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To Deborah, who taught me to laugh again.
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Preface

The Bible is the greatest book ever written. It is filled with history, theology, drama, passion, and humor. As I read the Bible every year, I usually choose some area of focus and make notes or mark verses about that subject. In 2003, I concentrated on humorous passages in Scripture by highlighting each one that I came upon. By the end of the year, I had counted over 1,000 of these humorous lines and stories! Not all were what you might call “ha-ha” funny, but each brought a smile to my heart. They included the delightful, the romantic, the humorous, the ironic, the sarcastic, and the pathetically funny actions and statements of our favorite Bible characters. This appreciation of the humor in the Bible did so much to increase my own understanding and enjoyment of Scripture, that I was compelled to share my delight with others.

In researching what has been said on humor in the Bible, I discovered (to my chagrin) that many books have been written poking fun at the Bible. These works seem to think that Bible stories and Bible concepts appear humorous in light of the culture of today. For example, The Prostitute in the Family Tree by Douglas E. Adams (Westminster John Knox Press, 1997) espouses it funny that Jesus had a prostitute in his genealogy (Rahab)—like a dirty family secret. Another book, On Humor and the Comic in the Hebrew Bible by Radday and Brenner (Almond Press, 1990), mentions as humorous the story of two bears that killed some children who were throwing rocks at Elisha and calling him “old baldy.” To that author, the seeming incongruity of a God who would maul little children seems funny. (Actually, that is not what that story depicts; nor is it why the story is funny, as you will see later in this book.) These are just two examples of people making jokes at the expense of Scripture. That is not my intent here. What I mean to emphasize in this book are the cases in which the Bible intends to be either funny, ironic, or sarcastic in order to make its point more strongly.

Amazingly, there are people who believe that there is absolutely no humor in the Bible at all. For example, one author writes,


The Bible contains every form of literature in the highest degree, except humour. The seriousness of the main theme – man’s relationship to God – and the serious cast of mind characteristic of the various writers, forbade the introduction of anything approaching hilarity. (W. L. Phelps, Reading of the Bible, New York, 1919, p. 21)



Well, I think that Mr. Phelps’ comment is hilarious in itself! I cannot imagine anyone reading the Bible through and not seeing its intentional humor. Fortunately, there are a few books available that do speak to the intentional humor in Scripture. For example, John Bullard in his thesis, Biblical Humor: It’s Nature and Function (Ph.D. Dissertation, Yale, 1961), does an excellent job of looking at humor in the Bible in just this way, and from a scholarly point of view. His introduction states,


The purpose of this present study, therefore, is to investigate the whole corpus of biblical literature with a view to establishing a clear definition of that brand of humor which may be termed peculiarly or distinctively biblical. (Bullard, p. 6)



Bullard’s thesis does an excellent job of finding and explaining that humor, and I am indebted to him. This, of course, brings us to the definition of what exactly is humorous or delightful. Again, we quote from Bullard.


The source of all humor is the violation of laws of preparation and inner congruity. One expects in his mind an obvious and fitting sequel to what has gone before, but is surprised at finding something quite different. (Bullard, pp. 25-26)



Thus, we sometimes find it funny (and pathetic) to see that God’s people, when confronted with the awesome truth of His commandments, often turn around and do exactly the opposite of what He asked. It is not “ha-ha” funny that they do this; but it is incongruous and, therefore, pathetically humorous.

Similarly, the use of irony by Jesus is humorous as he pokes fun at the hypocritical leaders of his day. Elton Trueblood, in The Humor of Christ, gives an excellent treatise on how Jesus used irony in his parables and in his teachings in order to make the message more clear to his listeners. He writes concerning the humor of Christ:


We are so sure that He [Jesus] was always deadly serious that we often twist his words in order to try to make them conform to our preconceived mold. A misguided piety has made us fear that acceptance of his obvious wit and humor would somehow be mildly blasphemous or sacrilegious. (Elton Trueblood, The Humor of Christ, Harper and Row, New York, 1964, p. 15)



I agree wholeheartedly. If God created us with a sense of humor, then certainly God (and His Messiah) must have a sense of humor, too. The Bible is full of wit and wonder which was intentionally placed there to help us understand God and His requirements. This is the type of Biblical humor I am exposing in this book. As for Bible translations, I think that both The Complete Jewish Bible, by David Stern, and The Living Bible are translations that do marvelously at bringing out this humor, as I see it. I recommend them to anyone who is interested in Biblical humor. Both translations helped me greatly.

Here, I have broadened the scope—from that of Bullard or Trueblood—to include everything that I found to be humorous or delightful in Scripture. This encompasses a broad spectrum of humor, romance, metaphor, and wonder—as well as a good deal of irony and sarcasm. Thus, the present work is (in one sense) a complete book of Biblical humor—a treasury of witty and wonderful stories and sayings from Scripture.

However, in writing the book, it became more and more obvious to me that most of the humorous lines in the Bible are delightful because of their context. Thus, the work developed into being more a book of stories than it is a book of one-liners. Furthermore, as the stories began to take shape, it became apparent that they are all tied together in broader themes that unite them into a Biblical continuum of humor. Consequently, the final structure of the book is more nearly a rendering of the entire flow of the Bible (with an accent on the humorous) than it is a collection of isolated humorous passages.

