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How to Use This Book 

Reading, Reflecting, Together 

This book was not written to be read in a single sitting. It was written to be 

read one day at a time, the way it was first written—a chapter at a time, over 

the course of several weeks, alongside an open Bible rather than in place of 

one. The believers in Berea were commended not simply for their eagerness 

to hear the Word but for their habit of examining the Scriptures every day 

to see whether what they had been taught was true (Acts 17:11). That daily 

habit, sustained over years rather than compressed into a season, is the entire 

aim of this book and of the Quiet Time practice that produced it. 

To help establish that rhythm, we have included, as an appendix at the back 

of this book, the same daily Bible reading plan we have used at dailyqt.org 

for well over a decade. It walks through the whole of Scripture in a year, a 

few chapters at a time, and it does not need to be started in January; you are 

free to begin on whatever date suits you and simply follow the sequence 

from there. Each of the seventeen chapters in this book lines up with exactly 

one day on that plan, from Genesis 1–3 on the first day to Genesis 48–50 on 

the seventeenth, so that this book and your own Bible can move through 

Genesis together, side by side, one day at a time. 

Whether you are reading on your own or working through this book with a 

group like one of our own Sunday School classes at First Baptist Church in 

Dallas, we would suggest the following simple rhythm for each day, or for 

each session if you are meeting weekly as a group: 

1. Begin and end in prayer. Ask God, before you open either Bible or 

book, to teach you something true about Himself that day, and thank Him, 

when you close both, for whatever He has shown you—even if it is smaller 

or slower than you expected. 
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2. Read the assigned Scripture. Using the reading plan in the appendix, 

read the day’s passage directly from your own Bible before turning to our 

reflections on it. There is no substitute for reading the text itself first, in 

whatever translation you trust, and letting it raise its own questions before 

we offer our own. 

3. Read the corresponding chapter in this book. Each chapter walks 

through that day’s passage in the order Scripture presents it, drawing out its 

major movements and, where it seemed useful, the historical background 

behind them. Treat it as a conversation about the text you just read, not a 

replacement for it. 

4. Answer the discussion questions. Every chapter closes with three or 

four questions sized to fill a forty-five- to sixty-minute group discussion, 

though they work just as well as slower journaling prompts for a reader 

working through the book alone. Some ask you to notice something in the 

text; most ask you to notice something in yourself. 

If you are part of a group, we would encourage you to read both the day’s 

Scripture and the corresponding chapter individually during the week, and 

then use your time together for the fourth step: praying together and working 

through the discussion questions as a group. This was, after all, how the 

material in this book first took shape—not in a study or a library, but in a 

room full of ordinary readers asking each other what a passage meant and 

why it mattered, week after week, for years. We hope it will do the same for 

you. 

Introduction 

Beginnings 

We begin a new year in the Scriptures, and there is no better place to begin 

than the beginning. Genesis simply means “beginnings,” and it earns the 

name many times over: the beginning of the universe, of the earth, of 
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humanity, of marriage, of sin, of death, of judgment, of nations, of covenant, 

and of the long, patient work by which God has set about restoring what 

was broken in the opening chapters of the book. Nothing in the rest of the 

Bible makes complete sense without it. Every later promise, every later 

covenant, every later prophecy of a coming Redeemer reaches back to 

something planted here, in these first fifty chapters, like seeds whose full 

growth we will only see much later in the story. 

Paul tells Timothy that the Scriptures are “God-breathed and... useful for 

teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that all 

God’s people may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 

Timothy 3:16–17). Nothing less than the whole of Scripture, and nothing 

more than the whole of Scripture, is necessary for the kind of life God 

desires from us. Jesus said that “a wicked and adulterous generation looks 

for a sign” (Matthew 16:4), and Paul reminds us that “we live by faith, not 

by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7). So as we begin this book, let us not crave 

some mountaintop experience or some shortcut to righteousness that would 

draw us away from the sufficiency of God’s own Word. Let us instead do 

what Joshua was told to do on the threshold of the Promised Land: “Keep 

this Book of the Law always on your lips; meditate on it day and night, so 

that you may be careful to do everything written in it. Then you will be 

prosperous and successful” (Joshua 1:8). That same charge belongs to us 

today, as we open the very first book Joshua himself would have meditated 

on. 

Genesis is the first of five books traditionally attributed to Moses—Genesis, 

Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—written for a particular 

audience at a particular moment: the people of Israel, freshly delivered from 

four hundred years in Egypt, encamped on the edge of a land God had 

promised them centuries before they were born. Moses was not writing 

primarily for scholars or for distant readers like us; he was writing for a 

frightened, wandering, occasionally rebellious people who needed to know 

who their God was, what He had already done, and why they could trust 
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Him for what lay ahead. Genesis gives them—and gives us—the deep roots 

beneath everything that follows: the creation that established God’s 

authority over all things, the fall that explains why the world is broken, the 

flood that shows how seriously God takes that brokenness, and the call of 

one man, Abraham, through whom God began the long work of blessing the 

whole earth. 

What is striking, reading Genesis as a whole, is how unevenly it spends its 

time. The first eleven chapters cover something like two thousand years—

from the creation of the world to the calling of Abraham—while the 

remaining thirty-nine chapters slow to a crawl, covering perhaps three 

hundred years and following essentially four men: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 

and Joseph. Moses was not writing a history textbook, anxious to record 

every event in proportion to how long it took. He was writing theology in 

narrative form, lingering exactly where the lingering mattered and moving 

quickly past whatever did not bear directly on his purpose: to show how the 

God who made the universe set out to make a people for Himself, and how 

that people would become the means by which He blessed every other 

people on earth. 

This is also, refreshingly, an honest book. It does not give us polished 

heroes. Abraham lies about his wife not once but twice. Isaac repeats his 

father’s mistake almost word for word. Jacob deceives his own brother and 

father and uncle, and even after wrestling with God Himself, deceives his 

brother once more in nearly the same breath. Joseph’s brothers sell him into 

slavery out of envy and then lie to their father about it for decades. If Genesis 

has a single argument running underneath all its individual stories, it may 

be this: that the advance of God’s people has never depended on the 

goodness of the people themselves, but entirely on the faithfulness of the 

God who chose them. One writer who spent sixty years studying this book 

admitted, “I do not know it yet. Its heights and depths are beyond me, and 

that is the glory of the Bible. It may exhaust you, but you can never exhaust 

it.” We offer this book in that same spirit—not as the final word on Genesis, 
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but as one continuing conversation with it, carried on across more than a 

decade of unhurried, ordinary reading. 

Across the seventeen chapters that follow, several threads will keep 

reappearing, and it may help to know what to watch for. We will watch four 

lives in particular for what each one teaches us about faith: Abraham’s, 

which shows us obedience, often slow to mature but eventually unwavering 

even at the point of sacrificing his own son; Isaac’s, which shows us a 

quieter, more passive kind of trust; Jacob’s, whose faith looks less like 

steady growth and more like a lifelong wrestling match, with God and with 

himself, that never quite resolves into the tidy transformation we might 

expect; and Joseph’s, which shows us what patient loyalty to God looks like 

when circumstances offer no visible reason for it at all. We will watch, too, 

for the recurring pattern of blessing, sin, and grace—God establishing order 

and blessing it, humanity disordering what God made good, and God 

responding not by abandoning the project but by graciously preserving it: 

sparing Noah, scattering rather than destroying the builders of Babel, calling 

Abraham out of a world gone back to idolatry, and patiently, generation 

after generation, keeping a promise that the people receiving it rarely 

deserved and even more rarely fully understood. And we will watch for the 

long thread of a promised Seed—first hinted at in the garden, then specified 

to Abraham, then narrowed further to one tribe, one family, one line—that 

will not find its full answer until long after Genesis ends, in a Bethlehem 

manger and an empty tomb. 

What follows is not a commentary in the technical sense, and it does not try 

to settle every dispute that serious students of this book have argued about 

for centuries. It is, instead, a record of what two people found while reading 

Genesis slowly, year after year, in the company of a small community of 

fellow readers—what stopped us, what surprised us, what comforted us, and 

what we are still working out. We offer it to you in the hope that it might do 

for you what reading this book, regularly and unhurriedly, has done for us: 

deepen your trust in the God who began all things, who has never once lost 
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His grip on the story, and who is still, even now, writing the next chapter of 

it in your own life. 
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Chapter One 

Genesis 1–3 

“In the beginning God.” This is an amazing start to an amazing book. The 

Bible begins not with an argument for God’s existence but with the simple 

presumption of it—the presumption that everything we know and 

understand begins with God. Scripture even renders its verdict on whoever 

rejects this premise: “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’” (Psalm 

14:1; 53:1). As one scientist has observed, it actually takes greater faith to 

believe that everything came into being by chance than to believe that God 

created everything, for all of creation testifies to His existence. “The 

heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” 

(Psalm 19:1). Paul makes the same case to the Romans: “For since the 

creation of the world God’s invisible qualities—his eternal power and 

divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has 

been made, so that people are without excuse” (Romans 1:20). Thomas 

Aquinas built on this same intuition with his famous syllogisms—from 

motion, from causation, from contingency, from gradations of value, from 

design—each concluding that whatever else we call the Mover, the Cause, 

the Necessary Being, the Standard of goodness, or the Designer, “this 

everyone understands to be God.” 

Genesis itself moves with remarkable economy. In just eleven chapters it 

covers creation, the dawn of civilization, its corruption, and its near-total 

destruction; the remaining thirty-nine chapters narrow to three generations 

of a single family. Moses was not writing a scientific treatise; he was writing 

for a people about to enter the Promised Land, and so he used broad strokes 

where broad strokes would serve and a fine, deliberate focus where the story 

needed it. This is why chapter 1 can give a summary of the days of creation 

while chapter 2 doubles back to focus on the creation of the man and the 

woman—just as, later, chapter 10 will give the broad genealogical sweep of 

the nations while chapter 11 fills in the specific incident, the Tower of 
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Babel, that explains it. Readers who miss this convention sometimes 

imagine contradictions where none exist. We must be careful not to read 

into the text a chronology, or a scientific agenda, that was never the writer’s 

purpose. 

On the question of the days of creation, however, the text is not so flexible. 

Many have tried to stretch the “day” of Genesis 1 into an age of thousands 

or millions of years in order to harmonize Scripture with a particular reading 

of the geological record. But the Hebrew word yom, every time it appears 

in Genesis 1 attached to a number and the phrase “evening and morning,” 

refers everywhere else in the Old Testament to an ordinary day. More 

importantly, the entire logic of the gospel depends on a creation that was, at 

its outset, “very good”—free of the death and suffering that the fossil record 

displays in such abundance. If death and suffering preceded Adam’s sin, 

then sin did not bring death into the world, and the doctrine of the Fall, the 

wages of sin, and the promise of a future restoration without death and 

suffering (Acts 3:21) all come apart at the seams. The question of the days 

of creation is not a peripheral one; it is bound up with how we read Scripture 

at all. If we teach our children that the plain words of Genesis 1 can be 

doubted because of outside scientific opinion, why shouldn’t they learn the 

same lesson about the virgin birth, or the resurrection? 

Into this very good creation comes the serpent, and his opening line is a 

question rather than a statement: “Did God really say...?” There is 

something almost admirable, in a terrible way, about how economical the 

temptation is. Notice, too, the order in which it unfolds. God’s creation 

reflects a deliberate hierarchy: the animals beneath the woman, the woman 

alongside the man, the man under God. Satan inverts this order at every step. 

He works through an animal, the serpent, to deceive the woman, who in turn 

leads the man into sin—exactly backward from the structure God had 

established. In his craftiness he does not approach Adam, who had heard 

God’s command directly; he approaches Eve, testing her secondhand 

knowledge of it and subtly reshaping it to make God appear less generous 
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than He actually was. The serpent first misquotes God, exaggerating His 

command (“You must not eat from any tree in the garden”), and Eve, instead 

of correcting the distortion, makes her own addition to it, telling the serpent 

that they must not even touch the fruit. Already, before a bite has been taken, 

God’s word has been bent in two directions—diminished by the serpent’s 

lie and inflated by Eve’s overcorrection. This is the entire anatomy of 

deception: it succeeds not because it contradicts what God said outright, but 

because it gets people fumbling with what God said until they no longer 

have a firm grip on it. The lesson reaches forward into church history. Some 

traditions take away from what is plainly revealed; others add to it. Both 

errors are old, and both begin in the garden. If we do not know what God 

actually said—if we are not reading His Word for ourselves, regularly—we 

have no defense when the question comes: “Did God really say...?” 

When the first couple eat, they gain a knowledge they did not have and lose 

an innocence they cannot recover. The text marks the change precisely: 

before the fall they were unaware of any shame in their nakedness (Genesis 

2:25); after it, they are suddenly self-conscious and afraid (Genesis 3:7–8). 

God’s questions to them in the garden—“Where are you?... Who told you 

that you were naked?... Have you eaten from the tree?”—are not requests 

for information; they are anthropomorphic questions, asked not because 

God needed an answer but for Adam’s benefit, much as a parent asks a child 

if homework is finished while the unopened backpack sits in plain view. We 

see the same pattern later when God asks Cain, “Where is your brother?” or 

asks Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh?” In every case the question serves 

the person being asked, prompting reflection rather than supplying God with 

facts He lacked. 

What did Adam and Eve actually trade? They trusted the serpent’s “you 

surely will not die” over God’s “you will surely die,” and they followed 

their own desire rather than God’s command. Before their disobedience, in 

their simple dependence on God, they knew only what was good and did 

only what was good. The instant they disobeyed, that dependence was 
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severed; they became self-aware, independent, and morally estranged from 

their Maker—and from that moment they began, in the fullest sense, to die. 

A well-known Christian psychologist once wrote that every human problem 

traces back to this same desire for independence from God, and that the 

techniques we use to treat the symptoms are mostly bandages. The deeper 

solution, echoed by more than one serious thinker, is a return to simple 

dependence on, and delight in, God alone—which is exactly what these 

early chapters of Genesis were written to teach. 

The curse that follows is its own puzzle, especially the line spoken to the 

woman: “Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” 

(Genesis 3:16). Read on its own, this sounds like a simple, even tender, 

description of longing. But the same grammatical construction appears just 

one chapter later, when God tells Cain that sin’s “desire is for you, but you 

must master it” (Genesis 4:7). The verbs are identical. In Genesis 4, the 

meaning is unmistakable: sin desires to dominate Cain, and Cain is 

commanded to master it instead. Read back into Genesis 3:16 with that key, 

“desire” is not affection but the impulse to control. The curse, then, pictures 

something more like a power struggle than a romance gone cold: the 

woman, having stepped outside her role to take the forbidden fruit, will be 

inclined to step outside her role again and contend for her husband’s; the 

man, rather than continuing to love and lead her as the “weaker vessel,” will 

be inclined to dominate rather than to serve. This is the very opposite of the 

New Testament pattern, where husbands and wives are called to “submit to 

one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21), where husbands 

are commanded to love their wives as Christ loved the church (Ephesians 

5:25), and wives to submit as to the Lord (Ephesians 5:22). When a marriage 

instead drifts toward domination on one side and usurpation on the other, it 

has not transcended the curse; it has simply fulfilled it. 

This same curse stands behind one of Paul’s more difficult sentences, in 1 

Timothy 2:15, where he writes that a woman “will be saved through 

childbearing—if they continue in faith, love and holiness with propriety.” 
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Taken at face value, this seems to teach that women receive eternal salvation 

by the act of bearing children, which cannot be right; nowhere else does 

Paul teach this, and it would directly contradict his own settled gospel of 

salvation by grace through faith alone. The puzzle softens once two things 

are noticed. First, Paul shifts mid-sentence from the singular (“she will be 

saved”) to the plural (“if they continue”), which suggests he may have a 

collective subject in mind—something closer to “woman-kind” than to any 

one woman. Second, and more importantly, “save” need not always carry 

its usual sense of eternal rescue from sin; here, in a passage explicitly built 

around Eve’s deception and the curse that followed it (1 Timothy 2:13–14), 

Paul is more plausibly describing deliverance from the particular curse of 

Genesis 3:16—the woman’s temptation to usurp her husband’s God-given 

role. Read this way, the verse teaches that women, or woman-kind 

generally, are delivered from the pull of that old curse precisely by 

embracing rather than resisting their God-given role, provided that embrace 

comes “in faith, love, holiness, and self-control.” Childbearing, in other 

words, is not a redeeming work in itself; it is simply the visible shape of the 

role the curse tempts women to abandon, and faithfulness to that role, 

carried out in faith and love, becomes the means by which the curse’s pull 

is overcome rather than indulged. 

It is sobering, looking down the length of Scripture, how often a wife’s 

influence—sometimes well-meaning, sometimes not—becomes the 

channel through which a godly man is pulled off course: Eve and Adam, 

Sarah’s pressure that produced Hagar and Ishmael, Delilah and Samson, 

Jezebel and Ahab, the foreign wives who turned even wise Solomon to 

idolatry. None of these women, presumably, intended harm. But the pattern 

repeats often enough that Scripture commands husbands not merely to resist 

temptation generally but specifically to flee the immoral woman and to take 

responsibility for the spiritual direction of the household, just as fathers, not 

only mothers, are charged with bringing up children “in the training and 

instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians 6:4). None of this is a verdict on women 

generally; it is simply an honest reckoning with how much weight a wife’s 
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influence carries, for good or for ill, and a corresponding charge to husbands 

not to abdicate the leadership God has given them. 

Marriage itself, instituted here in these opening chapters, carries far more 

theological weight than its modern treatments usually suggest. When God 

formed the woman from the man’s own side and brought her to him, Adam 

recognized her at once as “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 

2:23), and the text concludes that a man and woman in marriage become 

“one flesh” (Genesis 2:24)—words Jesus Himself later cited as God’s 

abiding design for marriage, adding, “What therefore God has joined 

together, let not man separate” (Matthew 19:5–6). Search for the best-

selling Christian books on marriage today, and a common thread emerges: 

most aim at a happier, more fulfilling relationship between husband and 

wife. That is not a bad goal, but it is not quite the biblical one. Paul reveals 

the deeper design when he writes that marriage points to “a profound 

mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church” (Ephesians 5:32). 

The horizontal relationship between husband and wife was never the whole 

point; it exists to picture the vertical relationship between Christ and His 

church, the husband loving sacrificially as Christ loved the church and gave 

Himself for her, the wife responding with the kind of trust and submission 

the church owes to Christ. This reframes the goal of marriage from 

happiness to holiness—from “what do I get out of this relationship” to “how 

does this relationship display Christ to the world.” It is worth asking whether 

some of the strain in modern marriages, Christian and otherwise, traces back 

to exactly this confusion: pursuing a horizontal good that was only ever 

meant to be the visible shadow of a far greater, vertical one. 

This same opening section of Genesis raises a related and perennial 

question: are Christians still bound to keep the Sabbath? God rested on the 

seventh day and made it holy (Genesis 2:2–3), and this became the basis for 

the Mosaic command not to work on the seventh day, a command the 

Pharisees would later wrap in so many additional restrictions that Jesus 

rebuked them for missing its spirit (cf. Mark 2:27; Luke 13:15). But Jesus 
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did not come to abolish the Law; He came to fulfill it (Matthew 5:17), and 

the New Covenant He ratified by His own blood has replaced the old one 

(Hebrews 8:7, 13). Paul tells the Colossians plainly that the Sabbath, like 

other festivals and holy days, was only “a shadow of the things that were to 

come; the reality, however, is found in Christ” (Colossians 2:16–17), and 

elsewhere he calls the observance of special days a matter of personal 

conscience rather than command, on which no one should judge another 

(Romans 14:1–9). Jesus is the Christian’s true Sabbath rest, not Sunday; the 

early church’s practice of gathering on the first day of the week was simply 

a commemoration of the resurrection, never commanded as a replacement 

Sabbath. Just as we should not let anyone bind us to the old Sabbath, neither 

should we bind others to a particular day or pattern of worship that Scripture 

itself leaves to conscience. 

There is also, in this chapter, a glimpse of something larger than Adam and 

Eve’s own story. God tells the serpent, “I will put enmity between you and 

the woman, and between your seed and her seed: he shall bruise your head, 

and you shall bruise his heel” (Genesis 3:15). Centuries later, the closing 

books of the New Testament identify this serpent explicitly as Satan 

(Revelation 12:9; 20:2), and so later readers naturally hear in this verse a 

pre-incarnate promise of the conflict between Christ and the devil. It is 

worth noticing, though, that nothing in the immediate context of Genesis 3 

makes that identification; it took the whole sweep of biblical revelation, 

reaching its climax in Revelation, to make plain who the serpent really was. 

For long centuries of human history—and for many readers of the text to 

this day, both ancient and modern—the verse could only be read as a 

description of why serpents strike at ankles and people step on serpents’ 

heads. The fuller, Christological meaning is true and important, but it was a 

late disclosure, not an obvious one. 

Finally, there is the haunting and humbling word of Genesis 3:19: “for dust 

you are.” We who are made in God’s image still need to be reminded, again 

and again, that we are dust—that we have no native claim to greatness or to 
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the prerogative of choosing God by our own resources. The freedom we 

exercise in nearly every other sphere of life does not extend, on its own, to 

choosing God for salvation; that requires His enabling grace. This is not 

because we are less than free, but because we are less than we imagine 

ourselves to be: dust, granted dignity only by the One who stooped to 

breathe life into it. 

This same opening section leaves us struck by how the serpent’s question 

echoes into every generation that follows. “Did God really say...?” is not a 

question that ended in Eden. Whenever we face uncertainty or temptation, 

the same question arises in one form or another, and we can only answer 

rightly if we actually know what God has said—which means knowing His 

Word, not occasionally, but as a steady discipline. The conversation 

between the serpent and Eve repays close attention: God’s actual command 

was generous (“you are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must 

not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil”); the serpent’s 

version of it was a trap dressed up as an innocent question; and Eve’s own 

addition to God’s word, forbidding even the touching of the fruit, shows 

how easily good intentions slide into distortion. Many of the oldest heresies, 

and not a few contemporary ones, still work by this same method: 

subtracting from what God has clearly revealed, or adding to it under the 

banner of some “new anointing” or “fresh revelation.” The remedy has not 

changed since Eden. The prayer worth praying at the start of any new year 

of reading through Scripture is simply that God would reveal Himself afresh 

through His Word—not some word beyond it—so that what we learn with 

the mind would genuinely reshape the heart into the likeness of Christ, 

fulfilling what Jesus called the first and greatest commandment: to love the 

Lord with all our heart, soul, and mind (Matthew 22:37–38). 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter argues that the serpent’s deception worked not by directly 

contradicting God but by getting Eve to “fumble” God’s actual words—first 

through the serpent’s exaggeration, then through Eve’s own overcorrection. 



BEGINNINGS 

15 

Where in your own life have you noticed yourself drifting from what God 

actually said, either by minimizing a command or by adding extra rules of 

your own? 

2. The authors suggest that modern marriage often aims at happiness when 

Scripture aims at something deeper: marriage as a living picture of Christ 

and the church. How might this reframing change the way you evaluate a 

hard season in your own marriage, or in a marriage you’re praying for? 

3. The chapter ties Eden’s question—“Did God really say...?”—to every 

generation since, including ours. What is one area of your life right now 

where you’re tempted to be uncertain about what God has actually said, 

simply because you haven’t gone back to His Word to check? 

4. The chapter spends real time on Genesis 3:19 (“for dust you are”) and on 

our need for grace even to choose God. How does remembering that we are 

“dust” change the way you’d want to respond the next time you fail, or the 

next time someone else does? 
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Chapter Two 

Genesis 4–7 

“Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry?... If you do well, will not 

your countenance be lifted up? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching 

at the door; and its desire is for you, but you must master it’” (Genesis 4:6–

7). As noted already, this is the same grammar used of the woman’s desire 

for her husband in Genesis 3:16, and the parallel is instructive. There, the 

statement is purely descriptive—this is simply what the curse looks like. 

Here, the statement comes with a command: sin desires to master Cain, but 

Cain must master it. The pattern of sin’s ambition to dominate the human 

heart is constant; what changes is whether we are merely told what will 

happen to us, or commanded to resist it. The New Testament gives this same 

charge in a hundred different keys: “Do not let sin reign in your mortal 

body” (Romans 6:12); “If by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the 

body, you will live” (Romans 8:13); “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not 

gratify the desires of the flesh” (Galatians 5:16). None of this is passive. It 

is not a “kumbaya” kind of spirituality but a vigorous battling, a daily 

strategizing, a disciplined resistance, replacing every evil thing with 

something good—precisely what God commanded Cain to do, and precisely 

what Cain failed to do. 

Cain’s failure inaugurates two divergent family lines. Genesis 4 traces 

Cain’s, marked by the telling phrase that he “went out from the presence of 

the LORD” (Genesis 4:16) and ending with one of his descendants boasting 

of disproportionate revenge. Genesis 5, by contrast, traces the line of Seth—

the son God gave Adam “instead of Abel,” in Abel’s likeness of 

righteousness—and records nothing but the bare facts of birth, the unusually 

long years of life, and, in two cases, the simple notice of a walk with God. 

The text seems deliberately to contrast the two genealogies: Cain’s line 

names its women (the wives of Lamech, the sister of Tubal-Cain); Seth’s 

line mentions only generic “sons and daughters.” This sets up the otherwise 



BEGINNINGS 

17 

puzzling note in Genesis 6 about “the sons of God” who saw that “the 

daughters of men” were beautiful and took wives from among them. Several 

views compete for the identity of these “sons of God”—fallen angels, 

despotic kings, or the godly line of Seth—and serious students of Scripture 

defend each one. The angels view draws strength from the only other use of 

the precise phrase, which occurs in Job, where angels are clearly in view. 

