THE SHEM-TERAH-ABRAHAM ACCOUNT (Part I)

Genesis 11:10-17:27

Key verse: 12:2

“I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you;

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


The last passage in 5:1-11:9 could be viewed as Adam’s account with the accounts of Noah and of Shem-Ham-Japheth as subdivisions. But there is a change of the format in 11:10-25:18 with a flare-up of Abraham’s story after a brief record of Shem’s account and Terah’s. The format continues again, however, from Isaac’s account in 25:19. As we follow the content in 11:10-25:18 we can understand that God’s work is focused on Abraham and his descendants from this time on. Shem’s line narrowed down to Terah, and out of three sons of Terah, to Abram. God would make this man Abram Abraham, and that is pretty much of a summary of the content of 11:10-25:18. After Abraham was established the accounts would flow down to the completion and fulfillment of its purpose to save all men from sin and make them sons of God.

* The account of Shem and of Terah (11:10-32)


As we compare the account of Shem with the account of Adam in 5:1-32 we find that the latter has no mention of death of the elect. The emphasis is in the ongoing process of begetting an elect and it seems the process is speeding up. Except Shem and Terah all others had the next elect somewhere around in their thirties. Though the adding up of the time covered in the Genesis accounts is not a reliable method to calculate the dates, we see the difference between the two accounts: the whole time span covered by Shem’s account is about 390 years, while Adam’s account covers somewhere around 1,000 years. God’s life giving work was accelerating. To put it in our terms, he was pioneering a new chapter and established a new leader quicker and faster.


As we get to Terah’s account in 11:27-32 we understand that the work of God is now zoomed down to Abram and his wife Sarai. The zooming down is so fast that we feel dizzy as we follow the record. The more serious aspect of the fast moving account of Shem-Terah-Abraham is that the story is about a very personal experience of Abraham, Isaac and of Jacob and of the twelve sons of Jacob. In other words one cannot get into the understanding of the content unless he or she is called into the Covenant of God. Interestingly Terah is the only person whose death is mentioned. There is also a mention of Sarai that she was barren. She had no children. The author invites us into the record of the peculiar work of God who would bring the blessing of life in the barren world, where death had been ruling, as we see it in 12:1-3. May the story of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob invite many into the unique, peculiar and different foundation and plant them there.

* The call of Abram (12:1-5)


“The LORD had said to Abram, ‘Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all people son earth will be blessed through you (12:1-3).’” The LORD intended to send the Messiah through Abram (Gal 3:16). Of course, there is a promise here that Abram would grow in moral development to be a blessing rather than a pain on and to others. But we wouldn’t say the LORD promised Abram would become the blessing. Though I took this teaching as a good deal for me I now see that we need to fix our attention to the LORD than on the promised benefit on Abram. May we die that Christ may appear and we in him.


Why was it that the LORD wanted Abram to leave his country, his people and his father’s household? In a simplistic term we can understand that unless he left the place he wouldn’t be able to see the land that the LORD wanted to show him. The LORD was inviting Abram to jump into the life of sojourn, the pilgrim’s progress, the life of exploration of God’s truth and of his grace. You cannot have both your life in your father’s household and the life which is bound to the Covenant. You have to make a choice. Which is better and more beneficial? The life in your father’s household is. Why then should Abram take the risk? Christ our Lord taught in John 8:56.”Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” Abram was invited to live for and toward the hope of God. He would learn the different joy from that of the world. As we review Abram’s life we see that the joy was a lofty one. In other words, Abram was invited to God. Abram was to leave his father’s household to meet the LORD God, the Father.


What does the “great nation” imply? It means multitude of people, who the LORD would say “great” and “wonderful.” Who and what could be great to God other than himself? We shouldn’t misunderstand that the LORD meant Abram’s children superior to others. They would be better off than others in everything because they were given the laws and God’s guidance. However, there was nothing for them to boast before God. As we view the whole Bible we see that this promise again has to do with the sending of the Son of God, Christ Jesus our Lord. This promise, therefore, has nothing to do with nationality, race or anything in the world. No one is great in God’s eyes. But everyone in Christ is great in God’s eyes. As Paul said in Romans 2:29 the great nation is a man whose praise is from God. Why is he great? The grace of God would be revealed through him in power (1Co 15:10). We are talking about the truth of the forgiveness of our sin, ultimately, resurrection, that is epitomized in Christ’s resurrection. We can get out of the foolish and unfounded self-centered ambition, which is a delusion, as we read 12:2 carefully. The first half of 12:2 is explained in the second half of the same verse.