Therefore, the book can be approached and enjoyed in several different ways. First, it can be devoured in isolated bits of humor (on any random page) as delightful, devotional thoughts. Second, it can be read from start to finish—revealing a continuity of development of the Biblical message and Biblical humor. It is the Bible story with a humorous slant. Third, one can use the book as a Bible commentary. It is laid out in the same order as the Bible (from Genesis to Revelation) so that one could read it through and glean insights into Scripture. Fourth, the manuscript can be considered a reference book on Biblical humor. One could look up a particular passage of interest and study the use of humor therein for application either in a sermon, a Sunday School lesson, or a personal study. The index at the end will help a student locate any passage of interest. Please use the book however it gives you the most pleasure. It is my hope that the reader will come away with a better appreciation of humor in Scripture and a new insight into the meaning of certain passages.

Rather than rely upon one particular translation, I have chosen to paraphrase each Scripture in my own words in order to bring out the humor as much as possible. In telling the stories from Scripture, I take further license and recount them in very loose paraphrases, often adding some conjecture. I occasionally meld parallel accounts from different parts of Scripture into a single story (like accounts from Kings and Chronicles or accounts from the different Gospel writers). I trust that this helps to bring the stories alive.

Each Scriptural paraphrase is given in italics in the text, always followed by the Scriptural references on which it is based. Blatant additions (or editorial comments) are placed in brackets to distinguish them from words based directly on the Biblical texts. I believe that I have been accurate in my posing of the stories and phrases, but I urge anyone always to refer back to the original texts—or to alternate translations—when in doubt. I don’t expect everyone to agree with my rendition of every text. However, I hope that this book will help you to appreciate and interpret the Bible and apply it more fully in your own life.

Finally, I need to say that this work would not have been possible without the aid of many reviewers. I thank Larry Varner, my best friend, for challenging my every interpretation and forcing me to back up my claims. I thank Carl Reid for his insights on Genesis and its dysfunctional characters. I am grateful to Wally Diboll for his ideas on The Prophets. I am indebted to Tim Deatrick, who encouraged me more than he will ever know, and to Alice and Keith Talent, who were masters of detail. Most of all, I thank Judith Sutton and Elly Johnson-West, who mercilessly attacked my grammar and constructions. To each reviewer, I give my highest accolades. I also thank the great Bible teachers I have had through the years who taught me to see Bible characters as vividly alive. These wonderful teachers include my parents, my siblings, and my children. A special thanks goes to Rev. James Mahoney—now with the Lord—who taught me that the Bible is a scholarly book that can be studied. Last, but not least, I thank Loraine Marlow who set me on the path of Bible memorization that has enriched my life and opened up the Scriptures in ways I could not have imagined (including seeing the humor).

May you come away from Scripture feeling the same sense of wonder that I feel. Please read this book with discernment and enjoyment!

David A. Peters, Ph.D.
St. Louis, Missouri
August 1, 2006

In this, the Revised Edition, I have made some minor textual changes and have corrected some pesky typographical errors that escaped the first proof of the manuscript. Altogether, about 50 pages will show some alterations; but the humor remains the same.

David A. Peters
August 17, 2007

Study to show yourself approved unto God,
a workman who will not be disappointed,
one who correctly divides the Word of Truth.
II Timothy 2:15


Division 1

The Torah

The Torah (Genesis through Deuteronomy) is the foundation of all the Bible. Every theological concept is introduced in this wonderful part of Scripture. So, it is not surprising that the Torah also sets the standards for humor throughout the Bible.

Dysfunctional Families (Genesis 1-27)

The stories of Genesis tell us about our roots. By and large, they are stories of dysfunctional families trying to cope in a complicated world. They are families just like our families today. They are part of a fallen Creation that needs redemption.

Creation

The Bible begins with a wonderful introduction.


In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. And the earth was formless and lifeless, and darkness was upon the face of the abyss. And the Spirit of God brooded [female in Hebrew] over the face of the waters and God Said [the Word], “Let there be light!” And there was light. Genesis 1:1-2



Here, the triune God (Father, Spirit, and Word) creates. The Spirit of God is like a mother bird preparing a nest as the seven days of creation unfold. In the somberness and deepness of these verses, one would not expect to find humor; but it is there. There is a wonderful bit of humor that brings a smile to one’s heart.

To understand the humor, we must understand that Genesis is divided into narratives which are “The Life and Times” of particular characters. Each narrative describes the events about which that individual would have had first-hand knowledge; and each narrative is signed, “Now these are the generations of so-and-so.”

These are the generations of:



	Adam

	(Genesis 5:1)




	Noah

	(Genesis 6:9)




	Noah’s sons

	(Genesis 10:1)




	Shem

	(Genesis 11:10)




	Terah

	(Genesis 11:27)




	Ishmael

	(Genesis 25:12)




	Isaac

	(Genesis 25:19)




	Esau

	(Genesis 36:1)




	Jacob

	(Genesis 37:2)





This gives a dilemma in the creation account. Who will sign the narrative (in Genesis 1) as the one whose life and times were described? The signature chosen is wonderful.


These are the generations of the heavens and the earth. Genesis 2:4



Genesis tells Creation’s story, for which the Lord and His angels were the only other eyewitnesses. It is delightful to have the Creation “sign” the first installment of Genesis.

Adam and Eve

The first family was Adam and Eve. Personally, I love the account of how Eve was brought to Adam. The story goes something like this.


The Lord God said, “It isn’t good for man to be alone. I will make for him a partner that is suitable.” So, the Lord God formed from the dirt all kinds of animals and birds and brought them to Adam, but Adam found not a single one of them appropriate to be a proper mate.

Then the Lord God put Adam to sleep and performed an operation on him. God took one of Adam’s ribs and used the material to create a woman.