But the line-of-Seth view fits the larger literary movement of these early 

chapters more naturally: Moses has just shown us two contrasting 

genealogies, and now he shows us the tragedy of their intermarriage—godly 

men marrying into the corrupted line, with corrupted offspring as the result. 

There is even an echo of the first sin here: just as Eve saw that the fruit was 

“desirable” and took it, so the sons of God saw that the daughters of men 

were “beautiful” and took them. The world’s eventual judgment in the Flood 

follows the same well-worn path as the world’s first sin: seeing, desiring, 

taking, and finally crossing whatever line God had drawn. 

Why does the text linger on the nephilim—the offspring described in 

Genesis 6:4—at all? It is probably a mistake to import later associations 

with giants or legendary heroes onto this term too quickly; the immediate 

context links the nephilim not with stature or fame but with violence 

(Genesis 6:11, 13) and with God’s verdict that “every intent of the thoughts 

of [man’s] heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5). Likely Moses’ 

Israelite audience, soon to face large and frightening peoples in the 

Promised Land, needed to hear two things: that God judges such 

concentrated wickedness in His time, and that the spread of evil through one 

generation’s compromise has consequences for many generations after. 

Believers are called salt: useful when distinct from what surrounds them, 

useless and “trampled underfoot” the moment they lose their distinctiveness 

(Matthew 5:13). Intermarrying, intermingling, and conforming to a 

surrounding culture does not merely weaken a witness; it becomes the very 

mechanism by which wickedness propagates. 
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Within this same sweep of judgment, a single sentence stands out: “the 

whole earth was of one language” (Genesis 11:1), even though chapter 10 

has already described the nations spread out, “every one after his tongue.” 

This is not a contradiction but another instance of the literary pattern noted 

in Genesis 1–2: a summary chapter (10) followed by the detailed 

explanation (11) of how that summary came to be. The detail matters here 

too. The builders of Babel were not, as some imagine, attempting to threaten 

God by their engineering; the ziggurats of the ancient world, even at their 

highest, posed no conceivable challenge to the Creator of the universe. Their 

sin was the same sin that brought the Flood: rather than spreading out and 

filling the earth as God commanded, “now nothing will be withholden from 

them, which they purpose to do”—meaning, left unchecked, humanity’s 

moral trajectory would once again spiral toward the wickedness that 

necessitated the Flood. God’s confusing of their language and scattering 

them across the earth was not an act of jealousy but an act of mercy, 

forestalling a second worldwide judgment. 

It would also be a mistake to read modern geological theories—continental 

drift, for instance—into the references to the earth being “divided” in 

Genesis 10. In context, all three of those references are clearly about the 

division of peoples and languages, not landmasses. Science, by its nature, 

brackets out the possibility of the miraculous; it cannot test for what falls 

outside natural law. That is not a weakness in Scripture but a limitation of 

the scientific method, and we ought not feel pressure to force a 

“satisfactory,” naturalistic explanation onto every detail of an account that 

is, fundamentally, about the moral history of humanity rather than its 

geology. 

Before any of this unfolds, though, the text pauses on a single man and a 

single word that deserves far more attention than it usually receives: “Noah 

found favor in the eyes of the LORD” (Genesis 6:8). This is the first 

occurrence of the word “grace”—God’s undeserved favor—anywhere in the 

Bible, and its placement is not incidental. The very next verse tells us that 
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Noah “was a righteous man, blameless in his generation,” and walked with 

God (Genesis 6:9), but notice the order: grace comes first, and righteousness 

follows from it, not the other way around. Noah did not earn God’s favor 

by being righteous; he became righteous, blameless, and a man who walked 

with God only because grace had already found him. He was, after all, still 

a son of Adam, subject to the same condemnation as everyone else swept 

away in the flood; we catch a glimpse of his ordinary fallenness later in his 

drunkenness and exposure (Genesis 9:21). This is precisely the pattern Paul 

describes for every believer: “For it is by grace you have been saved, 

through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by 

works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9), and the righteous life 

that follows is not the cause of salvation but its fruit, for “we are God’s 

handiwork, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared in 

advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). Before grace found us, we were no 

better than the world that perished outside the ark; Paul’s unflinching 

description of universal depravity in Romans 3 and Ephesians 2 applies 

equally to us as it would have applied to Noah before God’s favor rested on 

him. 

What does that grace actually produce in someone? Not a license to keep 

sinning, but the opposite: a settled eagerness to do what is good, the very 

thing Peter describes as the natural overflow of genuine faith, urging 

believers to “make every effort to add to your faith goodness,” building up 

through knowledge, self-control, perseverance, and love until they are 

neither “ineffective” nor “unproductive” in their knowledge of Christ (2 

Peter 1:5–8). Every true believer carries three such confirmations of their 

salvation: the internal witness of the Holy Spirit, who “testifies with our 

spirit that we are God’s children” (Romans 8:16); the objective witness of 

God’s own Word, given so “that you may know that you have eternal life” 

(1 John 5:13); and the external witness of a transformed life, since “whoever 

claims to live in him must live as Jesus did” (1 John 2:6). Noah possessed 

all three: God’s favor resting on him, God’s own testimony naming him 

righteous, and a life that visibly set him apart—“blameless in his 
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generation”—from the corruption and violence filling the earth around him. 

He had likely inherited this pattern from his own great-grandfather Enoch, 

who also “walked with God” in his generation (Genesis 5:22), and the text 

calls him, fittingly, “a preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5)—though we 

can only imagine how many decades he labored on that ark while his corrupt 

and violent neighbors mocked him for it. Whatever ridicule Noah endured 

for the length of that obedience, he persevered, and we who have likewise 

found undeserved favor are called to persevere in exactly the same way: not 

weary in doing good, for “at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do 

not give up” (Galatians 6:9). 

This same stretch of genealogies leaves us with two smaller, more personal 

notes worth pausing over. The first is Enoch, who “walked with God” and 

yet lived the shortest life of anyone recorded in this stretch of family history. 

The length of a life has never been the measure of God’s blessing or of a 

person’s righteousness; when a faithful believer is taken young, it is not 

evidence of divine neglect but, quite possibly, evidence that they were 

ready. We are not kept here because we have not yet earned entry into God’s 

presence—Christ has already done everything that needed doing for that—

but because God may still be using us to serve the purposes of those around 

us, to be salt and light as witnesses to His mercy and grace. The second note 

is about Noah, of whom God simply says that he was “a righteous man.” 

What made him so? The text answers its own question a few verses later: 

“Noah did everything just as God commanded him.” Obedience, not 

extraordinary spiritual achievement, is what God calls righteousness in this 

man. It is a humbling and clarifying thought for anyone tempted to measure 

righteousness by more dramatic standards. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. God tells Cain that sin’s desire is to master him, but commands him to 

master it instead—a battle Cain ultimately loses. What “crouches at the 

door” in your own life right now, and what would it practically look like 

this week to master it rather than be mastered by it? 
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2. The chapter makes the case that “grace” appears for the first time in the 

Bible in connection with Noah (Genesis 6:8), and that his righteousness 

followed God’s favor rather than earning it. Have you ever caught yourself 

relating to God as though your obedience comes first and His favor second? 

How does reversing that order change the way you’d approach a current 

struggle? 

3. Noah is described as building the ark for decades while his neighbors 

almost certainly mocked him. Where might God be asking you to persevere 

in obedience right now without any visible result or vindication in sight—

and what from this chapter could encourage you to keep going? 

4. The chapter observes that Enoch’s short life was no sign of divine neglect, 

and that Noah’s righteousness is simply defined as doing “everything just 

as God commanded.” How might these two observations reshape how you 

measure your own spiritual progress, especially if you’re tempted to 

compare your walk with God to someone else’s? 
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Chapter Three 

Genesis 8–11 

After the floodwaters recede and Noah’s family steps onto dry ground, the 

text does not linger long on celebration before it records something 

uncomfortable: Noah’s drunkenness and the exposure that follows, and the 

sin it occasions in his youngest son, Ham. It is a sobering thought that even 

Noah, spared from a worldwide judgment for his righteousness, could 

become through his own carelessness a stumbling block for his own child. 

The question worth asking of ourselves is not first about Ham’s failure but 

about Noah’s exposure: have my own actions—what I say or do, whether I 

intend it or not—ever become the occasion for someone else’s sin? Few 

prayers matter more for a parent than this one: Lord, help me not to be a 

stumbling block, especially for my own children. 

And yet stumbling blocks, however real, do not erase individual 

responsibility. This too is an old pattern, traceable all the way back to Eden. 

When God confronted Adam, his answer was, “The woman you put here 

with me—she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it”—an excuse 

that manages to blame both his wife and God in a single breath. We live 

now in a culture fluent in exactly this kind of deflection, a culture of 

professional victims for whom personal responsibility has become almost a 

foreign concept. Scripture will not allow it. Whatever stumbling blocks 

others place in our path, whatever influence our circumstances exert on us, 

we remain individually accountable before God for our own actions and 

even our own thoughts. The right response to this truth is not despair but 

humility: Lord, help us to see ourselves with Your eyes, and to be 

conformed to the likeness of Christ rather than to the patterns of blame that 

surround us. 

There is a deliberate literary structure binding the whole flood narrative 

together, running from “Noah found favor in the eyes of the LORD” in 

Genesis 6:8 all the way to the end of Genesis 9—a kind of mirrored arch, or 
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chiasmus, in which the events before the flood’s climax are matched in 

reverse order by events after it. At the very center of that structure sits a 

single, quiet sentence: “Then God remembered Noah” (Genesis 8:1). It is 

worth pausing on what this verse is and is not saying. God does not literally 

forget and then recall, the way human memory works; the better sense of 

the word is that God “called to mind” His own prior commitment—not 

because anything about Noah himself merited rescue, but because God 

called to mind His own grace, the favor He had already decided to show 

before the flood ever began. The waters had risen and fallen entirely in 

keeping with God’s prior, settled will; the turning point of the whole drama 

was never anything Noah did, but what God, all along, had determined to 

do. This same language of divine remembering reappears later, when “God 

remembered Abraham” and rescued his nephew Lot out of the destruction 

of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:29)—another case where God’s 

remembering led directly to deliverance for someone connected to His 

chosen one by grace rather than by merit. 

The nearest New Testament equivalent to this divine remembering is Paul’s 

language of God’s foreknowledge in Romans 8: “For whom He foreknew, 

He also predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son... Moreover 

whom He predestined, these He also called; whom He called, these He also 

justified; and whom He justified, these He also glorified” (Romans 8:29–

30). Just as God’s remembering carries none of the uncertainty of human 

memory, His foreknowledge carries none of the uncertainty of human 

prediction; Paul can even describe believers’ future glorification in the past 

tense, because what God foreknows is not merely anticipated but 

guaranteed. This unfailing faithfulness is what the Hebrew word hesed—

God’s steadfast love, His faithfulness to keep His covenant promises—

captures so often in the Psalms, nowhere more insistently than in Psalm 136, 

where every single verse closes with the same refrain: “His hesed endures 

forever.” Noah was remembered because of God’s grace toward him 

(Genesis 6:8); we are foreknown for the very same reason, since we too are 

recipients of that same saving grace (Ephesians 2:8–9), a grace that does not 
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merely rescue us once but goes on to produce in us, as it did in Noah, lives 

of growing righteousness and blamelessness (Titus 2:11–14). Whenever we 

read that “God remembered Noah,” there is no reason we cannot, in faith, 

put our own names in his place. 

The chapters that follow widen the lens from one family’s failure to the 

failure of the whole post-Flood world. God had commanded Noah’s 

descendants to “be fruitful and multiply” and fill the earth (Genesis 9:1, 7), 

but at Babel they chose instead to cluster together and build a monument to 

their own name. The instigator of this rebellion is named: Nimrod, a mighty 

hunter in the line of Ham, who gathered the people of Shinar to build a city 

and a tower of baked brick, “whose top is in the heavens,” so that they might 

“make a name” for themselves (Genesis 11:4). It is not, as some imagine, 

that the builders threatened to rival God by their engineering—no tower of 

that era came remotely close to posing such a threat, and even if they could 

have built higher than our modern skyscrapers, it would have changed 

nothing, for God fills both the highest heavens and the lowest depths (Psalm 

139:7–10). Their sin was the same sin that brought the Flood: rather than 

spreading out and filling the earth as God commanded, “now nothing will 

be withholden from them, which they purpose to do,” meaning their moral 

trajectory would inevitably repeat the corruption of the pre-Flood world. 

God’s confusing of their language and scattering them across the earth, far 

from being an act of jealous insecurity, was an act of mercy: it interrupted a 

slide toward judgment before that judgment became necessary again. 

It is worth noticing how old this particular ambition really is. Nimrod and 

the people of Shinar wanted to “make a name” for themselves and become, 

in effect, the gods of their own world. Long before them, the prophet Isaiah 

traces this same aspiration back to the fall of Lucifer himself: “I will ascend 

into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God... I will be like 

the Most High” (Isaiah 14:13–14). And the serpent offered Eve the identical 

enticement in the garden: “your eyes will be opened, and you will be like 

God, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5). Self-exaltation, the desire to be 
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one’s own god, runs in an unbroken line from Eden to Babel to every 

subsequent generation, including, if we are honest, our own. It is no less 

foolish for being so widespread; some of the most brilliant minds in any 

generation—celebrated scientists, philosophers, and tastemakers—are 

simply Nimrods in their own field, and no less fools for their intelligence, 

“for has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world?” (1 Corinthians 

1:20). 

What is striking is how God answers this ambition. Where Nimrod and his 

people tried to exalt their own name by their own effort and were scattered 

for it, God turns around and exalts the names of those who trust Him, doing 

for them exactly what they could never rightly do for themselves. He 

promises Abraham, drawn out of that same scattered humanity, “I will make 

your name great” (Genesis 12:2). He promises the same to Moses (Exodus 

32:10) and to David: “Now I will make your name great, like the names of 

the greatest men on earth” (2 Samuel 7:9). The pattern culminates in Christ, 

who did the very opposite of what Nimrod attempted—rather than grasping 

at a name above His own station, He emptied Himself, “taking the very 

nature of a servant... He humbled himself by becoming obedient to death—

even death on a cross,” and only then did God exalt Him, giving Him “the 

name that is above every name” (Philippians 2:6–11). The world’s way is 

to seize a name through self-exaltation and be scattered for the effort; God’s 

way is to humble oneself before Him and be exalted in His timing. Every 

temptation toward self-reliance and independence from God, whether in the 

form of the serpent’s lie, Nimrod’s tower, or our own quieter ambitions, 

leads only to a Babel of our own making. Drawing near to God, seeking His 

kingdom first, and trusting Him rather than leaning on our own 

understanding (James 4:8; Matthew 6:33; Proverbs 3:5–6) is the only path 

that ends, as it did for Abraham and ultimately for Christ, in a name exalted 

rather than scattered. 

This history, in other words, was written for an audience about to enter a 

Promised Land filled with their own temptations toward idolatry and self-



BEGINNINGS 

26 

sufficient pride, so that they might learn from the curses, the Flood, and the 

scattering at Babel just how seriously God takes humanity’s rebellion—and 

also learn from His mercy at every turn: His preservation of Noah’s family, 

His withholding of the Tree of Life rather than abandoning humanity 

altogether, His scattering of the nations rather than destroying them outright. 

It was written for us for the same reason: not to make us think too highly of 

ourselves, but to help us see our own natural bent toward rebellion clearly, 

and to recognize, with gratitude, the grace by which we have been spared it. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter points out that Noah, a righteous man just rescued from 

worldwide judgment, still became a stumbling block to his own son through 

his drunkenness. Where might your own words or actions—even 

unintentionally—be setting up someone you love to stumble? 

2. “Then God remembered Noah” is described not as God recalling 

something forgotten, but as God acting on a grace already decided 

beforehand. Can you recall a time when you felt forgotten by God, only to 

look back later and see that He had been faithful to His promise the whole 

time? 

3. Nimrod and the builders of Babel tried to “make a name” for themselves, 

while God later promised to make Abraham’s name great as a gift. Where 

in your life are you currently trying to build your own name or reputation 

through your own effort, rather than trusting God to establish you in His 

timing? 

4. The chapter traces a single thread—self-exaltation—from the serpent’s 

promise in Eden, to Lucifer’s ambition in Isaiah, to Nimrod’s tower, all the 

way to “our own quieter ambitions” today. What would it look like this 

week to deliberately choose humility over self-promotion in one specific 

area of your life? 
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Chapter Four 

Genesis 12–15 

Genesis 12:1–3 may be the single most consequential passage in the history 

of Israel and the church, for it stands as the first of the great covenants God 

makes with His people—covenants in which we as Gentiles come to share 

by grace. To understand the hope of Israel, and ultimately the hope of the 

church, is largely to understand the nature and unfolding of these covenants. 

Perhaps the deepest measure of Abram’s faith is not found in his confident 

moments but in his hesitant ones. When God called him, Stephen tells us 

plainly, the call came in Mesopotamia, “before he dwelt in Haran” (Acts 

7:2–3)—yet Genesis 11:31 shows it was Abram’s father Terah who actually 

led the family as far as Haran, where they settled for a time. Abram, it 

appears, did not obey immediately or completely; he seems to have waited 

for his father to take the lead, and perhaps waited again until his father’s 

death before finally moving on to Canaan (Genesis 11:32; Acts 7:4). 

Hebrews can rightly celebrate Abram’s obedience by faith (Hebrews 11:8), 

but a closer look at Genesis shows that this faith, in its earliest stages, was 

tentative and unfinished—shaped and strengthened by God’s providence 

rather than arriving full-grown. This should encourage rather than 

discourage us. When Abraham’s faith is overly idealized, it seems 

impossibly out of reach for ordinary believers; but once we see that even 

Abraham’s faith needed to be nurtured along by grace, we can read, 

“whatever things were written before were written for our learning, that we 

through the patience and comfort of the Scriptures might have hope” 

(Romans 15:4), and actually believe it applies to us. 

The same unfinished faith appears again and again. Famine drives Abram 

down into Egypt, apparently without his first inquiring of the LORD, and 

there, fearing for his own life, he asks Sarah to pose as his sister—a fear so 

concrete that he tells her plainly, “they will kill me, but they will let you 

live” (Genesis 12:12). Had God not intervened, Sarah would have been lost 
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to Pharaoh’s harem. It may also have been in Egypt that Abram and Sarah 

acquired the slave Hagar, the very woman through whom, out of their later 

impatience, Ishmael would be born—a child who would become a source 

of millennia of conflict with Isaac, the true son of promise. When the 

narrative brings Abram back from Egypt, it pointedly notes that he returned 

“to the place where his tent had been at the beginning... And there Abram 

called on the name of the Lord” (Genesis 13:3–4)—language that reads 

almost like repentance, a return to the place and posture of obedience he had 

abandoned under the pressure of famine. The pattern recurs with Isaac, who 

in his own famine uses the very same ploy with Abimelech that his father 

had used with Pharaoh (Genesis 26:7), and again with Abraham himself a 

second time, in Genesis 20. Each time, the patriarch is “blessed” rather than 

punished for what looks, on its face, like a lie. Jacob, too, earns a lasting 

reputation as a deceiver, lying to his brother, his father, and his uncle—and 

is blessed every time. Even Rahab the harlot and the Hebrew midwives are 

commended in Scripture for deceptions that protected life. What are we to 

make of this pattern? It does not appear that “do not bear false witness” 

functioned, in the pre-Mosaic era, as the same kind of absolute command it 

would later become under the Law; God’s commands have been given, 

changed, and expanded across redemptive history, and we must take care 

not to apply later standards anachronistically to earlier eras, nor assume that 

every command has always carried equal and unchanging weight in every 

period of revelation. 

If Abram’s faith faltered in Egypt, it strengthens by stages thereafter. After 

his successful rescue of Lot, God comes to him in a vision: “Do not fear, 

Abram, I am a shield to you; your reward shall be very great” (Genesis 

15:1)—words of comfort offered to a man who had every reason to expect 

retaliation from the kings he had just defeated. There is a real question of 

how directly God speaks to believers today in this same way; private 

impressions of comfort are notoriously easy to confuse with simple self-

talk, and history is littered with people who claimed private revelations that 

turned out to be either wrong or, worse, harmful when imposed on others. 
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The safer and surer ground is the written Word: not because private comfort 

is necessarily false, but because what God has already revealed in Scripture 

carries an assurance that does not depend on the uncertain question of 

whether a given impression was truly from Him or merely from oneself. 

Anyone with the indwelling Spirit of God can hear from Him directly 

through His Word, without need of some other person’s claimed access to 

private revelation—a caution worth remembering whenever someone 

insists, “the Lord told me,” about a matter He has not told you. 

It is in this same stretch of narrative that Abram pursues the kings who had 

captured Lot, leading out “his trained men, born in his house, three hundred 

and eighteen” (Genesis 14:14)—men who were, by some accounts, not 

merely armed shepherds but trained fighters. Abram did not simply pray for 

Lot’s deliverance; he prepared and fought, modeling something true at 

every level of discipline: that training the body, like training the mind and 

the spirit, is one of the ways God has built us to grow, and all of it—eating, 

drinking, exercising, fighting for what is right—can be offered to Him as 

worship, “for whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the 

glory of God” (1 Corinthians 10:31). 

It is also here, in Genesis 14, that one of the most mysterious figures in all 

of Scripture appears: Melchizedek, “priest of the Most High God” and king 

of Salem, to whom Abram gives a tithe of the spoils. Even the writer of 

Hebrews concedes that the typology surrounding this man is “hard to 

explain” (Hebrews 5:11). What is clear is that Melchizedek’s priesthood 

predates the Aaronic priesthood altogether, and that the writer of Hebrews 

uses the mystery of his unrecorded genealogy—“without father, without 

mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days nor end of 

life” (Hebrews 7:3)—to argue that Christ’s priesthood, likewise unbound by 

ancestry or limit, supersedes the old order entirely. Some have gone further 

and suggested that Melchizedek himself was a theophany, even a pre-

incarnate appearance of Christ; that would help explain Abram’s 

unhesitating recognition of his authority, in contrast to the other kings of the 
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region, who show him no such deference. The evidence is suggestive but 

not conclusive, and it is probably wiser, with the writer of Hebrews, to hold 

the mystery as a mystery than to insist on more certainty than the text 

supports. 

What is not mysterious, and what towers over the entire chapter, is Genesis 

15:6: “Abram believed the LORD, and He credited it to him as 

righteousness.” Some students of Scripture call this the single most 

important verse in the Bible, and it is not hard to see why. This is the first 

time the word “believe” appears anywhere in Scripture, and the first time 

that faith itself is credited as righteousness, and it happens centuries before 

Moses, before the Law, before circumcision—Abram is declared righteous 

purely on the strength of his trust in God. Paul leans on this verse repeatedly 

in Romans 4, insisting that the same crediting of righteousness applies “to 

us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead” (Romans 

4:24), and in Galatians he uses Habakkuk’s ancient declaration—“the 

righteous person will live by his faithfulness” (Habakkuk 2:4)—to insist that 

no one is justified by law-keeping. Justification by faith, in other words, is 

not a New Testament invention layered onto an Old Testament religion of 

works; it is the consistent, single thread running from Abram to Habakkuk 

to Paul. Whether we find ourselves, like Habakkuk, surrounded by injustice 

and scarcity, or surrounded by prosperity, the same call stands: to live by 

faith, trusting that in His time God answers the cries of His people, just as 

it took twenty-five long years before God finally granted Abraham the 

promised heir. 

Looking back across these four chapters as a whole, a clear arc emerges: 

Genesis 12 shows us a lagging faith, and Genesis 13 through 15 shows us a 

faith beginning, by stages, to mature. Each step of growth follows the same 

pattern—Abram chooses to trust and obey, and God responds by 

reaffirming and enlarging His promise. First, when conflict broke out 

between his herdsmen and Lot’s, Abram chose obedience over self-interest, 

letting his nephew take the better land for the asking; immediately 
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afterward, God reaffirmed the promise of the land in even more sweeping 

terms (Genesis 13:14–17). Second, after risking his own life and his 

servants’ to rescue Lot, Abram refused the king of Sodom’s offer of plunder, 

giving a tenth of it instead to Melchizedek as a sign that the victory belonged 

to the LORD; immediately afterward, God appeared to him with the promise 

that would become Genesis 15:1, “I am your shield, your exceeding great 

reward.” Third, when Abram voiced his very real and human worry about 

how any of this could come true for a man who was old and childless, God 

reaffirmed that countless descendants would come from his own body—and 

it is at exactly this point, not before, that Abram believes and is credited 

with righteousness. Each of these three moments has the same shape: Abram 

forgoes some obvious, immediate, and visible benefit in exchange for a 

promise that was not yet obvious, immediate, or visible, and in each case 

God meets that small step of trust with a larger word of blessing. This is the 

pattern Paul has in mind when he writes, “Against all hope, Abraham in 

hope believed... being fully persuaded that God had power to do what he 

had promised” (Romans 4:18–21)—not a man who arrived at faith all at 

once, but one whose faith was built up, occasion by occasion, the same way 

ours must be. 

There is an application worth sitting with here, uncomfortable as it may be. 

How often do we offer God our leftovers rather than our first and best—

giving Him, in effect, what Cain offered when his sacrifice fell short of his 

brother’s, so that God was displeased rather than honored? How often does 

our faith function less as the driving force of our lives and more like an 

unwanted but necessary insurance policy, kept mainly so that we need not 

fear what comes after death? When we find ourselves, like Abram in Haran 

and again in Egypt, having stepped outside of God’s clear instruction to 

pursue our own plan, the good news is that God does not abandon us there; 

He waits, patiently, for us to return and resume the obedience we set aside, 

just as Abram eventually did when he came back from Egypt and called 

again on the name of the LORD. The danger is not that one wrong turn ruins 

everything—Abram’s own story proves otherwise—but that we mistake the 
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season of waiting for permission to stay there. Israel would later display this 

same kind of partial obedience at the very edge of the Promised Land, in the 

era of the Judges when they failed to drive out the Canaanites completely, 

and in Saul, the first king, whose failure to fully destroy the Amalekites the 

prophet Samuel pointedly equated with outright disobedience. Whatever the 

months or years of struggle we may pass through on our own way toward 

greater faith, let us not look back on that struggle as wasted time, but, like 

the father of the boy in the Gospels, simply keep crying out, “help me 

because of my unbelief” (Mark 9:24), trusting that God who began this work 

of faith in Abram is just as able and willing to complete it in us. 

