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Introduction  
his is the beginning of something brand new as we begin the 

study of the Book of Joshua. Although this isnôt an official 

book of Torah, Joshua is a natural continuation from a 

historical aspect because the final words of Deuteronomy record the 

death of Moses and the handing off of Israelôs human leadership to 

Joshua son of Nun. But the book of Joshua is also a natural 

continuation of the theological and spiritual essence of the 5 books 

of Moses because we see that what was established and ordained by 

the Lord, through Moses, begin to come to fruition. And the 

immediate fruition was placing Godôs people into Godôs land, 

Canaan. 

Because Iôve spent so much time on these studiesðclose to five or six years, I betðit 

makes sense that I should spend some time transitioning out of the Torah and into the book of 

Joshua, the first of that section of the Bible that Jews call the Former Prophets. Studying the 

Torah the way I have, along with the studies prepared for you, can at times cause us not to see 

the forest because of the trees. What I mean is that we can miss the big picture and the beautiful 

flow of the Bibleôs progressive revelation if we donôt pause to catch our breath; so letôs climb 

into the gondola of a heavenly balloon and float for a while high above the wondrous work that 

Yehoveh has created and established so that we can view it in panorama as a whole.  

If you havenôt read the previous studies, you may learn a lot here, but you would 

probably find it more interesting and helpful if you read the studies on the first five books: 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. 

Iôve mentioned before that in one sense the entire Tanakh, the Old Testament, is the 

history of Israel. Why Israel was created, who created it, and what its immediate purpose was, 

and its ultimate purpose is, is the skeleton to which the flesh of the entire Bible clings. Without 

our understanding the Israelite skeleton as the framework and foundation of our faith, the soft 

and malleable flesh of the New Testament can take on practically any form; and indeed it has. So 

we see literally thousands of Christian denominations established each with its own set of faith 

doctrines, and each certain that it has become the exclusive standard bearer of Godôs truth to the 

exclusion of all the others. Iôm so grateful that the Lord is finally starting to open the eyes of His 

beloved Church that Israel isnôt some obsolete dispensation that has been replaced by a group of 

faithful gentiles; that Israel and its history embodies and exemplifies Godôs ideal principles, 

values, and justice system. Itôs those principles, values and justice system that produced our 

Messiah, Yeshua, who also fulfilled them in a way that has brought about the possibility of 

redemption for mankind and peace with God.  

I marvel at how fortunate of a generation we are to be eyewitnesses to the fulfillment of 

prophecies that were foretold thousands of years ago. Itôs simply historical fact that fulfillment of 

biblical prophecy ceased on the destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple by the Roman Legions 

in 70 A.D., and it didnôt begin again until the mid 1940ôs in the modern era. During that entire 

almost-1900 year period of time that started not long after Christôs death ,there was an extended 

period of prophetic dormancy and it was that long dormancy that caused many to lose faith and 

to begin to reinterpret the prophecies allegorically in ways that have led to all sorts of erroneous 

doctrines that are now deeply imbedded in Christianity (the worst of them being what is called 

Replacement Theology). But we are living during the era that the prophetic dominoes are falling 

once again, and they are falling at breathtaking speed. Although just as the Israelites were blind 

T 

http://home.comcast.net/~nickolas.hiemstra/genesis.pdf
http://home.comcast.net/~nickolas.hiemstra/exodus.pdf
http://home.comcast.net/~nickolas.hiemstra/leviticus.pdf
http://home.comcast.net/~nickolas.hiemstra/numbers.pdf
http://home.comcast.net/~nickolas.hiemstra/deut.pdf
http://www.gotquestions.org/replacement-theology.html
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to the prophetic fulfillment of the arrival of their Savior 2000 years ago, so is the 21
st
 century 

Church (in general) blind to prophetic fulfillments that are happening right before our eyes. And 

the first prophetic action that marked the awaking from its long slumber was the re-establishment 

of Israel as a nation of Jews in its original and ancient homeland, in 1948. Israel has always been, 

and will be until the establishment of the Millennial Kingdom, the place and the people where 

the Lordôs prophecies are pronounced and where they come about. Without the existence of 

Israel, prophecy simply doesnôt happen. 

So rather than begin our preparation for Joshua by starting at Genesis 1:1 and the 

Creation story, weôre going to begin a little later in the book of Genesis with the pre-history of 

Israel. Iôm going to move fast through this but also in a different style than I used in the earlier 

studies. This study will seem pretty general in nature, but Iôll present it more like telling an epic 

story. So sit back and relax but have your Bibles handy as we remember where Israel came from, 

so weôre ready for our study of the books of Joshua and then Judges.  