After Adam awoke, the Lord God brought the woman to him. Adam said, “Eureka! This is exactly what I’ve been looking for! At last, a creature who is like me, who is one with me, and who can be my life’s partner!”

Genesis 2:17-23



I always smile when I picture Adam’s face as he beheld the beautiful, perfect, naked woman. Remember, this was right after his previous task of checking out horses, lions, and hippos! Eve must have had the same, wonderful exaltation as she beheld Adam. Then, God looked at them and said, “You haven’t seen anything yet! I have another surprise for you, and you’re going to love it!” They were about to learn how to become one body, one soul, and one spirit. Adam and Eve stood there naked, in love, and in a perfect world without death.

The story of Adam and Eve, like all of our stories, has tragedy and loss. Yet, even in the pathos, there is humor abounding. It is the humor associated with the futility of trying to hide from and argue with God. Our normal reaction to our own failures is to cover up, hide, and shift blame. This is what Adam and Eve did after they disobeyed God by eating of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Just the thought of trying to hide from God is ridiculous, but that is exactly where we find our ancestors.

That evening, when they heard the rustling of the Lord God approaching them in the garden, they tried to hide themselves among the trees. Of course, God knew they were there; and He knew what they had done.


They suddenly realized that they were naked. They sewed fig leaves together to try to cover up. Then they heard the voice of the Lord in the garden.

“Why are you hiding?” [Adam didn’t think far enough ahead in his answer.]

Adam said, “I heard you coming, and I didn’t want you to see me naked. That’s why I’m hiding.”

God said, “Who told you that you were naked? You didn’t eat of the tree of which I told you not to eat, did you?” [Oops! Adam knew he was in trouble.]

Adam replied, “Well, yes, I sort of did; but it wasn’t my fault. It was the woman YOU GAVE ME who brought me the fruit and made me eat it.”

The Lord asked the woman, “Why in the world would you have done that?”

Eve replied, “The serpent deceived me into thinking I should eat it.”

Genesis 3:7-13



Every line of this dialogue is fraught with humor. Imagine Adam and Eve trying to cover their sin from the all-powerful, all-knowing God! But it didn’t work very well. The line “I was naked” just opened Adam up to more scrutiny than he had planned on. It gave away his secret. He had discovered evil! We often fault Adam here for blaming his wife. However, Adam’s fault goes much deeper. He blamed God. “The woman YOU GAVE ME.” Oh, yes! Somehow God is always at fault in the end. Actually, Eve’s answer was fairly accurate; the serpent did deceive her. Adam and Eve had reasons for what they had done, but they were not good reasons; and the primal couple had no reasonable excuses!

Adam and Eve were driven from the garden of Eden. A curse was put on the ground against them. However, God gave them hope. In his curse upon Satan, God gave what is called the protoevangelium.


I will put enmity between you and the woman’s seed. You will bruise his heel, but he shall bruise your head. Genesis 3:15



This is the first promise of the Messiah, and he is referred to as “the seed of woman”—the only time in Scripture that a woman is said to have “seed.” (Men generally plant their “seed” in women.) Thus, this is a prophecy that Messiah would be born of a virgin. There is also a humorous metaphor in the above passage. Just as a snake might bite a man’s heel only to have its serpentine head stomped flat, Satan would wound the Messiah but become annihilated in the process.

Cain and Abel

Adam and Eve left Eden behind. They subsequently had many sons and daughters. Two of their sons were Cain and Abel. Cain was a farmer, and Abel was a shepherd. Abel gave an offering to God from his flock; but, somehow, Cain refused to trade his vegetables for sheep and offered only a sacrifice of second-rate fruits. Cain killed his brother Abel in jealousy because his own works were evil and his brother’s righteous (I John 3:12). After Cain killed Abel, God spoke to him.


God said to Cain, “Where is your brother?”

Cain replied, “How should I know? Am I my brother’s keeper?”

Genesis 4:9



Cain’s line is humorous because: 1.) the answer to the question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” should be, “Yes, you are,” and 2.) because Cain spoke that question with a guilty conscience.

In those days, there was no capital punishment. God banished Cain and put a mark on him as a warning to others that he was a dangerous man. Cain complained that whoever saw the mark would kill him. But God said,


“Whoever kills Cain, I will avenge him seven-fold!” Genesis 4:15



That line leads to a humorous line by one of Cain’s descendants, Lamech, as seen below. Lamech became the first bigamist by taking two wives.

Lamech was also a murderer, having killed another man. He bragged to his wives,


“Listen here, women! Let this be a lesson to you and to everybody else. I killed a young man who offended me. So, watch out! If Cain would be avenged seven times, Lamech will be avenged seventy-seven times!” Genesis 4:23-24



Lamech makes a joke, at the expense of Cain, to the effect that Lamech is more vengeful than God, himself. Lamech did not make it through the flood!

Millennia later, when Peter asked Jesus if he should forgive his brother seven times, Jesus turned Lamech’s boast on its ear.


“You should forgive not seven times, but seventy-seven times.”

Matthew 18:22



The contrast is stark. Instead of taking vengeance to the perfect ultimate (seven is the number of completeness), Jesus took forgiveness to the ultimate. It is a humorous comparison with Lamech.

The Flood

Soon after this, God decided to destroy the civilization of those against God. Only Noah and his family would be saved. The world was very corrupt at this time. The following verse is humorous in its hyperbole as to how bad the earth had become.


And God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.

Genesis 6:5



Now that, my friends, is bad!