There is a smaller, quieter observation tucked into this same stretch of 

narrative, easy to miss on a casual reading. When the Egyptians took note 

of Sarah’s beauty in Genesis 12, the text invites us to remember that Sarah 

was, by that point, around sixty-five years old (reckoning from Abram’s age 

in Genesis 12:4 and the ten-year age gap noted in Genesis 17:17). That the 

Egyptians found a woman of that age so captivating says something about 

the kind of beauty in view—and Peter, centuries later, draws the obvious 

moral: while the Egyptians could only see Sarah’s outward appearance, it 

was her unfading, inward beauty—“the purity and reverence” of her life, “a 

gentle and quiet spirit”—that God credited to her account, holding her up as 

an example for women “who put their hope in God” (1 Peter 3:1–6). 

Outward beauty fades and can mislead; this other kind of beauty, the kind 

Sarah is commended for, does not depend on age, and it is the kind worth 

pursuing. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Abram’s faith did not start out strong—he delayed obeying God’s call, 

lied about Sarah out of fear, and only later grew into the trust Hebrews 

celebrates. Does it surprise or encourage you to learn that “the father of the 

faithful” had to grow into his faith by stages? Where are you in that same 

process right now? 
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2. The chapter traces a clear pattern: each time Abram chose obedience over 

an obvious, visible benefit, God responded by reaffirming and enlarging His 

promise. Can you think of a recent decision where you chose trust in God 

over an immediate advantage? What happened—or what are you still 

waiting to see happen? 

3. Genesis 15:6 is called “the single most important verse in the Bible,” 

because Abram is credited with righteousness simply for believing God, 

centuries before any law was given. How would your week look different if 

you genuinely believed your standing with God rests on faith in His promise 

rather than on your own performance? 

4. The chapter asks pointedly whether our faith sometimes functions “less 

as the driving force of our lives and more like an unwanted but necessary 

insurance policy.” Be honest with the group (or with yourself): which 

description feels closer to true right now, and what’s one step toward 

making your faith more active and present-tense? 
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Chapter Five 

Genesis 16–18 

Three visitors come to Abraham at Mamre (Genesis 18:2), and the narrative 

quietly discloses who they are: one is the LORD Himself (Genesis 18:22), 

and the other two are angels (Genesis 19:1). A long tradition of careful 

reading holds that the recurring Old Testament figure called “the angel of 

the LORD”—always with the definite article, distinguishing the title from 

ordinary angelic messengers—is in fact the second person of the Trinity 

appearing before His incarnation. The argument gains some of its force from 

a negative observation: this specific title disappears entirely from the New 

Testament once the Son has taken on flesh and walked among us in person. 

If this identification is correct, then it was Christ who tested Abraham at the 

command to sacrifice Isaac, Christ who spoke to Moses from the burning 

bush, Christ who confronted Balaam, Christ who acted again and again to 

advance God’s redemptive plan centuries before Bethlehem. Jesus’ own 

words to His contemporaries take on added weight in this light: “Before 

Abraham was, I AM” (John 8:58). The Son was not a late arrival in the story 

of redemption; He was active in it from the beginning. 

The years leading up to this visitation are not Abraham and Sarah’s finest. 

“The Lord has prevented me from bearing children,” Sarah concludes; 

“please go in to my maid; perhaps I will obtain children through her” 

(Genesis 16:2). It is a reasonable-sounding inference from a frustrating set 

of circumstances, and Abram, we are told simply, “listened to the voice of 

Sarai.” The pattern is hard to miss: just as Adam listened to Eve and ate the 

forbidden fruit, Abram listens to Sarai and goes in to Hagar. And the parallel 

does not stop there. Once Hagar conceives and begins looking down on her 

now-doubly-frustrated mistress, Sarai—like Eve passing her guilt to the 

serpent—tries to pass her own predicament onto Abram, who once again 

simply lets her do as she pleases with Hagar. Hindsight makes the result 

plain enough—a son, Ishmael, whose descendants would trouble Israel for 
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the rest of its history—but what is worth lingering on is the presumption 

itself: the leap from “God has not yet given me children” to “therefore this 

must be God’s alternate plan.” People today make the same kind of leap 

constantly, often with the language of certainty attached to it: “the Lord told 

me...” Two different women have, at different points, told one of us with 

full confidence that it was God’s will that we marry them; neither of them 

became a wife. A respected seminary professor recalls someone insisting it 

was God’s will that he take a particular staff position, only to be told plainly 

that God had said no such thing to him. Even in the Old Testament, when a 

true prophet was deceived by a lying prophet’s claim of a fresh word from 

God, the true prophet was judged for following it (1 Kings 13:11–26)—a 

sober warning that claiming to have heard from God does not exempt 

anyone from responsibility for being wrong. Every believer already has the 

Spirit of God and, with it, the capacity to discern God’s will without 

requiring some other person’s claimed access to private revelation. When 

someone insists they have heard from the Lord on your behalf, and God has 

told you no such thing, the wiser course is to test that claim against Scripture 

rather than simply defer to it—remembering Jesus’ warning about false 

prophets who “come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ferocious 

wolves” (Matthew 7:15), and whose fruit, ultimately, is what reveals them. 

Yet even here, in the middle of Sarai and Abram’s faithless scheme, God’s 

grace reaches the one person in the story with no standing to expect it: Hagar 

herself, caught up in decisions she did not make, fleeing alone into the 

wilderness. God meets her there, and in a moment unique in all of Scripture, 

she becomes the only person recorded as giving God a name of her own: 

“You are the God Who Sees” (Genesis 16:13). Where Sarai and Abram had 

concluded that God was unconcerned with their heirless predicament and so 

took matters into their own hands, God reveals through this slave woman 

that He is, in fact, a God who both hears (the very meaning of her son’s 

name, Ishmael) and sees—even when, especially when, His own chosen 

ones have stopped trusting Him to act. The blessing originally intended for 

Abram and Sarai is, for the moment, redirected to Hagar and Ishmael 
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instead, who would have descendants beyond counting. The faithless, short-

sighted scheming of God’s chosen ones may delay the fulfillment of His 

unconditional promise—Abram and Sarah would still wait another fourteen 

years for Isaac—but it could never finally disrupt it. 

When God’s promise of a son finally comes directly to Abraham, his 

response is laughter: “How could I become a father at the age of 100?... And 

how can Sarah have a baby when she is ninety years old?” (Genesis 17:17). 

Sarah, for her part, responds with the same disbelief when she overhears it 

(Genesis 18:10–12). It is worth noticing that Abraham is not rebuked for his 

laughter, while Sarah is gently confronted for hers (Genesis 18:13–15)—

perhaps because his laugh was one of amazement and hers one of doubt. A 

similar contrast appears centuries later in Luke’s Gospel, when Mary 

responds to the angel’s announcement of a virgin birth with simple wonder, 

“How can this be?”, while Zechariah responds to the announcement of his 

own son’s birth with something closer to demand for proof, “How can I be 

sure of this?” One reaction is amazement; the other is unbelief. Either way, 

in Abraham and Sarah’s case, the son born to them would carry a name that 

fittingly remembered the moment: Isaac, “laughter,” a permanent reminder 

of just how amazing and just how unbelievable God’s fulfillment of His 

promise actually was. It is tempting, reading Paul’s account of Abraham’s 

faith in Romans 4, to imagine a man untroubled by doubt from the very 

beginning of his call: “against all hope, Abraham in hope believed... without 

weakening in his faith.” But Paul’s own language gives the truer picture 

away—he says Abraham “was strengthened in his faith” (Romans 4:20), 

and a faith that is already fully robust has no need of strengthening. The 

faith God commends in Abraham, then, was not a faith untouched by doubt; 

it was a faith that doubted and was, again and again, reinforced by God’s 

patient grace. This should be a comfort to anyone whose own faith feels thin 

or wavering. Abraham’s did too, and God supplied what was lacking. He 

will do the same for ours. 
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Interestingly, this same chapter records the sign God gave to mark this 

covenant: circumcision, commanded for every male in Abraham’s 

household, including every newborn son on the eighth day of life (Genesis 

17:9–14). It is worth asking why the eighth day specifically, and modern 

medicine supplies an answer that Moses’ own readers could not have 

known. A newborn’s level of prothrombin, the clotting factor dependent on 

vitamin K, dips to roughly thirty percent of normal in the first few days of 

life, since the intestinal bacteria that produce vitamin K are not yet 

established; circumcision performed too early carries a real risk of 

dangerous hemorrhage. By the eighth day, that same clotting factor has 

rebounded to roughly one hundred ten percent of normal—its highest point 

in a person’s entire life—before settling to its normal baseline the following 

day. The eighth day, in other words, was the single safest day in a newborn’s 

life for this procedure, a fact medical science would only confirm millennia 

after God commanded it. Circumcision functioned for the Abrahamic 

covenant much as baptism functions for the New Covenant in Christ, and as 

the Passover once functioned for the Mosaic Law in relation to communion 

under the Law of Christ: each was an outward, physical sign meant to bear 

witness to an inward covenant reality. But Paul is careful to insist that the 

sign means nothing without the reality it signifies—“circumcision is that of 

the heart, in the Spirit, not in the letter” (Romans 2:25–29)—just as baptism 

without genuine faith in Christ signifies nothing, even though baptism 

remains, for every believer, the fitting and expected mark of identification 

with His death and resurrection (Romans 6:3–5). 

The three visitors who come to Abraham also bring with them the news of 

impending judgment on Sodom—a judgment the city’s own residents do 

not yet suspect. Only Abraham knows what is coming, and his response to 

that knowledge is not detachment but intercession. Why would God share 

such a thing with Abraham at all? Scripture itself gives the answer: 

Abraham is called, uniquely, God’s friend (Isaiah 41:8; 2 Chronicles 20:7; 

James 2:23), and friendship, as Jesus would later define it, means precisely 

this kind of disclosure—“I have called you friends, for all things that I heard 
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from My Father I have made known to you” (John 15:15). Just as God had 

already shared with Abraham the future bondage and deliverance of his own 

descendants in Egypt (Genesis 15:13–14), so now He shares what He is 

about to do to Sodom and Gomorrah, not because Abraham earned the 

privilege but because God had already chosen him to be the one through 

whom His blessing, righteousness, and justice would be passed on to future 

generations (Genesis 18:18–19). The pattern is one worth carrying forward 

into our own moment: we live, as Sodom’s residents did, surrounded by 

people who do not believe judgment is coming, or who choose not to believe 

it. Like Abraham, we have been given knowledge they do not yet have, and 

the right response to that knowledge is neither despair nor indifference but 

intercession—prayer for God’s mercy and patience toward those who do 

not yet see what is coming. It is hard not to notice, reading on, that 

Abraham’s urgency here is almost certainly bound up with the fact that his 

nephew Lot lives in that city; his repeated bargaining with God over how 

few righteous people might be enough to spare it reads less like abstract 

moral curiosity and more like a man trying to guess whether there could 

possibly be enough righteous people in Lot’s own household to save it. 

There were not. But God preserves Lot and his immediate family anyway—

for Abraham’s sake (Genesis 19:29). There may be no deeper lesson in 

Abraham’s tireless, even tedious, back-and-forth questioning of God here 

than this: God’s patience and the extent of His grace toward those He calls 

friend are simply greater than we tend to imagine, even while His holiness 

guarantees that the wicked will, in His time, still be judged. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Sarai’s plan with Hagar began with a reasonable-sounding leap: “God has 

not given me children, therefore this must be His alternate plan.” Can you 

think of a time you mistook your own plan for God’s will, perhaps even 

using the language “I feel like God is telling me...”? What helped you (or 

could have helped you) test that impression against Scripture? 
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2. Hagar, a woman with no claim on God’s promise, becomes the only 

person in the Bible to give God a name of her own: “the God Who Sees.” 

Where in your life right now do you most need to remember that God sees 

you, even in a situation no one else fully understands? 

3. Abraham and Sarah both laughed at God’s promise, yet only Sarah was 

gently corrected—perhaps because his laugh was wonder and hers was 

doubt. Which is closer to your own response when God’s promises seem 

too good, or too hard, to be true: wonder, or doubt? What might move you 

closer to wonder? 

4. The chapter notes that Abraham is called “God’s friend,” and that 

friendship with God meant being let in on what God was about to do. How 

does seeing prayer and intimacy with God as friendship—rather than just 

request and response—change the way you might approach your own prayer 

life this week? 
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Chapter Six 

Genesis 19–21 

This stretch of Genesis opens with the long-awaited fulfillment finally 

arriving: “Sarah was ninety and Abraham was a hundred” when Isaac—

whose name simply means “laughter”—was born, exactly as the LORD had 

promised (Genesis 21:1–5). The boy who had been the subject of so much 

doubt and delay was, fittingly, circumcised on the eighth day, just as God 

had commanded. But the joy of his birth quickly surfaces an old wound. 

When Sarah sees Ishmael, by now a teenager, mocking the younger Isaac at 

his weaning feast, she demands that Abraham send Hagar and Ishmael away 

entirely, refusing to let Ishmael share in Isaac’s inheritance. It is a hard 

scene, and God’s own response to it is not what we might expect: rather than 

rebuking Sarah for her harshness, He tells Abraham to heed her request, 

since it is through Isaac, not Ishmael, that the covenant line would be 

traced—while reassuring him in the same breath that Ishmael, too, would 

become a great nation in his own right, simply by virtue of being Abraham’s 

son. Sent away with nothing but bread and water, Hagar and Ishmael nearly 

perish in the wilderness before God hears the boy’s cry and provides for 

them once again, just as He had years earlier when Hagar first fled from 

Sarai. The God who sees and the God who hears does not abandon either 

branch of this divided family, even while sovereignly choosing one of them 

to carry forward His covenant promise. 

A member of our group once raised three good questions about Lot, and 

they are worth working through together. First, why was Lot “sitting in the 

gate” of Sodom (Genesis 19:1)? This was typically where a city’s judges 

and officials conducted business, which raises the possibility that Lot held 

some recognized civic role there—or, short of that, had simply taken it upon 

himself to act as one, since the men of the city later complain that he “keeps 

acting as a judge” (Genesis 19:9). If so, it may be that Lot, recognizing the 

depravity of the city he had chosen, hoped in some way to turn it around 
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before judgment fell. Peter’s later commendation of him is suggestive here: 

he calls him “righteous,” a man whose soul was “tormented... day after day” 

by the wickedness surrounding him (2 Peter 2:7–8)—hardly the description 

of someone merely indifferent to his surroundings. 

Second, did Abraham and Lot recognize that their visitors were not ordinary 

men—angels, and in Abraham’s case, the LORD Himself? The text is not 

entirely clear on the timing of their recognition. Abraham had already been 

visited by God more than once (Genesis 12:7; 17:1), so it is possible he 

came to recognize the divine origin of these visitors quickly; it is even 

suggestive that he addresses them not in the plural but with the singular “my 

lord” (Genesis 18:3), as though distinguishing the LORD from the two 

angels accompanying Him. Lot’s case is less clear, though his readiness to 

bow “with his face to the ground” (Genesis 19:1) goes beyond ordinary 

hospitality and suggests he, too, may have sensed something unusual about 

the men at his door. 

Third, and most troublingly: why would Lot offer his own daughters to the 

mob in place of his guests? Nothing fully resolves the discomfort of this 

passage, but a few things are worth weighing. The ancient world placed 

enormous weight on the protective obligation a host owed to a guest under 

his roof; Lot had effectively given his word to protect these men, and 

breaking that word may have felt, to him, like a deeper betrayal than it 

would to us. It also appears his daughters were betrothed to sons-in-law who 

were themselves outside in the crowd (Genesis 19:14), which may have 

given Lot some misguided hope that they would be shielded. None of this 

makes the offer right. But it may help explain why Lot, having given his 

word, could not see his way past it—and it raises the haunting question of 

why he and his family had not simply left the city long before judgment 

arrived. Perhaps, again, it was because he still believed he could turn it 

around. 

We are told plainly what eventually breaks Sodom’s restraint: the men 

struck blind at Lot’s door “wearied themselves trying to find the doorway” 
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(Genesis 19:11), so consumed by their compulsion that not even 

supernatural blindness could interrupt it. It is a portrait, in miniature, of what 

addiction actually looks like at its root: not simply an excess of desire but a 

near-total absence of self-control, willing to go to almost any length to 

satisfy its craving—whether the addiction in question is to drugs and 

alcohol, to pornography, or to any of the quieter compulsions—food, 

screens, games—that modern life multiplies endlessly. The remedy 

Scripture commends is not the suppression of all desire but the cultivation, 

through training, of its opposite: discipline. “No discipline seems pleasant 

at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of 

righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it” (Hebrews 

12:11). We will never fully eradicate our sinful inclinations in this life—

Paul’s confession in Romans 7, “what I want to do I do not do, but what I 

hate I do,” remains every believer’s experience to some degree—but what 

cannot be eradicated can be restrained, trained against, and continually 

brought under the discipline of God’s Word and Spirit, even while we hold 

fast to the promise that when we do fail, “if we confess our sins, he is faithful 

and just and will forgive us our sins” (1 John 1:9). 

What finally brings judgment on the city is described as a kind of 

accumulation: “their outcry has become so great before the Lord that the 

Lord has sent us to destroy it” (Genesis 19:13). The same pattern recurs 

elsewhere in Scripture—the sin of the Amorites that “has not yet reached its 

full measure” by the time God promises Canaan to Abraham’s descendants 

(Genesis 15:16), or the wickedness of Nineveh, which God patiently allows 

another century and a half to run its course before finally judging it under 

Nahum, having spared the city once already under Jonah’s preaching. It is 

something like a great vessel slowly filling, tipped to empty all at once the 

moment it reaches capacity. We may not always see God’s immediate 

judgment fall on obvious wickedness, in our own lives or in the world 

around us, not because He is indifferent but because the tipping point has 

simply not yet been reached. The far better posture, rather than testing how 

close we can come to that point, is simply to keep emptying ourselves of 
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what fills that vessel in the first place—repenting where we need to repent, 

and adding to our faith the good works that please God, drawing instead 

from the limitless, ever-full reservoir of His grace and mercy. 

Not every story in this stretch of Genesis carries such obvious weight. One 

member of our group, reading about Abraham, Abimelech, and the well of 

Beersheba in Genesis 21, wondered aloud why such an apparently minor 

incident earns a place in Scripture at all. It is a fair question, and not the 

only place in Genesis where the inclusion of a story seems puzzling on first 

glance. Part of the answer lies in remembering who Moses’ immediate 

audience was: the second generation of Israelites, encamped on the plains 

of Moab, about to take possession of the very land these stories describe. 

Relating this account of Abimelech, king of the Philistines—who would 

later trouble Isaac in nearly identical fashion—gave that audience a piece of 

working history about one of the peoples they would soon have to deal with 

directly. It may even have been included to sharpen their resolve to drive 

the Philistines out completely, since their failure to do so would make the 

Philistines a lasting thorn in Israel’s side for the whole of its subsequent 

history, down to the days of Goliath and beyond. After settling the dispute 

over a stolen well, Abraham marked the place with a planted tamarisk tree—

an evergreen known for its long life—and called there on the name of the 

LORD as the everlasting God, a fitting tree for a fitting name, given to the 

God whose promises would long outlast Abraham himself. It is worth 

noticing, too, that Abraham no longer seems to fear this Philistine king the 

way he once feared Pharaoh; whatever else had changed in him across these 

years, his confidence before earthly rulers had visibly grown. 

It is in this same stretch of narrative that Abraham, having learned nothing 

from his earlier failure in Egypt, repeats it: fearing for his life in “a godless 

place,” he again presents Sarah as his sister rather than his wife, and King 

Abimelech of Gerar takes her under that pretense (Genesis 20:2, 11). What 

makes this repetition especially striking is the contrast with how readily 

Abraham had gathered an armed company to rescue his nephew Lot just one 
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chapter earlier (Genesis 14:13–16); here, facing a threat to his own wife, he 

does nothing at all to protect her beyond the deception itself, relying entirely 

on God’s intervention to keep her from being defiled. It is no small irony 

that God uses a foreign, “godless” king to expose and rebuke Abraham’s 

failure of faith. None of this is meant to diminish Abraham, who remains, 

in Scripture’s own language, the father of all who believe; it is meant to 

remind us that his faith, however justly celebrated, was never perfect, and 

depended at every turn on the same grace that our own faith depends on still. 

Lot’s story leaves us with a sobering picture of what might be called a 

“carnal” believer—someone who knows God and yet chooses to live 

thoroughly enmeshed in the world. Lot and his family settled in a city where 

not even ten righteous people could be found, surrounded themselves with 

people who had no real fellowship with God, and were measurably shaped 

by it: Lot’s own willingness to offer his daughters to the mob, and his 

daughters’ subsequent scheme to conceive children by their father, both 

bear the marks of a household whose moral imagination had been corroded 

by its surroundings. The same dynamic plays out whenever believers today 

absorb the world’s verdicts on matters Scripture has already settled, treating 

“the world’s” shifting consensus as the standard rather than God’s revealed 

Word. Where we live and whom we spend our time with does shape our 

thinking and our behavior—this is simply true, and not merely a moralizing 

observation. It is part of why Christian fellowship matters as much as it 

does: not only for shared meals and shared activities, though those have 

their place, but for the active, ongoing work of encouraging one another 

toward faithfulness, praying for one another in seasons of trial, and yes, even 

rebuking one another in love when one of us begins to drift. 

That said, it is worth being careful not to let Lot’s failures eclipse the rest 

of his testimony. Peter still calls him “righteous,” a man genuinely 

tormented in his soul by the wickedness he saw and heard around him day 

after day (2 Peter 2:6–9). It may be that he deeply regretted his earlier choice 

to settle in such fertile but morally ruinous land, and it may be that God 
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preserved him not merely as a favor to Abraham but because he was, after 

all, among the small number of righteous people actually present in that 

doomed city. Even so, the larger point stands: society and culture do shape 

our morals and behavior, which is precisely why God would later command 

Israel to drive out the idolatrous peoples of Canaan so thoroughly—lest 

those same peoples lead them, too, to forget God and chase after foreign 

gods. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes addiction’s root not as excess desire but as “a near-

total absence of self-control,” and points to discipline—not suppression—

as the biblical remedy. What is one area where you sense God inviting you 

to build discipline rather than simply white-knuckle resistance? 

2. God’s judgment on Sodom is pictured as a vessel slowly filling rather 

than a sudden, arbitrary strike. Does this image change how you think about 

unanswered prayer for justice in your own life or in the world—waiting for 

a “tipping point” you can’t see yet? 

3. The chapter describes Lot as a believer who “lived thoroughly enmeshed 

in the world,” shaped over time by his surroundings even though Peter still 

calls him righteous. How do the people and places you spend the most time 

with shape your own thinking, and is there a relationship or environment 

you sense you need more accountability around? 

4. Abraham repeated the exact same lie about Sarah years after the first time, 

even though his faith had grown in other ways. Why do you think old sins 

or fears can resurface even after real spiritual growth, and what’s one 

recurring struggle in your own life you’d be willing to name honestly to the 

group? 
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Chapter Seven 

Genesis 22–24 

God commands Abraham to take his son to “one of the mountains of 

Moriah” for the sacrifice (Genesis 22:2), a location whose later history 

reaches far beyond this single episode. On this same site, roughly a thousand 

years afterward, King David would purchase Araunah’s threshing floor and 

build an altar there to halt a plague (2 Samuel 24:18–21); his son Solomon 

would build the Temple on that same ground; that Temple, rebuilt after the 

Babylonian exile and later expanded by Herod, would stand until the 

Romans destroyed it in A.D. 70, leaving only the Western Wall as a remnant 

and a place of prayer to this day. The mountain where Abraham once bound 

his only son for sacrifice became, across the centuries, the very place where 

Israel’s sacrificial system would be centered—and it is hard not to see, in 

that long historical thread, a foreshadowing of an even greater sacrifice still 

to come. 

One pastor has helpfully traced the larger pattern of testing across 

Abraham’s whole life: the family test, when he had to leave his loved ones 

for an unknown land; the famine test, when hunger drove him to Egypt; the 

fellowship test, when Lot separated from him; the fight test, when he 

defeated the Mesopotamian kings to rescue Lot; the fortune test, when he 

refused the wealth offered by the king of Sodom; the fatherhood test, when 

Sarah’s impatience led to Hagar; and the farewell test, when Ishmael had to 

leave his household. The sacrifice of Isaac might fittingly be called 

Abraham’s filial test, since it touched his love both for God and for his son 

at once—what one Bible teacher calls God calling Abraham to sacrifice his 

future after already calling him, years before, to cut himself off from his 

past. And a clear pattern emerges across every one of these tests: each time 

Abraham gave something up in obedience, God gave him something greater 

in return. He left his homeland, and God gave him a new one. He left his 

extended family, and God gave him a far larger one. He gave Lot the better 
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land, and God gave Abraham more land still. He refused the king of 

Sodom’s reward, and God gave him greater wealth. He gave up Ishmael, 

and God made Ishmael the father of a multitude in his own right. And he 

was willing to give up Isaac, and God not only spared him but, through him, 

gave Abraham descendants beyond counting. None of this means the 

covenant itself was earned by obedience—the covenant blessings of 

Genesis 12 had already been given unconditionally—but it does mean that 

the ongoing reception of those blessings was bound up, again and again, 

with Abraham’s willingness to obey even when obedience cost him 

something real. 

