed. These are, first, the meaning

of the imperative form wehyé&h in 12:2d, and secondly, the exact nuance of
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nibrekQ in 12:3b. Both of these issues have been the subject of much

scholarly attention.

"Since it contains an imperative, one would expect 12:2d to be rendered,
“be a blessing." = However, some have taken the lead of Rashi in repointing
the 2nd. m.s. impv. to provide a 3rd. m.s. perf., wehayah.* - The resultant
translation would then be, "and it [i.e. your name (v. 2c)] shall be a
blessing®.” Another possibility, if one adopts a 3rd. m.s. reading, is o see
12:2d as expressing a consequence, rather than a declaration, which would
give, * ... so that 1t will be a blessing". The basis for this, in Yarchin's
words, is that “a consecutive-perfect form following an imperfect,
cohortative, imperative, or participle .can serve as a continuation or natural
outgrowth of the preceding verb".* Another suggestion is to keep the 2nd.
m.s. impv. form and translate, " ... so that you will effect blessing." This
is done on the basis that “a consecutive clause in the second person, after
a cohortative, is formed with the indirect imperative". Proponents of such
arguments display great erudition, but fail to convince me that repointing
is necessary, or that the impv., if kept, fails to convey its usual force.
Andersen addresses the meaning of 12:2 in his discussion of consecutive
commands issued by means of “imperative verb clauses”i® A simple form is
found in Gen. 17:1: hithallek l*pénay wehyeh tamim - "walk before me and be
perfect*. He argues that Gen. 12:1-2 presents essentially the same
construction: lek-1*ka ... wehyah b*r&kd - “You go ... and be a blessing”. He
maintains that the string of two imperatives, even though separated by a
three-clause promise, keep their imperative force. There is therefore no

need to emend wehy&h; "the MT is by all means to be retained“.#! Another

example of discontinuous imperative coordination cited is Ex. 3:10: we<atta
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1kA w*’eSlah*k8 'el-par®<6 w*hdsé' et-<ammi - “And now come, I will send

you to Pharaoh; bring forth my people ... ¥ While not always arguing from

the same basis, many recent studiest2 argue for the retention of the

imperative force of wehyéh in 12:2d. As Terrien states,
C

The imperative phrase ‘be a blessing!' is indeed
unusual, but the Masoretic pointing is well

established, and there is no valid reason to correct it

(Gen 12:2¢). This is the mission of Abraham and of
Israel: 'Be a blessing!'ls

If the form and force of the impv, is maintained, then the sense {is:

Be a blessing,

so that I may bless those who bless you,
and those who curse you I will curse ...

Such a translation not only conveys the weight of the command to be a
blessing, but also makes the following promises contingent on Abraham
obeying this decree. A cohortative (wa'dbaradkA [12:3a]l) following an

imperative (wehyéh, {12:2d]) expresses the purpose or result of the impv.t¢

Another problem confronts the reader in 12:3b, whether nibr*kQ should

be understood passively, i.e. "by you shall all the families of the earth be
blessed", or reflexively, "by you shall all the families of the earth bless

themselves"? Discussion of these alternatives is no new development -
Calvin was aware of a long-standing debate over the exact nuance of the

niphal in this verse.!s Because of the programmatic nature of 12:1-3 an
understanding of the precise intention of the term could have repercussions

on the reading of the rest of the Abraham narrative; therefore an outline

of the major arguments on both sides will be helpful.té

The 'passive' interpretation appears to have the longest pedigree.'

This was the LXX understanding: xai Zvevloynficoviar Bv oot n&oar ot puiat
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e yAG.!?7 The NT (Gal 3:8) follows a similar line: 'Evevloynéfocoviar v oot
xévia T ¥6vnt¢® The passive is found also in the ancient versions. In
addition to these witnesses it is pointed out by its proponents that the

niphal usually represents the passive voice.?