The intention of the LORD to bring the whole world into his blessing is explained in 12:3 again. The LORD would bless those who bless Abram and curse those who curse him. I used to take this teaching as a biased love of God for his chosen people. As I read verse 3 this time I could see that I did not read the second half of the verse. We should learn why God treats us with favor and why God judges us as well. We should consider the kindness and sternness of God here as Paul said in Romans 11:22. In time of God’s favor and in time of God’s judgment, therefore, we should always wake up to God’s mercy by which he wants to bless “all peoples on earth” as is stated here in 12:3b. 


What did it mean for others to “bless” Abram who had been warranted to have the LORD’s blessing? Abram wouldn’t need others’ blessing. This means their recognition of the God of Abraham. Then they would be blessed. What is the meaning of the word “curse” here? What did it mean for others to “curse” Abram? Could Abram who was clothed with God’s blessing ever be in curse? The meaning of the Hebrew word means the attitude of taking Abram lightly, the contemptuous attitude toward him, despise of him and his life, the attitude of mockery of him, the esteem of him as foolish. As we review our understanding of Abram’s story we find that we did have that kind of evaluation of him. That means we have been dealing with God with the hidden contempt. It is promised here that the contempt would be rewarded with a bitter mockery from God. Paul attested this serious problem of some Christians somewhere in his Epistles. No more contempt. No more foolishness. We should learn to surrender to the learning of the peculiar greatness of the gospel as it is revealed in God’s children.


In 12:4-5 we learn how Abram got into the new life of learning God and his hope. 12:4-5 says, “So Abram left as the LORD had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old when he set out from Haran. He took his wife Sara, his nephew Lot, all the possessions they had accumulated in Haran, and they set out for the land of Canaan, and they arrived there.” As we note the tense in verse 4 and is confirmed in Stephen’s speech in Acts 7 Abram had a call while he was in Haran. We are not sure why he waited. We don’t know whether Abram waited until Terah his father died. According to the record here Terah might have been 145 years old when his son left. Regardless Abram had some time to accept the call. But when he left he left in obedience to the word of God. His decision was solely based on God’s word. It was not about what he did with his father or with his country. He didn’t choose “this” over “that.” We learn here that there is such a thing as the decision which comes from God’s word. I am aware the argument that the eventual decision should be Abram’s. That is the argument of ignorance. The decision comes like an old person being dressed by someone else (John 21:18). Many young people desire to be a blessing when they learn Abram’s calling. That is commendable. What we should not forget is that it is more than, actually sometimes seeming different from, becoming beneficial or useful to others. In a strict sense it is becoming a blessing to God, being useful to God, if the idea is conveyed right. You do not become a blessing because you made a decision to follow God’s word yesterday. You do not become a blessing at all. God will be through you. We should only be humble, waiting for God. That is how we should understand Abram’s departure.

* The promised land (12:6-20)


We have no clue how Abram moved toward the land of Canaan in verse 5. He did not know what he was doing. God’s secret guidance was with him. When he arrived in the land of Canaan the LORD appeared to Abram and said, “To your offspring I will give this land” (12:7). What was the significance of the LORD’s promise in 12:7? The significance is that it was a promise, not less or more than that. In verse 6 is a mention that the Canaanites inhabited in the land at the time. Was God teaching Abram to ignore the Canaanites? Such was the attitude of the many Western missionaries in the last century. They just despised, ignored and replaced the native cultures with their culture. We shouldn’t do that. What the LORD taught Abram was the faith to fix his eyes on God, on the Giver over the gift of the promise. He did not have a son, and the land was occupied. The Canaanites didn’t tell him when they would move out. We learn from the description of the promised land a very precious insight regarding the faith in God’s promise. Actually, as we see it in chapter 22 it was neither a son nor a land that the LORD wanted to give to Abram. He wanted Abram to give himself, so to speak. Abram learned right. He never quarreled with the natives nor did he scheme to steal. He sought God. We have to ask what we seek by faith. We have to answer what we mean if we say we seek God.


