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Genesis 12: 
 
My thanks to the Outline Bible for the generic outline: 

I. THE CONVERSION AND CALLING OF ABRAM (12:1–5) 
a. The place (12:1): Ur of the Chaldeans (see Genesis 11:31). 
b. The promises (12:2–3): Abram will found a great nation; and God will bless him, 

make his name great, and cause him to bless others. Those who bless Abram will be 
blessed; those who curse him will be cursed. Everyone on earth will be blessed 
through him. This takes place through Jesus Christ, a descendant of Abram. 

c. The pilgrimage (12:4–5): Abram travels from Ur to Haran and from Haran to 
Canaan. 

II. THE CANAAN OF ABRAM (12:6–9) 
a. Abram at Shechem (12:6–7): The Lord promises to give Canaan to Abram, and 

Abram builds an altar there. 
b. Abram at Bethel (12:8–9): Abram builds another altar. 

III. THE CARNALITY OF ABRAM (FIRST OCCASION) (12:10–20) 
a. The famine (12:10): Abram goes from Canaan to Egypt to escape a famine. 
b. The falsehood (12:11–13): Afraid for his life, Abram tells Sarai to pretend she is his 

sister. 
c. The favor (12:14–16): Pharaoh rewards Abram with riches for Sarai’s sake, probably 

intending to marry her. 
d. The frustration (12:17): God plagues Pharaoh and his household for his plans to 

marry Sarai. 
e. The fury (12:18–20): Pharaoh rebukes Abram for his deceit and sends him and Sarai 

away.1 
 
ESV Study Bible: 

Abraham’s Timeline 

Event Age of 
Abraham 

Genesis 

Abram departs from Haran, enters 
Canaan 

75 12:4–5  

Abram fathers Ishmael with Hagar 85–86 16:3–4  

Abraham fathers Isaac with Sarah 100 21:5  

Abraham’s wife Sarah dies 137 23:1  

Abraham’s son Isaac marries 
Rebekah 

140 25:20  

Abraham dies 175 25:7  

 

 
1 H. L. Willmington, The Outline Bible (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1999), Ge 
12:1–20. 
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Abram Travels to Canaan 

c. 2091/1925 B.C. 

Abram was born in Ur, a powerful city in southern Babylonia. Abram’s father, Terah, 
eventually led the family toward the land of Canaan but decided to settle in Haran (see Gen. 
11:27–31). After Terah’s death, the Lord called Abram to go “to the land that I will show 
you” (Canaan), which he promises to give to Abram’s descendants. See note on Gen. 11:32. 

 

 
 
Detailed analysis:  
Moody Bible Commentary: 
This opening paragraph constitutes the first expression of God’s great promise to Abraham, 
what is known as the Abrahamic covenant. This covenant consists of three provisions: (1) land 
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(v. 1b), at this point generally identified as “the land of Canaan” (11:31; 12:5), the content and 
borders of which are increasingly specified throughout the Pentateuch, culminating in the 
detailed description in Nm 34:1–12; (2) a great nation (v. 2a), in which the word translated 
nation (goy) is typically applied to the Gentile nations and only rarely to Israel (typically the 
term ’am [people] is used for Israel), thus hinting at God’s broader, human-centered purpose in 
bestowing this covenant; and (3) blessing (vv. 2b–3), given the most space in God’s declaration, 
thereby bearing out its preeminence among the provisions. To emphasize the importance of the 
blessing, the phrase And I will bless you occurs in the exact middle of God’s utterance (the 14th 
of 27 words) as well as in the various circumstances in which that blessing will be applied. These 
circumstances are threefold and increasingly expansive: to Abraham, his descendants (cf. Ps 
105:8–10), and all the families of the earth. The term families generally denotes extended 
families (a living patriarch and all the members of his household by blood or marriage). God’s 
love is seeking to “push” His blessing as far as His justice will allow.2 

I. THE CONVERSION AND CALLING OF ABRAM (12:1–5) 

Verses 1-5 (NASB): 
Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go forth from your country, And from your relatives And from 
your father’s house, To the land which I will show you; And I will make you a great nation, And I 
will bless you, 2And make your name great; And so you shall be a blessing; 3And I will bless those 
who bless you, And the one who curses you I will curse. And in you all the families of the earth 
will be blessed.” 4So Abram went forth as the LORD had spoken to him; and Lot went with him. 
Now Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran. 5Abram took Sarai his 
wife and Lot his nephew, and all their possessions which they had accumulated, and the persons 
which they had acquired in Haran, and they set out for the land of Canaan; thus they came to 
the land of Canaan. 

a. The place (12:1): Ur of the Chaldeans (see Genesis 11:31). 
b. The promises (12:2–3): Abram will found a great nation; and God will bless him, 

make his name great, and cause him to bless others. Those who bless Abram will be 
blessed; those who curse him will be cursed. Everyone on earth will be blessed 
through him. This takes place through Jesus Christ, a descendant of Abram. 

c. The pilgrimage (12:4–5): Abram travels from Ur to Haran and from Haran to 
Canaan. 

d. The Lord calls Abram. He is called “Abram,” right now and not, “Abraham.” In 
Genesis 17:4-6 his name is changed to Abraham.  

 
v. verse 
v. verse 
vv. verses 
cf. compare or consult 
2 Michael A. Rydelnik and Michael Vanlaningham, eds., “Genesis,” in The Moody Bible 
Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2014), 68–69. 