On the other hand, those who favour a reflexive translation can claim
a tradition going back at least to Rashi.2® While the niphal is usually
passive, it is argued that it is primarily reflexive.2! 1If the intention of
the text were to convey the passive, this could have been done

unambiguously by using the pual. This form of brk is not found in Genesis,

but occurs in the Pentateuch (Num, 22:6; Deut. 33:13) and occasionally

elsewhere. In addition, it is pointed out that the essential formula found
in the niphal in 12:3b (and 18:18; 28:14), is found in the hithpael in 22:18
and 26:4. As hitbaradkQ is unambiguously reflexive, the disputed niphal, it

is argued, should be explained by the unambiguous hithpael form.22

To summarise the situation: the pual form of brk which is
distinctively passive occurs nowhere in Genesis. The hithpael of brk,
distinctively reflexive, does occur and significantly so in passages which
essentially repeat the promise formula of 12:3b (22:18 and 26:4). However,
if the niphal of brk in 12:3b (and in 18:18 and 28:14) is intended to have
an identical meaning with the hithpael form, then why was the hithpael not
used here as it is in 22:18 and 26:4? Chew makes the significant
suggestion that as nibr*kQ occurs only in the ancestral narratives, then the
key to its meaning should be sought there. He suggests that the meaning

of nibr*k@ should not be decided (in fact, cannot be decided) on a purely

grammatical basis. Given the programmatic nature of 12:1-3 as a whole, the

_37_



Chapter II: The Abraham Story

meaning of the verb in v. 3b should also be decided by the context of the
passage and by the role played by Abraham in the narrative.?3 1 wish the
situation were more clear cut than this, but grammatical analysis alone
does not allow any dogmatic conclusions at this stage. I will therefore

suspend judgement on this issue until we have surveyed the Abraham

narrative as a whole,

We are now in a position to define in more detail the function of
12:1-3 which is made up of two main elements: imperatives and promises.?¢

We need to answer a basic question: What is the content of the imperatives

and promises?

The passage commences with an imperative which governs the whole:
"Go!" (l8k)., Abraham 1is to go from, and to go to. It is likely that the
sequence expressing what he is to leave behind - “country" (‘ereg), “kindred"
(mdledet), and *father's house" (bé&t 'abil) - is to be seen as a cumulative
list which becomes increasingly specific, personal and demanding.?®* The
specificity of this challenge contrasts sharply with the vagueness of his
destination - "the land that I will show you". The second imperative 1is, as
we have seen above, "Be a blessing!" (v. 2d). These two imperatives thus
embrace the negative and the positive. Abraham must, negatively, leave
behind the stability of cherished family ties, and, positively, embrace the

challenge of being a blessing. As we analyse:-the plot of the Abraham

story, the degree to which Abraham obeys these two commands will be a
crucial point to ponder. For, if my understanding of the divine

Announcement is correct, the plain meaning of the text is that the

fulfilment of the promises is contingent upon obedience to the imperatives.
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There are several promises, flowing from the imperatives, of which
five require little explanation, even if at this stage we are unsure how
they might work out in practice:

a) I will make of you a great nation v. 2a

b) 1 will bless you v. 2b
c) I will make your name great V. 2C
d) I will bless those who bless you v, 3a

e) I will curse those who curse you v. 3b

How these promises might work out in practice, and how much overlap there

might be between some of them (e.g. between b and ¢), need not detain us at

this point.

There are two points of uncertainty. The first concerns the reference

to land in v. le. If the criterion of reading "“the story so far" is applied
rigorously, the question to be asked is whether, at this point, Abraham has

received a promise of land ownership. Yahweh tells Abraham to go “to the

land that I will show you" ('ar’eka). Does this amount to a promise that
Abraham will possess that land? Jeyaraj has studied this question in great
detail.2¢ He outlines three approaches to the issue. Some argue that the
land promise 1s present.2? Those who suggest this point out that 12:1-3 is
programmatic for the entire (Yahwistic) ancestral history, in which the land
promise features; it follows, therefore, that the introductory divine
Announcement contains this important narrative theme. Others see the land
promise as lying behind 12:1 only as a secondary feature.2® Finally, some
see no land promise at all in 12:1.2? Jeyaraj argues convincingly that the
hiphil of ra’'a does not convey the sense of possession. "‘Causing Abraham

to see the land' is different from 'giving the land' ... Verse 1 1is only an
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assurance that God will make Abraham to see that unknown land during his
Journey.*3% In addition, I would add that of the 59 occurrences of the
hiphil of ra'da found elsewhere in the OT, none carries the connotation of