 

The History of Israel begins with Avraham (Abraham)  

Avraham (Abraham) is the best place to start because he was the one that God made an 

irrevocable covenant withðout of which the Hebrew people and the path of mankindôs 

redemption would ultimately come. Although Jews correctly consider him their forefather, 

sometimes heôs even referred to as ñthe first Jewò or ñthe first Israelite.ò Since the term 

ñIsraeliteò couldnôt have happened until God changed Abrahamôs grandsonôs name from Jacob 

to Israel, and since the term ñJewò began with the tribe of Judah (one of Israelôs 12 sons), it 

would be misleading to apply either the term ñJewò or ñIsraeliteò to Avraham (Abraham), except 

maybe in a poetic way. 

Avraham (Abraham) was born 

sometime around 2000 BC in an area 

historically known as the Fertile Crescent. 

The Fertile Crescent was called that because it 

lies in the flood plain between and along the 

Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, where regular 

flooding deposited rich silt that was ideal for 

agricultural use. He lived, at least for a time, 

in the city-state of Ur, in a region called 

Mesopotamia. Today, Ur and much of 

Mesopotamia falls within Iraqôs borders, next 

to the Euphrates River. Ur was the center of 

moon-god worship, and much of that ancient 

city has been excavated, and thereôs no doubt 

as to its identity.  

Avrahamôs father was Terach (Terah), 

a descendant of Shem who was one of Noachôs (Noahôs) 3 sons. Only about 350 years had 

passed since Noach and his family escaped the world-destroying deluge of water by constructing 

an ark, an enormous wooden ship that Noah built at Godôs command. If you were alive in 2000 

BC, you could have asked Noach himself about the Great Flood, because he was still living when 

Avraham was born. 

About 200 years ago a scholar invented a name for the countless descendents of Noachôs 

(Noahôs) son Shem; the scholar called them Shemites, we now say Semites. The name stuck. So, 
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genealogically speaking, Avraham was a Semite since he descended from Shem, although he 

belonged to a culture that was probably Amorite (a people who became the epitome of evil and 

one that God set about eradicating). Being a Semite identifies Avraham, or anyone else for that 

matter, not to a geographical region or to a particular culture, but to a large extended family that 

came from a specific gene pool. Unfortunately, we most often hear this term in our day used in 

the phrase ñanti-Semitic,ò meaning some type of predisposition or bigotry against the Jewish 

people. 

During Avrahamôs (Abrahamôs) era, some 4000 years ago, civilization was in full swing 

though it manifested itself quite differently from region to region, and continent to continent. In 

Asia and the Middle East, the area the Bible primarily concerns itself with, there were hundreds 

of tribes and clans that were nomadic to some degree. Where cities did form, they were generally 

city-states. What I mean is that they were small nations with defined territory that was quite 

limited, and usually didnôt go much beyond the city walls or boundaries. Typically, each city-

state had its own king and most often its own set of gods. There were constant skirmishes 

between these city-states; some serious, some amounting to little, and usually involving stealing 

each others possessions, livestock, idols, food, pastureland, and sometimes taking people for 

slaves and servants. Taking people from another tribe or nation was a common way for kings and 

tribal leaders of this time to quickly grow their own population, increasing their personal 

security, wealth, power, and status. Good or bad, it worked! 

Some cultures were tent dwellers, which meant they were wanderers, constantly moving 

from area to area looking for fresh pasturelands and water for their flocks and herds. Others, the 

semi-nomadic, tended to stay in an area longer than their nomadic tent-dwelling neighbors; so, 

they lived in non-portable huts constructed of the local flora and fauna. Then again, there were 

so-called sedentary people, which doesnôt mean they sat on couches all the time, it means they 

lived permanently in cities with governments, taxes, mud brick and stone houses, magnificent 

palaces and temples, roads, even sanitation systems. Most often, these several types of cultures 

lived side-by-side, and were symbiotic (a term I learned from Star Wars). There were even small 

empires in existence as well, as with the early Babylonian Empire (thatôs unrelated and 

unconnected to a later and different Babylonian Empireðthe one that conquered Judah and sent 

them into exile) that came about well over 1000 years after the old Babylonian Empire collapsed. 