 4 

e. This promissory call is the first recorded speech since God’s word of judgment at the 
Tower of Babel, resulting in the creation of the nations (11:5–6, 9). Abram is called 
upon to leave both his past and his future in placing his trust in God.3 

f. The many promises of the passage cohere into three strands: land, seed, and 
blessing. The divine oath is like an avalanche of blessing cascading in wave after 
wave on the patriarch and his children yet to come.4 

g. This promissory call is the first recorded speech since God’s word of judgment at the 
Tower of Babel, resulting in the creation of the nations (11:5–6, 9). This new word to 
Abram counters the old since it provides for the redemptive plan of “all peoples” (v. 
3). By making his descendants a “great nation” (v. 2) who will be a “blessing” (v. 2), 
the Lord will bring salvation to the scattered nations. As the two parts of an 
hourglass are joined by a slender neck, the role of this one man connects the 
universal setting of chaps. 1–11 and the worldwide vista of the promissory call.43 The 
language of the call evokes the Table of Nations as the theological setting for its 
interpretation. In the Table’s refrain (10:5, 20, 31–32) are “lands” (ʾarṣôt), “families” 
(mišpĕḥôt), and “nations” (gôyîm); also the Table has the recurring verb yālad, 
translated “father of” and “born” (10:8, 13, 15, 21, 24, 25, 26). These four terms 
appear in 12:1–3: “country” (ʾereṣ, v. 1), “peoples” (mišpĕḥôt, v. 3), “nation” (gôy, v. 
2), and “people” (môledet, v. 1), which is related to yālad. Although the call is 
directed to the individual Abram, it is intended ultimately for the salvation of the 
world’s peoples (see vol. 1A, p. 430). In addition the term “bless” (bārak) and its 
derivatives, which are the thematic glue of the entire book, dominate the oath, 
occurring five times (see vol. 1A, pp. 48–51). The promise of blessing(s) corresponds 
to the fivefold appearance of “curse” in the earlier telling of universal history (chaps. 
1–11; see vol. 1A, p. 51).5 

h. Abram is called upon to leave both his past and his future in placing his trust in God.6 
i. The term “covenant” (bĕrît) in conjunction with Abram does not occur until the 

ceremonial affirmation of the covenant, where the customary language of 
formalizing a covenant is found (15:18).7 

 

3 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers, 2005), 105. 

4 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2005), 104–105. 
43 See K. A. Mathews, “The Table of Nations: The ‘Also Peoples,’ ” SBJT 5 (2001): 42–56. 
5 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2005), 105. 
6 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2005), 105. 
7 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2005), 106. 
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j. No obligations are placed upon Abram to maintain the promises (as for Israel at 
Sinai); he must only respond to the Lord’s command to “leave,” an act of loyalty. 
There is at work here the assumption of an existing relationship.8 

k. Abram was introduced in Genesis 11:27ff.  
l. The Lord calls him to leave his country. The Lord calls him to leave his relatives and 

his father’s household.  
m. This is a big deal. Back then they needed their family and friends to survive. They 

needed each other.  
By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed by going out . . . not knowing where he 
was going. 

"Abraham, what are you doing?" asked a neighbor.  "I'm packing."  "Packing?"  "That's 
right. We're moving."  "Why? Why in the world would you want to leave Ur?"  "God has 
made it clear that I should go."  "God, huh? You've been talking to Him again?"  "Right. 
He told me to leave. I must go."  "Well, where are you going?"  "I don't know. He didn't 
tell me that."  "Wait a minute. Let me get this straight. You know you oughta go, but you 
don't know much beyond that, huh?"  "That says it pretty well."  "Wow . . . that's all I 
can say . . . wow. God sure gets blamed for a lot of stuff He doesn't have anything to do 
with. You know, man, some of us have been a little bit worried about the way you've 
been acting lately. Up to now, it's just been a little strange . . . but this, Abraham . . . this 
takes you off the end of the pier. It's like everyone's saying---you really are off the deep 
end!9 

 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

Revelations to the Patriarchs 
 

Abraham 
 

Isaac 
 

Jacob 
 

Joseph 
 

Gen. 12:1–3 
 

Gen. 26:2–5 
 

Gen. 28:12–15 
 

Gen. 37:5–7 
 

Gen. 12:7 
 

Gen. 26:24 
 

Gen. 31:3 
 

Gen. 37:9 
 

Gen. 13:14–17 
 

  
 

Gen. 31:11–13 
 

  
 

Gen. 15:1–21 
 

  
 

Gen. 32:24–29 
 

  
 

Gen. 17:1–21 
 

  
 

Gen. 35:1 
 

  
 

 
8 K. A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27–50:26, vol. 1B, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2005), 106. 
9 Excerpted from Come Before Winter and Share My Hope, Copyright © 1985, 1988, 
1994 by Charles R. Swindoll, Inc. All rights reserved worldwide. Used by permission. 
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Gen. 18:1–33 
 

  
 

Gen. 35:9–12 
 

  
 

Gen. 21:12–13 
 

  
 

Gen. 46:2–4 
 

  
 

Gen. 22:1–2 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

Gen. 22:15–18 
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The City of Ur 
The ancient city of Ur lies 186 miles (300 km) southeast of modern Baghdad on a bend of the 
original course of the Euphrates River. Major excavations took place at the site in 1922–1934 
under the direction of Sir Leonard Woolley. Ur became an important city in Mesopotamia near 
the end of the third millennium B.C. The governor of Ur, a man named Ur-Nammu (c. 2113–2095 
B.C.), brought the city to great prominence. He took the titles “King of Ur, King of Sumer and 
Akkad.” Thus was founded the Third Dynasty of Ur (2113–2006 B.C.). This period was one of great 
peace and prosperity, the high point of the city’s existence. This diagram of the city represents 
the Third Dynasty of Ur, and it includes a central palace and a temple complex. The latter has as 
its center the Ziggurat of Ur-Nammu that is dedicated to the moon god Nanna. Ur was the 
birthplace of the Hebrew patriarch Abraham (Gen. 11:27–32), and the plan represents the city 
that he would have been familiar with.11 
 