“Now I know that you fear Me,” God tells Abraham, after he has raised the 

knife over his son (Genesis 22:12). Read too quickly, this sounds like a 

problem: how can the God who is “great in wisdom” and from whom “no 

creature is hidden” (Psalm 147:5; Hebrews 4:13) learn something new from 

a man’s act of obedience? The likely answer is that this is an 

anthropomorphism—the same literary device by which Scripture regularly 

clothes God’s infinite nature in finite, human terms so that we can grasp and 

celebrate what is happening. Children’s literature does something similar 

when it gives animals the power of speech and reason, not because anyone 

believes animals actually talk, but because it lets the story land. In the same 

way, God does not literally have eyes, hands, or limited awareness, but 

Scripture speaks as though He does because His true nature—infinite, 

outside of time, untouched by the limitations we live under—is too vast for 

us to take in directly (Psalm 139:6; Romans 11:33). When God says, “Now 

I know,” He is not reporting newly acquired information; He is giving 

Abraham, and us, a way to feel the weight and the joy of this moment of 

tested and proven faith. The same kind of language explains God’s 

questions to Adam and Eve back in Genesis 3—“Where are you?... Who 

told you that you were naked?”—not requests for facts God lacked, but 

dramatizations of the alienation sin had caused. There is also a real sense in 

which “know,” throughout the Old Testament, can describe not bare 

awareness but intimate, confirmed experience (cf. Genesis 4:1; 24:16); 
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God’s “knowing” of Abraham’s heart here moves from an awareness 

already present to the action that confirms it—much as Paul speaks of 

believers being “foreknown” by God not merely in the sense of advance 

information, but in the sense of a relationship God Himself initiates and 

brings to completion (Romans 8:29). 

A different kind of testimony to God’s omniscience appears a few chapters 

later, when Abraham’s servant is sent to find a wife for Isaac among their 

relatives. Notice that trusting God and careful strategy were never, for this 

servant, in tension with one another. He chose the well outside the city—

the customary gathering place for young women drawing water—and chose 

the evening hour, when women came out to avoid the heat of the day; he 

brought ten camels laden with evident wealth, a detail clearly meant to 

impress whatever family he found. None of this was left to chance. And yet, 

having planned as carefully as he could, he still prayed, asking that God 

would identify the right woman by a specific sign—and the text tells us 

plainly that “before he had finished speaking... behold, Rebekah... came out 

with her jar on her shoulder” (Genesis 24:15, 45). God heard the prayer 

before it was even finished being prayed, and had already, it seems, arranged 

everything in advance to answer it precisely. This same rhythm of praying 

and planning, trusting and strategizing, marks the apostle Paul’s missionary 

journeys centuries later, as he and his companions tried one door after 

another until the Spirit redirected them toward Macedonia (Acts 16:6–10)—

a reminder that seeking God’s guidance has never meant setting strategy 

aside. We should be cautious about assuming God orders every detail of 

every life with this same dramatic specificity; but it remains true, and worth 

marveling at, that He knows our thoughts before we think them and our 

words before we speak them (Psalm 139:2, 4; Matthew 6:7–8), that “in his 

heart a man plans his course, but the Lord determines his steps” (Proverbs 

16:9), and that His purposes, once set, are always and perfectly 

accomplished (Isaiah 46:9–11). This confidence is what allows Paul to ask 

his triumphant string of questions in Romans 8: “If God is for us, who can 

be against us?... Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?” These are 
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not questions asked because believers are uncertain of the answer; they are 

questions asked because we already know it, and the asking itself becomes 

a kind of worship. 

It is worth noticing, too, who first responds to the wealth on display. When 

Rebekah runs home with news of the encounter, it is her brother Laban who 

hurries out to meet the servant—and the text takes care to mention what 

catches his eye first: the nose ring, the bracelets, the ten camels (Genesis 

24:29–31). We will meet this same Laban again, years later, dealing just as 

shrewdly and self-interestedly with his nephew Jacob over wages and wives 

(Genesis 29–31); his eager hospitality here, prompted by visible wealth, is 

the first hint of the calculating character that would later try to take full 

advantage of his own son-in-law. The servant, for his part, refuses to let that 

hospitality distract him from his actual mission, insisting on stating his 

errand before eating a single bite (Genesis 24:33), and once the family’s 

blessing is secured, he resists their attempts to delay Rebekah’s departure, 

sensing that further delay would only work against what God had already 

so clearly arranged (Genesis 24:55–56). 

When the servant finally brings Rebekah to Isaac, who had been meditating 

in the field near Beer Lahai Roi—fittingly, “the well of the Living One who 

sees me,” the very place where God had once met the fleeing Hagar—the 

text notes the order of events with a precision easy to miss: “he took 

Rebekah, and she became his wife, and he loved her” (Genesis 24:67). Isaac 

married her, and then he loved her. We tend to reverse that order today, 

expecting love to come first and marriage to follow as its natural conclusion; 

Scripture is comfortable with love that is chosen rather than merely felt, 

deliberately cultivated within a covenant already entered rather than treated 

as its precondition. 

A briefer note, almost a footnote, but worth pausing over: by the time we 

reach Genesis 24:1, Abraham is already described as “old, advanced in age,” 

though he will go on to live to one hundred and seventy-five (Genesis 25:7–

8)—itself a remarkably long life by any modern measure, yet shorter than 
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his own forefathers, some of whom lived past nine hundred years. It may be 

that God granted such extraordinary lifespans at the dawn of humanity and 

again after the Flood specifically to repopulate the earth quickly, with the 

gradual reduction toward the “hundred and twenty years” mentioned in 

Genesis 6:3 reflecting His planned tapering of that provision. Whatever the 

explanation, even a thousand years pales next to the eternity that awaits 

believers in heaven. If even Abraham’s unusually long life amounted, in the 

end, to but a passing thing, then perhaps the wisest response, whether our 

own years number seventy or considerably more, is the one Paul commends 

to the Colossians: to “set [our] hearts on things above, where Christ is,” 

remembering that our life is “now hidden with Christ in God,” and that when 

He appears, we will appear with Him in glory (Colossians 3:1–4). 

This same conviction—that what is unseen and future outweighs what is 

seen and present—shapes one of the quieter but more telling decisions 

Abraham makes in this stretch of Genesis: his insistence on purchasing, at 

evident cost, a permanent burial site for Sarah in the cave of Machpelah near 

Hebron, rather than seeking some easier arrangement or returning her 

remains to his homeland. The text records the negotiation with the Hittites 

in careful detail, down to the price: four hundred shekels, a sum that looks 

considerable next to the fifty shekels David would later pay for the Temple 

site itself (2 Samuel 24:24). No one buries family in land they do not 

consider home and do not expect to remain in for a long time. By purchasing 

ground in Canaan rather than in Ur, Abraham was making a quiet, costly 

statement of faith in God’s promise that this land, not his ancestral 

homeland, would belong to his descendants—much as the prophet 

Jeremiah, centuries later, would purchase a field in Judah on the very eve of 

the Babylonian exile, simply to declare his confidence that God would one 

day bring His people back there (Jeremiah 32:6–15). Abraham never saw 

his descendants become as numerous as the sand on the shore; he never 

possessed the land from the Nile to the Euphrates; he never saw kings and 

nations descend from him in his own lifetime. And yet he believed, fixing 

his eyes “not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is 
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temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Corinthians 4:18)—the same 

posture of hope to which we, too, are called, “groaning inwardly as we wait 

eagerly” for what we do not yet have, because hope that is already seen and 

possessed is no longer, properly speaking, hope at all (Romans 8:23–25). 

This chapter returns, understandably, to its hardest moment: God’s 

command that Abraham sacrifice Isaac. Any parent reads this and feels the 

same instinctive recoil—how could a good God ask such a thing? And Isaac, 

remember, was not simply a beloved child; he was the explicit fulfillment 

of God’s own covenant promise (Genesis 17:19; 21:12). Is God now 

reneging on His word? The apparent contradiction only resolves once we 

see what Abraham himself must have reasoned, a logic the writer of 

Hebrews makes explicit centuries later: “Abraham reasoned that God could 

even raise the dead, and so in a manner of speaking he did receive Isaac 

back from death” (Hebrews 11:17–19). There were only two ways this 

command could possibly end—either God would break His covenant and 

let Isaac die, or God would keep His covenant even after the sacrifice, which 

would require Him to raise Isaac from the dead. Abraham, remarkably, does 

not ask “why.” He obeys because he trusts that God is not only willing to 

keep His promises but able to keep them, even if that meant resurrection 

itself. This is what makes Abraham, in the fullest sense, the father of faith: 

not a faith that never wonders, but a faith that, when tested to its very limit, 

holds fast to both the goodness and the power of God. The honest question 

this leaves for the rest of us is whether we trust God in the same two ways—

not only that He is willing to act on our behalf, but that He is able to, even 

when our own circumstances seem to leave no way through. Lord, help us 

to have the faith of Abraham. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter traces a clear pattern across Abraham’s life: every time he 

gave something up in obedience, God gave him something greater in return. 

Looking back over your own life, can you identify a time you gave 

something up for God and later recognized what He gave you in its place? 



BEGINNINGS 

52 

2. The chapter frames the sacrifice of Isaac around a single question: did 

Abraham trust not only that God was willing to act on his behalf, but that 

He was able to—even to the point of raising the dead? Which of those two—

God’s willingness or God’s ability—do you find harder to trust in your 

current circumstances, and why? 

3. Abraham’s servant combined careful strategy (the timing, the location, 

the camels) with genuine, specific prayer, and God answered before the 

prayer was even finished. Where in your life might you be praying without 

planning, or planning without praying, instead of holding the two together? 

4. Abraham purchased a burial site in Canaan at real cost, even though he 

would not live to see the land actually become his descendants’ home—a 

quiet act of faith in a promise he would not see fulfilled in his lifetime. Is 

there a promise of God you’re currently holding onto that you may not see 

fulfilled in your own lifetime? How does Abraham’s example shape the way 

you hold it? 
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Chapter Eight 

Genesis 25–26 

Sarah was not, in the end, Abraham’s only wife. After her death he took 

Keturah, who functioned as a secondary wife or surrogate mother in the 

pattern borrowed from neighboring cultures, and one of her sons was named 

Midian (Genesis 25:1–2). Abraham would later send Midian and his other 

sons away from Isaac, “eastward, to the land of the east” (Genesis 25:6)—

a detail that matters more than it might seem, because the descendants of 

this same Midian would resurface again and again in Israel’s later history, 

almost always at moments of crisis. It would be Midianite traders, joining 

hands with the descendants of Ishmael, Abraham’s other concubine’s son, 

who would together buy Joseph as a slave when his own brothers sold him. 

Centuries later, in the generation of the Exodus, the Midianites would 

provide refuge for Moses when he fled Pharaoh, and Moses would find his 

own wife, Zipporah, among them; there were clearly God-fearing people in 

their number, by the testimony of his father-in-law Jethro. Yet it was also 

Midianite women who would later join with the Moabites, descendants of 

Lot, in Balaam’s scheme to seduce Israel into idolatry and immorality at 

Baal of Peor, a betrayal so serious that God struck down twenty-four 

thousand Israelites in judgment for it. The same family line, in other words, 

could furnish both a faithful priest of God and a recurring snare for God’s 

people across multiple generations, a reminder that physical descent 

guarantees nothing about spiritual faithfulness. 

The contest between Esau and Jacob, even before birth, becomes one of the 

clearest statements of divine election in all of Scripture: “Two nations are 

in your womb... and the older shall serve the younger” (Genesis 25:23). The 

prophet Malachi puts the matter in language that still unsettles many 

readers: “I have loved Jacob, but Esau I have hated” (Malachi 1:2–3), and 

Paul, writing to the Romans, makes the timing explicit—this decision was 

made “before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad... not 
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by works but by him who calls” (Romans 9:10–13). What should we make 

of this? Not that God’s sovereign choice excuses what follows—Jacob’s 

deception, Esau’s contempt for his own birthright, Rebekah’s 

manipulation—but that God’s purposes are accomplished even through, and 

in spite of, all of it. This is the same pattern Ephesians describes when it 

speaks of being “predestined according to the plan of him who works out 

everything in conformity with the purpose of his will” (Ephesians 1:11–12). 

On the surface, Esau’s decision to trade his birthright for a bowl of soup 

looks like simple foolishness, and Moses’ own comment that “Esau 

despised his birthright” (Genesis 25:34) does not let him off easily. Jacob, 

for his part, comes off no better—manipulative and more than a little 

unscrupulous toward his own brother, hardly the portrait of a noble future 

patriarch. The point of including such an unflattering episode is not to 

encourage contempt for either brother but to make unmistakably clear that 

the advance of God’s people was never owed to the moral excellence of her 

leaders; it was owed, from the beginning, to the unthwartable purposes of 

God. It is worth understanding, too, what the birthright actually secured in 

that culture: headship of the family after the father’s death (Genesis 27:29), 

possession of the father’s blessing (Genesis 27:4), the land of Canaan and 

covenant standing with God (Genesis 28:4), and a double portion of the 

family inheritance (Deuteronomy 21:17)—privileges weighty enough that 

losing them was no small thing, yet not so fixed that they could never be 

lost through misconduct, traded away outright, or overridden by a father’s 

deliberate blessing, which in an oral society functioned as something close 

to a legally binding will. Esau may have assumed, given that he was his 

father’s favorite, that he would recover by blessing what he had given up at 

the table; he might even have been right, had Rebekah’s love for Jacob not 

led her into the deception that secured the blessing for her younger son 

instead. 

We see this same forfeiture of a birthright play out once more, a generation 

later, when Jacob’s own firstborn, Reuben, loses his standing by sleeping 
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with his father’s concubine (Genesis 35:22; 49:3–4). What makes Reuben’s 

case especially instructive is how his lost privileges were not simply handed 

to the next son in line, but split three ways among three different brothers: 

Joseph received the double inheritance that would otherwise have belonged 

to the firstborn, Judah became the head and ruling tribe, and Levi became 

the priestly tribe set apart for the family’s service to God. The single bundle 

of firstborn privilege that Esau and then Reuben each forfeited in turn was, 

by the time the dust settled, distributed according to God’s own purposes 

rather than reassembled by simple birth order. The warning Hebrews draws 

from Esau’s example is worth taking seriously: “godless like Esau, who for 

a single meal sold his inheritance rights as the oldest son... when he wanted 

to inherit this blessing, he was rejected. Even though he sought the blessing 

with tears, he could not change what he had done” (Hebrews 12:16–17). We 

might ask ourselves the same question put to every generation since: how 

easily might we, too, despise our own inheritance in Christ by trading it for 

the immediate comfort of a single meal’s worth of present gratification? 

Isaac’s own life, later in this same chapter, follows a path strikingly similar 

to his father’s. Famine drives him to seek food among the Philistines rather 

than going down to Egypt as Abraham once had—perhaps, it might be 

guessed, because God wished to spare him a second Hagar-like 

complication—and then, in an almost exact repetition of his father’s failure, 

Isaac asks his wife Rebekah to pose as his sister out of fear for his own life, 

just as Abraham once asked the same of Sarah with Pharaoh (Genesis 

12:10–20). It is sobering, and a little humbling, to watch this exact same 

failure of faith pass from father to son across an entire generation, and to 

remember once more that whatever progress these patriarchs make toward 

the people God intends them to become, it is due entirely to God’s grace 

and not to their own consistency. 

There is a simple formula worth holding onto here, one that captures both 

Isaac and Rebekah’s situation and our own: we witness, and God saves; God 

elects, and we believe. God sovereignly chose Jacob over Esau, just as He 
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had chosen Isaac over Ishmael and Abraham over every other man on earth, 

entirely apart from anything either twin had done (Romans 9:10–13)—and 

this same sovereign election, Paul insists, underlies our own salvation as 

well, which comes “not by works, so that no one can boast” (Ephesians 2:8–

9). This should reshape how we think about even our own children: we are 

called to share the gospel with them faithfully, to model it before them as 

best we can, but their salvation was never within our control to manufacture, 

any more than Isaac and Rebekah could engineer God’s already-determined 

outcome for Jacob and Esau. What we can control is something smaller but 

no less important: whether we see our circumstances clearly enough to 

respond to them rightly. Many of us are, in a sense, spiritually nearsighted—

able to see what is close at hand clearly enough, but increasingly unable to 

make out anything at a distance, until without the right corrective lens we 

cannot tell one object from another at all. Scripture, the Spirit’s quiet 

intercession within us (Romans 8:26–27), and the encouragement of 

brothers and sisters who will speak truth to us (Hebrews 10:24–25; 

Galatians 6:1–2) function exactly like corrective lenses for this kind of 

spiritual myopia—not eliminating the nearsightedness itself, but letting us 

see truly enough, even at a distance, to make decisions consistent with the 

faith we actually hold. 

This section turns to something far gentler: “Isaac prayed to the LORD on 

behalf of his wife” (Genesis 25:21), in the midst of Rebekah’s struggle with 

infertility. Anyone who has walked alongside a couple facing infertility 

knows something of how devastating that struggle can be, and what stands 

out here is what Isaac does not do: he does not look outside his marriage for 

an heir, as his own father and mother had once tried to do through Hagar. 

He simply prays for his wife. How blessed Rebekah must have been to have 

a husband who interceded for her this way—a husband who prays for his 

wife reveals where his heart truly is, and that kind of devotion means more 

to a wife than physical attraction, intellect, or financial success ever could. 

Husbands reading this account would do well to take it as an invitation 
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rather than merely an observation: to pray for their wives, and to intercede 

for them, is a beautiful thing in the sight of the Lord. 

But marriages, even ones that begin as obediently and as beautifully as Isaac 

and Rebekah’s, do not stay untouched by sin forever. Both of them had been 

obedient in marrying the spouse God had chosen for them; in the early years 

they loved each other and prayed for one another. Yet by the time we reach 

the story of Jacob’s deception, each parent is pursuing a separate, competing 

interest—Isaac favoring Esau, Rebekah scheming on Jacob’s behalf—with 

little thought for the other, and none at all, it seems, for God’s will in the 

matter. It is the picture of what we might now call a dysfunctional family, 

arising out of what had once been, by every outward measure, a perfect 

match. The lesson is not that we might have had a better marriage if we had 

simply married someone else; it is that no marriage, however well it begins, 

is immune to this same drift unless it is continually renewed—not 

conformed to the world’s expectations (Romans 12:2), but patterned again 

and again after God’s standard through prayer and the steady meditation on 

His Word. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Esau traded his birthright for a single bowl of soup, and Hebrews warns 

that even though he later sought the blessing “with tears,” he could not undo 

what he had done. What is a “bowl of soup” in your own life right now—

some immediate comfort or gratification you might be tempted to trade a 

longer-term inheritance for? 

2. The chapter offers this formula: “we witness, and God saves; God elects, 

and we believe.” How does this distinction between what is ours to do 

(witness, model, pray) and what is God’s alone to do (save, elect) change 

the way you think about a loved one’s salvation that you’ve been praying 

for? 

3. Isaac’s response to Rebekah’s infertility was simply to pray for her, rather 

than seeking another way to get an heir as his own parents had done with 
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Hagar. Is there a place in your marriage, or another close relationship, where 

prayer has taken a back seat to your own attempts to fix the problem? 

4. Isaac and Rebekah’s marriage began with obedience and love but drifted, 

over the years, into competing agendas and favoritism. What practice—

prayer together, time in the Word together, honest conversation—has gone 

quiet in your own marriage or closest relationships, and what would it take 

to revive it? 
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Chapter Nine 

Genesis 27–29 

It is hard not to be amused, even while recognizing the seriousness of what 

is happening, at the sheer family drama that produces Jacob’s rise. He is 

born into a divided household—his mother loving him, his father favoring 

his brother—and the matter of who would receive the birthright and blessing 

is settled not through obedience to any divine word but through a double 

deception. Even his search for a wife from among his own people turns out 

to be little more than incidental to his mother’s deeper motive of putting 

distance between Jacob and his murderous brother. And the two wives who 

would go on to produce the twelve tribes of Israel arise out of a tangle of 

drunkenness, deception, polygamy, incest, and slavery that would only 

multiply as the story continues. And yet, through every twist of it, God’s 

purposes toward Jacob are accomplished regardless. 

It is worth pausing, though, before concluding too quickly that Isaac was 

simply wrong to favor Esau in the first place, given God’s earlier word to 

Rebekah that “the older will serve the younger” (Genesis 25:23). Many 

readers fault Isaac and excuse Rebekah on the theory that since she already 

knew the prophesied outcome, her deception was simply an attempt to help 

bring about what God had already decreed. But a prophecy is not the same 

thing as a command. When Jesus told Peter that he would deny Him three 

times, this did not mean Peter should have tried to engineer that denial, or 

that it would have been wrong for him to resist the temptation and prove the 

prophecy false through repentance rather than fulfillment. If anything, the 

better response to a prophesied failure is always repentance in advance, not 

active cooperation with it. What is more, it may well be that the custom of 

Isaac’s own day—later codified explicitly in the Law, where a father is 

required to acknowledge the firstborn “even though he is not his favorite” 

and give him the larger inheritance regardless of personal preference 

(Deuteronomy 21:15–17)—already obligated Isaac to bless his actual 
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firstborn, Esau, whatever God’s sovereign purposes might otherwise be. If 

that moral expectation already existed in Isaac’s day, then Isaac’s intention 

to bless Esau may not have been a failure of faith at all, but simply Isaac 

doing what was right by the standard he had inherited. God’s sovereign 

election of Jacob over Esau did not require Rebekah’s scheme, any more 

than it required Jacob’s, any more than the crucifixion of Christ required the 

specific evil choices of Judas, the Pharisees, or Pilate in order to be 

accomplished. God can, and regularly does, use the evil that people freely 

choose to bring about ends that He alone determines—without that use ever 

amounting to His endorsement of the means. 

This raises a question worth sitting with longer than we typically do: if God 

can bring good out of deception, does that make the deception acceptable, 

provided the outcome turns out to serve His purposes? Scripture’s answer, 

across three separate arguments in Romans, is an emphatic no. Paul 

anticipates the objection directly—“why not say, ‘Let us do evil that good 

may result’? Their condemnation is just!” (Romans 3:5–8)—and insists that 

a person who does evil expecting a good outcome will be condemned for 

the evil they did, not excused by the good they hoped would follow. He 

raises the same question with respect to grace itself: if grace abounds all the 

more wherever sin abounds, should believers go on sinning so that grace 

might increase? “By no means!” (Romans 6:1–4)—those who have died to 

sin in Christ have no business returning to what He delivered them from. 

And once more: are believers free to sin simply because they live under 

grace rather than law? Again, “By no means!” (Romans 6:15–18)—our 

deeds reveal whose servants we actually are, sin’s or righteousness’s, and a 

lifestyle of sin can never be excused by an appeal to the grace that was meant 

to free us from it. Whatever right or wrong motive Rebekah may have had 

in deceiving her husband, God never commanded her to do it; she chose it 

freely, and God, as He has done throughout this whole history—with 

Joseph’s brothers, with Pharaoh, with Judas and the Pharisees and the 

Gentiles at the cross—simply folded her free and culpable choice into the 

larger accomplishment of His own sovereign purpose. The relevant 
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distinction, drawn out three times over in Proverbs 16 (verses 1, 9, and 33), 

is between what belongs to us and what belongs to God: the plans, the 

motives, the means are ours, and we will be held accountable for them; the 

ultimate outcome belongs to God alone, and no good result can retroactively 

justify an evil means of reaching it. 

Jacob’s uncle Laban, of all people, gives voice to one of the wisest 

observations in this whole stretch of narrative, when he first betroths his 

daughter Rebekah to Isaac: “This is from the Lord; we can say nothing to 

you one way or the other” (Genesis 24:50). Once something is recognized 

as being from the Lord, in other words, there is nothing left to be said or 

done to prevent it. The same principle resurfaces centuries later, almost 

word for word, when Eli, hearing God’s judgment pronounced against his 

own household, simply says, “He is the Lord; let him do what is good in his 

eyes” (1 Samuel 3:18); and again, a thousand years further on, when the 

respected teacher Gamaliel counsels the Sanhedrin regarding the apostles: 

“If their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is from 

God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves 

fighting against God” (Acts 5:38). These are not the words of famous 

prophets but of comparatively minor figures, which makes their testimony 

all the more telling: in biblical times, there was remarkably little dispute, 

even among lesser-known characters, about God’s sovereign fulfillment of 

His purposes regardless of changing circumstances or human scheming. 

None of this erases human freedom altogether; it simply insists that God 

sometimes uses, shapes, directs, and even overrides the sinful choices 

people make in order to accomplish what He has determined—so that, in 

the end, it is God who is sovereign, not human will. 

This section lands on something both simpler and more tender: Jacob’s 

seven years of labor to win Rachel, which “seemed like only a few days to 

him because of his love for her” (Genesis 29:20). There is something 

universally recognizable in this picture of first love, whether the love in 

question is for another person or for God Himself. When we first come to 
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faith, everything feels effortless and bright—prayer, Bible reading, worship, 

fellowship—and we cannot get enough of it. But as time passes, the very 

things that once came so easily can begin to feel burdensome. Does God’s 

love for us fade the same way ours sometimes does for Him? Scripture 

answers plainly: “The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies 

never come to an end” (Lamentations 3:22). Unlike our affections, which 

wax and wane with circumstance, God’s love does not change, and 

nothing—not death, not life, not any power in all creation—can separate us 

from it (Romans 8:38–39). As He remains steadfast toward us, the fitting 

response is to remain steadfast and persistent in loving Him in return, even 

on the days when love no longer feels effortless. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter makes a careful distinction: God can bring good out of 

deception without that good ever excusing the deception itself—“no good 

result can retroactively justify an evil means of reaching it.” Can you think 

of a time you were tempted to justify a questionable means because you 

were confident the end result would be good? 