“give" or "possess". In fact, what evidence there is points in the opposite

direction. In Deut. 34:1, 4 Moses ascends Mount Nebo "and Yahweh showed
him (wayyar’éhQ) all the land ... and Yahweh said to him, ... I have let you
see it (her'itikd) with your eyes, but you shall not go over there". This
demonstrates that "showing" the land to Moses does not mean “giving® the
land to Moses. “Howéver, 12:1 does arouse the curiosity of the reader (and,
presumably of Abraham). Why does Yahweh wish to show Abraham this land,
wherever it 1s? What purpose will be served by Abraham going to it? - Will
it be merely another land in which he will live as a sojourner? I would

argue, therefore, that while the promise of land possession is not present

in 12:1, the opaqueness of the divine command starts the reader mulling
over its specific focus, and the narrative continues to engage such interest
with periodic references to land in the subsequent story line. This aspect
of the plot will be dealt with later in this Chapter. Provisionally,
however, it may be stated that no categorical promise of land possession is
given in 12:1, but the reader is alerted to the importance of a particular

land; whether this will develop into a promise of land possession for

Abraham, only time will tell.d?

The second point of uncertainty about 12:1-3 concerns the correct
translation of v. 3b, the problems of which I have discussed above. The

possibilities are that either the nations will be blessed because of Abraham

(which is what a passive translation implies), or that the nations will wish

to bless themselves with the name of Abraham (which is what a reflexive
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translation implies). Either way, the nations will have a positive
assessment of Abraham. As far as tracing the fate of ‘this promise in chs.
12-25, which is the aim of this Chapter, I do not need to be any more

specific at the moment. -However, I will return to this issue at the end of

the Chapter.

My analysis will be based on the following translation:

v. 1 Now Yahweh said to Abraham:
"Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house

to the land that I will show you.
v. 2 And 1 will make of you a great nation
and I will bless you and make your name great.

Be a blessing,
v. 3 So that I will bless those who bless you, and those who curse

you I will curse;
and by you all the families of the earth shall find blessing.

Before I begin my analysis of the plot, one final observation needs to

be made. While I wish to see how the imperatives and promises of 12:1-3
fare in chs. 12-25, the question might arise in the mind of the reader as

to whether some promises can be fulfilled within the limits of the Abraham
story. For example, Yahweh promises, *I will make of you a great nation®.

Is it intended that this be fulfilled within the lifetime of Abraham, or
even within Genesis as a whole? The first-time reader does not know the:
answer to this and so must suspend judgement until the end of the story
has been reached., However, a legitimate question I will ask is whether its
eventual fulfilment is being hampered or facilitated by the events occurring

Within ChSl 12—25.32
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A) The Promise of Nationhood

Of all the promises, it 1s the one concerning Abraham becoming a great

nation (v. 2a) which implicitly and explicitly dominates the Abraham story

and for that reason I start by analysing it.

On hearing that Abraham will become the father of a great nation, the
attentive reader is immediately reminded of the stark statement previously
made in 11:30, “Now Sarai was barren; she had no child¥. It is commonly
assumed that "Sarah's barrenness is a major obstacle to Abraham having