In Avrahamôs (Abrahamôs) time, only about two hundred years had passed since the 

Tower of Babel episode [Genesis 11] when God scrambled a single 

human language into many so that humans would disperse over the 

planet and repopulate other geographical areas. All but a handful of the 

millions of descendents of Noach (Noah) had, by now, turned their 

backs on God. Idolatry was rampant. Sex was perverse and had become 

part of religious ceremony. Child sacrifice was widespread. In fairly 

quick fashion since the destruction of the Great Flood, the world was 

once again thoroughly wicked. There were many relatively new spoken 

and written languages, with extensive and elegant vocabularies and 

alphabets. 

Nimrod was the best-known leader of a widespread revolt against God that resulted in the 

construction of the Tower of Babel. And, Nimrod is rightly credited with being the founder of 

what the bible calls the ñMystery Babylonò Religions. He built the first walled city after the 

flood and is credited with modernizing the art of warfare. You see, Nimrod was of the line of 

Ham, who was a son of Noach. Ham represents a line of people that began their wickedness 
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within a few years of stepping out of Ark. In fact, Nimrod was the son of Cush, the line who 

populated Africa. It might surprise you to know that the great Nimrod was a black manða 

Negroðand many ancient carvings bear this out. 

Nimrod married a woman named Semiramis, and after he died, Semiramis deified him 

and declared him the sun god. She herself was worshipped as the ñQueen of Heaven;ò and, as the 

mother of Tammuz who was the reincarnation of Nimrod. This triumvirate of  

sun-god father, queen-of-heaven mother, and reincarnated son would become  

the formula for nearly all of the Babylon Mystery religions, that is, the  

pagan religions of the world, right up to today. We find all throughout  

history, in all cultures, transliterated names and titles of Nimrod and  

Semiramis assigned to their own particular pantheon of gods. For instance,  

in Egypt the Queen of Heaven was called Isis; in India, Indrani; in Asia,  

Cybele, and in the ancient Middle Eastern lands, Ashteroth (who we see  

mentioned in several places in the Old Testament). 

As for Nimrod, he is also called Baôal and known as the god-man Ninus, the builder of  

                          Ninevah. And, since his son Tammuz is simply the reincarnation of Nimrod,  

                            Tammuz is also Nimrod.  

                      Hundreds of sub-cultures had erupted, and communication was well  

                             developed. Clay tablets were being utilized as the primary writing medium for  

                             cuneiform in Mesopotamia, while a long way southwest on the African  

                             continent, at the mouth of the Nile the Egyptians were  

                             using papyrus and reed stylusô to write their  

                             hieroglyphics; even building libraries for the growing 

volume of records. Trade routes were opened from the Mid East, to the Far 

East, to India, maybe even to China. These regions werenôt unknown to 

each other, in fact, they were well connected. Trade was occurring amongst  

                                          these various cultures, bronze was well known 

and iron was in use sparingly. Egypt was 

already dotted with Pyramids. In fact, by the 

time Abraham was born, the Pyramid building  

era was at a close. This wasnôt a world full of  

disinterested, small thinking, primitive peoples that ate raw meat 

and lived like wild animals. Most were smart, aggressive, forward 

thinking, and constantly looking to improve their technology and 

the quality of their lives.  

It was during this same time, much farther west near the 

Atlantic Ocean, that an unknown people constructed a strange 

structure that scientists still puzzle over to this day: its name is Stonehenge. 

Avraham (Abraham) undoubtedly started life as a pagan [Genesis 12]. His father, Terach 

(Terah), was a merchant of idolsðstandard idols of the Mystery Babylon religions. Itôs likely 

that Abraham owned and worshipped a number of gods. On the other hand, there is the remotest 

possibility that he could have been one of a few that still believed in the One God that Noach 

(Noah) spoke of, but thatôs highly unlikely. Certainly if Avraham had despised idols, it isnôt easy 

to imagine his getting along well with his father, who would have taught him otherwise. Itôs also 

entirely conceivable that Avraham worshipped God Almighty as well as a number of other gods. 

Itôs hard to know. The spiritual mind of the people of that time had no problem with the idea of 

http://www.gospelcenterchurch.org/babylonmysteryreligion.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stonehenge
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worshipping many gods and adding a new one if he or she happened along. People of Avrahamôs 

day also tended to put their gods in a hierarchy, with one being dominant and the rest following 

in a kind of celestial pecking order. 

One of the great curiosities of history is that it appears that atheism, the belief that there is 

no god, that there is nothing greater than man, is a relatively modern concept, as every ancient 

society ever discovered is found to have worshipped superior beings.  