2. Laban’s comment—“This is from the Lord; we can say nothing to you 

one way or the other”—is offered as wisdom rather than resignation. Is there 

a situation right now where you’re still fighting against something that may 

already be settled by God’s hand, and what would it look like to genuinely 

rest in that instead? 

3. The chapter observes that Jacob’s seven years of labor for Rachel 

“seemed like only a few days” because of his love, and asks whether our 

own love for God fades the way our feelings naturally do over time. Where 

has serving God started to feel burdensome rather than joyful for you lately, 

and what first drew you to Him that you might need to remember? 

4. The chapter insists that God’s steadfast love “never ceases” regardless of 

how our own affections wax and wane. If you fully believed that truth today, 
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what is one relationship or responsibility you’d approach differently this 

week? 
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Chapter Ten 

Genesis 30–31 

There is something almost comic, and yet also deeply sad, in the spectacle 

of Jacob, Leah, and Rachel locked in a contest of childbearing that doubles 

as a contest for Jacob’s affection, even as Jacob himself plays a parallel 

game with Laban over the family flocks. And running underneath both 

contests is the One actually in control: God, who had already determined, 

before Jacob was even born, what would become of him and which of his 

sons would carry forward the larger promise (Romans 9:10–13). This does 

not necessarily mean God orchestrates every smallest detail of Jacob’s life; 

it does mean that every event, however it unfolds, serves the fulfillment of 

His plan for Jacob regardless. 

What is striking, reading this stretch of the narrative, is how much 

deception, polygamy, incest, jealousy, sexual compromise, divination, and 

even outright idolatry pass through these chapters without a single word of 

explicit divine judgment attached to any of it. This is not because there was 

no moral code at the time—God says elsewhere that Abraham “kept My 

commandments, My statutes and My laws” (Genesis 26:5)—but because 

that code did not yet encompass everything that would later be codified in 

the Law of Moses, much less the fuller ethical demands of the New 

Testament. We must be careful, reading these accounts, not to impose later 

standards anachronistically onto earlier eras and call it moral judgment on 

the patriarchs; God’s laws for His people have genuinely expanded and 

developed across redemptive history, even as God Himself does not change. 

Adam, after all, had only a single commandment to keep. After his 

disobedience, his particular sin could never be repeated in precisely that 

form—but its consequence, in the form of death, “spread to all men, because 

all sinned” in him (Romans 5:12), which is why David could write, “Behold, 

I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin my mother conceived me” (Psalm 

51:5). We are not born innocent and gradually become sinners; we are born 
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sinners, and every day of life only confirms it. What changes, era to era, is 

the specific shape of the law we are given to measure ourselves against—

not the underlying reality of our need for grace. 

There is real drama and rivalry running through every relationship in 

Jacob’s life—between Jacob and Esau over birthright and blessing, between 

Rebekah and Isaac over which son they favored, between Jacob and Laban 

over wages and tradition, between Rachel and Leah over children and 

affection. And yet all of this seems, on a careful reading, almost incidental 

to the larger fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham working itself out 

underneath it. Perhaps this is part of why Scripture gives us such detailed, 

even uncomfortably dramatic accounts: to demonstrate the principle that “in 

their hearts humans plan their course, but the Lord establishes their steps” 

(Proverbs 16:9). However people plan, scheme, and execute, God remains 

the final determinant of the outcome. Jacob could have done nothing, and 

God would have fulfilled His promises through him; Jacob could have done 

everything in his power, and the result would have been the same. None of 

this should make us fatalistic, as though our own choices and efforts no 

longer matter—God will still judge our motivations and our actions—but it 

should give us real confidence against anxiety, and motivate us all the more 

to seek and align ourselves with His will, precisely because we know His 

purposes for us will never ultimately fail. 

Laban’s own response to Jacob’s accusations of years of mistreatment is 

worth lingering over for what it reveals about self-deception: “The 

daughters are my daughters, and the children are my children, and the flocks 

are my flocks, and all that you see is mine” (Genesis 31:43). He does not 

engage with a single one of Jacob’s specific grievances; he simply re-

describes everything Jacob has earned through fourteen years of labor and 

Jacob’s wives have borne through their own bodies as though it had all 

simply always been his, by virtue of being able to claim it. He has, in effect, 

filtered every fact through a kind of reality-distortion field that leaves him 

completely innocent in his own eyes—restrained from harming Jacob not 
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by conscience but by fear of God’s warning in a dream, and by reluctance 

to harm his own daughters and grandchildren. This is not a uniquely ancient 

failure. We are all capable of marshaling our own selective set of facts, and 

even Scripture verses, to prove our own case beyond question, becoming so 

convinced of our own innocence that we receive any differing counsel in 

something close to an attack posture. Laban was almost certainly sincere; 

he was just as certainly wrong. Pride, bitterness, and self-righteousness can 

all blind us to the truth in exactly this way, even when, and perhaps 

especially when, we sincerely believe we are the ones seeking it. 

This section returns to the ache underneath the rivalry between the two 

sisters: Leah, who had many sons but not her husband’s love, and Rachel, 

who had her husband’s love but no children of her own—the grass, in other 

words, looking perpetually greener on the other side. Rachel’s own attempts 

to remedy her situation only compound the tangle: first demanding that 

Jacob simply give her children, drawing his exasperated reply, “Am I 

God?”; then giving her servant to Jacob, which produces children but not 

the satisfaction of bearing her own; then trading a night with Jacob for 

Leah’s son’s mandrakes, an ancient fertility charm, in an episode that echoes 

Esau trading his birthright for a bowl of soup—and which fails anyway, 

since it is Leah who conceives that night, not Rachel. And yet, “some time 

later... God remembered Rachel; he listened to her and enabled her to 

conceive” (Genesis 30:22), giving her not just any son but Joseph, who 

would one day wield power second only to Pharaoh himself and would hold, 

to the end, the particular love of his father. God already knew, before that 

conception, that Rachel would soon steal her father’s household idols on the 

family’s flight from Laban—and blessed her with this son anyway. Despite 

our impatience and our missteps, God hears the cries of His people and 

remains willing to bless. What a mighty, forgiving, and gracious God we 

have. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 
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1. The chapter notes that even though Jacob’s family was full of deception, 

rivalry, and compromise, God’s purposes for him were accomplished 

regardless—not because the sin didn’t matter, but because God’s plan never 

depended on the family getting it right. Does this give you more confidence 

or more discomfort when you think about your own family’s dysfunction? 

Why? 

2. Laban convinced himself he was the wronged party even while 

mistreating Jacob for years, filtering every fact to keep himself innocent in 

his own eyes. Can you think of a conflict in your own life where, in 

hindsight, you might have been doing something similar—genuinely 

sincere, but genuinely wrong? 

3. Leah had children but not her husband’s love; Rachel had love but no 

children—each envying what the other had. Where in your own life are you 

tempted to believe the grass is greener in someone else’s circumstances, and 

how might contentment look different if you trusted God’s specific timing 

for you? 

4. Despite Rachel’s impatience, manipulation, and even idolatry, God still 

“remembered” her and gave her Joseph. What does it mean for you 

personally that God’s willingness to bless doesn’t wait for you to first get 

your act together? 
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Chapter Eleven 

Genesis 32–34 

Who was it, exactly, that wrestled with Jacob through the night at Peniel? 

Jacob himself says it was God; Hosea, looking back on the same event 

centuries later, calls it a struggle with “the Angel” (Hosea 12:3–4)—

language that is best understood as synonymous parallelism, where the 

second line restates the first in different words rather than introducing a 

different figure. Read together with the wider pattern of divine appearances 

throughout Genesis—God walking with two angels to Abraham at Mamre, 

the recurring “Angel of the LORD” who is consistently treated as God 

Himself—the most natural conclusion is that Jacob wrestled with God 

incarnate, with the pre-incarnate Christ. Jacob’s own new name confirms it: 

“Israel” means “one who struggles with God,” and the text states plainly 

that he had, in fact, wrestled with both God and man (Genesis 32:28, 30). 

The more important question is not the identity of the wrestler but the 

purpose of the match. Why did this encounter matter enough for Moses to 

record it for a generation about to enter the Promised Land? Reflecting on 

this same passage, we notice that wrestling is the defining image of Jacob’s 

entire life—he wrestles with Esau even in the womb, grasping at his 

brother’s heel during birth; he wrestles with Esau again over birthright and 

blessing; he wrestles with Laban over wives and wages. Now, in the dead 

of night, he wrestles an unnamed man, and as dawn approaches, neither will 

yield. Only when the man touches Jacob’s hip, leaving him permanently 

crippled, does Jacob recognize that he has not been wrestling an ordinary 

man at all but God Himself: “I saw God face to face, and yet my life was 

spared.” It is worth asking why God allowed the struggle to continue all 

night when a single touch could have ended it at any moment. Perhaps the 

answer is the same answer that applies to our own seasons of struggle with 

God, when we wrestle with hard questions and unanswered prayers and He 

does not seem to be listening: perhaps the struggle itself is allowed to 
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continue because it is building something in us—perseverance, and a 

character that could not be formed any other way. Whether our own life is 

easy or one long struggle from beginning to end, the promise remains the 

same: “we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love 

him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). 

Jacob’s wrestling with God, in fact, does not end at Peniel; it continues, in 

one form or another, through the entire subsequent history of the nation that 

would bear his new name. 

It would be a mistake, however, to imagine that this dramatic encounter 

instantly transformed Jacob into a different man. Almost immediately 

afterward, he tells Esau he will follow slowly behind him to Seir, and instead 

goes the opposite direction entirely, toward Succoth and then Shechem 

(Genesis 33:14, 17–18)—deceiving his brother yet again, even though this 

was, in fact, where God wanted him to go. Many readers want to find here 

a clean before-and-after: Jacob the deceiver wrestles with God and emerges 

Israel, a changed man. But did he, really? He still fears his brother. He still 

deceives him, in this very next breath. He will go on to show the same 

favoritism toward Joseph that his own father showed toward Esau. His name 

changed; the man underneath it, in the chapters immediately following, 

looks remarkably like the man before. If we go looking for some clear 

moment of transformation in Jacob and fail to find one, perhaps we are 

looking for the wrong thing. The Man Jacob wrestled—God Himself, the 

Angel of the LORD, very likely the pre-incarnate Christ—approached him, 

not the other way around (Genesis 32:24), and it is a genuinely remarkable 

thing that a scheming, undeserving man like Jacob could be said to “prevail” 

against God at all (Genesis 32:28). In what sense could anyone prevail 

against the Almighty (cf. Isaiah 14:27), except that God Himself graciously 

allowed it? The One who could cripple Jacob with a touch could just as 

easily have taken his life; instead, He gave him exactly the blessing he 

sought, deliverance from Esau (Genesis 32:11, 26, 29; 33:4). The real 

wonder of this story, then, may not be a transformed Jacob but an unchanged 

one, prevailing only because a gracious God allowed an undeserving man 
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to cling to Him and receive a blessing he could never have earned. We, too, 

are this same Jacob—sinful, undeserving, in no position to prevail against 

God on our own merits (Romans 3:10–12)—and the fitting response is not 

to search for evidence of our own transformation but simply to confess, with 

John, our continuing need (1 John 1:9), and to give thanks for sovereign 

grace that loves Jacob and not Esau, though neither deserved it (Malachi 

1:2–3; Romans 9:10–13), exactly as that same grace reached us “while we 

were still sinners” (Romans 5:8), crediting us with a righteousness that was 

never our own (2 Corinthians 5:21). 

There is good reason to think that Jacob’s wrestling match points beyond 

itself to Christ, since “the essence of prophecy is to give clear witness to 

Christ” (Revelation 19:10). The prophet Hosea connects Jacob’s nighttime 

struggle directly to prayer: “He struggled with the Angel and overcame him; 

he wept and sought favor from Him” (Hosea 12:3–4). The writer of Hebrews 

uses almost identical language of Jesus Himself: “he offered up prayers and 

petitions with fervent cries and tears to the one who could save him from 

death, and he was heard because of his reverent submission” (Hebrews 5:7). 

Jacob’s clinging insistence—“I am not worthy of the least of all the mercies 

and of all the truth which You have shown Your servant” (Genesis 32:10)—

was not presumption but precisely this kind of reverent, persistent 

submission, refusing to let go until the blessing came. Jesus tells a parable 

that makes the same point about persistent prayer more broadly, describing 

a widow who wears down an unjust judge simply by refusing to stop asking, 

and then draws the obvious comparison: “Will not God bring about justice 

for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night?” (Luke 18:1–8). 

Jacob’s wrestling, understood this way, was not evidence of a transformed 

character but evidence of genuine faith—the same kind of faith Abraham 

showed in his willingness to sacrifice Isaac—a faith that believed God was 

both willing and able to bless, and so refused to let go until He did. We are 

not commanded to become suddenly better people through some singular 

spiritual experience; we are commanded to humble ourselves, to pray 

without ceasing, and to trust the promises of a God who remains faithful to 
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those He has chosen by grace, whether or not we can point to any visible 

transformation in ourselves at all. 

Yet something real did change in Jacob over the twenty years between his 

first encounter with God, fleeing toward Haran, and this one. The first time, 

he struck something close to a bargain: if God would bring him home safely, 

then he would make the LORD his God, build an altar, and give a tenth of 

all he gained (Genesis 28:20–22). Now, twenty years later, enriched with a 

large family and great wealth but facing the real possibility of losing it all 

to a brother approaching with four hundred men, his prayer has changed its 

character: he is no longer negotiating; he is pleading on the sole basis of 

God’s covenant promise to Abraham, reiterated to him personally (Genesis 

32:12; cf. 28:14). If his underlying character remained much the same, at 

least his understanding of how to approach God had matured—from a 

transactional bargain struck in fear toward something closer to the reverent, 

persistent dependence Hosea and Hebrews describe. These accounts are not 

included as charming stories for children’s coloring books; they are 

historical confirmations of God’s faithfulness to keep His covenant 

promises, given to strengthen exactly the kind of trust Paul has in mind 

when he writes, “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31). 

It is also true, and worth sitting with rather than rushing past, that this same 

stretch of Genesis records a horrifying act of mass violence with almost no 

editorial comment attached to it. After Dinah is raped by Shechem, her 

brothers Simeon and Levi deceive and then slaughter every male in the 

entire city, looting the bodies and the goods of those they have killed—an 

act of retribution wildly disproportionate to the offense of a single man 

(Genesis 34:25). The text gives us the bare facts without supplying the moral 

verdict; it expects us to bring that judgment from elsewhere in Scripture, 

and this is precisely why reading the Bible without attention to context can 

be so dangerous. Someone with no grounding in the rest of Scripture’s moral 

teaching could conceivably stumble onto this account and conclude that a 

single personal offense justifies indiscriminate slaughter. It does not. Zeal 
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untethered from knowledge is exactly what Paul laments about his own 

people in Romans 10:1–3—a sincere desire to honor God that nonetheless 

misses His actual righteousness because it was never submitted to careful 

understanding. This is also why right teaching matters more, in the end, than 

warm fellowship or dynamic programming when choosing a church home: 

truth, not merely community, is what keeps zeal from curdling into exactly 

this kind of catastrophe. 

What, then, are we to make of the fact that God does not immediately judge 

Simeon and Levi for this massacre—that Levi would even go on to become 

the priestly tribe of Israel—or that Jacob’s own rebuke of his sons focuses 

less on the murder and looting itself than on the practical danger it poses 

from neighboring peoples seeking reprisal? Something does feel wrong 

here, and Scripture does not pretend otherwise. The only redeeming thread 

to draw from such an account is the same one that runs through so much of 

Genesis: the sovereignty of a God who can use even murderers and thieves 

to accomplish His purposes, not because their sin was acceptable but 

because His covenant with His people was never grounded in their 

righteousness in the first place. Israel remains God’s people purely by virtue 

of His unconditional, eternal promise—which is, in the end, exactly the 

hope available to us as well. We are chosen by grace, and kept secure by 

that same grace, which is reason enough to walk humbly, confessing daily 

our own continuing sinfulness and our complete dependence on Him. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter argues that Jacob didn’t actually transform after wrestling 

with God—he deceived Esau again almost immediately—and that the real 

wonder of the story is grace toward an unchanged man rather than a tidy 

transformation. Have you ever expected a single spiritual experience to 

“fix” you, only to find your old patterns still there afterward? How does this 

chapter’s reading change how you’d think about that? 
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2. Jacob’s prayer in Genesis 32 had matured from a bargain (“if God will... 

then I will...”) into pleading based purely on God’s covenant promise. 

Which of those two postures sounds more like your own prayers lately—

negotiating with God, or resting on what He has already promised? 

3. The chapter is honest that Simeon and Levi’s massacre at Shechem is left 

without explicit moral commentary in the text, and warns that “zeal 

untethered from knowledge” is dangerous. Where might you need to slow 

down and test a strong conviction or reaction against the wider teaching of 

Scripture before acting on it? 

4. The chapter closes by saying Israel remained God’s people “purely by 

virtue of His unconditional, eternal promise” rather than their own 

righteousness. How does resting your own security in God’s promise, rather 

than in your own consistency, change the way you’d want to approach a 

current failure or fear? 
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Chapter Twelve 

Genesis 35–37 

“His brothers saw that their father loved him more than all his brothers; and 

so they hated him and could not speak to him on friendly terms” (Genesis 

37:4). This is not a new theme in Genesis by the time we reach Joseph; it is, 

by now, a thoroughly familiar one. Isaac loved Esau more than Jacob, while 

Rebekah loved Jacob more than Esau, and we have already seen what 

murderous resentment that produced. Leah and Rachel, too, were locked for 

years in a kind of rivalrous fire because Jacob loved Rachel more. Even 

Sarah and Hagar, though the word “love” never quite appears in their story, 

show the same pattern of enmity once Hagar bore Abraham his first son—

an enmity that would carry forward into the long history between their two 

sons, Ishmael and Isaac. Parents of multiple children will recognize, in some 

form, the same dynamic: a measure of sibling rivalry that often traces back, 

at least in part, to a child’s jealous hunger for a parent’s undivided affection. 

Moses may well have intended these repeated accounts to teach Israel, 

hearing them as twelve literal brother tribes preparing to enter the Promised 

Land together, the importance of harmony and unity among themselves. The 

lesson reaches us just as directly: parents do well to take care not to show 

favoritism toward one child over another, loving each child fully, even if 

not identically, since each is genuinely unique—a principle that extends 

naturally to siblings, and even further, to extended family. None of this is 

easy. But it is worth remembering what a destructive firestorm can erupt 

from unequal or lopsided love, just as James warns: “My brothers, as 

believers in our glorious Lord Jesus Christ, don’t show favoritism” (James 

2:1). 

A smaller and stranger detail in this same stretch of narrative is worth 

noticing: the burial of Rebekah’s nurse, Deborah, is recorded in some detail 

(Genesis 35:8), while there is no record at all of Rebekah’s own burial—

though we know from a later chapter that she was, in fact, buried alongside 



BEGINNINGS 

75 

Isaac in the same place as Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 49:31). Jacob and 

Leah would eventually be buried there too, but Rachel would not be. Burial 

mattered enormously in the world of the patriarchs, and these omissions are 

unlikely to be accidental. Could Rebekah’s deception of Isaac—even her 

willingness to call any resulting curse down upon her own son Jacob—have 

something to do with the silence surrounding her burial? Could Rachel’s 

theft of her father’s household idols, paired with Jacob’s own declaration 

that whoever had stolen them deserved death, have something to do with 

her exclusion from the family tomb? These remain speculative observations 

rather than settled conclusions, but Scripture is, after all, full of this same 

“x happened because of y” pattern elsewhere, and Paul gives us the principle 

in its clearest form: “A man reaps what he sows. Whoever sows to please 

their flesh, from the flesh will reap destruction” (Galatians 6:7–8). This was 

not written merely for those under the Law of Moses but for believers under 

the Law of Christ as well; it does not suggest we can earn eternal life by our 

works, but it does describe the natural and visible harvest, for good or ill, 

that follows from how a life is actually lived. 

The most consequential betrayal in this part of Genesis, of course, is 

Joseph’s. Thrown into an empty cistern by his own brothers, sold to 

Ishmaelite traders—Midianites, in fact, who were themselves distant 

relatives through Abraham’s other sons—and sold yet again to an Egyptian 

officer named Potiphar, Joseph’s trials are only beginning (Genesis 37:23–

36). It is worth pausing on the strange family symmetry here: Joseph is sold, 

in effect, to his own extended relatives before being sold a second time into 

a household where his real trials will unfold. Years later, once Joseph has 

been elevated to a position of real power in Egypt, he will say to these same 

brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to 

accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 

50:20). It is hard not to wonder whether, somewhere across those years of 

slavery, false accusation, and imprisonment, the thought ever crossed 

Joseph’s mind: did God have to do it this way? Could He not have spared 

me all of this? If it did, Joseph never lets the question curdle into blame. He 
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acknowledges both the dual agency at work in his suffering—his brothers’ 

real malice, and God’s overruling purpose—but gives the greater weight to 

God’s sovereign hand, and so he seeks no retribution against the men who 

sold him. 

There is an old parable, told in various forms across cultures, about a farmer 

whose only horse runs away. His neighbor laments his terrible luck; the 

farmer simply replies, “Who knows if it’s good or bad?” The next day the 

horse returns, bringing a second, wild horse with it; the neighbor now 

celebrates the farmer’s good fortune, and again the farmer only says, “Who 

knows if it’s good or bad?” When the farmer’s son is thrown while trying 

to break the wild horse and badly breaks his leg, the neighbor mourns this 

terrible turn; the farmer’s response is unchanged. And when the army 

marches through conscripting every able-bodied young man and passes over 

the farmer’s son because of his injury, the neighbor celebrates once more—

and once more the farmer simply shrugs. We are tempted, reading Joseph’s 

story, to play the part of that anxious neighbor: judging each new 

development—the cistern, the slavery, the false accusation, the prison, the 

famine—as either clearly disastrous or clearly fortunate, when in truth we, 

like the neighbor, almost never have enough information at the time to know 

which it is. The difference between the parable and the Bible is that where 

the parable can only shrug at an unknowable fate, Scripture points us to a 

God who actually knows, who is not merely along for the ride but is, as 

Solomon puts it three times over in a single chapter, the One from whom 

every step, every spoken answer, and even the casting of a lot is ultimately 

directed (Proverbs 16:1, 9, 33). What the parable leaves a mystery, the Bible 

reveals as providence; and where the parable can offer only patient 

agnosticism, Scripture offers the settled confidence that “in all things God 

works for the good of those who love him” (Romans 8:28). 

This same confidence is what allows the psalmist, watching the wicked 

prosper while he himself suffers, to resist the conclusion that appearances 

suggest. “I envied the arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked... 
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they are always free of care, they go on amassing wealth,” the psalmist 

confesses, admitting that his feet had very nearly slipped—until he entered 

God’s presence and understood their actual end: sudden ruin, swept away 

like a dream upon waking (Psalm 73:2–20). Outward appearances, whether 

of Joseph’s degradation or of the wicked man’s prosperity, are simply not 

reliable guides to what God is actually doing or where things will ultimately 

land. The fitting response, in either direction, is neither envy of those who 

seem to prosper through evil nor despair at our own apparent misfortune, 

but the settled trust the same psalm commends: “as for me, it is good to be 

near God” (Psalm 73:28), and the parallel counsel of Psalm 37—“do not 

fret because of those who are evil... trust in the LORD and do good... 

commit your way to the LORD; trust in him and he will do this” (Psalm 

37:1–5). Joseph could not have known, in the bottom of that cistern, where 

any of this was leading. Neither do we, most of the time, in our own seasons 

of unexplained hardship. But we are not left, like the farmer’s neighbor, 

simply guessing at fortune. We are invited to trust the God who already 

knows. 

What, then, are believers to do when we ourselves are genuinely wronged? 

Scripture seems to offer us three distinct paths, not one. We can simply 

overlook minor or ambiguous offenses (Proverbs 12:16; 19:11). We can 

hand the offender over to God’s judgment while doing only good toward 

them ourselves (Romans 12:19–20). Or, if the offender is a brother or sister 

in Christ, we can rebuke them for the wrong and, if they repent, forgive 

them—and if they do not, withhold fellowship until they do (Luke 17:3; 

Matthew 18:15–20; 1 Corinthians 5 with 2 Corinthians 2:5–11). Joseph, 

notably, does not simply overlook what his brothers did. He tests them, 

withholding his own identity to see whether the same jealous and murderous 

impulse that once drove them against him still lurked beneath the surface, 

especially toward his only full brother, Benjamin. Only once he sees clear 

evidence that they have genuinely changed (Genesis 42:21–23; 44:32–34) 

does he reveal himself and offer them comfort. Even later, after their 

father’s death, when the brothers approach Joseph with what sounds like an 



BEGINNINGS 

78 

indirect confession dressed up as Jacob’s dying wish, Joseph answers them, 

“Don’t be afraid. Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but 

God intended it for good... I will provide for you and your children” 

(Genesis 50:19–21). He leaves judgment to God, who alone has the right to 

it, and extends provision and care to the brothers who repent. Let us, in the 

same spirit, always be ready to forgive—remembering how much greater an 

offense against God we ourselves have already been forgiven—never 

seeking revenge, but overcoming evil with good; and toward fellow 

believers, let us be willing both to rebuke when rebuke is needed and to 

forgive freely when there is genuine repentance, always aiming not at justice 

for its own sake but at restoration and reconciliation. 