We learn from Abram’s example to answer the questions. When the LORD appeared to him and gave him a promise about what did not yet exist and had no guarantee that they would come true, Abram, verse 7b says, “built an altar there to the LORD, who had appeared to him.” Anyone who have an experience of writing a contract knows that it includes all the details of how and when the contract would be accomplished and the detail description of the object. That is why you feel choked when you sign a contract. It is almost humorous in a very joyful sense, and very beautiful, to see here the LORD who gives a blank promise and Abram who took the blank check seriously. The LORD was saying to trust him and Abram was saying that the LORD is God. As we review the story of Abraham to its end we see that this promise never came true in his lifetime. But here Abram inspected the land and was saying the he got the message. The word Moreh means “place of seeing.” Abram was to see that he could not expect to possess the land unless significant spiritual understanding was developed” (Steiger) through his pilgrimage in the land. He took ride on a different train from others when he built an altar to the LORD. He would be in a totally different game as a result. As we thought about it in the introduction his secret that he could seek God can be understood right only by those who commit themselves to God.


It is interesting that Abram took all he had accumulated when he left. That is quite a different attitude from the common understanding of Christians of following God. This takes much debate and so we will skip the argument. What we should learn here is that Abram cast his whole future and of his family into God’s hands. Think about how he might have felt when he arrived to the unknown land with the responsibility to take care of the huge household and found out that the land was pre-occupied by someone else. It could have been easier if he left by himself. But that was his style. Obviously he couldn’t settle down. He had to move around. We can not even imagine his burden. How did he take care of the huge burden? In 12:8 we read that Abram “called on the name of the LORD” i.e., he gave praise to God for bringing him to this good land. In 13:4 and on we find that Abram praised God with thanksgiving. How could he do that? 


We are eve more amazed because in 12:10 we read a stunning truth regarding the promised land. There was a famine! A promised land which was prone to famine? To make disappointment increase the land of Egypt south to it was a fertile land. In fact, the land of the Canaanites was the worst part in the so-called the “fertile crescent.” The famine was so severe that Abram had to go down to Egypt for a while. But he came back to the land and gave praise to God again. What could have been his impression of the “promised land” in view of the description of it in 12:6,8,10? It couldn’t be like the Garden of Eden, not even like the land of Egypt (14:10). We can conclude that indeed Abram rejoiced at the though of seeing the day when Christ comes. We see the same secret of joy in those who believe in the resurrection of Christ (1 Pet 1:3). That was Abram’s secret that he gave praises to God in the famine stricken land where he was a sojourner with a huge responsibility to take care of his household. He was looking for a country, a heavenly one prepared by God (Heb 11:16). He indeed dwelt in the promised land, that is, by faith.


If Abram was such a great man of faith, why did he go down to Egypt? Why did he even lie and embarrass himself and us? Some are defensive of his trip to Egypt and others are critical on that mistake. We are not going to waste our time on Abram’s quality. What Abram learned through the experience is important. He wanted to survive by his own devise, and learned that God protects him as was promised. Most of all he began to learn the importance of Sarai. He began to understand what it means that she was his wife. She was more than his darling. She was a coheir of the covenant. The covenant work could not be continued without her just as it couldn’t without him. Only together they were God’s servant, as one. Abram would learn the truth of God through the Egyptian king just as Balaam heard God’s message from a donkey. Now Abram learned that God is the Sovereign over all nations. Though he would forget it sometimes he indeed took deeper root in God’s covenant, interestingly through his embarrassing experience. We only praise God.

*God is the shield, God is the reward (13:1-15:21)


By the LORD’s help Abram came back safely to the promised land. But in order to learn a next lesson Abram must be restore to the LORD. That was accomplished in Bethel.13:4b says, “There Abram called on the name of the LORD.” Now everything should be smooth. But Abram had to be separated from Lot. The separation came because both Abram and Lot had so much flock and herds and tents. They couldn’t stay together. To make the situation worse quarrelling arose between Abram’s herdsmen and the herdsmen of Lot. They were vulnerable to the attacks of Canaanites and Perizzites who also lived in the land.