To me, the most wonderful lines in the account of Noah are:


But Noah found grace in the eyes of the Lord. Genesis 6:8




And the Lord said to Noah, “Come, you and your family, into the ark.”

Genesis 7:1



I think that most translations miss this second verse and translate it “Go into the ark.” The King James translators had it right. God was in the ark, and so He said, “Come.” That is part of God’s grace.

It rained for forty days and forty nights, but Noah’s family was in the ark for much longer than that. After more than a year in the ark, the family finally disembarked with God’s blessings. The Lord promised never to flood the earth again. Soon Noah discovered how to make alcohol.


Noah learned how to be a farmer. He planted a vineyard and made wine. He drank too much and was lying naked in his tent when Ham (the father of Canaan) looked indecently at his father. Genesis 9:20-22



How sad and funny that the brave new world would start out with its Patriarch being drunk and his son being prurient. God’s punishment against Ham was that Ham’s son, Canaan, would be a servant to his cousins.

After the flood, as men again multiplied upon the earth, a fellow named Nimrod came to power. (Genesis 10:8-9) According to tradition, Nimrod was the one who organized the building of a walled city with a huge tower. It’s purpose was as follows: 1.) to be a safe haven in case of another flood (they had forgotten God’s promise), 2.) to be a high place from which to worship the heavenly bodies, and 3.) to glorify the power of humankind. (Genesis 11:4) The elohim (heavenly beings) went down and said,


“Let’s go down and confuse them by giving each a different language. That way, they will be forced to scatter and will not concentrate all of their evil in one place.” So, the Lord scattered them across the earth; and they abandoned construction of their city. They named the abandoned city, “Babel,” because everyone thought that everyone else was just “babbling.” Genesis 11:7-9a



One can imagine the pandemonium when they all started speaking different languages. Even the name given to the place is humorous, Babel. That name would stick with it down to the Babylonian captivity, and it will bear that symbolic name until the fall of Babylon the Great in Revelation.

Abram in Canaan

We now study the patriarchs and matriarchs of our spiritual family. Each primeval household had problems which were passed on to the next generation. Our first dysfunctional family begins with a man named Terah, the tenth generation from the flood. Terah was to leave Babylon (Ur of the Chaldees) and go to a land that God would show him. He refused. The Lord then took Terah’s son’s life as well as Terah’s life. Finally, Terah’s other son Abram followed God. He, his wife, his nephew Lot, and all of their family and servants went to Canaan. (Genesis 11:24 - 12:1)

Abram and his extended family are a classic assemblage of dysfunctional relatives. The first hint of trouble in the relationship happened when they went down to Egypt because of a famine in Canaan. Abram must have thought, “Why did God send me to Canaan and then send a famine so I would have to go to Egypt?”


As the group was nearing Egypt, Abram said to Sarai, “Look here. You are a very beautiful woman, and I’m afraid that the Egyptians will kill me in order to take you for themselves. So, here’s my plan. You tell them that you’re my sister. That way, you can save my life. You do want to save my life, don’t you?”

Genesis 12:11-13



Now Abram’s statement was not entirely a lie because Sarai was Abram’s half-sister. (Terah was the father of both.) However, it was a lie because it was misleading. As with most lies, it caused trouble. Pharaoh ended up taking Sarai into his harem! How could Abram let that happen? (We can look into our own hearts and guess.) Well, God caused so many plagues on Egypt that Pharaoh figured out something was amiss; and Abram’s plan went belly up.

The next problem arose when Abram’s men and Lot’s men kept fighting over the grazing land. Abram decided they should split up.


Abram said to Lot, “Look, the whole land is out there. There’s just no reason for us to fight like this. You tell me which part you want, and I’ll take the other part. It doesn’t matter to me.” Lot looked out and saw that the Jordan River plain was very fertile, so he chose it. (That was before God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah and turned it into the Salt Sea.) Lot took the lowland and pitched his tent near Sodom, and Abram dwelt up on the plateau of Canaan. However, the men of Sodom were very wicked sinners. Genesis 13:8-13



The foreshadowing here is excellent: 1.) “That was before God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah” and 2.) “The men of Sodom were very wicked.”

It wasn’t long before Lot moved into Sodom. He soon received the first results of his poor choice. Some local kings came down and raided his newly adopted city.


And they took all of the valuables from Sodom along with all of the city’s food supplies. In addition, they took Lot, his family, and all of their stuff, too.

Genesis 14:11-12



Abram was not happy about Lot being kidnapped, and Abram wanted him back.

To be a rich man like Abram, one couldn’t just stand around out in the open fields with all of one’s possessions. There were plenty of folks who would kill you and take everything. To be a big-time herdsman, one had to have armed men as part of your assembly. Abram had over four hundred! Unfortunately for those marauding kings, they had not planned on encountering Abram and his men! Fortunately for Abram, he caught a break!


Abram had made a confederation with Mamre, the Amorite. It just so happened that an Amorite man escaped the onslaught of the kings. He came and told Abram, the Hebrew, all about it. When Abram heard what had happened, he assembled 318 of his trained militia and followed the fleeing kings as far as Dan. There, he snuck up on them. They were busy counting out the loot they had taken and were planning on how to use Lot and his family as slaves. Abram waited for nightfall, divided his men into two groups, and attacked. The kings were caught off guard and were decimated, fleeing as far as Hobah, near Damascus. Genesis 14:13-15



It would have been fun to see the looks on the faces of the marauders as 318 armed men rushed into their camp! The pathetic kings soon realized that they had kidnapped the wrong people. Lot and his family were rescued. Abram offered some of the spoils to the King of Sodom; but the king only took what had been taken from his city, and he gave the remainder to Abram. The rich get richer.