There is also a quieter scene, easy to pass over, where Jacob tells his entire 

household, “Get rid of all your pagan idols, purify yourselves... we are now 

going to Bethel, where I will build an altar to the God who answered my 

prayers” (Genesis 35:2–3). This is, in effect, Jacob finally making good on 

the vow he made twenty years earlier, on his first flight from Esau (Genesis 

28:20–22). What the command reveals, almost in passing, is that idolatry 

had quietly persisted in Jacob’s household the entire time he lived in Padan-

Aram; even his own wife Rachel, we already know, had taken her father’s 

household gods with her. Jacob, it seems, took no decisive measure against 

this until this very moment. None of the patriarchs, in other words, were 

paragons of pure, uncomplicated faith from the outset; their movement 

away from idolatry and toward exclusive faith in the one true God was 

gradual, marked by fits and starts, immorality, and real dysfunction along 

the way. Rather than discouraging us, this ought to encourage us 

considerably. If our biblical heroes were this flawed and still trusted in the 

grace and power of God to carry them forward, then so, in our own 

continuing struggles, may we—trusting that same grace and power to carry 

us at last to the heavenly country we, too, are hoping for (Hebrews 11:13–

16). 
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This section settles on a smaller figure who nonetheless reveals two very 

different sides of his own character: Reuben. After Rachel’s death, Reuben 

sleeps with his father’s concubine Bilhah, defiling his father’s bed—a 

stunning betrayal that Jacob apparently hears about and yet, as far as the text 

records, does nothing to address (Genesis 35:22). And yet by the time we 

reach Joseph’s story two chapters later, it is this same Reuben who tries to 

save Joseph from his murderous brothers, urging that they not kill him 

outright but cast him into a pit instead, apparently hoping to return and 

rescue him for their father’s sake (Genesis 37:21–22). What changed? 

Perhaps Reuben carried real guilt over what he had done to Bilhah, made 

heavier by his father’s unbroken silence on the matter. There is no further 

record of wrongdoing on Reuben’s part through the rest of Genesis—and 

yet, in the final accounting, when Jacob distributes his blessings at the end 

of the book, Reuben still loses the rights of the firstborn because of what he 

did with Bilhah so many years before (Genesis 49:3–4). None of us, like 

Reuben, will live a perfectly righteous life, no matter how earnestly we may 

try to recover from our worst failures; there is always at least one thing that 

separates us from the Holy One, “for all have sinned and fall short of the 

glory of God” (Romans 3:23). But our hope does not rest on outrunning our 

own record. It rests on the fact that our final judgment is not based on what 

we did, but on the righteousness of Jesus Christ and what He did—on His 

blood, poured out “for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:27–28), so that 

we might be called children of God and receive the blessing of eternal life. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter traces favoritism as a recurring wound across nearly every 

generation in Genesis—Isaac and Esau, Rebekah and Jacob, Jacob and 

Rachel, and finally Jacob and Joseph. If you’re a parent, sibling, or leader, 

where might you unintentionally be showing favoritism, and what would it 

look like to love those in your care fully, even if not identically? 

2. The old parable of the farmer who refuses to call any event clearly “good” 

or “bad” is contrasted with the Bible’s confidence that God actually knows 
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where every event is leading. Think of a recent situation you immediately 

judged as a disaster or a blessing—how might it look different if you held it 

more loosely, trusting God’s view of it rather than your own? 

3. Joseph didn’t simply overlook what his brothers did; he tested them over 

time to see if they had genuinely changed before extending full 

reconciliation. Is there a relationship in your life where you’ve either 

forgiven too quickly without seeing real change, or withheld forgiveness 

even after seeing genuine repentance? 

4. Reuben’s earlier failure with Bilhah didn’t erase the rest of his story, but 

it also didn’t disappear—he still lost his birthright decades later even after 

trying to do right by Joseph. How do you hold together the truth that our 

actions have real, lasting consequences with the truth that our final standing 

before God rests on Christ’s righteousness, not our own record? 
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Chapter Thirteen 

Genesis 38–40 

Why does the strange, uncomfortable story of Judah and Tamar interrupt 

what would otherwise move naturally from Jacob to Joseph? It is worth 

working through a few possibilities. It is tempting to think the account is 

included to show God sovereignly preserving a pure bloodline for the 

coming Messiah, but that explanation falters once we remember that both 

Rahab the Canaanite and Ruth the Moabitess would also become part of that 

same lineage. A more likely answer emerges when we remember Moses’ 

actual audience: the generation of Israel poised to enter Canaan, repeatedly 

warned not to intermarry with the people of that land, since such unions 

would draw them after foreign gods (Deuteronomy 7:1–5). We have already 

seen this exact corruption once before, in Genesis 6, when the godly line of 

Seth intermarried with the ungodly line of Cain and brought the whole world 

to the brink of judgment. Abraham made his own servant swear never to 

find Isaac a wife among the Canaanites; Isaac and Rebekah were grieved 

when Esau married Canaanite women; Jacob, too, was forbidden from doing 

the same. And yet here, in Genesis 38, Judah marries a Canaanite woman, 

and the consequence is swift: two of his three sons by her die for their 

wickedness. When Judah then withholds his last son from the Levirate duty 

owed to his widowed daughter-in-law Tamar, she resorts to posing as a 

prostitute to force the obligation—an act of deception that nonetheless 

results in the births of Perez and Zerah, through one of whom would 

eventually come King David, and in time, the Messiah. By Moses’ day, 

Judah was already recognized as the largest and chief of Israel’s twelve 

tribes; what a poignant warning it would have been for that tribe to know 

how narrowly its own existence was preserved, through deception and 

prostitution, because its founding patriarch had first violated the very 

restriction his own forefathers had understood and kept. Perhaps it is no 

coincidence that this same stretch of Genesis is full of conflict among 

brothers—Isaac with Ishmael, Jacob with Esau, Joseph with his own 
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brothers, and now even Perez and Zerah contesting who would emerge first 

from the womb. Each time, the expected order is overturned: the younger 

displaces the older, exactly as it was with Jacob and Esau. These reversals 

seem intended to teach the same lesson again and again—that God can, and 

does, sovereignly break into human events to ensure His will is 

accomplished, regardless of human custom or expectation. As Isaiah would 

later put it, “the LORD of hosts has purposed, and who will annul it? His 

hand is stretched out, and who will turn it back?” (Isaiah 14:27). 

It is a small but telling detail that Joseph’s Egyptian master, Potiphar, 

somehow recognizes “that the LORD was with him” in everything Joseph 

did (Genesis 39:3). How would an Egyptian officer know anything at all 

about the LORD? It seems likely that the Ishmaelite traders who sold 

Joseph—themselves distant relatives of his, through Abraham—mentioned 

his background, and that Joseph’s own testimony, evident in how he later 

explains his refusal of Potiphar’s wife by appeal to sin “against God” 

(Genesis 39:9), made his faith unmistakable wherever he went. This points 

to something worth noticing about how God made Himself known 

throughout most of the Old Testament: primarily through the personal 

faithfulness of His own people, rather than through active, organized 

evangelism. The contrast with the New Testament era is sharp and 

deliberate. We are commanded to preach and teach and actively bear 

witness because the New Testament explicitly commands it—not because 

salvation is somehow contingent on our effort, as though “neither the one 

who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God, who makes 

things grow” (1 Corinthians 3:6–7) could ever be improved upon. God can 

save in any way He chooses, in any era, through any means; our witness is 

not a divine necessity but a granted privilege, an act of obedience rather than 

the precondition of someone else’s salvation. 

Joseph’s years in Egypt, taken as a whole, read like an unbroken sequence 

of misfortune: hated by his brothers, sold into slavery, sold again, falsely 

accused, imprisoned, and then, after he proves himself useful to Pharaoh’s 
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chief cupbearer, simply forgotten in that prison for two more years (Genesis 

40:23; 41:1). And yet Scripture is insistent, at every turn, that none of this 

was mere coincidence or bad luck. “The LORD was with Joseph” at 

Potiphar’s house (Genesis 39:5), and “the LORD was with Joseph” in the 

Egyptian prison as well (Genesis 39:21), and it was the LORD who 

ultimately gave Joseph the interpretations that would finally secure his 

release. When Joseph is at last elevated to power, his own explanation for 

everything that preceded it is the same: “You intended to harm me, but God 

intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of 

many lives” (Genesis 50:20). God often, perhaps even characteristically, 

uses prolonged suffering to accomplish purposes that could not be reached 

any other way—He certainly did so in bringing Christ to glory through the 

cross—and so we need not fret or despair in our own trials, however long 

they stretch, because we already know who remains Lord over them. 

Notice, too, the strange position Joseph occupied for those thirteen years: 

simultaneously suffering and blessed. God prospered everything he did, yet 

he remained someone else’s slave, serving another man’s interests rather 

than his own. God blessed him in prison, yet he was there unjustly, and his 

appeal to the cupbearer for help makes plain that he longed, quite 

understandably, to be free of it. Looked at any other way than through the 

eyes of faith, an ordinary life of freedom would seem obviously preferable 

to a successful life of bondage. But this is exactly the perspective Scripture 

asks us to set aside. The world has its own Hall of Fame, celebrating men 

and women who achieved great things and received their rewards within 

their own lifetimes. Hebrews 11 offers something closer to a Hall of Faith, 

naming men and women commended not for what they visibly achieved but 

for what they trusted God for without ever seeing it realized: “these, having 

obtained a good testimony through faith, did not receive the promise” 

(Hebrews 11:39). Joseph would eventually see some measure of God’s 

promise fulfilled when Pharaoh elevated him—but nothing in the text 

suggests this was on his mind two long years after his appeal to the 

cupbearer went unanswered. What sustained him through that uncertainty 
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was not a visible outcome but a settled faithfulness: refusing to dishonor 

God with Potiphar’s wife, working diligently as though serving the Lord 

rather than any human master, giving credit to God rather than himself for 

every dream he interpreted. 

It is worth asking ourselves, in our own seasons of difficulty, whether we 

are even asking the right question. The natural question is some version of, 

“What am I supposed to do so that I can pay my bills, so that my marriage 

will improve, so that this project will succeed”—filling in the blank with 

whatever outcome we have already decided we need. But this question 

quietly assumes that securing a particular outcome is our job, when 

Scripture consistently teaches that the outcome belongs to God alone: “The 

lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD” (Proverbs 

16:33); “I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity and create 

disaster; I, the LORD, do all these things” (Isaiah 45:7). The question 

Scripture actually puts to us is a different one, and a simpler one: “He has 

shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of 

you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” 

(Micah 6:8). Paul frames the same call in terms of simple trust: “as servants 

of Christ and as those entrusted with the mysteries God has revealed... it is 

required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful” (1 

Corinthians 4:1–2). Joseph could not control whether the cupbearer 

remembered him, whether Potiphar believed his wife’s lie, or when the 

famine would come or end. What he could control—and did control, 

consistently, across thirteen difficult years—was his own faithfulness to the 

Lord in the situation actually in front of him. That, and only that, is what we 

are asked for as well: not a guaranteed outcome, but a persevering 

faithfulness, trusting that “he who began a good work in us will be faithful 

to complete it” (Philippians 1:6). 

It is worth resisting, too, the temptation to second-guess what God could 

have done differently. Someone might reasonably ask: could God not have 

simply exposed Potiphar’s wife’s deception and spared Joseph the false 
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imprisonment altogether? Could He not have prevented the famine entirely, 

making Joseph’s long and painful rise to power unnecessary? But such 

questions, however understandable, only end up making us out to be wiser 

judges than God Himself—a kind of second-guessing that quietly assumes 

we, mere creatures, could have devised a better plan than our Creator. The 

far wiser posture is the one Paul commends in Ephesians: recognizing that 

God “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will,” 

precisely “for the praise of his glory” (Ephesians 1:11–12). Our chief end, 

after all, is not our own comfort but God’s glory; we are not created to fulfill 

our own dreams and ambitions but to faithfully serve a will that is perfect 

and holy, even when—especially when—that will leads us through years 

we would not have chosen for ourselves. 

This section returns to a single sentence Joseph speaks to Potiphar’s wife in 

the moment of his greatest temptation: “How then could I do such a wicked 

thing and sin against God?” (Genesis 39:9). It is easy, in our own moments 

of temptation, to think mainly in horizontal terms—how we have wronged 

someone, or how someone has wronged us—while losing sight of the fact 

that every sin is, at its root, a sin against God Himself. Joseph had the right 

perspective, and it is precisely this perspective that can steady us against 

temptation when it comes. Consider how easily infidelity gets justified once 

a husband or wife begins reasoning purely within the bounds of a strained 

marriage—my spouse doesn’t love me anyway, my marriage is already 

dead. But once we remember that what we do and say is sinful first and 

foremost in God’s sight, before it is ever a matter between two people, we 

are far more likely to think twice. As the writer of Hebrews reminds us, we 

run our race “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith” 

(Hebrews 12:1–2)—the One who, for the joy set before Him, endured what 

we could never have endured ourselves, and who alone can perfect the faith 

He has begun in us. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 
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1. Joseph was simultaneously blessed and suffering—prospered by God yet 

still enslaved, still imprisoned, still waiting. Have you ever experienced 

both of these at once, sensing God’s blessing even in the middle of a 

circumstance you desperately wanted to escape? 

2. The chapter contrasts the world’s “Hall of Fame,” which rewards visible 

achievement, with Hebrews 11’s “Hall of Faith,” which commends people 

for trusting God even when they never saw the promise fulfilled. Which one 

shapes your own definition of a successful life more right now? 

3. The chapter suggests we often ask the wrong question in hard seasons—

“what do I need to do to get this outcome”—when Scripture’s actual 

question is simpler: act justly, love mercy, walk humbly, and prove faithful 

with what’s in front of you. What outcome are you currently trying to 

control that may not be yours to control, and what would faithfulness look 

like instead? 

4. The chapter highlights Joseph’s reasoning with Potiphar’s wife: resisting 

temptation because it would be “sin against God” first, not merely a wrong 

against another person. How might remembering that every sin is first and 

foremost against God change the way you face a temptation you’re currently 

wrestling with? 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Genesis 41–42 

It is easy to read the unfolding account of Joseph’s rise and lose perspective 

on just how strange a claim it actually makes. Joseph is given prophetic 

dreams, sold by his own brothers, lands in Potiphar’s house, then in prison, 

interprets dreams there, and is finally elevated by Pharaoh to the second-

highest position of power in all Egypt—and we are meant to read all of it as 

somehow necessary for Israel’s eventual rescue from famine. But was it, 

strictly speaking, necessary? Could God not have simply held off the famine 

altogether, the way He later withheld judgment on certain regions of Egypt 

even while bringing the plagues elsewhere? Were Joseph, his brothers, 

Potiphar, Pharaoh, and even nature itself merely instruments—something 

close to robots—carrying out a script already written before any of them 

acted? 

This question matters far beyond Joseph’s particular story, because it is 

exactly the question raised by those who object to the doctrine of 

predestination on the grounds that it would make human beings into mere 

automatons. But this objection does not survive close scrutiny. It is naively 

arrogant, because we who are, by Scripture’s own reckoning, little more 

than dust presume to set limits on what God’s sovereignty can accomplish 

without somehow destroying our freedom. And it is logically fallacious, 

because it assumes that any constraint on human freedom amounts to the 

total abolition of freedom—as though laws against theft and murder, or even 

the law of gravity itself, do not already constrain us constantly without 

anyone concluding that we are therefore not free. Predestination does not 

erase human free will across the board; it argues only that, with respect to 

salvation specifically, our inability to choose God apart from His enabling 

is universal, just as our bondage to sin and death is universal. Of all created 

things, human beings possess the greatest measure of freedom—choosing 

friends, careers, homes, even which sins to commit—but we insist, much 
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like Adam and Eve once did, on demanding total, unconditioned freedom in 

this one remaining matter, salvation, precisely because it is the one freedom 

that has been withheld from our natural capacity. One way to picture how 

this works without erasing genuine agency is to imagine mice navigating a 

maze toward cheese at the far end: the mice make real choices about which 

paths to take, yet it was God who made the mice, God who made the cheese, 

and God who made the maze, and God could, at any point, simply lift them 

up and set them down exactly where the cheese waits, bypassing the maze 

entirely—much as He will do for us at the resurrection, completing in an 

instant the long process of sanctification. 

The same chapters give us a second, quieter test case in the matter of trusting 

God versus acting for ourselves. When famine strikes, Jacob does not gather 

his sons to pray for bread from heaven; he simply says, “I have heard that 

there is grain in Egypt; go down there and buy some” (Genesis 42:1–2). And 

yet he refuses to send his youngest son, Benjamin, along with the others, 

unwilling to risk any harm coming to him. There is no real contradiction in 

either decision, but there is a recurring pattern worth noticing throughout 

Scripture: God’s people, in both Testaments, tend to seek Him directly 

mainly in moments of true desperation or fear, while handling more 

ordinary matters—buying food, protecting a child—through perfectly 

reasonable, self-directed action. The harder question is how to discern, in 

any given moment, which kind of moment we are in. If a dangerous ice 

storm makes the roads treacherous on a Sunday morning, is the wiser 

response to stay home, trusting that God does not require us to risk our 

safety, or to go to church anyway, trusting that God can protect us on the 

way? Both instincts can claim some scriptural support; the wisdom lies in 

learning, case by case, which logic actually applies. 

A related episode plays out when Joseph’s brothers discover, to their horror, 

that the money they paid for grain has somehow been returned to their sacks 

(Genesis 42:26–28). It is worth asking why they did not immediately return 

to Pharaoh’s court with the money, especially with their brother Simeon 
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being held hostage on suspicion of dishonesty; keeping silver they had not 

rightfully kept would only confirm the suspicion against them. They do 

eventually return it—but only once their first supply of food runs out, which 

suggests their honesty here was born more of desperation than of settled 

integrity. Joseph, we come to understand, was orchestrating this entire 

sequence—concealing his identity, holding a brother hostage, secretly 

returning their silver—not chiefly to punish his brothers but to test them, to 

see whether they had genuinely become honest men. This is, in miniature, 

very much like the way God secretly worked through the whole of Joseph’s 

own life to save and to teach Israel; as Joseph would later put it himself, 

“You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what 

is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Genesis 50:20). There is a 

small but pointed application here for anyone who has ever discovered, after 

the fact, that a teller or a cashier made an error in their favor. The instinct to 

think, “this is just a windfall” or “it’s their mistake, not mine,” runs up 

squarely against the Golden Rule—“do to others as you would want them 

to do to you” (Matthew 7:12)—and against the far greater value of a clean 

conscience and an honest testimony, even in front of people who will never 

know the difference unless we tell them. 

When the brothers’ guilt finally catches up with them, their own words are 

telling: “We are guilty concerning our brother, because we saw the distress 

of his soul... therefore this distress has come upon us” (Genesis 42:21). They 

had received no direct word from God about their present predicament, and 

yet they recognized His hand in it all the same. The dramatic irony, of 

course, is that their immediate distress was caused not by God directly but 

by their own brother Joseph, quietly testing them—yet this in no way 

contradicts their instinct that God was, in some deeper sense, behind 

everything happening to them. Joseph’s later words to them make this dual 

agency explicit: “Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but 

God intended it for good” (Genesis 50:19–20). Human agents acted with 

real intentions of their own, and God, without negating those intentions, 

orchestrated the outcome to accomplish His own larger purpose. We may 
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not receive the kind of direct, verbal communication from God that the 

patriarchs sometimes did, but we can still trust that He remains every bit as 

involved, every bit as sovereign, in the unfolding of our own 

circumstances—even, and especially, when He chooses not to explain 

Himself to us in the moment. 

Jacob’s own despair, meanwhile, deepens with every new turn of events: 

“You have bereaved me: Joseph is no more, Simeon is no more, and you 

want to take Benjamin. All these things are against me” (Genesis 42:36). By 

this point some twenty years have passed since Joseph’s disappearance; 

Simeon now sits as a prisoner in Egypt; and Jacob is being asked to risk his 

last beloved son as well, with no way of knowing—since God had revealed 

nothing of His larger plan, and Joseph had concealed his own identity—that 

any of this would end in anything but loss. Anyone who has faced a season 

where every new piece of news seems to compound the last, where 

disappointment gives way to distress and distress threatens to give way to 

outright despair, will recognize something of Jacob’s experience here, or of 

Job’s, who in his own anguish cried, “May the day of my birth perish!” (Job 

3:3). These accounts are preserved in Scripture not to leave us in that despair 

but to give us grounds for hope precisely in the midst of it, since “everything 

that was written in the past was written to teach us, so that through the 

endurance taught in the Scriptures and the encouragement they provide we 

might have hope” (Romans 15:4). Whatever disappointment, distress, or 

despair we may currently feel, His promises remain greater than all of it, 

and “neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons... will be able to 

separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 

8:38–39). 

There is, running through this entire stretch of the story, a phrase Joseph 

reaches for again and again, almost like a verbal tic he cannot set aside even 

under pressure: “It is not in me; God will give Pharaoh a favorable answer” 

(Genesis 41:16). He says some version of this to Pharaoh, to his own 

household when naming his sons, and to his brothers when their hearts sink 
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at the discovery of the returned silver—God’s name invoked, again and 

again, for things plainly beyond human control. And yet it is worth 

admitting how genuinely awkward this kind of speech can feel in practice. 

After an elderly woman at church once complimented a hymn that had just 

been sung, the instinctive reply, “Thank you! Praise God!”, felt stiff and a 

little forced in the moment—it would have been so much easier simply to 

say “thank you” and leave it there. If giving God credit feels awkward even 

among fellow believers at church, how much more awkward might it feel in 

front of those who do not yet believe at all? There was a season of walking 

a college campus, singing praise songs aloud without a hint of that same 

hesitation, simply because nothing else in the world seemed to matter except 

what God thought. Somewhere between then and now, that same ease has 

grown more self-conscious. If this same awkwardness is familiar to you, it 

may be worth deliberately cultivating the habit of praising God for things 

out loud and often, refusing to let Him become, in practice, the unnoticed 

person in the room—remembering that His Spirit lives within us, and that 

we are called to share, in our own halting way, in Jesus’ own unembarrassed 

and constant sense of His Father’s presence. 

This same habit of crediting God for “every blessing and every calamity 

outside of your control” (cf. Genesis 41:16, 25; 41:51–52; 42:28) sits 

alongside an equally important truth: God does not always reveal in advance 

which outcome He intends. Joseph petitions the chief cupbearer for release 

without that petition actually speeding his freedom; Jacob delays sending 

Benjamin without that delay changing God’s ultimate plan for Israel. Both 

men did what seemed reasonable to them because nothing had been revealed 

to suggest otherwise. It is not always necessary, or even possible, to discern 

in the moment what God is doing or why; we are simply called to be faithful 

with what has been revealed to us, neither gloating over wealth and success 

as though they prove God’s favor, nor despairing over poverty and hardship 

as though they prove His absence. To whatever circumstance God has called 

us, His standard remains the same: faith, and faithfulness within it. As Peter 

writes to suffering believers scattered across foreign lands, “those who 
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suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful 

Creator and continue to do good” (1 Peter 4:19). 

There is a single word in Hebrews that may capture what is actually 

happening across these chapters better than “punishment” or even “testing”: 

discipline. “Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as his 

children... God disciplines us for our good, in order that we may share in his 

holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, 

however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who 

have been trained by it” (Hebrews 12:7–11). The word carries both senses 

at once—real hardship and struggle, but hardship aimed at growth rather 

than destruction. Joseph’s discipline across these twenty years of separation 

from his family was, in every meaningful sense, undeserved; he suffered for 

his brothers’ sin, not his own. His brothers’ discipline, by contrast, was 

thoroughly deserved, a direct consequence of what they had done to him 

decades before. Yet both kinds of discipline, the undeserved and the 

deserved, were used by the same God to the same end: Joseph emerged with 

the patience and wisdom to govern a nation and preserve God’s people; his 

brothers emerged with genuine acknowledgment of guilt, real repentance, 

and a willingness to sacrifice themselves that they had never shown before. 

If God can use even the gap between undeserved suffering and deserved 

consequence to produce the same harvest of righteousness and peace in both 

kinds of sufferers, then perhaps every hardship we ourselves experience—

failure, sickness, loss, betrayal, guilt, fear, hunger, whatever its precise 

shape—falls somewhere within this same purview of discipline, whether 

closer to Joseph’s kind or closer to his brothers’ kind. Either way, it is for 

our good. The fitting response, however counterintuitive it feels in the 

moment, is not to resent the discipline but to find strength within it, as the 

prophet Habakkuk did even while every visible means of provision failed 

around him: “though the fig tree does not bud... yet I will rejoice in the 

Lord” (Habakkuk 3:17–19), and as Paul did when he wrote, “I have learned 

the secret of being content in any and every situation... I can do all this 

through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:11–13). 
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This section turns first to the long arc of sovereignty that this story exists 

within. Long before Joseph was even born, God had already told Abraham 

that his descendants would spend four hundred years as strangers and slaves 

in a foreign land before coming out “with great possessions” (Genesis 

15:13–14), and the events of Joseph’s life are precisely where that promise 

begins to take shape: his father’s favoritism, his brothers’ envy, the 

Ishmaelite traders, Potiphar’s wife’s false accusation, the cupbearer’s and 

the baker’s dreams, Pharaoh’s dream, and finally the seven years of plenty 

and seven years of famine that draw the rest of Jacob’s family down into 

Egypt—each one a link in a chain that even nature itself, in its cycles of 

abundance and scarcity, submits to. Is God merely foreseeing what people 

will do, or is He actively directing the affairs of mankind to bring about 

what He has planned? Scripture does not let us settle for the more 

comfortable answer that He is simply a bystander; He is an active 

participant, indeed the central actor, in the unfolding of human history—

which is exactly the claim that provokes so many to cry out, “It’s not fair!” 