 
10 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:2. 
11 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 71. 
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n. God tells him to go to a land which he will show him… This is a land which he 
knows nothing about.  

o. This covenant is repeated in Genesis 15:7ff.  
p. Verse 2: God says that He, the Lord, will make Abram’s name great… God will make 

him a great nation. God will bless him.  
q. NET Bible note: What does it mean for Abram to “be a blessing”? Will he be a 

channel or source of blessing for others, or a prime example of divine blessing? A 
similar statement occurs in Zech 8:13, where God assures his people, “You will be a 
blessing,” in contrast to the past when they “were a curse.” Certainly “curse” here 
does not refer to Israel being a source of a curse, but rather to the fact that they 
became a curse-word or byword among the nations, who regarded them as the 
epitome of an accursed people (see 2 Kgs 22:19; Jer 42:18; 44:8, 12, 22). Therefore 
the statement “be a blessing” seems to refer to Israel being transformed into a prime 
example of a blessed people, whose name will be used in blessing formulae, rather 
than in curses. If the statement “be a blessing” is understood in the same way in Gen 
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12:2, then it means that God would so bless Abram that other nations would hear of 
his fame and hold him up as a paradigm of divine blessing in their blessing 
formulae.12 

r. make your name great. This was the failed aspiration of the tower builders (11:4).13 
s. This passage is proven true.  
t. We are talking about Abram today are we not?  
u. Jesus came through the descendants of Abraham.  
v. All gentiles are saved through the seed of Abraham.  
w. God will bless Abram and also he will be a blessing. Abram was a blessing through 

his descendants.  
x. Verse 3: Those who bless Abram will be blessed, but those who curse him will be 

cursed.  
y. Again, all the families of the earth blessed through Abram. We have all been blessed 

through the Messiah…  
z. Verse 4: Abram obeyed. He left as the Lord told him.  
aa. Abram lived 75 years with his father, then 25 years without his father or his son, and 

then 75 more years with his son, Isaac.14 
bb. Lot, his nephew went along.  
cc. ESV Study Bible: The brief report of Abram’s response presents his obedience as 

immediate and unquestioning. Lot went with him. Abram may have been 
responsible for Lot following the death of Haran (11:27–28). Since by this stage Lot is 
a wealthy adult with considerable possessions (see 13:5–6), readers may assume 
that he desires to support Abram’s mission.15 

dd. Abram had others with him: ESV Study Bible: the people that they had acquired in 
Haran. Abram had under his authority a substantial number of men, many of whom 
may have been herdsmen (cf. 13:7). Genesis 14:14 mentions 318 trained men “born 
in his household,” and 17:12 refers to males whom Abram has bought with money 
from a foreigner. land of Canaan. Abram migrates with everything he possesses 
from northern Mesopotamia to Canaan.16 

ee. Abram was 75 years old.  
ff. That is amazing. At 75 many of us think our life is over, or our major impact is over 

but Abram’s is just beginning.  
gg. Moody: In response (not as a prerequisite) to God’s promises Abram … departed 

from Haran and continued on to Canaan with Sarai his wife and Lot his nephew. 
This statement, together with the reference in 11:32 to their halting in Haran (most 
likely because of ailment or infirmity on the part of Terah), suggests that the 

 
12 Biblical Studies Press, The NET Bible First Edition Notes (Biblical Studies Press, 2006), Ge 
12:2. 
13 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 71. 
14 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:4. 
15 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
16 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
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declaration in 12:1–3 was in fact God’s second, given to Abram in Haran, and not the 
first declaration given to him in Mesopotamia (see Ac 7:2–3).17 

hh. Verse 5: They head to Canaan. Sarai goes with him and all their possessions and 
livestock, etc.  

II. THE CANAAN OF ABRAM (12:6–9) (NASB) 
6 Abram passed through the land as far as the site of Shechem, to the oak of Moreh. Now the 
Canaanite was then in the land. 7 The LORD appeared to Abram and said, “To your descendants 
I will give this land.” So he built an altar there to the LORD who had appeared to him. 8 Then he 
proceeded from there to the mountain on the east of Bethel, and pitched his tent, with Bethel on 
the west and Ai on the east; and there he built an altar to the LORD and called upon the name of 
the LORD. 9 Abram journeyed on, continuing toward the Negev. 

a. Abram at Shechem (12:6–7): The Lord promises to give Canaan to Abram, and 
Abram builds an altar there. 

b. Verse 6 is now telling about Abram’s travels.  
c. It tells where he goes and where he stops. The oaks of Moreh.  
d. ESV Study note about this location: Shechem is the first of a number of locations in 