Following Abram’s great military victory, God came to him with a message in metaphors in the middle of the night.


“Fear not, Abram. I am your shield and I am your exceedingly great reward.”

Abram said, “Then why don’t you do something about the fact that I am childless? By law, my business manager Elezer of Damascus will inherit all of my wealth! You have given me no children, and a servant will be my heir.”

The Lord said, “No, I don’t think that will happen. Your own offspring will be your heir. Abram, look up at the sky. Do you know how many descendants you will have? Well, if you can count those stars, that is how many you will have.” Abram believed the Lord, and the Lord counted that belief as if it were righteousness. Genesis 15:1-5



The Lord was making a pun with respect to Abram’s great victory. With swords and shields, Abram took a huge cache of goods; but God said, “I am your arsenal, and I am your reward.” God was saying that Abram’s strength was not in soldiers or in loot; it was in God. But Abram was skeptical and said, “Oh yeah? Then why . . .” I imagine that the Lord hears that quite a bit. God’s reply was to have Abram look at the stars. Wow! It is no wonder Abram believed God. If God can make the stars, He can do anything.

Abram and Sarai

Years went by, and there was still no child. Sarai was worried that there would be no male heir and that a servant would inherit Abram’s wealth. Maybe God needed some aid! Sarai instructed Abram to sleep with her personal servant, Hagar. If Hagar became pregnant, Sarai would be the legal mother; and Abram would be the true father. They would have helped God fulfill His promise! It was a perfect plan. (Or was it?)

When Hagar saw that she had conceived from Abram (after Sarai could not), Hagar despised Sarai and made her mistress’ life miserable. Then Sarai spouted off to her husband one of the funniest lines that any spouse can say to their mate:


“This whole thing is your fault!” Genesis 16:5



Yes, we can appreciate this. Although the entire surrogate plan was originally Sarai’s idea, somehow it was now Abram’s fault! I love it. The marriage had a problem with trust and responsibility. That problem would be passed down to their descendants.

There is more humor in the story of Sarai and Abram. For example, there are the name changes. First, Abram’s name was changed by God to “Abraham.” In other words, a man who was 99 years old with only one child had his named changed from “Exalted Father” to “Father of Many Nations.” (Genesis 17:5) It would be rather funny for a man with only one child to change his name in this way were it not for the mighty power of God that made it come to pass. Next, Sarai’s name (princess) was changed to “Sarah,” which also means “princess.” (Genesis 17:15) It might seem funny that she was given a new name that meant the same as her old name. However, according to Rabbinical Judaism, the two “princesses” are a little different (based on the vowels implicitly used). “Sarai” means “I am my lord’s,” which implies that she was queen of Abram’s domain, and everything that belonged to him belonged to her. “Sarah,” on the other hand, implies “I am my Lord’s,” meaning everything under God’s domain was now part of her inheritance! That was quite an improvement in status for such a small change in letters.

There is also a wonderful pun that appears in Genesis with respect to the covenant of circumcision. This pun is the first of many that involve “mutilation humor.” In this pun, God said,


“Everyone must be circumcised. Your bodies will thus have the mark of my everlasting covenant. Anyone who refuses this circumcision [cutting off of the flesh] will himself be cut off from his people for breaking my covenant.”

Genesis 17:13-14



The pun contrasts having your foreskin “cut off” with having your life and soul “cut off” from your people. (To be “cut off” from your nomadic family in the middle of a desert meant certain death.) Paul used this same type of pun involving “cut off,” Galatians 5:12. It is also humorous that God employed a Canaanite fertility ritual to seal his covenant promise with an infertile couple.

Through these name changes for Abraham and Sarah, along with the promise of a son, there was some very special laughter that took place. After God told Abraham that he would become the “Father of Many Nations,” Abraham fell down laughing.


“I’m going to be a father? I, who am nearly 100 years old and my wife 90 years old? You’ve got to be kidding! You must mean Ishmael will become great!” Genesis 17:17



God assured Abraham that it was no laughing matter. He said,


“It is true that Ishmael will be great, but that is not what I’m talking about here. No, it is Sarah who will have a baby. And, since you think it’s so funny, you will call the child Isaac (laughter)!” Genesis 17:18-19



Later, when three men (i.e., elohim) met Abraham at his tent on their way to Sodom, they reiterated the promise to Abraham that he and Sarah would have a son. This time, Sarah was eavesdropping behind the tent door. When she heard the men say that she would become pregnant, she couldn’t control her reaction.


Sarah laughed to herself, “Ha! A woman my age couldn’t have an orgasm, let alone a baby! And with a husband as old as mine is? No way!”

Then the elohim said to Abraham, “Why is Sarah laughing? Why did she say, ‘It’s not possible for an old woman to have a baby’? Is anything too hard for God? One year from now, you two will have a son.”

Sarah protested from behind the tent door, “I did not laugh!”

Genesis 18:12-15



She was busted! She thought she was too far past menopause, but she was wrong!

Two of the “men” (elohim) who had come to see Abraham left, but the third (the Lord) stayed to give Abraham a message. God was going to destroy the city of Sodom, in which Lot was living. Abraham tried to bargain for the city in a negotiation that is slightly funny. He was negotiating by the seat of his pants; but, the longer he did the math, the less confident he was that there were any good people in Sodom at all.