Why does He choose one and not another? Paul faces this same objection 

directly in Romans 9, working through the case of Jacob and Esau, chosen 

and rejected before either had done anything at all, “in order that God’s 

purpose in election might stand: not by works but by him who calls” 

(Romans 9:11). When the objection comes back, “Why does God still blame 

us? For who is able to resist his will?” Paul’s answer is not an argument so 

much as a rebuke: “Who are you, a human being, to talk back to God?” The 

potter retains the right to shape the same lump of clay for whatever purpose 

He intends. Reflecting honestly on this truth, the only fitting response is 

gratitude rather than protest: as one who was once dead in transgressions 

and sins, the appropriate posture is simply thanks to the Lord for 

intervening, for having mercy and compassion, and for granting new life in 

Christ where none was deserved. 

A second, smaller observation from this same reading concerns gifts. When 

Pharaoh tells Joseph he has heard that Joseph can interpret dreams, Joseph’s 

answer deflects the credit entirely: “I cannot do it, but God will give Pharaoh 
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the answer he desires” (Genesis 41:15–16). It is remarkably easy for any of 

us to take quiet pride in our own particular gifts and talents, to claim credit 

for what we accomplish with them, and in doing so to forget rather quickly 

where those gifts actually came from. Joseph models the better instinct: 

acknowledging plainly that his gift belongs to the Lord, not to himself. The 

further question worth asking is not only whether we acknowledge the 

source of our gifts but whether we understand their purpose. Are we using 

them only for our own benefit, or are we, perhaps, burying them in the 

ground out of fear or neglect, like the third servant in the Parable of the 

Talents, who was called “wicked and lazy” by his master (Matthew 25:24–

30) for failing to use what he had been given? Paul’s list in Romans 12 is 

worth returning to often: “If your gift is prophesying, then prophesy... if it 

is serving, then serve... if it is to lead, do it diligently” (Romans 12:6–8). 

Whatever gifts we have been given, let us use them to serve the Lord, to 

serve His church, to serve one another, and to serve those who do not yet 

know Him—so that, in the end, every tongue might confess that Jesus Christ 

is Lord. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter uses the image of mice in a maze to picture how human 

choice and God’s sovereignty can both be real at once. Does this image help 

you hold the tension between God’s control and your own responsibility, or 

does it raise more questions for you? Talk through where it helps and where 

it doesn’t. 

2. Joseph repeats some version of “it is not in me, God will give the answer” 

again and again—and the chapter admits how genuinely awkward it can feel 

to give God credit out loud, even among other believers. Where do you feel 

that same self-consciousness, and what is one situation this week where you 

could practice naming God’s hand in something, even if it feels stiff at first? 

3. The chapter distinguishes Joseph’s “undeserved discipline” from his 

brothers’ “deserved discipline,” noting that God used both toward the same 
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end: growth and repentance. Which kind of hardship are you currently 

facing—something that feels undeserved, or a consequence you know you 

brought on yourself—and how might viewing it as discipline rather than 

mere punishment or bad luck change your response to it? 

4. Joseph’s gifts (dream interpretation) were not his own achievement but 

were given by God for a purpose beyond himself. What gift or ability has 

God given you that you may be using mainly for your own benefit, or 

leaving unused out of fear, rather than offering in service to others? 
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Chapter Fifteen 

Genesis 43–45 

When Joseph finally tells his brothers plainly, “It was not you who sent me 

here, but God” (Genesis 45:8), it raises an obvious question: does this mean 

his brothers were, in fact, guiltless? Scripture’s answer is no. They remain 

fully responsible for their jealousy, their murderous intentions, and the act 

of selling Joseph into slavery, even though God used that very sinfulness to 

accomplish His own purposes. “The plans of the heart belong to man, but 

the answer of the tongue is from the LORD... the mind of man plans his 

way, but the LORD directs his steps” (Proverbs 16:1, 9). The brothers are 

responsible for their sin; God is sovereign over its outcome. Both statements 

are true at once, and neither cancels the other. We find an even starker 

instance of the same principle in the crucifixion of Jesus, where the early 

church confesses that Herod, Pilate, the Gentiles, and the people of Israel 

were “gathered together against Your holy servant Jesus... to do whatever 

Your hand and Your purpose predestined to occur” (Acts 4:27–28). God 

had planned the crucifixion before any of those men were born, planned 

even for their specific participation in it—and every one of them remained 

genuinely guilty for what they did. God’s sovereignty never functions as an 

excuse for human sin; it simply means that the sinful nature people already 

possess becomes, in God’s hands, the instrument of purposes far beyond 

what the sinner intended. We are all born with this same sinful nature, 

condemned by virtue of our descent from Adam, and every day of life only 

confirms that condemnation. God graciously saves some from the otherwise 

inevitable end of that condition; He delays the end of others so that He might 

display, through them, the greatness of His power and the depth of His 

goodness; and the rest, sooner or later, simply follow the path already set 

before them. This is not how any of us might choose to write the story, but 

it is the story Scripture actually tells—and to God alone be the glory for 

however He chooses to write it. 
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It is worth pausing, too, on the elaborate ruse Joseph uses to test his brothers 

across these chapters—the false accusation of spying, the silver planted in 

their sacks, the cup hidden in Benjamin’s bag—since on its face this is 

straightforward deception, practiced by a man we otherwise admire as a 

model of integrity. Joseph’s deception sits more comfortably alongside 

Rahab’s lie to protect the Hebrew spies, or the Hebrew midwives’ deception 

of Pharaoh to save the lives of Israelite infants, than alongside the self-

serving deceptions we have seen elsewhere in this family’s history. In each 

of these cases, the deceiver feared God and acted to protect life rather than 

to harm it. Joseph was not toying cruelly with his brothers for the 

satisfaction of it; twenty years after they had sold him and hidden the truth 

from their father, he needed to know whether they had actually changed, 

since the answer would determine whether Benjamin, his only full brother, 

could safely be left in their company. Through the ruse, he learns something 

he could not have learned any other way: that his brothers now carry real, 

unforced guilt over what they did to him, attributing their present hardship 

to God’s own hand of judgment, and that Judah—the very brother who once 

proposed selling Joseph into slavery—is now willing to become a slave 

himself rather than let Benjamin suffer that same fate. Whatever discomfort 

we feel at Joseph’s methods, the fruit they produced was genuine: a family 

whose worst instincts had, this time, actually been overcome. 

There is a curious chronological puzzle tucked into this same stretch of 

narrative, worth working through for anyone who enjoys this kind of detail: 

was Benjamin born before or after Joseph was sold into slavery? Joseph was 

seventeen when his brothers sold him (Genesis 37:2) and thirty when he 

became governor of Egypt (Genesis 41:46); by the time Benjamin and the 

rest of the family arrive in Egypt, near the end of the second year of famine 

(Genesis 45:6), roughly twenty-two years have passed since Joseph’s 

disappearance. If Benjamin had been born only at the time Joseph was sold, 

he would be twenty-two years old upon arriving in Egypt—and yet we are 

told he already has ten children by then (Genesis 46:21), which would be 

unusual, though not impossible, for someone that age in this culture. The 
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detail that Jacob loved Joseph “because he had been born to him in his old 

age” (Genesis 37:3) might suggest Benjamin, born even later, should have 

been the more favored son—except that Joseph may have simply held a 

special place as the firstborn of Jacob’s most beloved wife, Rachel, 

regardless of strict birth order. And Joseph’s second dream, in which not 

just the sun and moon but eleven stars bow down to him (Genesis 37:9–10), 

only makes sense if he already had ten brothers at the time—suggesting 

Benjamin was, in fact, already born before Joseph was sold. None of this 

settles every detail with certainty, but it does seem to support the conclusion 

that Benjamin was present, even if very young, when Joseph was taken from 

the family. If so, Joseph’s later remark to his brothers—“You can see for 

yourselves, and so can my brother Benjamin, that it is really I who am 

speaking to you” (Genesis 45:12)—carries an extra weight: it implies 

Joseph expected even Benjamin to recognize him, which only makes sense 

if Benjamin, too, remembered him from before. This small inference adds 

an extra layer of poignancy to Joseph’s earlier test of his brothers, since it 

suggests he was probing whether they would treat his one full brother, the 

only other son of Rachel, with the same cruelty they had once shown him. 

This same chapter introduces a quieter but no less significant contrast 

between two of Jacob’s sons: Reuben and Judah. On the brothers’ first 

journey to Egypt, when Simeon is held hostage pending the brothers’ return 

with Benjamin, it is Reuben who speaks for the family, offering—almost 

absurdly—that Jacob may put Reuben’s own two sons to death if Benjamin 

does not come back safely (Genesis 42:37). The offer does not move Jacob; 

how could the death of two grandsons ever compensate for the loss of a son? 

By the second journey, food exhausted and Reuben strangely absent from 

the negotiations altogether, it is Judah who steps forward, and his offer is 

different in kind, not merely in degree: “I myself will be surety for him; you 

may hold me responsible for him... let me bear the blame before you 

forever” (Genesis 43:8–9). Where Reuben offered up others on his own 

behalf, Judah offers himself. The same pattern repeats when Benjamin is 

later accused of theft before Joseph: Judah offers himself in Benjamin’s 
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place rather than leaving someone else to bear the consequence (Genesis 

44:33). It is this clearer insight and better leadership that earns Judah, 

alongside Joseph, the greatest of his father’s final blessings (Genesis 49)—

and it is not hard to see, in both men, a foreshadowing of Christ: Joseph 

suffering unjustly as a slave and a prisoner for the eventual benefit of others, 

Judah willingly offering himself in another’s place. As we praise the Lord 

for His far greater sacrifice on our behalf—a sacrifice we could never have 

made for ourselves even had we chosen to—we do well to learn from Joseph 

and Judah what it looks like to walk, in our own smaller way, in the same 

direction. 

By the time Joseph finally reveals himself fully to his brothers, his speech 

is worth reading slowly for what it repeats: in the space of just a handful of 

verses, he credits God by name no fewer than four times for his rise to 

power—“God sent me before you to preserve life... God sent me before you 

to preserve for you a remnant... it was not you who sent me here, but God; 

and He has made me... lord of all the land of Egypt” (Genesis 45:5–9). He 

claims no credit for luck, and he levels no condemnation at his brothers; he 

simply, repeatedly, acknowledges God’s sovereignty in achieving His own 

good purposes. This has been Joseph’s testimony at every turn of his story, 

not only here at its climax: refusing Potiphar’s wife because he would 

otherwise “sin against God” (Genesis 39:9); correcting Pharaoh’s 

assumption of his own skill with, “I cannot do it... but God will give Pharaoh 

the answer he desires” (Genesis 41:16); and, later still, assuring his 

frightened brothers that vengeance is not his to take because judgment 

belongs to God alone (Genesis 50:19–20). James could almost have had 

Joseph in mind when he wrote, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, 

coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights” (James 1:17). Moses, 

too, would later warn an entire generation of Israelites not to forget this 

same lesson once they entered their own land of abundance: “You may say 

to yourself, ‘My power and the strength of my hands have produced this 

wealth for me.’ But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you 

the ability to produce wealth” (Deuteronomy 8:17–18). Whatever good 
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comes to us, in whatever measure, the fitting response is the one Joseph 

modeled at every stage of his own remarkable life: to acknowledge the Lord 

always, and in everything, for we know that every good thing comes from 

Him, who creates us, saves us, and daily sustains us by His grace. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Joseph tested his brothers for years before revealing himself, wanting real 

evidence of change rather than simply assuming the best. Is there someone 

in your life you’ve forgiven in word but are still, understandably, watching 

for evidence of real change before fully trusting again? How does Joseph’s 

patience inform how you handle that? 

2. Reuben offered up his own sons as collateral, but Judah offered himself 

in Benjamin’s place—a meaningful difference the chapter ties to a small 

foreshadowing of Christ. Where in your own life is God inviting you to 

move from offering excuses or substitutes to actually offering yourself? 

3. In his big reveal to his brothers, Joseph credits God four times in just a 

few verses, taking no credit for himself and leveling no blame at them. 

When something good happens in your life, is your first instinct to credit 

your own effort, good luck, or God? What would it look like to make “the 

Lord did this” your honest, first response this week? 

4. The chapter states plainly that the brothers’ guilt and God’s sovereign 

purpose are both completely true at the same time—neither cancels the 

other. Is there an area of your life where you’ve used “God’s plan” as an 

excuse to avoid taking responsibility for your own choices? What would it 

look like to hold both truths together honestly? 
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Chapter Sixteen 

Genesis 46–47 

Reading about Joseph’s reunion with his father after twenty-two years apart 

calls to mind a more personal memory. After more than two decades without 

seeing most of one’s relatives in Korea—save for one brief visit by a 

grandmother during the early teenage years—it was not until later, living 

alone and working various jobs, that the determination finally took hold to 

reconnect with family across that distance. That determination eventually 

led to a three-week trip to Korea with one’s own mother, and to a reunion 

with a grandmother not seen in years. The first thing she did, taking both 

hands and looking into the eyes across from her, was to say, “Now I can die, 

since I have seen your face.” It is impossible to read Genesis 46:30, where 

Jacob tells Joseph, “Now I am ready to die, since I have seen your face again 

and know you are still alive,” without that memory surfacing immediately. 

There was nothing in that grandmother’s situation as dire as Jacob’s twenty-

two years of believing his son was dead, but there was something in the 

words themselves—the sheer, simple weight of not wanting to leave this life 

without seeing a particular face one more time—that felt instantly 

recognizable. She lived a few years more after that, to the considerable age 

of ninety-six, having said nearly the same words again the following year, 

perhaps simply out of habit, perhaps simply because they remained just as 

true. We say that the family, as God has ordained it, is the basic building 

block of every healthy society—that strong families build strong churches, 

strong communities, and the best possible environment for generations not 

yet born. Whatever it costs us, let us not neglect our families, immediate or 

extended, but make every effort to build them up while we still have the 

chance. 

Jacob’s own testimony to Pharaoh, once he arrives safely in Egypt, is a 

striking one: “The years of my sojourning are one hundred and thirty; few 

and unpleasant have been the years of my life” (Genesis 47:9). This seems, 
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on reflection, to be the common testimony of God’s faithful people across 

both Testaments rather than an isolated complaint. Jesus told His own 

disciples plainly, “In this world you will have trouble” (John 16:33), and 

Paul, near the end of his own life, warned Timothy that “everyone who 

wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Timothy 

3:12). Given how consistently Scripture testifies to this pattern, it is at least 

worth asking why so many believers today live a markedly different 

reality—comfortable, largely untroubled, hardly persecuted at all. Could 

God have built the nation of Israel without hardship? Certainly. Could He 

have spared believers any trouble in this present life? Certainly. And yet He 

has chosen, again and again, to use hardship and suffering as the very 

instrument by which He matures His people, both then and now. It is worth 

asking honestly whether the relative comfort many of us enjoy is something 

to celebrate without qualification, or something that should at least prompt 

the question, “Why don’t I have more trouble in my life?” Are we still 

functioning as light to a genuinely dark world, still “salty” in contrast not 

merely to moral depravity but to worldly values and self-centered priorities 

generally? Is our conversation shaped more by the Gospel or by the latest 

headlines and fashions? These are not comfortable questions, and they tend 

not to get raised very often—not by pastors, not in seminary, only 

occasionally, almost apologetically, in a small group setting, after which 

they tend to pass without any lasting consequence. And yet someone has to 

ask them, in something like the spirit of God’s lament to Ezekiel: “I looked 

for someone among them who would build up the wall and stand before me 

in the gap... but I found no one” (Ezekiel 22:30). 

There is comfort, too, tucked into a much quieter line: “God spoke to Israel 

in visions of the night” (Genesis 46:2). Anyone who has walked with God 

for any length of time can likely recall a season when His Word first broke 

through with the force of something close to a vision—a sense of being 

drawn, decisively and unmistakably, to a saving knowledge of Him, after 

which an entire life changed course. Across the years that follow such a 

beginning, that same Word continues to speak, sometimes encouraging, 
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sometimes convicting, but always, in one way or another, calling toward 

perseverance. When asked, during a family Bible study, what she would 

request if she could ask God for anything at all, one small daughter 

answered—without any apparent prompting—“I want God to give me a big 

hug.” It is hard to read that kind of unrehearsed, simple longing and not be 

moved by it. The encouragement worth offering, in light of all this, is simply 

to persevere: in daily meditation on God’s Word, in utterly dependent 

prayer, in stumbling obedience that nonetheless keeps moving forward, 

holding fast to Paul’s charge to the Corinthians: “Stand firm. Let nothing 

move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because 

you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58). 

This section turns toward something easy to overlook about Egypt itself. It 

is tempting to think of Egypt only in terms of the plagues God would later 

bring upon it, forgetting that it was God who first brought this same nation 

to the height of its power, prospering Pharaoh through the very revelation 

God Himself had given him through Joseph. By the close of this section of 

Genesis, Pharaoh owns virtually everything in the land. The rise and fall of 

every nation, godly or ungodly, remains under the sovereign direction of the 

Lord—a truth worth remembering whenever any nation’s leadership seems, 

for better or worse, larger than life. No leader, however powerful, governs 

apart from accountability to God, whether that leader acknowledges it or 

not, and the appropriate response is neither blind confidence in human 

leadership nor cynical withdrawal from public life, but earnest prayer for 

our nation and its leaders, paired with grateful and active participation in 

whatever political process we have been given the privilege to take part in—

remembering all the while that our truest citizenship is, in the end, in heaven 

(Philippians 3:20). 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 

1. Jacob’s words to Joseph—“now I am ready to die, since I have seen your 

face again”—are tied to the author’s own memory of reunion with a 

grandmother in Korea after decades apart. Is there a relationship in your 
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own life, family or otherwise, that you’ve let distance or busyness keep on 

hold longer than you should? What would it take to close that gap while you 

still can? 

2. The chapter asks an uncomfortable question: why do many believers 

today live comfortable, largely untroubled lives, when Scripture 

consistently describes hardship as the normal experience of God’s people? 

How would you honestly answer the question, “Why don’t I have more 

trouble in my life?” 

3. Jacob calls his own 130 years “few and unpleasant,” echoing a theme that 

runs through both Testaments. How does reframing hardship as the 

expected texture of a godly life—rather than a sign something has gone 

wrong—change the way you’d want to respond to a current difficulty? 

4. God was the one who first prospered Egypt and Pharaoh, long before 

judging that same nation later in Exodus. How does remembering that every 

nation’s rise and fall remains under God’s sovereign direction shape the way 

you think about, and pray for, the leaders and circumstances of your own 

country right now? 
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Chapter Seventeen 

Genesis 48–50 

A question naturally arises near the close of Joseph’s story, one that touches 

every believer’s life sooner or later: on what basis does forgiveness actually 

operate? It can be difficult, reading the Old Testament generally, to draw 

clear moral conclusions from texts that simply report events without explicit 

commentary—Abraham’s deception of Pharaoh goes unremarked, as does 

the frequent practice of polygamy throughout this period, and readers are 

left to derive the relevant moral principle from elsewhere in Scripture rather 

than from the bare narrative itself. The same caution applies here. 

Scripture’s consistent teaching, where it speaks plainly on the subject, is 

that forgiveness between believers is properly extended where there is 

repentance. “If he repents, forgive him,” Jesus says without qualification 

(Luke 17:3), even seventy times seven if the repentance is repeated that 

often (Matthew 18:22); but where someone persists in unrepentance, they 

are to be treated, for the time being, “not as a brother but as an unbeliever” 

(Matthew 18:15–17). The pattern of God’s own forgiveness toward us is 

meant to be the template for ours toward others (Colossians 3:13; Ephesians 

4:32), and God does not forgive sin where there is no repentance any more 

than anyone is saved without faith; even the well-known parable of the 

unforgiving servant unfolds entirely within a context of repentance sought 

and either granted or withheld (Matthew 18:23–35). We sometimes 

remember the emotional and compassionate dimension of forgiveness while 

forgetting its judicial dimension entirely—Scripture says God is faithful and 

just to forgive (1 John 1:9), grounded in the blood of Christ (1 John 1:7; 

Hebrews 9:22) and entered into through repentance and faith (Luke 13:3; 

Acts 2:38; 3:19; 17:30; 20:21). To forgive where there has been no 

repentance is not, as it may feel, a more generous Christianity than Scripture 

itself models; it risks dishonoring God, leaving sin to fester unaddressed 

within the community of faith (1 Corinthians 5:1–13), and potentially 
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leaving the offending party comfortably self-deceived (1 John 1:8) rather 

than genuinely restored. 

And yet this same call to hold forgiveness together with repentance is 

paired, just as firmly, with the call to rebuke: we are not meant to overlook 

sin and let it pass unaddressed, but to resolve it directly, even before we 

come to worship (Matthew 5:24). The one likely exception is the rare case 

of someone so hardened that further confrontation only invites mockery 

rather than reflection (Matthew 7:6; Proverbs 9:8; 26:4–5); in such cases, 

prayer that God would soften the heart may serve better than continued 

direct confrontation, following something close to the pattern Paul 

commends to Timothy: “A servant of the Lord must not quarrel but be gentle 

to all, able to teach, patient, in humility correcting those who are in 

opposition, if God perhaps will grant them repentance” (2 Timothy 2:24–

26). 

It is worth asking, in light of all this, why Joseph delayed revealing himself 

to his brothers for as long as he did, and why he specifically required them 

to bring Benjamin to him. The likely answer is that he was testing whether 

they had genuinely changed—whether the same treacherous impulse that 

once drove them against him might still be lurking just beneath the surface, 

this time aimed at his only full brother. Their words to one another, which 

Joseph understood even though they did not realize he could, revealed a real 

and settled repentance, born out by their later confession after Jacob’s death 

(Genesis 42:21–24; 44:33–34; 50:16–18). The instruction this leaves us is 

not, then, to forgive indiscriminately simply to lighten our own burden or 

“move on” more quickly, nor is it to harbor lasting bitterness toward anyone; 

it is to create, wherever possible, the kind of relationships in which both 

honest rebuke and genuine forgiveness can be freely exchanged—exactly 

the way God deals with us. 

There is a smaller, almost domestic episode tucked into this same closing 

stretch of Genesis that nonetheless carries enormous theological weight. As 

Jacob nears death, he blesses Joseph’s two sons, deliberately placing his 
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right hand on Ephraim, the younger, rather than Manasseh, the firstborn—

prompting Joseph to try to correct what he assumes is his father’s mistake 

(Genesis 48:17–18). It is not a mistake. Jacob, of all people, understood 

exactly what it meant for the younger to displace the older, having lived that 

very reversal himself with his own brother Esau—though Jacob had 

obtained his blessing through deception, while here the same reversal 

happens openly, by God’s own decree. Whether accomplished through 

deception or through plain declaration, God’s will is done either way; even 

at the very end of history, Revelation tells us that God “has put a plan into 

their minds, a plan that will carry out his purposes,” even using willing but 

wicked participants to fulfill words already spoken (Revelation 17:17). This 

pattern of sovereign election does not change between the Testaments. The 

same self-condemned people, guilty by virtue of their own free choices, are 

repeatedly used by God to accomplish His plan of salvation for others who 

are counted righteous purely by His choice and His grace. 

It is tempting to think of this only in terms of the Mosaic Law’s 

insufficiency to save, as though the contrast were simply Law against grace, 

or works against faith in some narrowly Jewish sense. But Paul’s argument 

in Romans has a wider reach than that; he has in view not only the Law of 

Moses but the law of conscience generally, and not only “works” in the 

sense of ritual observance but even faith itself, when faith is wrongly 

imagined as something we generate ourselves rather than something given 

to us as “the gift of God” (Ephesians 2:8–9). Saving faith, unlike a passing 

or fickle belief that flares and fades (John 2:23–25), is precisely the kind 

that endures, because it was never, in the first place, something we produced 

on our own. “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of 

God” (Romans 10:17)—not merely the hearing of preached words, since 

Paul has just observed that many genuinely heard the gospel preached and 

still did not believe (Romans 10:16), but the deeper hearing that God 

Himself supplies, opening eyes that could not otherwise see and ears that 

could not otherwise hear, exactly as promised under the New Covenant: “I 

will put My law in their minds, and write it on their hearts... for I will forgive 
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their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more” (Jeremiah 31:33–34). 

Just as Jacob, by God’s own decree, set Ephraim above Manasseh long 

before either of them had built a tribe or a nation, so God has predestined 

some to believe and be saved—not on the basis of anything they have done, 

but purely according to His own gracious decree. 

This same final blessing also settles, almost as an aside, who would receive 

the rights properly belonging to the firstborn. Reuben, Jacob’s actual 

firstborn, forfeits that standing because he defiled his father’s bed (Genesis 

49:3–4); but the rights do not pass to the next eligible son in line, either—

not Simeon, not Levi, not even Judah, through whom the promised ruler and 

ultimately the Messiah would come. They pass instead to Joseph, the 

eleventh son, as the Chronicler later confirms explicitly (1 Chronicles 5:1–

2)—likely because of how grievously Joseph had been wronged by his own 

brothers, and because God had used him, more than anyone else in that 

generation, to preserve the whole family from famine. As a result, Joseph’s 

two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, would each receive a full portion in the 

Promised Land, while every other brother received only one; and even 

though Judah’s line would go on to produce kings and, eventually, the ruler 

himself, it was Ephraim’s descendants who would lead the later Northern 

Kingdom, just as Judah’s would lead the Southern Kingdom centered on 

Jerusalem. It is simply a piece of historical background, but one that helps 

make sense of Israel’s later, more famous divisions. 