/

descendants".®3 However, the promise in 12:2a makes no mention of Sarah as

the mother of this promised great nation. All that the reader, and Abraham,

are told is that Abraham will become a great nation. To hear the promise
as Abraham heard it, we must bracket out any later developments we now
know will take place. "I will make of you a great nation" must not be
garbled into "your barren wife will have a child". OSarah's barrenness rules

out her giving birth; but there are many avenues open to Abraham to get

descendants .}

Abraham's immediate response to this divine Announcement reveals that
this is how he has understood it: "So Abram went, as the Lord had told him;
and Lot went with him" (12:4a). From a rigidly literal point of view, this
report of Abraham's response is inherently contradictory. On the one hand
we are told that Abraham obeyed the imperative to go - an imperative which
demanded that hé leave behind his country, kindred and father's house. On
the other hand he took Lot (cf. 12:5a). It was impossible for him to have
done both; Lot, being the son of his deceased brother Haran, belongs to his

kindred - i.e. in taking Lot, Abraham has not left behind his kindred, and
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did not, therefore, go “as the Lord had told him".’3% The most reasonable
solution to this conundrum is that Abraham did set out obediently, honestly
believing that he was going as the Lord had commanded, but that he did not
consider Lot to be his “kindred" or simply part of his “father's house". He
must have thought Lot was someone far more important — none other than his
surrogate son and the one through whom the “great nation" would come.®*¢
There is no other logical explanation why Abraham should take Lot. OSome
have suggested that the premature death of Haran left Lot in need of being
adopted and protected by his uncle Abraham.3? However, the evidence

is that Lot was no mere stripling in need of protection. No sooner will he
have joined Abraham's trek to Egypt and back - surely occupying no great
period of time - than he has control of herdsmen (13:7-8), and his uncle is
suggesting that the two of them live separately (13:9) - thus giving the
lie to the suggestion that Lot, a mere youth, needed parental protection and
guidance. It would appear, therefore, that Abraham was working to another
agenda. (While it might be suggested that the narrative portirays Abraham
deliberately disobeying the call in one respect when he took Lot, I hope to
demonstrate that Lot's function in the Abraham story makes this unlikely.)
The closeness Abraham felt for Lot is underlined by the fact that whereas
he took Lot with him he left his own father, Terah, in Haran. The simple
mathematics of comparing the chronologies of 11:26, 32 and 12:4b show that
Terah lived for a good sixty years in Haran after his son abandoned him.3?
Abraham was willing to leave his father, but not Lot. His hopes are clearly
invested in his nephew. For these reasons I reject the argument of some

who impute base motives to Lot for accompanying Abraham.?? Abraham took

Lot (12:5) for his own personal reasons.t?
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Just how crucial Abraham feels Lot to be is seen when Abraham sets
off for sanctuary in Egypt clinging to the hope that the nation promise
will be fulfilled through his nephew.*! The narrative of his sojourn there
(12:10-20) has been the object of much scholarly interest.' Most of the
attention paid to the pericope has been taken up with comparing and
contrastiné it with “parallel” wife-sister stories in chs. 20 and 26, the
usual assumption being that “these three passages are three different
portrayals of the same narrative".*2 If one limits one's interests to
uncovering a hypothetical evolution of a narrative theme, one may be
satisfied with this. But my interest is to see how the incident relates to
the unfolding plot of the larger story, and its significance at this point
in the story so far. Abraham acts in 12:10-20 unaware of what he will do
later in ch, 20, I will read the story from the same perspective.*’ 1
agree with Clines' contention that,

where that inference about the prehistory
of Genesis 1s utterly unsatisfactory 1is

that it cannot explain why the tale is
told three times in Genesis, nor what the

point of each of the tellings, at the

specific places where they are located, can
be.t* *

- Abraham enters Egypt assuming the cruciality of Lot to the divine
purpose. Once there, he assumes that his own life is in danger (12:12).

These two pieces of data give a perspective on the story, and a'base for

ascribing motives to Abraham's behaviour.