Canaan mentioned in association with Abram. (The site of Shechem is the modern Tel 
Balatah, which has been extensively excavated. A major settlement here begins 
around 1900 B.C. Its importance in the patriarchal period is confirmed by its mention 
in the Egyptian Execration Texts and in the Khu-Sebek inscription, which both date to 
the 19th century B.C.) the oak of Moreh. As a seminomadic herdsman with a large 
retinue, Abram probably camped away from urban populations; these locations are 
identified by distinctive natural features (e.g., trees; see 13:18). At that time the 
Canaanites were in the land. This brief observation reveals that other people already 
occupied the land. It may also indicate that this notice was added after the expulsion 
of the Canaanites from this area (see Introduction: Author, Title, and Date).18 

e. Interesting that the passage mentions that the Canaanite was then in the land.  
f. CSB: Shechem is in north central Israel on the slope of Mount Ebal. Abram’s 

grandson Jacob would live for a time in this region as well (33:18–19). Later, Abram’s 
great grandson Joseph would be buried there (Jos 24:32). The Canaanites were a 
distinct cultural group (Gn 15:21), but the term Canaanite is also an umbrella term 
for many different people groups who were living in the region, including the 
Hethites, Amorites, Perizzites, Girgashites, Hivites, and Jebusites.19 

g. Dr. Constable: Shechem Jacob later bought land, set up his home, and buried his 
idols in rededication to Yahweh after returning from his sojourn in Paddan-aram 
(33:18–20; 35:4). Here, too, the Israelites assembled twice when they had taken 
possession of Canaan under Joshua’s leadership to commemorate God’s faithfulness 
in giving them the land He had promised their forefathers (Josh. 8, 24). Shechem was 

 
17 Michael A. Rydelnik and Michael Vanlaningham, eds., “Genesis,” in The Moody Bible 
Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2014), 69. 
18 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
19 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 28. 
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near the geographic center of Canaan (cf. Josh. 20:7). It lay in the heart of the land 
God now promised Abram. 
The reference to the Canaanites’ presence in the land prepares the way for 
incidents of conflict with these native inhabitants that followed in Israel’s history 
(cf. 10:15–19). It also notes a barrier to the fulfillment of God’s promise to give 
Abram and his heirs the land (v. 7). Abram could not take possession of the 
Promised Land immediately because the Canaanites occupied it.20 

h. Remember this goes back to genealogy in Genesis 10.   
i. Verse 7: The Lord appears to him again.  
j. God tells Abram that his descendants will possess that land. ESV Study Bible again: 

God’s promise has a short-range fulfillment when the nation of Israel conquers 
Canaan under Joshua (Josh. 21:43; see 1 Kings 4:21). Ultimately the offspring 
narrows down to Christ (Gal. 3:16), whose dominion extends not only over the land 
of Canaan but over all the world (Matt. 28:18). The land of Canaan prefigures the 
eternal inheritance of the world in Christ (Heb. 4:1–11; 11:10, 13–16). In Christ 
believers are the offspring of Abraham (Gal. 3:7, 29).21 

k. Abram responds with an alter to the Lord. Notice it says “The Lord Who appeared to 
Him.” It is likely that Abram has limited knowledge of God at this point.  

l. MacArthur: This was the first true place of worship ever erected in the Promised 
Land. Isaac would later build an altar also to commemorate the Lord’s appearance to 
him (26:24, 25), and Jacob also built one in Shechem (33:18–20)22 

m. Abram at Bethel (12:8–9): Abram builds another altar. 
n. Abram keeps traveling. He goes east to the mountains east of Bethel. He pitched his 

tent. That is how he is living now.  
o. ESV Study Bible: (Excavations at the site of Beitan, which is probably to be 

identified as biblical Bethel, have revealed a flourishing Canaanite city during the 
patriarchal period of the Middle Bronze Age [c. 2000–1500 B.C.]. The city contained 
four well-fortified gate complexes with a massive fortification wall [about 11.5 
feet/3.5 m thick]. A large Canaanite sanctuary has been discovered immediately 
inside the city wall.)23 

p. “Bethel westwards and Ai eastwards,” i.e., in a spot with Ai to the east and Bethel to 
the west. The name Bethel occurs here proleptically: at the time referred to, it was 
still called Luz (Gen. 28:19); its present name is Beitin (Robinson’s Palestine). At a 
distance of about five miles to the east was Ai, ruins of which are still to be seen, 
bearing the name of Medinet Gai (Ritter’s Erdkunde). On the words “called upon the 

 
20 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:5. 
21 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
22 John F. MacArthur Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible: New American Standard Bible. (Nashville, 
TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2006), Ge 12:7. 
c. about, approximately 
23 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
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name of the Lord,” see Gen. 4:26. From this point Abram proceeded slowly to the 
Negeb, i.e., to the southern district of Canaan towards the Arabian desert (vid., Gen. 
20:1)24 

q. Bethel is on the west and Ai on the east.  
r. He builds an alter again.  
s. He calls on the Name of the Lord.  
t. In verse 9 He keeps on journeying towards the Negev or south country. Again, ESV 

Study note: The Negeb is the southern region of Canaan (Hb. negeb means 
“south”).25 CSB: The Negev is the semidesert region west and south of the Dead Sea. 
About fifty miles south of Bethel, this area has been inhabited by nomads since 
ancient times.26 

III. THE CARNALITY OF ABRAM (FIRST OCCASION) (12:10–20) (NASB) 

Now there was a famine in the land; so Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the 
famine was severe in the land. 11 It came about when he came near to Egypt, that he said to Sarai 
his wife, “See now, I know that you are a beautiful woman; 12 and when the Egyptians see you, 
they will say, ‘This is his wife’; and they will kill me, but they will let you live. 13 Please say that 
you are my sister so that it may go well with me because of you, and that I may live on account of 
you.” 14 It came about when Abram came into Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman was very 
beautiful. 15 Pharaoh’s officials saw her and praised her to Pharaoh; and the woman was taken 
into Pharaoh’s house. 16 Therefore he treated Abram well for her sake; and gave him sheep and 
oxen and donkeys and male and female servants and female donkeys and camels. 

17 But the LORD struck Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s 
wife. 18 Then Pharaoh called Abram and said, “What is this you have done to me? Why did you 
not tell me that she was your wife? 19 Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for 
my wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her and go.” 20 Pharaoh commanded his men 
concerning him; and they escorted him away, with his wife and all that belonged to him. 

a. The famine (12:10): Abram goes from Canaan to Egypt to escape a famine. 
b. ESV Study Note: A severe famine in Canaan forces Abram to seek refuge in Egypt. 