How did Abram resolve the conflict with Lot? He said to Lot, “Let’s not have any quarreling between you and me, or between your herdsmen and mine, for we are brothers. Is not the whole land before you? Let’s part company. If you go to the left, I’ll go to the right; if you go to the right, I’ll go to the left.” He suggested separation, and he let Lot to choose the land. Lot chose the plain of Jordan, and Abram lived in the land of Canaan.” He gave up his right as the senior to Lot and as the head person called by God. What do we learn from Abram? Some said Abram could have given up material things to stay with Lot. Others praise his attitude of conceding to Lot. Still others praise him for staying in the land of Canaan as if Lot wasn’t. I think what’s important is that “Lot pitched his tents near Sodom.” In other translation we learn that it means Lot acquired the permit to pitch his tent in the land of the Sodomites. In other words, Lot followed his instinct and followed the benefit of the land being well watered. It was well known that “the men of Sodom were wicked and were sinning greatly against the LORD,” but Lot disregarded the problem of sin because of the benefit of the water, the essential element for survival in the Mid East. He even made a deal with the Sodomites to live in the city. Abram, on the other hand, stuck to the LORD holding on and waiting for the long term promise, which he never knew when it would come true, if ever. 


What did the LORD teach at that time? Read 13:14-17. Though the LORD was more specific still all he gave to Abram was the promise. He even commanded the disheartened Abram because of Lot, who obviously dropped his head down in an indescribable empty feeling, to walk a long distance, through the length and breadth of the land! Abram could have expressed his frustration. How did Abram respond? 13:18 says, “So Abram moved his tents and went to live near the great trees of Mamre at Hebron, where he built an altar to the LORD.” He showed the sign of developing faith because of delayed promises. The LORD was building up the faith that seeks God, over the land over the offspring. Separation from Lot was the trigger for the growth.


In chapter 14 we read further development of Abram’s faith. There was a power struggle in the region where Abram and Lot lived. Though Abram became a mighty prince, probably the strongest in the region, by then, he wouldn’t get involved with the political struggle. But he did because Lot became a P.O.W. Abram went out to rescue Lot with his private army of 318 trained men born in his household and successfully freed his nephew and recovered all his possessions. When he returned from the rescue mission he offered a tenth of his spoils to King of Salem, but didn’t take anything from the King of Sodom. Abram did a great and heroic work, honorable and commendable. But the result was the he was isolated from the neighbors. He cut off any tie with the King of Sodom and others. In his words in 14:22-24 we can see that he did what is right with all his zeal and earnestness. When he sought God with such devotion, however, he lost everything else.


What did the LORD say to Abram at this time? He said, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward” (15:2). But Abram reasoned with the LORD. He knew that the LORD was the Creator, the Almighty. But God didn’t give him a child yet. He reasoned if God meant to inherit to Eliezer. “Then the word of the LORD came to him: ‘This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir.” The LORD took Abram outside and said, “Look up at the heavens and count the stars – if indeed you can count them.” Then he said to Abram, “So shall your offspring be.” Of course Abram couldn’t count the stars. This means Abram realized that God who created the stars and maintained them to runs its courses is able to keep his promise of given him a son. Also at this time the LORD made it clear that the hier would come from Abram’s own body. Verse 6 says, “Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness.” With the help of the LORD Abram was liberated into God. 


The ceremony in 15:7-21 is the ceremony of the Covenant where the LORD swore to his name.

He swore that by his death would he keep the covenant. That is what it means that the fire passed through the cut half of the animals. Here for the first time the LORD made it clear that he intended to remove sin from the earth through Abraham’s offspring. For that goal the LORD would be Abram’s shield, and the goal of removing sin from the earth is gaining the LORD himself.

* Abram became Abraham, and Sarai become Sarah (16:1-17:27)


After the event in chapter 15 Abram waited many more years until he became 85. But the LORD didn’t give him a son. Perhaps Sarai understood that the LORD would give him a son through Hagar, her maidservant. It was reasonable though in every way. The result was a messy situation. He did get an heir through Hagar but Abram and Sarah got into a big domestic problem. The LORD helped the situation by restoring the order and by blessing Hagar and her son Ishmael.


When Ishmael reached the age 13 when his father had to declare him as his heir, however, the LORD appeared to Abram and stopped him from doing that. The LORD confirmed to Abram that he had made him a father of many nations, Abraham. The LORD commanded Abraham to be blameless in the matter of the covenant. He commanded that Abraham and his descendants have the obligation to be faithful to the covenant call. God also made it clear this time that it would be through Sarah the covenant heir would come. Isaac, Abram’s son through Sarah, who would be the next covenant person before he be Abraham’s son. 17:23-27 says Abraham circumcised himself and Ishmael and all of his household that day. Thus he brought all people on earth, including Ishmael into the covenant blessing. 