From a purely Machiavellian viewpoint Sarah, not being essential to

the fulfilment of the divine promise (as Abraham understands it), is

expendable. But it is essential to protect his heir, Lot, and also himself,
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because none of the other promises of 12:1-3 have yet been fulfilled. He
must preserve himself if he is to be “shown" the promised land, be a
blessing, and see his friends blessed and enemies cursed, etc. In order to
effect these ends Abraham tells the lie that Sarah is his sister.*® This
results in Abraham's life being spared and the only cost is that his wife
enters the Pharaoh's harem and is forced, as it appears, to commit
adultery!*¢ Actually, the costs were probably higher. One wonders how
many ladies worthy of the high calling of joining the Pharaoh's harem would
ever leave the palace. All things being equal, when Sarah joined Pharaoh's
household, it would be the last time she would see Abraham. But, as the
divine promise had made clear in Abraham's eyes, she was expendable because
of her infertility. Those called by the Lord, like Abraham, must be

prepared to make a few sacrifices along the way.*? The important point is
that through Abraham's guile and initiative both the patriarch and his

'seed’ have been spared, and with them the promise of Abraham's great

nation,

Such an interpretation of 12:10-20 is, I believe, entirely consistent
with reading the pericope in the context of the story so far and accepting
the programmatic nature of 12:1-3. Almost without exception modern
scholarship has not read the passage from this perspective, but has read it
in the light of later narrative developments. Alexander is typical when he
says, "12:10-13:1 recounts how the birth of an heir to Abraham is placed in
jeopardy by Pharaoh's abduction of Sarah".¢ Abraham has no intention of
Jeopardising the promise of posterity - in fact quite the opposite - and

the reader of the story so far has no grounds for drawing such a

conclusion. Nor can it be maintained, with e.g. Brueggemann and Coats, that
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the incident shows Abraham's active disbelief in the promise¢? - again, the
very contrary. Nor is it really possible to argue that the danger to Sarah
is that she might become pregnant by Pharaoh and thus dash the promise of
offspring to Abraham. 11:30 must be read with full patriarchal chauvinisnm.
Infertility 1s the fault of the woman - Sarah is barren - and remains so
regardless of her sexual partner. More importantly, of course, the promise
of 12:2a does not demand the blological paternity of Abraham - and Abraham
is acting on this assumption. These other readings of 12:10-20 seek to
read it from hindsight. I resolutely refuse to do so - at least not until I
have come to the end of the story and can then afford the luxury of

looking back. The problem of reading from hindsight is best illustrated by
the title given to the story almost universally - “The Ancestress in
Danger*® While Sarah's honour may be in danger, the one who feels himself

to be in real danger at this stage is Abraham. Thus, “The Ancestor in

Danger" would be more appropriate.s?

- Once the ruse has been discovered, Pharaoh expels the trio from Egypt,
and they return to Canaan - which as far as we know is still suffering
from the famina., The repeated references to Lot (13:1, 5) remind the reader
of his importance to the action. The presence of huge flocks and large
numbers of servants (12:16; 13:1) is a great drain on natural resources,
which causes tension between Abraham's and Lot's workers. Abraham and Lot
come to an amicable agreement and agree to separate. It should not
surprise us that in making his choice of land,-Lot appears to be quite
selfish, In 12:10-20 we saw Abraham motivated by self-interest (for the
best of reasons, of course). We should then be sparing in our condemnation

of Lot when he acts with similar motives in ch. 13. (I am tempted to say,
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"like father ... like son™). What is important for us to bear in mind at
this point is the exact tract of land chosen by Lot. Lot having chosen all
the Jordan plain (13:11) for himself, we are told that "Abram dwelt in the
land of Canaan, while Lot dwelt among the cities of the valley ... " (13:12).
I will look at the geography of the promised land below when I analyse the
land promise in more detail, but I will make this observation now. Abraham
probably did not expect Lot to choose the Jordan plain. Helyer argues
persuasively that Abraham offered Lot a portion of the land of Cansan, but
Lot chose the plain of the Jordan - outside of Canaan.’2 This can be seen
clearly by the distinction made between the two territories in 13:12. (In
whatever ways the boundaries of the "land of Canaan" might change in the
succeeding narrative [and wherever we as readers might think their location
to bel, at this stage, and for this narrator, the cities of the plain are not
Canaanite.) In the story so far, Abraham knows that his descendants will
possess the land of Canaan (12:5b-6 cf. 12:7); the fact that he offers part
of the land to Lot suggests that he sees Lot as his descendant.’?® With Lot
having taken up residence in an area distinct from Canaan, Abraham must
think that he has return<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>