Because of the Nile River, the land of Egypt was better placed to provide food for 
man and beast during a time of drought. The events described in this section raise 
many questions that go unanswered, creating a sense of ambiguity as to how the 
behavior of everyone involved should be judged. As is common in biblical stories, the 
narrator gives no direct evaluation of the participants’ actions, leaving the reader to 
figure out the ethical questions. In this passage, the first readers (Israel following 

 
24 Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 1 (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 125–126. 
25 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
26 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 28. 
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Moses) would have seen how God kept his promise to Abram, in spite of all threats, 
and in spite of the morally dubious actions even of Abram himself.27 

Abram Travels to Canaan 
c. 2091/1925 B.C. 
Abram was born in Ur, a powerful city in southern Babylonia. Abram’s father, Terah, eventually 
led the family toward the land of Canaan but decided to settle in Haran (see Gen. 11:27–31). 
After Terah’s death, the Lord called Abram to go “to the land that I will show you” (Canaan), 
which he promises to give to Abram’s descendants. See note on Gen. 11:32.28 
 
Another map below from the CSB: 

 

c. The distance from Ur to Haran was approximately 700 miles. Abraham’s journey from Haran 
to Bethel was another 700 miles.29 

d. CSB: The only river that flowed year-round in Israel was the Jordan, and it was 
completely below sea level (minus 686 ft. at its highest point, and minus 1, 300 at its 
lowest).30 

 
27 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
28 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 72. 
29 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 27. 
30 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 28. 
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e. Verse 10 mentions the famine.  
f. We should hear organ music now. You know the organ music signifying danger.  
g. I believe anyone in the ancient world would understand how important this was. In 

our day of food pantries and many great ministries we cannot rightly understand the 
dangers of hunger. In our day of government help we cannot understand hunger. 

h. It says the famine was severe.  
i. Abram goes down to Egypt.  
j. Dr. Constable: There is not enough information in the text to condemn Abram for 

leaving Canaan and entering Egypt, as some commentators have done.43131 
k. Moses did not record a divine prohibition. Furthermore, God blessed Abram in Egypt 

and then returned him to the Promised Land. Another severe famine (v. 10) later 
forced Jacob and his family to sojourn in Egypt (47:4). It was evidently necessity 
rather than choice that made Abram leave the Promised Land.32 

i. “It is unrealistic to regard Egypt as necessarily forbidden territory 
to God’s people at this stage, for it was soon to be expressly 
allotted to them as a refuge and their presence there would not 
invalidate their claim to Canaan. Abraham had to feel his way 
forward (vv. 8, 9) without a special revelation at every step, 
guided like us largely by circumstances (cf. Ruth 1:1; Matt. 12:14, 
15). In a famine it might well seem of providence that Egypt was 
nearby, watered by the flooding of the Nile.”432 

ii. “Throughout Gen. 12–50 Egypt is a symbol of safety and provision 
for the patriarchs and their families. If anything, Egypt is the 
oppressed in Genesis. Note that it is Sarai who ‘dealt harshly’ with 
her Egyptian maidservant, forcing her ‘to flee’ (16:6). Later she 
urges her husband to ‘cast out’ this Egyptian.”43333 

Allen Ross charted several parallels between the experiences of Abram and the nation of 
Israel as follows.434 

Incident 
 

Abram 
 

Israel 
 

Severe famine in land Gen. 12:10 Gen. 43:1; 47:4 

 
431 431. E.g., J. Vernon McGee, Ruth: The Romance of Redemption, p. 51. This is, however, 

a good commentary on Ruth. 
31 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 
32 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 

432 432. Kidner, pp. 115–16. 
433 433. Hamilton, p. 386. See Peter D. Miscall, The Workings of Old Testament Narrative, 

pp. 42–45. 
33 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 

434 434. Creation and . . ., p. 273. 
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Sojourn in Egypt 
 

Gen. 12:10 
 

Gen. 47:4 
 

Killing of the males 
 

Gen. 12:11–13 
 

Exod. 1:16 
 

Bondage 
 

Gen. 12:14–15 
 

Exod. 1:11–14 
 

Great Wealth 
 

Gen. 12:16 
 

Exod. 12:36 
 

Plagues on Egypt 
 

Gen. 12:17 
 

Exod. 7–11 (see 11:1) 
 

Summons: “Take . . . go” 
 

Gen. 12:19 
 

Exod. 12:32 
 

Use of sillah (“send”) 
 

Gen. 12:20 
 

Exod.—”Let my people go.” 
 

Journey to the Negev 
 

Gen. 13:1 
 

Num. 13:17–2234 
 

Extra background info: 

Some commentators have concluded that in dealing with Sarai as he did Abram was 
relying on a custom of the land from which he had come to protect him. They suggest 
that this custom was evidently unknown in Egypt. Because he failed to perceive this, 
Abram got into trouble. 