	Abraham:

	Now that’s not like God to kill the good and the bad alike! If you found 50 righteous people there, wouldn’t you save it? Certainly the God of all the earth would be that fair!




	God:

	All right, if I find 50 righteous people, I will spare the city.




	Abraham:

	Since I have spoken once, I guess there’s no harm in speaking twice. What if there are only 45 righteous?




	God:

	I would spare it for 45.




	Abraham:

	Well, what about 40?




	God:

	I would not destroy it for the sake of those 40!




	Abraham:

	Please don’t become angry. Let me go a little further. Suppose there are only 30?




	God:

	I would stay my hand to save those 30.




	Abraham:

	Since I have dared to go this far, I might as well continue. What if there are only 20 righteous? Would you save it for them?




	God:

	If that is the case, I would spare it for those 20.




	Abraham:

	I promise that this is the last time I will respond. Suppose there are only 10 righteous?




	God:

	I would not destroy the city if there are only as few as 10.

Genesis 18:22-32





As Abraham did the math, he could count Lot and his wife, their two daughters, their daughters’ fiancés, and their fiancés’ parents. That would be ten. Even if all of them were not righteous, maybe some other people might qualify. However, God found only four worth rescuing from the city—Lot, his wife, and their two daughters, although Lot’s wife was later turned into a pillar of salt. Abraham had been playing “poker” with the One who knew all the cards. God had already made a more than just decision.

The other two elohim (angels) went down to Sodom to warn Lot. The Sodomites tried to rape them, but they had chosen the wrong target for their twisted sexual fantasies! They were blinded by the angels. In a few hours, though, that would be the least of their worries as the entire city would be destroyed. (Genesis 19:11)

As Abraham journeyed on to Gerar, he pulled the same stunt with Sarah that he had pulled back when they were “Abram” and “Sarai”!


Abraham told King Abimelech, “Sarah is my sister.” Naturally, Abimelech sent for Sarah to see if she might like to spend the night.

However, God came to Abimelech in a dream saying, “You are a dead man! You have called for a married woman to spend the night with you.”

But Abimelech had not yet come near Sarah; so he said, “Lord, would you kill a just man? I had no idea! Abraham told me that she was his sister. I would never have done this had I known the truth.”

God said, “Yes, I know all of that. That’s why I have kept you from touching her and sinning against me. Now, send the woman back to her husband; and he will pray for you, and you will not die.” Genesis 20:1-6



There are so many questions here. Why didn’t Abraham learn his lesson the first time? How was a ninety-year-old woman that beautiful? Why was God mad at Abimelech? First, we never seem to learn our lessons. The old patterns keep reappearing. Second, the life span of the patriarchs at that time was about 180 years. So, ninety was more like forty-five years old today—too old to have children (back then), but not too old to be good looking! Third, I think Abimelech knew who Sarah was all along. That’s why he was in trouble.

One year later, Sarah had a son. Abraham and Sarah had laughed in scorn at the thought of having a baby, but now they laughed with joy and called him “Isaac” (laughter) as God had commanded. He became the spoiled son of their old age. How happy he must have made their family—but wait a minute! There were still Hagar and the young teenager Ishmael in the house, who realized that Isaac had displaced Ishmael as Abraham’s heir. They were jealous and started causing friction. Sarah wanted them kicked out; but Abraham loved his he-man son Ishmael and could not let him go.

Abraham was torn because he loved Ishmael, but Ishmael was causing a lot of problems. Sarah had been nagging Abraham about it, but Abraham was slow to act. God finally spoke to Abraham in what is one of my favorite lines in the Bible.


“Listen to your wife; and, whatever she says, follow her advice exactly!”

Genesis 21:12



We men can all learn a lesson from this. Abraham sent Hagar and Ishmael away.

Abraham soon felt that he heard the voice of the Lord telling him to offer his son Isaac as a burnt offering. On the way to the sacrifice, Isaac asked a funny question.



	Isaac:

	Father.




	Abraham:

	Yes, my son.




	Isaac:

	I was just doing a last-minute check. I’ve got the hot coals to start the fire, and I’ve got the wood to lay the sacrifice on. But (pardon my questioning you) I don’t seem to see the lamb!




	Abraham:

	[choking] Uh, don’t worry, my son. God will provide Himself a lamb for the offering. [And they continued.] Genesis 22:7-8





Isaac was becoming suspicious! Abraham’s answer has a great pun imbedded in it. One could interpret it as either, “God, Himself, will provide our lamb,” or “God will provide Himself as the lamb! It was a prophecy to the effect that God, Himself, would become a sacrificial lamb. On that day, God provided a ram with his horns caught in a thicket.

I will end this section with a story that unfolds out of a sad situation—Sarah’s death. Abraham, a wandering Aramean with no land to call his own, realized that he had no burial plot. His dialogue over the purchase of a grave is priceless.



	Abraham:

	I am a visitor here in your land, and I have no place to bury my wife. Could I please impose upon you to purchase a small plot of land?




	Hebronites:

	No problem, you are an honored guest. Pick the finest of our tombs at no charge, and you can have it for her burial!




	Abraham:

	[bowing low] Since you are so generous, I would like the Cave of Machpelah, down at the end of the field owned by Ephron. But I insist on paying for it. I want to pay the full price, whatever you decide, so that it will be a permanent burial place for my family.




	Ephron:

	[sitting there silently up until now] My lord, I will give you both the cave and the field in which the cave is located without any charge, whatsoever. Here, with everyone as witness, I give it to you for nothing. Go, and bury your dead.