Joseph’s final word to his brothers, after their father’s death, is not a settling 

of old scores but a renunciation of the right to settle them at all: “Do not be 

afraid, for am I in God’s place?” (Genesis 50:19). He acknowledges plainly 

that judgment belongs to God alone, and rather than taking revenge, he 

commits instead to providing for his brothers and their children. This is 

exactly what Paul would later command the Romans in far more explicit 

terms: “Do not repay anyone evil for evil... Do not take revenge, my dear 

friends, but leave room for God’s wrath... Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good” (Romans 12:17–21). It is a tempting and very 
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human instinct to cast ourselves, when we have been genuinely wronged, as 

the rightful agents of God’s own justice. But this is rarely what God actually 

asks of us. More often He asks, first, that we not ourselves act unjustly, lest 

we become hypocrites in our judgment of others; second, that we refuse to 

base our actions on simple reciprocity, doing to others exactly what they 

have done to us, since that would make us no better than they are; and third, 

that we continue trusting and obeying God’s Word regardless of present 

circumstance, allowing His eternal purposes, rather than our own temporal 

grievances, to govern our attitude and our actions. It remains God’s 

exclusive right to judge; it remains our ongoing responsibility simply to 

bless—and if we have genuinely understood the depth of grace shown to us, 

we will find ourselves far less inclined to condemn others for what they have 

done to us, regardless of how serious that wrong may have been. 

The final blessing Jacob gives to Judah carries weight far beyond its 

immediate context: “The scepter will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s 

staff from his descendants, until the coming of the one to whom it belongs... 

the one whom all nations will honor” (Genesis 49:10). Both Jewish and 

Christian readers across the centuries have recognized this as a genuinely 

Messianic prophecy, with even the ancient rabbinic tradition explicitly 

identifying the cryptic title “Shiloh” with the coming Messiah. Through 

Judah would come David, and through David an unbroken line of kings until 

the Babylonian conquest finally overthrew the monarchy; more than four 

centuries later, the promised Messiah, Jesus Christ, would come from that 

same Davidic line. This single verse confirms something worth holding 

onto: even from the earliest days of Israel’s history, there was already a 

settled expectation of a coming Messiah, the Seed through whom all the 

peoples of the earth would ultimately be blessed (Galatians 3:8, 16). 

It is worth standing back, at the very close of this book, to notice just how 

much one thread runs through the whole of it. God promised Adam and Eve 

a Seed who would crush the head of the serpent (Genesis 3:15). He promised 

Abraham a Seed through whom every nation on earth would be blessed 
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(Genesis 22:18). Here, in the last chapters of Genesis, Jacob narrows that 

same promise to one specific tribe, foreseeing a ruler from Judah’s line 

whom all peoples would obey. Roughly a dozen generations later, by way 

of Judah’s son Perez and the line later recorded in Ruth and Chronicles, God 

would confirm to David that it was through his own seed that an everlasting 

kingdom would finally be established (1 Chronicles 17:13–14). And when 

Jesus was born, every strand of that long thread converged in Him at once: 

the Son of David, the Son of Abraham (Matthew 1:1), the Son of Adam 

(Luke 3:38), and, beneath and above all these, the Son of God (Luke 1:35). 

It is also worth noticing how disproportionately Genesis itself spends its 

space across this same long story. The first eleven chapters cover roughly 

two thousand years—from Adam to Noah to Abraham—while the 

remaining thirty-nine chapters slow down to cover barely two hundred 

years, the lives of just four men: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. And 

between the final verse of Genesis and the opening of Exodus lies a silent 

gap of some four hundred years, during which Scripture simply has nothing 

to say, until God speaks again to Moses from the burning bush. Chapters, in 

other words, do not correspond proportionately to years; what God chooses 

to highlight, not how much calendar time an event consumes, is what 

determines how much of the page it receives. As the psalmist Moses himself 

would later write, “A thousand years in your sight are like a day that has 

just gone by” (Psalm 90:4), a truth Peter would echo almost word for word 

centuries later (2 Peter 3:8). It is not that time is unimportant; it is that the 

events God chooses to dwell on are what matter most, and what He chooses 

to dwell on, across the whole of this book, is the unbroken thread of a single 

promised Seed. 

The common thread binding together these final three chapters of Genesis 

is easy to miss because it appears only briefly, almost in passing, each time: 

Jacob’s charge that he be buried in Canaan (Genesis 48:21), the burial site 

he specifies in his own final blessing (Genesis 49:29), and Joseph’s dying 

instruction that his own bones, too, be carried back to that same land 

whenever God brought Israel out of Egypt (Genesis 50:24). All the drama 
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of these closing chapters—the blessings, the reconciliations, the long 

Egyptian sojourn—seems almost secondary to this one quiet, persistent 

detail. It makes sense, on reflection, that the entire five books of Moses were 

first heard by a generation poised to enter Canaan themselves; how fitting 

that the last word of the first of those books would point them toward exactly 

the inheritance they were about to receive. But it would be a mistake to 

assume the patriarchs’ deepest hope was simply that their bones would rest 

in the right plot of soil. The writer of Hebrews makes clear that their actual 

hope reached further than any plot of earthly ground, toward “a city with 

foundations whose architect and builder is God” (Hebrews 11:10)—and 

that, though “these were all commended for their faith,” none of them 

actually “received what had been promised, since God had planned 

something better for us so that only together with us would they be made 

perfect” (Hebrews 11:39–40). What the patriarchs received only as 

expectation, we have received as fulfillment—and yet even their 

expectation was never for something lesser than what we now enjoy; it was, 

all along, bound up together with it. Is this old news, since the patriarchs 

were already looking forward to it so long ago? No—as long as it remains, 

even now, not yet fully realized, it remains as new and as full of hope as it 

ever was, something we wait for patiently and longingly, just as they did 

(Romans 8:24–25; 2 Timothy 4:8). 

This hope is what sustained the patriarchs through lives in which most of 

God’s promises to them remained, at the time of their deaths, simply unseen. 

It is the same hope that sustained Christ Himself through the cross: “For the 

joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at 

the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such 

opposition from sinners, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart” 

(Hebrews 12:2–3). What will be, for most of the world, simply an ending, 

will be for those who hope in Christ only a beginning—and a glorious one. 

We are called, in light of that hope, to bring to mind these same heroes of 

faith; to throw off whatever hinders us and whatever sin entangles us; to 

run, with perseverance, the particular race marked out for each of us; to fix 
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our eyes on Jesus, who both gives us faith and will bring it to completion; 

and, when discouragement or despair presses in, to look ahead, as Christ 

did, to the joy that waits on the other side of whatever we are presently 

enduring (Colossians 3:1–3). The book that began with God speaking a 

world into existence out of nothing ends with a family’s bones waiting, in 

hope, for a homecoming not yet arrived—and that, too, is exactly where we 

find ourselves still. 

This closing turns, fittingly, from the patriarchs to their children, and from 

Genesis to our own households. Watching Jacob pass on his prophetic 

blessings to his sons—some of them genuinely glowing, others sobering, 

even painful—prompts a humbler observation about what the rest of us pass 

on to our own children, prophetic gift or not. Children absorb both the good 

and the bad habits of their parents with remarkable ease; they take in not 

only what we say but what we actually do, often with far greater 

attentiveness to the latter. The deepest fear many parents carry, quietly, is 

not that their children will fail to believe, but that the parents themselves 

might somehow become an obstacle to that belief—that their own 

inconsistencies might get mistaken, by a watching child, for the character 

of God Himself. It is worth asking honestly: do our children see us as their 

provider, their comfort, the one whose disapproval they fear when they do 

wrong? All of this is natural and even appropriate while children are young. 

But as they grow, our task shifts toward helping them transfer those same 

expectations upward, away from us and onto Christ, where they belong—

so that their faith, in the end, rests not on what we as parents did or said, but 

entirely on what Christ Himself did and said. When the time finally comes 

to leave this life, as it came at last for Jacob, and for every patriarch and 

matriarch in this long and unfinished story, the deepest hope worth holding 

is simply this: that our children will remember our God far longer, and far 

more clearly, than they remember us. 

Reflection & Discussion Questions 
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1. The chapter argues that biblical forgiveness is properly extended where 

there is repentance, paired with a real responsibility to rebuke sin rather than 

simply overlook it. Is there a relationship in your life where you’ve avoided 

a needed, honest conversation in the name of “just forgiving and moving 

on”? What might genuine restoration require instead? 

2. Joseph refuses to act as the agent of his own justice, telling his brothers, 

“Am I in God’s place?” Where are you currently tempted to take into your 

own hands a judgment that Scripture says belongs to God alone, and what 

would “overcoming evil with good” look like there instead? 

3. The chapter traces the promised Seed all the way from Genesis 3:15 

through Abraham, Judah, and David to Christ, noting that Genesis spends 

thirty-nine chapters on just four men’s lives because of what God wanted to 

highlight, not how much time passed. Looking back at your own life so far, 

what season or relationship do you think God may be highlighting—giving 

more “chapters” to—than its calendar length alone would suggest? 

4. Children absorb what we do more than what we say, and our goal as 

parents (or mentors, or examples to anyone watching) is to help others 

transfer their trust from us onto Christ. Whether or not you have children, 

who is watching your life right now, and what is it teaching them about 

God? 
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Conclusion 

From Beginnings to Exodus 

We have now walked through fifty chapters that took us from nothing to 

everything, from a garden to a graveside in Egypt, from the voice that spoke 

a universe into being to a dying man’s request that his bones be carried 

home. It is worth pausing, before we close this book, to ask what we have 

actually learned along the way—not to summarize every detail, but to notice 

the handful of threads that kept reappearing, chapter after chapter, 

regardless of which patriarch or which crisis we happened to be reading 

about. 

The first thread is the sheer, patient sovereignty of God. From the very first 

verse, where God speaks a world into existence out of nothing, to the very 

last chapters, where a forgotten, enslaved family becomes the unlikely 

vehicle of His covenant, Genesis insists again and again that human 

scheming, human failure, and even human evil never manage to derail what 

God has determined to do. Jacob’s deception, Laban’s greed, Joseph’s 

brothers’ jealousy, Pharaoh’s pride yet to come—all of it gets folded, 

without exception, into a plan that was never actually in anyone’s hands but 

God’s. This is not a comfortable truth in every season of life, but it is a 

steadying one. The same God who brought a frightened, deceptive, often 

faithless family all the way from Ur to Canaan to Egypt and back again is 

the God we still answer to and still depend on. 

The second thread is the surprising honesty of the book about its own 

heroes. We did not meet a single patriarch in these pages who deserved, on 

the strength of his own character, to be chosen, blessed, or remembered. 

Abraham lied about his wife twice. Isaac repeated the lie almost verbatim. 

Jacob deceived everyone in reach of him, including his own dying father, 

and showed no obvious sign of having changed even after wrestling with 

God Himself. Joseph alone comes through this book looking consistently 

faithful, and even his story begins in a pit his own brothers threw him into. 
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If there is a single lesson Genesis will not let us escape, it is this: God’s 

people have never been God’s people because they earned it. They have 

been God’s people because God, for reasons that rest entirely in His own 

grace, chose to make and keep them so. 

The third thread is the long, slow unfolding of a single promise. It began as 

a bare hint in the garden—that the seed of the woman would one day crush 

the serpent’s head—and it grew, narrowing with each generation, from all 

humanity to one family, from one family to one tribe, from one tribe to one 

line of kings, until Jacob, blessing Judah with his dying breath, named a 

ruler still to come whom all nations would obey. None of the patriarchs lived 

to see that promise fulfilled. Abraham died without becoming, in any way 

he could measure, “a great nation.” Joseph died still in Egypt, the Promised 

Land nothing more than a hope his bones were packed for, awaiting a 

departure that would not come for another four hundred years. And yet 

Hebrews tells us that all of them died still believing, still looking, by faith, 

for a country they had not yet seen. We have the privilege of looking back 

at that same promise and seeing, in Jesus Christ, exactly where it was always 

heading. 

It would be easy to close the Book of Genesis and feel that the story, for 

now, has stalled. The last image we are left with is not triumphant: an aging 

family, settled in a foreign land that was never meant to be their home, 

waiting on a promise that has not yet caught up with them. But this is 

precisely where Exodus will pick the story back up—and it begins in a way 

that should unsettle any reader who thinks Genesis ended on a peaceful note. 

Within the first chapter of that next book, the gracious hospitality Egypt 

once extended to Joseph’s family curdles into suspicion, then into 

oppression, and finally into an act of attempted genocide against the very 

people God had promised to bless. The seventy persons who came down 

into Egypt with Jacob will, by the time Exodus opens, have multiplied into 

a nation too large and too threatening for a new Pharaoh to tolerate. 

Everything Genesis spent fifty chapters establishing—the promise of 
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descendants, the promise of land, the promise of blessing to the nations—

will appear, for a long and painful season, to be hanging by a thread. 

And yet this is exactly the kind of moment Genesis has been quietly 

preparing us to recognize. We have already watched God preserve His 

promise through a flood that could have ended everything, through a famine 

that could have starved out the whole family, through betrayals and 

deceptions that could have fractured it beyond repair. Exodus will simply 

be the next, and in some ways the greatest, demonstration of the same 

pattern: God’s people in crisis, with no human means of rescue in sight, and 

God Himself preparing—often long before His people even realize they 

need Him—the means of their deliverance. The same God who once heard 

a Hagar’s cry in the wilderness, who once gave Joseph dreams that made no 

sense until decades later, will hear the groaning of an entire enslaved nation 

and will raise up, from one of the most vulnerable families in Egypt, the 

man who would lead them out: Moses, the very man Genesis’s first readers 

would have recognized as their own author, telling them where they came 

from so that they might trust where God was about to take them. 

If Genesis has taught us anything worth carrying forward into that next 

book, let it be this: God’s timing is never our timing, His promises are never 

forgotten even when centuries pass in apparent silence, and the darkest turn 

in any chapter of the story is never the final word. The God of Genesis is 

the same God of Exodus, the same God of the whole rest of the Bible, and 

the same God who is, even now, writing the chapters of our own lives with 

no less patience and no less certainty than He showed Abraham, Isaac, 

Jacob, and Joseph. We close this book, then, not with an ending, but with 

an opening—the same kind of opening Joseph’s last request leaves hanging 

in the air, bones waiting in Egypt for a journey not yet begun. The journey 

is about to begin. Let us go meet it together in Exodus. 
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Appendix 

Daily Bible Reading Plan 

This is the same daily Bible reading plan used at dailyqt.org, covering the 

entire Bible—Old and New Testaments alike—in three hundred sixty-five 

daily readings. It does not begin on January 1st, and neither must you; the 

schedule below simply starts in Genesis, where this book starts, and moves 

forward from there in canonical order until it loops back around through 

Revelation. Check off each day’s passage as you complete it, and feel no 

need to catch up if you fall behind by a day or a week. The goal was never 

a perfect record. It was a daily habit of opening God’s Word, kept up 

faithfully enough, and long enough, that it becomes less a task to complete 

than simply the shape of an ordinary day. 

 

Date Passage Date Passage 

1/10 Gen 1-3 1/11 Gen 4-7 

1/12 Gen 8-11 1/13 Gen 12-15 

1/14 Gen 16-18 1/15 Gen 19-21 

1/16 Gen 22-24 1/17 Gen 25-26 

1/18 Gen 27-29 1/19 Gen 30-31 

1/20 Gen 32-34 1/21 Gen 35-37 

1/22 Gen 38-40 1/23 Gen 41-42 

1/24 Gen 43-45 1/25 Gen 46-47 

1/26 Gen 48-50 1/27 Ex 1-3 

1/28 Ex 4-6 1/29 Ex 7-9 

1/30 Ex 10-12 1/31 Ex 13-15 

2/1 Ex 16-18 2/2 Ex 19-21 

2/3 Ex 22-24 2/4 Ex 25-27 

2/5 Ex 28-29 2/6 Ex 30-32 

2/7 Ex 33-35 2/8 Ex 36-38 

2/9 Ex 39-40 2/10 Lev 1-4 

2/11 Lev 5-7 2/12 Lev 8-10 

2/13 Lev 11-13 2/14 Lev 14-15 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

2/15 Lev 16-18 2/16 Lev 19-21 

2/17 Lev 22-23 2/18 Lev 24-25 

2/19 Lev 26-27 2/20 Nu 1-2 

2/21 Nu 3-4 2/22 Nu 5-6 

2/23 Nu 7 2/24 Nu 8-10 

2/25 Nu 11-13 2/26 Nu 14-15 

2/27 Nu 16-17 2/28 Nu 18-20 

3/1 Nu 21-22 3/2 Nu 23-25 

3/3 Nu 26-27 3/4 Nu 28-30 

3/5 Nu 31-32 3/6 Nu 33-34 

3/7 Nu 35-36 3/8 Dt 1-2 

3/9 Dt 3-4 3/10 Dt 5-7 

3/11 Dt 8-10 3/12 Dt 11-13 

3/13 Dt 14-16 3/14 Dt 17-20 

3/15 Dt 21-23 3/16 Dt 24-27 

3/17 Dt 28-29 3/18 Dt 30-31 

3/19 Dt 32-34 3/20 Jos 1-4 

3/21 Jos 5-8 3/22 Jos 9-11 

3/23 Jos 12-15 3/24 Jos 16-18 

3/25 Jos 19-21 3/26 Jos 22-24 

3/27 Jdg 1-2 3/28 Jdg 3-5 

3/29 Jdg 6-7 3/30 Jdg 8-9 

3/31 Jdg 10-12 4/1 Jdg 13-15 

4/2 Jdg 16-18 4/3 Jdg 19-21 

4/4 Ruth 4/5 1 Sa 1-3 

4/6 1 Sa 4-8 4/7 1 Sa 9-12 

4/8 1 Sa 13-14 4/9 1 Sa 15-17 

4/10 1 Sa 18-20 4/11 1 Sa 21-24 

4/12 1 Sa 25-27 4/13 1 Sa 28-31 

4/14 2 Sa 1-3 4/15 2 Sa 4-7 

4/16 2 Sa 8-12 4/17 2 Sa 13-15 

4/18 2 Sa 16-18 4/19 2 Sa 19-21 

4/20 2 Sa 22-24 4/21 1 Ki 1-2 

4/22 1 Ki 3-5 4/23 1 Ki 6-7 

4/24 1 Ki 8-9 4/25 1 Ki 10-11 

4/26 1 Ki 12-14 4/27 1 Ki 15-17 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

4/28 1 Ki 18-20 4/29 1 Ki 21-22 

4/30 2 Ki 1-3 5/1 2 Ki 4-5 

5/2 2 Ki 6-8 5/3 2 Ki 9-11 

5/4 2 Ki 12-14 5/5 2 Ki 15-17 

5/6 2 Ki 18-19 5/7 2 Ki 20-22 

5/8 2 Ki 23-25 5/9 1 Ch 1-2 

5/10 1 Ch 3-5 5/11 1 Ch 6 

5/12 1 Ch 7-8 5/13 1 Ch 9-11 

5/14 1 Ch 12-14 5/15 1 Ch 15-17 

5/16 1 Ch 18-21 5/17 1 Ch 22-24 

5/18 1 Ch 25-27 5/19 1 Ch 28-2 Ch 1 

5/20 2 Ch 2-5 5/21 2 Ch 6-8 

5/22 2 Ch 9-12 5/23 2 Ch 13-17 

5/24 2 Ch 18-20 5/25 2 Ch 21-24 

5/26 2 Ch 25-27 5/27 2 Ch 28-31 

5/28 2 Ch 32-34 5/29 2 Ch 35-36 

5/30 Ezr 1-3 5/31 Ezr 4-7 

6/1 Ezr 8-10 6/2 Neh 1-3 

6/3 Neh 4-6 6/4 Neh 7 

6/5 Neh 8-9 6/6 Neh 10-11 

6/7 Neh 12-13 6/8 Esth 1-5 

6/9 Esth 6-10 6/10 Job 1-4 

6/11 Job 5-7 6/12 Job 8-10 

6/13 Job 11-13 6/14 Job 14-16 

6/15 Job 17-20 6/16 Job 21-23 

6/17 Job 24-28 6/18 Job 29-31 

6/19 Job 32-34 6/20 Job 35-37 

6/21 Job 38-39 6/22 Job 40-42 

6/23 Ps 1-8 6/24 Ps 9-16 

6/25 Ps 17-20 6/26 Ps 21-25 

6/27 Ps 26-31 6/28 Ps 32-35 

6/29 Ps 36-39 6/30 Ps 40-45 

7/1 Ps 46-50 7/2 Ps 51-57 

7/3 Ps 58-65 7/4 Ps 66-69 

7/5 Ps 70-73 7/6 Ps 74-77 

7/7 Ps 78-79 7/8 Ps 80-85 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

7/9 Ps 86-89 7/10 Ps 90-95 

7/11 Ps 96-102 7/12 Ps 103-105 

7/13 Ps 106-107 7/14 Ps 108-114 

7/15 Ps 115-118 7/16 Ps 119:1-88 

7/17 Ps 119:89-176 7/18 Ps 120-132 

7/19 Ps 133-139 7/20 Ps 140-145 

7/21 Ps 146-150 7/22 Prov 1-3 

7/23 Prov 4-6 7/24 Prov 7-9 

7/25 Prov 10-12 7/26 Prov 13-15 

7/27 Prov 16-18 7/28 Prov 19-21 

7/29 Prov 22-23 7/30 Prov 24-26 

7/31 Prov 27-29 8/1 Prov 30-31 

8/2 Ecc 1-4 8/3 Ecc 5-8 

8/4 Ecc 9-12 8/5 Ss 1-8 

8/6 Isa 1-4 8/7 Isa 5-8 

8/8 Isa 9-12 8/9 Isa 13-17 

8/10 Isa 18-22 8/11 Isa 23-27 

8/12 Isa 28-30 8/13 Isa 31-35 

8/14 Isa 36-41 8/15 Isa 42-44 

8/16 Isa 45-48 8/17 Isa 49-53 

8/18 Isa 54-58 8/19 Isa 59-63 

8/20 Isa 64-66 8/21 Jer 1-3 

8/22 Jer 4-6 8/23 Jer 7-9 

8/24 Jer 10-13 8/25 Jer 14-17 

8/26 Jer 18-22 8/27 Jer 23-25 

8/28 Jer 26-29 8/29 Jer 30-31 

8/30 Jer 32-34 8/31 Jer 35-37 

9/1 Jer 38-41 9/2 Jer 42-45 

9/3 Jer 46-48 9/4 Jer 49-50 

9/5 Jer 51-52 9/6 Lam 1:1-3:36 

9/7 Lam 3:37-5:22 9/8 Eze 1-4 

9/9 Eze 5-8 9/10 Eze 9-12 

9/11 Eze 13-15 9/12 Eze 16-17 

9/13 Eze 18-20 9/14 Eze 21-22 

9/15 Eze 23-24 9/16 Eze 25-27 

9/17 Eze 28-30 9/18 Eze 31-33 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

9/19 Eze 34-36 9/20 Eze 37-39 

9/21 Eze 40-42 9/22 Eze 43-45 

9/23 Eze 46-48 9/24 Dan 1-3 

9/25 Dan 4-6 9/26 Dan 7-9 

9/27 Dan 10-12 9/28 Hos 1-7 

9/29 Hos 8-14 9/30 Joel 

10/1 Amos 1-5 10/2 Amos 6-9 

10/3 Ob-Jonah 10/4 Micah 

10/5 Nahum 10/6 Hab-Zeph 

10/7 Haggai 1-2 10/8 Zech 1-7 

10/9 Zech 8-14 10/10 Mal 1-4 

10/11 Mat 1-4 10/12 Mat 5-6 

10/13 Mat 7-8 10/14 Mat 9-10 

10/15 Mat 11-12 10/16 Mat 13-14 

10/17 Mat 15-17 10/18 Mat 18-19 

10/19 Mat 20-21 10/20 Mat 22-23 

10/21 Mat 24-25 10/22 Mat 26 

10/23 Mat 27-28 10/24 Mark 1-3 

10/25 Mark 4-5 10/26 Mark 6-7 

10/27 Mark 8-9 10/28 Mark 10-11 

10/29 Mark 12-13 10/30 Mark 14 

10/31 Mark 15-16 11/1 Luke 1 

11/2 Luke 2-3 11/3 Luke 4-5 

11/4 Luke 6-7 11/5 Luke 8-9 

11/6 Luke 10-11 11/7 Luke 12-13 

11/8 Luke 14-16 11/9 Luke 17-18 

11/10 Luke 19-20 11/11 Luke 21-22 

11/12 Luke 23-24 11/13 John 1-2 

11/14 John 3-4 11/15 John 5-6 

11/16 John 7-8 11/17 John 9-10 

11/18 John 11-12 11/19 John 13-15 

11/20 John 16-18 11/21 John 19-21 

11/22 Acts 1-3 11/23 Acts 4-6 

11/24 Acts 7-8 11/25 Acts 9-10 

11/26 Acts 11-13 11/27 Acts 14-15 

11/28 Acts 16-17 11/29 Acts 18-20 
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Date Passage Date Passage 

11/30 Acts 21-23 12/1 Acts 24-26 

12/2 Acts 27-28 12/3 Rom 1-3 

12/4 Rom 4-7 12/5 Rom 8-10 

12/6 Rom 11-13 12/7 Rom 14-16 

12/8 1 Cor 1-4 12/9 1 Cor 5-8 

12/10 1 Cor 9-11 12/11 1 Cor 12-14 

12/12 1 Cor 15-16 12/13 2 Cor 1-4 

12/14 2 Cor 5-9 12/15 2 Cor 10-13 

12/16 Gal 1-3 12/17 Gal 4-6 

12/18 Eph 1-3 12/19 Eph 4-6 

12/20 Phi 1-4 12/21 Col 1-4 

12/22 1 Thess 1-5 12/23 2 Thess 1-3 

12/24 1 Tim 1-6 12/25 2 Tim 1-4 

12/26 Titus-Phm 12/27 Heb 1-6 

12/28 Heb 7-10 12/29 Heb 11-13 

12/30 James 12/31 1 Pe 

1/1 2 Pe 1/2 1 John 

1/3 2 John-Jude 1/4 Rev 1-3 

1/5 Rev 4-8 1/6 Rev 9-12 

1/7 Rev 13-16 1/8 Rev 17-19 

1/9 Rev 20-22   
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