“The thrice repeated story [involving Abraham in 12:10–20 and 20:1–18, 
and Isaac in 26:6–12] has been the subject of much discussion by 
commentators through the ages, but only with the discoveries at Nuzi has 
it become clear that Abraham and Isaac were not involved in any trickery, 
but were endeavoring to protect their respective wives from molestation 
by invoking the Hurrian custom or law of wife-sistership. According to the 
Nuzi tablets a woman having the status of wife-sister rather than that of 
just an ordinary wife, enjoyed superior privileges and was better 
protected. The status was a purely legal one, a wife-sister being quite 
distinct from the physical relationship usually understood by the word 
‘sister.’ In order to create the status of wife-sistership two documents 
were prepared—one for marriage and the other for sistership. Thus, we 
find a Nuzi tablet, according to which a person by the name of Akkuleni, 
son of Akiya, contracted with one Hurazzi, son of Eggaya, to give to 
Hurazzi in marriage his sister Beltakkadummi. Another tablet records that 
the same Akkuleni sold his sister Beltakkadummi as sister to the same 
Hurazzi. If such a marriage was violated, the punishment was much more 

 
34 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 
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severe than in the case of a straightforward ordinary marriage. It would 
appear that the actions of Abraham and Isaac reflect this custom.”43535 

In the Hurrian culture from which Abram came people evidently viewed the husband 
wife-sister relationship as even more sacred than the husband wife relationship. 
According to this view, when Abram went to Egypt he assumed that the Egyptians also 
regarded the husband wife-sister relationship as more sacred than the husband wife 
relationship. Therefore he presented Sarai as his wife-sister and expected that the 
Egyptians would not interfere with his relationship with Sarai. However proponents of 
this view assume the husband wife-sister relationship was foreign to Pharaoh. He took 
Sarai because he believed that she was Abram’s physical sister. When he discovered that 
Sarai was also Abram’s wife he returned Sarai to Abram because Pharaoh regarded the 
husband wife relationship as sacred. He was angry with Abram because in Pharaoh’s 
eyes Abram had misrepresented his relationship with Sarai. 

Those who hold this view see this incident as an example of failure to adjust to a 
foreign culture and failure to trust God. They usually understand Abram’s motivation as 
having been confidence in a cultural custom from his past rather than faith in God.436 

Most interpreters have concluded that Abram, on the contrary, was not being 
completely honest and straightforward about his relationship with Sarai, but was 
telling a half-truth to save his own life (cf. 20:12). Evidently it was possible for brothers 
to fend off suitors of their sisters with promises of marriage without really giving them 
away (cf. 24:55; 34:13–17). How would God fulfill His promises if Abram died now? His 
fears were understandable; Pharaoh did take Sarai into his harem. Nevertheless God 
intervened supernaturally to reunite Abram with Sarai and to return them to the 
Promised Land (by deportation).437 

Abram’s fear for his physical safety in a strange land (v. 2) led him to take an 
initiative that was not God’s will. He should have told the truth and kept trusting God. 

 
435 435. West, p. 67. See also Speiser, pp. 91–92. 

35 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 

436 436. For refutation of this view, see C. J. Mullo Weir, “The Alleged Hurrian Wife-Sister 
Motif in Genesis,” Transactions of the Glasgow University Oriental Society 2:22 (1967–68):14-
25; David Freedman, “A New Approach to the Nuzi Sistership Contract,” Journal of the Ancient 
Near Eastern Society of Columbia University 2:2 (1970):80; Samuel Greengus, “Sisterhood 
Adoption at Nuzi and the ‘Wife-Sister’ in Genesis,” Hebrew Union College Annual 46 (1975):5-
31; “The Patriarchs’ Wives as Sisters—Is the Anchor Bible Wrong?” Biblical Archaeology 
Review 1:3 (September 1975):22-24, 26; Selman, pp. 119–23; and Kitchen, The Bible . . ., p. 70. 
For information on three social classes of Babylonian women 200 years after Abraham, see J. M. 
Diakonoff, “Women in Old Babylonia Not Under Patriarchal Authority,” Journal of the 
Economic and Social History of the Orient 29:3 (October 1984):225-38. 

437 437. For a helpful though not entirely accurate study, from my viewpoint, which 
compares the three incidents in which the patriarchs claimed their wives were their sisters in 
Genesis 12, 20, and 26, see Robert Polzin, “‘The Ancestress of Israel in Danger’ in Danger,” 
Semeia 3 (1975):81-98. 
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Yet even in his disobedience and lack of faith God blessed Abram (v. 16) and preserved 
him (v. 20) because of His promises (12:1–3).36 

 

l. Notice the word “down.” I believe this signifies lower elevation, not just south.  
m. We will see famine again in Genesis 26:1 and 43:1.   
n. The falsehood (12:11–13): Afraid for his life, Abram tells Sarai to pretend she is his 

sister. 
o. This is interesting. I believe Sarai is around 65 years old at this point.  
p. Verse 4 of this chapter says that Abram was 75 years old.  
q. Genesis 17:17 says that Sarah was 10 years younger than Abraham. It reads: Then 

Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said in his heart, “Will a child be born to 
a man one hundred years old? And will Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a 
child?” 

r. CSB: Her desirability was due in part to the fact that she was the most powerful 
woman in a wealthy clan.37 

s. They are getting near Egypt and he devices this plan. It literally would read when 
they were about to enter Egypt.  

t. He says that she is a very beautiful woman.  
u. Verse 12: the Egyptians will see her and he thinks they will kill him for her! 
v. Verse 13 is the culmination of the plan. He is only concerned with his own welfare, 

“that I may live on account of you.” The Moody Bible Commentary gives good 
insight: Though some translations attempt to soften the situation by paraphrasing 
Pharaoh’s words in v. 19 in a way that suggests he had not yet married her, the 
Hebrew text is quite clear. Pharaoh employed the typical verbal idiom for marriage, 
“to take so-and-so to oneself as a wife” in a form signifying completed (past) action. 
When confronted with his misbehavior, Abram said nothing. He simply took Sarai 
and departed.38 

w. NET Bible note: Abram’s motives may not be as selfish as they appear. He is aware of 
the danger to the family. His method of dealing with it is deception with a half truth, 
for Sarai really was his sister—but the Egyptians would not know that. Abram 
presumably thought that there would be negotiations for a marriage by anyone 
interested (as Laban does later for his sister Rebekah), giving him time to react. But 
the plan backfires because Pharaoh does not take the time to negotiate. There is a 
good deal of literature on the wife-sister issue. See (among others) E. A. Speiser, “The 
Wife-Sister Motif in the Patriarchal Narratives,” Oriental and Biblical Studies, 62–81; 