	Abraham:

	[once again bowing low] No, let me buy it from you. I want to pay you a fair price. Then, I will bury my dead.




	Ephron:

	Well, I know that the land is worth at least 400 pieces of silver, but that is nothing between friends. Go ahead, take the land and bury your wife. Genesis 23:4-15





In this negotiation, the price was going up from zero to 400 pieces of silver. Abraham immediately counted out the silver (before the amount became any higher). Ephron received his price without actually asking for any money at all. It was a diplomatic work of art on both sides.

Isaac and Rebekah

Shortly after Sarah’s death, Abraham decided that he had better find a wife for Isaac. The story of how he found that wife (and the resultant family interactions) are full of rich humor. We begin with Abraham sending his servant back to Nahor, the old country, to find a wife for Isaac from among his relatives.


And Abraham said to his senior servant, who was in charge of everything he owned, “Put your right hand under my thigh (loins) and swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and the God of the earth, that you will not find a wife for my son from the Canaanites (where we live) but that you will go to my old home and to my old family and find a wife for Isaac there.” Genesis 24:2



In Scripture, “thigh” or “loins” is a euphemism for reproductive organs. This oath was made on the most precious thing Abraham owned!

By the grace of God, the servant found the beautiful and charming Rebekah. He then had to talk the whole family into letting her go far away to Canaan and there marry her cousin. It is here where her brother Laban enters the picture. Laban will remain a humorous character for many stories to come! Laban (and his father) cry out,


“Of course you can take her back with you! We couldn’t possibly object. This is clearly from the Lord. She will be the wife of Abraham’s son.”

Genesis 24:51



However, they were less than honest. Once they saw all of the gifts that the servant brought out of his camel bags, they began to think that they might be able to collect a lot more money in exchange for their little girl than they had ever dreamed of! That evening, they convinced the servant to spend the night (Genesis 24:54). The next morning, they once again tried to procrastinate in hope of obtaining more money.


“We really would like Rebekah to spend at least ten days with us so we can say our good-byes.” Genesis 24:55



The servant refused and demanded they allow him to leave immediately, so Laban came up with another plan. He decided to ask Rebekah if she wanted to go, hoping that she would say, “No!” Then, they really would be able to jack up the price. However, Rebekah was sick of her relatives and outsmarted them. She answered in the affirmative. She would go with the servant and finally be free from her money-grubbing brother.

As Rebekah arrived in Canaan, she saw Isaac standing off in the distance. She instantly fell in love with him (and vice versa). However, things were not all rosy.


And Isaac took Rebekah into his mother’s tent, and they consummated the marriage. Isaac loved her and was comforted for the death of his mother.

Genesis 24:67



Danger, Will Robinson! Isaac was a spoiled child of his domineering mother, and now his new wife brought him comfort as a surrogate for his mommy! Furthermore, he did not marry until he was forty years old and just after his mom’s death! To top it off, they spent their honeymoon in his mother’s bedroom. This relationship started off on the wrong foot and would not recover.

For years, Rebekah had no children; but Isaac earnestly prayed for her (and made love to her), and she at last conceived. It was a difficult pregnancy, and her cry of discomfort will strike a sympathetic chord with any woman who has experienced a tough pregnancy.


“I can’t stand this any longer!” Genesis 25:22b



God came to her in her misery and said, “You are carrying twins.” That was why she felt ready to explode. God also gave her a prophecy, “The older will serve the younger.” (Genesis 25:23)

At last, the boys came. Esau, the firstborn, would become an impulsive hunter (like his father). Jacob, the second, came out hanging on to his brother’s heal! As his name and action suggest, he would supplant Esau. Rebekah began to see in Esau the same things she hated about Isaac—inaction, shortsightedness, restlessness, and a lack of shrewdness. In Jacob, she saw the opposite traits; and she nurtured and developed those attributes. Rebekah looked ahead and saw that Esau would be no better equipped than his father for building the family fortune, so she molded Jacob into the kind of man she wished she had married. She considered herself an agent in fulfilling God’s word, “The older will serve the younger.” Jacob become a mama’s boy!

Rebekah was correct about Esau. His impulsiveness caused him to give up his birthright for some stew that Jacob had brewed. Esau’s excuse for why he had despised his birthright is sadly funny.


“What good to me is one-third of my dad’s inheritance if I starve to death and can’t use it!” Genesis 25:32



Jacob, on the other hand, had traded a bowl of his soup for one-third of all that Isaac owned. He was a dealer. Material things didn’t mean that much to Esau. He liked to have fun with the boys, not manage a big estate. He and his father Isaac were alike. Esau even married local Canaanite women instead of trying to keep all of the wealth in the family by marrying someone from the old clan in Haran. Rebekah tried to convince Isaac to do something about it, but (again) he was indecisive. As a result, Rebekah hatched a plot to give Jacob not only the birthright, but the blessing of the first-born. The blessing would put the power of a great mystical formula on her favorite son and would allow him to take over the family completely after Isaac died. Her own protégé would take charge; and she would be the true, behind-the-scenes leader.

She told Jacob to trick Isaac into giving him the blessing, which would give Jacob spiritual power over his brother.


Isaac was old and could not see well. He called in Esau and said, “Son, I am very close to death. Why don’t you go out hunting and make me some of that great venison that I love so much. Then, I will give you my blessing.”

