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Israel’s Patriarchs and Matriarchs

Many people today spend a great deal of time, effort, and resources researching their family tree. Their motivation goes far beyond the simple satisfaction of curiosity. Learning the story of our ancestors gives us insight into our identity. Their story is our story. How many times have we experienced the joy of sharing family stories at holiday celebrations? In the end, it doesn’t matter if we get all of the details exactly right. What matters is discovering who we are.
The fact that the Book of Genesis exists is evidence that ancient Israel engaged in family story-telling. Reading Genesis is a lot like looking at a family photo album. We find pictures of births, deaths, marriages, and family get-togethers. We come across snap shots of relatives—those we like and those we don’t. Some photos are blurry; others are crystal clear. But Genesis is a unique family photo album. It is God’s word. Therefore, from it we not only learn something about Israel; we also learn something about ourselves. 

Between 2000 and 1500 BC there were large-scale migrations from east to west in Mesopotamia. The Hebrews were part of these migrations, and this restless movement forms the backdrop for stories about Abraham, Sarah, and the other patriarchs and matriarchs of Israel. Obviously, the Israelites of a later time did not have diaries, autobiographies, or biographies from this era. They did, however, have oral traditions about their ancestors and they had faith in a God whom they believed was involved in their history. Because of multiple traditions sometimes more than one version of the same event was recorded (e.g., Gen 1:1–2:4 and 2:5–25; Gen 15:1–21 and 17:1–27). All these went into the portraits that make up the family album that we have in Genesis 12–50. 
Genesis 12–36 is like a string of pearls. These chapters include a number of independent stories strung together by the central belief that God is a God of promise who calls forth trust. The primary example of trust is Abraham, who demonstrated tremendous faith by heeding God’s call to leave his home and journey to an unknown land. God made a three-fold promise to Abraham: that he would have descendants; that he would have the land God would show him; and that all nations would find blessing in him. God repeated promises to succeeding generations (Gen 26:3–4; 28:13–15) and fulfilled them; but at times of his own choosing. 
The figures in Israel’s photo album always appear to be in direct communication with God and they often built altars in connection with their experiences of him. However, these ancestors were far from perfect. Sarah grew impatient with God and attempted to speed up fulfillment of the promise of descendants (Gen 16). Abraham and his son, Isaac, both told foreign rulers that their wives were their sisters (Gen 12:13, 19; 20:5; 26:7). Jacob persuaded his older brother, Esau, to sell him his birthright and stole Esau’s blessing with the help of his mother, Rebekah (Gen 25:27–34; 27:1–46). Joseph’s brothers sold him to foreign traders (Gen 237:25–28). Perhaps, the story of Israel’s ancestors and of Israel itself is best summed up by Jacob’s experience at Peniel, when he wrestled all night with God (Gen 32:22–32). The struggle with God seems endless. It is never without lasting effect. It ends with blessing.  
Genesis ends with the story of Jacob’s son, Joseph (Gen 37–50). Joseph’s tale focuses on God’s providence—how God is in control and turns bad situations into good ones. Joseph is sold into Egypt and his family ultimately ends up living there. With the story of Joseph, the tale of God’s faithfulness and promise comes full circle and the question of how the Hebrews ended up in Egypt is answered. The stage is set for the exodus experience. God remains with Joseph and Jacob’s family; so the story does not end in Egypt
The Primeval History
The stories told in Genesis 1–11 are unique among biblical narratives. Unlike the family album stories of Genesis 12–50, they are not meant to describe events in the lives of particular individuals. Rather, they are responses to fundamental questions that concern all human beings of all times. These stories are the result of the biblical author’s grappling with life’s most serious questions. What is man? What is woman? What is their relation to God, to the world, and to each other? Why is life such a perplexing mixture of good and evil? 

Today, these questions are dealt with by philosophers. However, people in ancient times tended not to think so abstractly about these issues. God inspired some wise individuals with very profound insights. These individuals expressed these insights in a form that their culture provided—a type of story that was common among primitive peoples. This special story form expressed the deepest manner of thought in ancient cultures. Consequently, if we look to the opening chapters of Genesis for answers to modern scientific questions, we totally miss what these chapters really do offer. We totally misunderstand what these chapters were written to reveal to us; namely, the answers that faith provides to humankind’s most profound questions.

What is clear from these chapters is that in spite of God’s love and gifts to us, we turn away from him. And, in spite of our turning away from God, he never stops loving us.
Questions for Reflection—The Book of Genesis

1. Genesis 1–2 describes a world of paradise. What kind of world is that? How does it correspond to your view of paradise?
2. Among other things, Genesis 3–5 expresses the Hebrew understanding of human nature in regard to temptation and sin. To what degree does the view presented in Genesis ring true to your own experience?
3. Genesis 3–11 is a presentation of human sin and of God's loving care, which brings hope in spite of the evils that come from sin. What details from the stories show God's loving care?
4. Christian tradition has seen the story of Pentecost in Acts 2 as a reversal of the story of Babel (Genesis 11:1–9). Read Acts of the Apostles 2:1–13 carefully. Is there any indication that Luke might have had the story of Babel in mind as he wrote about Pentecost?
5. How did Abraham respond to God’s call in Genesis 12:1–6? In what ways is Abraham’s call similar to the call of Moses in Exodus 3? In what ways are they different? In responding to God’s call, are you more of an Abraham or a Moses?
6. How do you think Hagar felt about God, Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac (Genesis 16; 21:1–21)? Do you think Hagar is a sympathetic figure? Why or why not?  
7. In Luke 17:32, Jesus tells his disciples, “Remember Lot's wife.” What message might the story of Lot’s wife (Genesis 19:26) have for us today? 

8. What meaning does the story of the sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis 22:1–19) have for you?
9. How does Jacob’s wrestling with “a man”/God (Genesis 32:23–33) come to be lived out in the history of the nation Israel, both past and present? In the reality of your own life? 
10. A major theme of the Joseph narrative (Genesis 37; 39–50) is God's providence. How would you define “providence”? What experience(s) have you had that appeared to be providential?
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