 
36 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 
37 Robert D. Bergen, “Genesis,” in CSB Study Bible: Notes, ed. Edwin A. Blum and Trevin Wax 
(Nashville, TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2017), 28. 
v. verse 
38 Michael A. Rydelnik and Michael Vanlaningham, eds., “Genesis,” in The Moody Bible 
Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2014), 69. 
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C. J. Mullo-Weir, “The Alleged Hurrian Wife-Sister Motif in Genesis,” GOT 22 (1967–
1970): 14–25.39 

x. In Genesis 26:27 Isaac does the same thing.  
y. In Genesis 20 Abraham does this again.  
z. These are normal people like us.  
aa. Deuteronomy 9  
bb. The favor (12:14–16): Pharaoh rewards Abram with riches for Sarai’s sake, probably 

intending to marry her. 
cc. Verse 14: they enter Egypt and THEY DO say that she is beautiful.  
dd. Verse 15: they saw her and praised her to Pharoah and she is taken in to Pharoah’s 

house.  
ee. Keil and Delitch: As Sarah was then 65 years old (cf. Gen. 17:17 and 12:4), her 

beauty at such an age has been made a difficulty by some. But as she lived to the age 
of 127 (Gen. 23:1), she was then middle-aged; and as her vigour and bloom had not 
been tried by bearing children, she might easily appear very beautiful in the eyes of 
the Egyptians, whose wives, according to both ancient and modern testimony, were 
generally ugly, and faded early.40 

ff. This will happen again with Abimelech in Gerar in Genesis 20:2.  
gg. In verse 16: the Pharoah treats Abram well for her sake. Abram is getting rich. Sheep, 

oxen, donkeys, male and female servants, and female donkeys and camels.  
hh. The Pharaoh Abram dealt with in Egypt was probably Inyotef II (2117-2069 B.C.), 

a ruler of the eleventh dynasty, Middle Kingdom period. His capital was in 
Memphis, very near modern Cairo.41 

 
Identifications of Significant Pharaohs in the Genesis Period440 
PREHISTORY (to ca. 3100 BC) 
EARLY DYNASTIES (dynasties 1–2; ca. 3100–2686 BC) 

 Menes (first Pharaoh) united upper and lower Egypt. 
OLD KINGDOM (dynasties 3–6; ca. 2686–2181 BC) Capital: Memphis (Noph). Period of 

absolute power. Age of pyramid building (archaeologists have identified almost 80). 
 Djoser (Zoser; 2nd Pharaoh of 3rd dynasty) built the first stepped pyramid (south of 

Cairo). 
 Cheops (Khufu; 2nd Pharaoh of 4th dynasty) built the Great (largest) Pyramid at 

Gizeh (near Cairo). 

 
GOT Glasgow Oriental Transactions 
39 Biblical Studies Press, The NET Bible First Edition Notes (Biblical Studies Press, 2006), Ge 
12:13. 
40 Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, vol. 1 (Peabody, 
MA: Hendrickson, 1996), 126. 
41 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 

440 440. Based on the Cambridge Ancient History. All identifications are probable. 
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 Chephren (Khafre; 4th Pharaoh of 4th dynasty) built the still capped pyramid near 
the Sphinx (near Cairo). 

FIRST INTERMEDIATE PERIOD (dynasties 7–10; ca. 2181–2040 BC) Capital: Thebes 
(No) 

MIDDLE KINGDOM (dynasties 11–14; ca. 2033–1603 BC) Capital: Memphis (Noph). 
Period of culture and civilization. 

 Inyotef II (2117–2069 BC; 3rd Pharaoh of 11th dynasty) entertained Abram (Gen. 
12:15). 

 Ammenemes II (1929–1895 BC; 3rd Pharaoh of 12th dynasty) ruled when Joseph 
arrived in Egypt (Gen. 37:36). 

 Sesostris II (1897–1878 BC; 4th Pharaoh of 12th dynasty) had his dreams 
interpreted by Joseph and exalted Joseph (Gen. 40:2; 41:1). 

 Sesostris III (1878–1843 BC; 5th Pharaoh of 12th dynasty) ruled when Jacob entered 
Egypt and received a blessing from Jacob (Gen. 46:31; 47:10). 

 Ammenemes III (1842–1797 BC; 6th Pharaoh of 12th dynasty) ruled when Joseph 
died (Gen 50:26).42 

ii. God is blessing Abra regardless of his sin. This is about God’s grace.  
jj. NET: Abram wanted Sarai to lie “so that it would go well” with him. Though he lost 

Sarai to Pharaoh, it did go well for him—he received a lavish bride price. See also G. 
W. Coats, “Despoiling the Egyptians,” VT 18 (1968): 450–57.43 

kk. In Genesis 20:14 this happens again. In Genesis 13:2 it talks about how rich he was.  
ll. There was an interesting NY Times44 article in 2014 about camels in Egypt. It was 

saying that camels were not in Egypt at that time. However, a NT scholar who I know 
shared the following:  