Rebekah overheard the conversation and called in Jacob. “Listen, I heard your father talking to Esau about the blessing. Now you do exactly as I tell you. Go and bring me two young goats, and I will cook them so that they taste just like venison. You take it to your father, tell him you are Esau, and you will receive the blessing. He is so old and senile that he won’t know the difference.”

Jacob said to his mother, “Are you crazy? That will never work. Esau is a big, hairy man; but I am smooth-skinned. As soon as my father figures out that I’m tricking him, he’ll give me a curse instead of a blessing!”

His mother said, “You let me worry about that. If he curses you, the curse will be upon me and not you. But that’s not going to happen. You just obey me and go for those goats this instant!” So Rebekah cooked the goats, put Esau’s clothes on Jacob, glued some goat hair on Jacob’s hands and neck, and sent Jacob in to his father.

Isaac said, “Who’s there? Who are you, my son?”

Jacob replied, “It is I, Esau, your firstborn. I have brought the venison as you asked me. Come, eat and bless me.”

Isaac was skeptical. “Hmm. How did you find game so quickly?”

“The Lord brought it to me.”

“Come closer and let me touch you to see if you’re truly Esau.” Jacob walked over to Isaac, his hands trembling and his heart in his throat. Isaac felt the hair glued on Jacob’s hands. “Well, the voice sounds like Jacob, but the hands are definitely Esau’s; and you smell like him, too. Tell me, are you truly my son Esau?”

Jacob—disguising his voice—said, “Yes, I am.” Genesis 27:1-24



Jacob must have been scared stiff as he stood there trying to scam his father, but Isaac was easily fooled. He gave Jacob his blessing.

Jacob had barely slipped out from under the tent flap—and back into his mother’s tent—when Esau arrived.


Esau said, “Father, arise and eat the meat I have brought.”

Isaac began a slight tremor, “Who is that speaking?”

“It is I, your firstborn, Esau.”

Isaac began to shake uncontrollably, “Then who was that who just came in and brought me food, and I blessed him? (And that blessing cannot be rescinded.)”

When Esau heard this, he began to weep bitterly. “Please bless me, too!”

“I can’t, my son. Your brother tricked me, and I have given him your blessing.”

“That no-good brother of mine. He is just what his name means, a cheater. First he stole my birthright, and now he has stolen my blessing! Father, don’t you have just a little blessing left for me?”

Isaac said, “I have given Jacob everything, including power over you. What could possibly be left?”

“Please, Father, please! Give me some kind of a blessing, too. Oh, Father, I beg you!” And Esau cried and cried and cried. Genesis 27:30-38



We see the he-man Esau reduced to sobbing, and Isaac did bless him.

The trickery capitalized both on Isaac’s indecisiveness and on his advancing senility. Isaac was fooled, and Jacob received the blessing. The drama of Esau coming in just moments after Jacob left is overwhelming. It looked as if Rebekah had accomplished everything she had planned. However, the plan almost backfired when it became clear that Esau intended to kill Jacob in revenge; but the resourceful Rebekah came up with another plan, one that would kill two birds with one stone. She would protect Jacob from Esau and make sure Jacob married someone in her own family! She was not completely honest with either Jacob or Isaac about this action.


Rebekah said to Jacob, “Flee to my brother Laban’s house. Stay there for a few days until Esau calms down. Then I’ll send for you.” She then said to Isaac, “I’m sick and tired of these foreign women as daughters-in-law. I would rather die than have Jacob marry one of them.” Genesis 27:43-46



Isaac listened to his spouse; and, in his last-recorded statement, he told Jacob to go to Paddan-aram to find a wife; but Jacob would not be back for twenty years!

What Goes Around Comes Around (Genesis 28-50)

Rebekah had inherited a business shrewdness from her father’s family (going back to Terah), a shrewdness that had been passed down to her father and brother but somehow had not been passed down to Isaac or Esau. She knew that Jacob had two-thirds of Isaac’s wealth in his grasp and that he had the power of Isaac’s blessing as well. Now, she was going to make sure that this wealth was well-managed and stayed in the family. In a brilliant stroke of motherly manipulation, she sent her favorite son Jacob back to Haran to see her brother Laban! Laban would be able to train Jacob in the skills of shrewdness far beyond what Rebekah could do. Thus, our tale of dysfunctional families now comes full circle as Rebekah’s child (Abraham’s grandchild) was now headed back to his mother’s home in Haran and to her brother Laban. It would be the first of several circles of destiny.

Jacob, Leah, and Rachel

It is clear from Scripture that Jacob had not yet decided if the God of his father and grandfather, El Shaddai (God Almighty), would be his god or not. However, on the road to Paddan-aram, Jacob made a deal with God. After a dream showing a staircase to heaven, Jacob decided that he might have stumbled onto the best luck of his life—the doorway to heaven! This could be his chance to make a deal with the God of his fathers. In a self-centered deal (much like the ones we often try to strike with God), Jacob said,


“If El Shaddai will help me and protect me on my journey, if He will give me food and clothes, and if He will bring me back safely to my father, then I will choose El Shaddai as

























	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	




































































Back to Bethel






































Joseph in Canaan





































Joseph in Egypt







































Canaan Meets Egypt











	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	















	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	














	
	



	
	



	
	





Family Reunion




































	
	



	
	


































Moses and the Law (Exodus - Deuteronomy)
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Moses and Pharaoh




	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	




















	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	












	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






















Escape to the Wilderness












































	
	



	
	



	
	













Giving of the Law









	
	



	
	


















Obedience and Disobedience




















	
	



	
	



	
	
























Forty Years of Testing
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End of an Era
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