The supposed anachronism of camels is a well trodden comment often brought up by minimalist 
scholarship.  The group from Tel Aviv is heavily influenced by this school of thought.  In my 
opinion, the evidence is far from complete on the domestication of camels in the ANE and should 
not be used to date Genesis.  There are numerous features in Genesis which support a very 
ancient historical setting for these narratives.  See also Kenneth Kitchen's book on the Reliability 
of the Old Testament.  http://www.amazon.com/On-Reliability-Old-Testament-
Kitchen/dp/0802803962 .  Also, I found the commentaries by Nahum Sarna in the JPS series and 
Gordon Wenham in the WBC extremely helpful. 
Your friend in Jesus, 

 
42 Tom Constable, Tom Constable’s Expository Notes on the Bible (Galaxie Software, 2003), Ge 
12:10. 
VT Vetus Testamentum (a journal) 
43 Biblical Studies Press, The NET Bible First Edition Notes (Biblical Studies Press, 2006), Ge 
12:16. 
44 https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/11/science/camels-had-no-business-in-
genesis.html?ref=todayspaper&utm_source=Albert+Mohler&utm_campaign=38b2bb4b41-
The_Briefing_2013&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_b041ba0d12-38b2bb4b41-307773537&_r=0 
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David Palmer, PhD 
Senior Pastor 
Kenwood Baptist Church 

mm. I have the book he referenced if interested.  
nn. ESV Study Bible about camels: Some biblical scholars have maintained that the 

mention of camels in Genesis is anachronistic, on the assumption that they were not 
domesticated until about 1100 B.C. Archaeological finds of camel bones, however, 
suggest that some camels were in use by humans as early as the third millennium B.C. 
While the evidence is limited, it is hardly surprising, given the use to which camels 
were put. In Genesis they usually appear in passages that involve long-distance 
journeys through or close to deserts (see 24:10–64; 31:17, 34; 37:25). The scarcity of 
camels in the period of the patriarchs made them a luxury of great worth, and thus 
their listing here (and elsewhere) may serve to emphasize Abram’s wealth.45 

oo. The frustration (12:17): God plagues Pharaoh and his household for his plans to 
marry Sarai. 

pp. This now is a deliberate foreshadowing of the Exodus. Eventually, Israel will go to 
Egypt and leave with wealth. Other similar passages: Gen 20:18; 1 Chr 16:21; Ps 
105:1446 

qq. In Genesis 20:18 God closes the wombs because of Abimelech taking Sarah.  
rr. Notice that God is preserving the line for the Messiah. If pharaoh, or later Abimelech 

had intercourse with Sarah that would totally change the line of Messiah.  
ss. The fury (12:18–20): Pharaoh rebukes Abram for his deceit and sends him and Sarai 

away.47 
tt. Pharoah says “what is this you have done?” That is the same thing God says to 

Adam and Eve in Genesis 3:13. In Genesis 20:9 and 26:10 Abimelech says the exact 
same thing.  

uu. MacArthur: Somehow, and it remains unexplained, the plagues uncovered the 
deceit of Abram for Pharaoh. The monarch of Egypt humiliated Abram with his 
questions, showing more character than Abram gave him credit for and sending 
Abram out of his country.48 

vv. There are 3 repeated questions from Pharoah in Genesis 12:18-19.  
ww. Pharoah sends him away with his wife.  
xx. In verse 20 Pharoah commanded his men to escort them away. Abram has his wife 

and all that belonged to him. Based on Genesis 13:2 I think he kept the gifts Pharoah 
gave him.  

yy. In this case, Pharoah seems more morale than Abram.  

 
45 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 73. 
46 New American Standard Bible: 1995 Update (La Habra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, 
1995). 
47 H. L. Willmington, The Outline Bible (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1999), Ge 
12:1–20. 
48 John F. MacArthur Jr., The MacArthur Study Bible: New American Standard Bible. (Nashville, 
TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 2006), Ge 12:18. 
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zz. In Genesis 13:1 it shares that Lot was with him.  
 
Tim Keller on Polygamy and Primogeniture in the Book of Genesis 

Many years ago, when I first started reading the Book of Genesis, it was very upsetting to me. Here are 
all these spiritual heroes—Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph—and look at how they treat women. They 
engage in polygamy, and they buy and sell their wives. It was awful to read their stories at times. But 
then I read Robert Alter's The Art of Biblical Narrative. Alter is a Jewish scholar at Berkeley whose 
expertise is ancient Jewish literature. In his book he says there are two institutions present in the Book of 
Genesis that were universal in ancient cultures: polygamy and primogeniture. Polygamy said a husband 
could have multiple wives, and primogeniture said the oldest son got everything—all the power, all the 
money. In other words, the oldest son basically ruled over everyone else in the family. Alter points out 
that when you read the Book of Genesis, you'll see two things. First of all, in every generation polygamy 
wreaks havoc. Having multiple wives is an absolute disaster—socially, culturally, spiritually, emotionally, 
psychologically, and relationally. Second, when it comes to primogeniture, in every generation God 
favors the younger son over the older. He favors Abel, not Cain; Isaac, not Ishmael; Jacob, not Esau. Alter 
says that you begin to realize what the Book of Genesis is doing—it is subverting, not supporting, those 
ancient institutions at every turn. 

When I read Alter's book, I then reread the Book of Genesis and loved it. And then it hit me: What if when 
I was younger, I had abandoned my trust in the Bible because of these accounts in Genesis? What if I had 
drop-kicked the Bible and the Christian faith, missing out on a personal relationship with Christ—all 
because I couldn't understand the behavior of the patriarchs? The lesson is simple: Be patient with the 
text. Consider the possibility that it might not be teaching what you think it's teaching.49 

 
 
 

 
49 Tim Keller, in the sermon "Literalism" (available on PreachingToday.com on 5-17-10) 
 