Avraham had two brothers, an unusually small family for that time. One died. Avraham 

(Abraham) married Sarai (Sarah), his half-sister, who was unable to give him children. Marrying 

family members was the norm for the day and not yet forbidden by God. For reasons weôre not 

given, Avrahamôs father Terach (Terah) gathers his family together and leaves the comforts and 

security of city life in Ur, traveling north and west about 600 miles until they arrive at Haran. 

Why they stopped there we donôt know, because the clearly stated original destination was a 

place called Canaan, about 400 miles to the south. In any case, the family decided to settle in 

Haran. What Avraham did for a living there is anybodyôs guess, though Genesis tells us that 

when he moved on he took flocks and herds with him, so he was prosperous. 

One day, when Avraham (Abraham) was about 75 years old, God revealed Himself to 

him. God tells Avraham to leave Haran, but doesnôt tell him where heôs going; this probably has 

something to do with his aged father and 

surviving brother deciding to stay put. God 

strikes a covenant, a unilateral contract, with 

Avraham that if he will follow Him, God will 

give him a land of his own, bring forth a great 

nation from his seed, and from this the whole 

world will be blessed. 

Thereôs practically no information at all 

about Avraham (Abraham) prior to this time. 

All things considered, he was probably a fairly 

ordinary person, and surprised as anybody at 

God choosing him to carry out such a grand plan. Iôve often wondered how God first gained 

Avrahamôs attention; I suspect by speaking to him, at least thatôs the way the Bible presents it. 

As an Amorite, Avraham was surrounded by a number of idols and gods. Itôs unlikely any of 

those pieces of wood or stone ever had much to say to him, so however God communicated with 

him, it was spectacular and believable enough that Avraham did 

what he was told. 

Avraham (Abraham) took his wife Sarai (Sarah) and Lot, 

his nephew (the son of the deceased brother), a few servants and 

probably a number of cousins, and struck out for parts unknown. 

Apparently taking a clue from his fatherôs intended original 

destination, he eventually wandered into Canaan, stopping at the 

site of Shechem. Canaan wasnôt a country or a nation, it was 

simply a named region, and the term ñCanaanò was used then 

much in the same way we today talk of ñThe Middle East.ò It was 

just a generalized geographical area that has been given a title. 

The widely scattered inhabitants of Canaan were called 

Canaanites and, although there were ancient family ties between 

the residents of the various city-states and villages in Canaan, they 
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werenôt a homogenous people. Speaking of them as Canaanites is roughly analogous to our 

speaking of all the inhabitants of the Middle East as Arabs. In reality, the Arabs of the Middle 

East see themselves based on a national identity (Iraqis, Iranians, Egyptians, Syrians, etc.), much 

as the Canaanites would have identified themselves more in relation to the city-state, tribe, king 

or village to which they were attached. 

Itôs important to understand how the land of Canaan (that the Lord would assign to Israel) 

originally came about. Several hundred years prior to Avrahamôs birth, Noach had an experience 

where he was humiliated by his son Ham (of whom Nimrod was a descendant) [Genesis 9]. Ham 

had wandered, uninvited, into his fatherôs tent, and found him asleep, drunk, and naked. Ham 

went out from the tent and informed his two brothers, Shem and Japheth, who promptly covered 

up their fatherôs nakedness making sure they didnôt look on him. When Noach awoke and found 

a cloak over him, he was incensed and asked what had happened. His sons informed him, and the 

irate Noach responded by issuing a curse on one of Hamôs sons: Canaan. The exact nature of the 

offense is unclear. And, why the grandson Canaan took the brunt of Noahôs anger, weôre also left 

to ponder.  

As with many biblical curses and blessings, the one Noah pronounced on Canaan was 

prophetic in nature. Some years after the incident, Hamôs son Canaan left the home of his father 

and grandfather and moved to a region far to the south that eventually came to be known by his 

nameðthe land of Canaan. Over the centuries, the descendants of Noachôs other two sons, 

Japheth and Shem, remained generally friendly and on favorable terms with one another. But, the 

descendants of Noachôs third son, Ham, through the specific line of Hamôs son Canaan, became 

enemies of the descendants of Japheth and Shem. 

Many of the sons that Canaan spawned eventually spread over the area, grew and divided 

to become their own tribes, and then established their own city-states and villages. In time, they 

even warred with one another. Some 1000 years later, we find those descendents of Canaan who 

stayed in the land fighting to keep Moses and the Israelites out. Tribes from other areas also 

settled in that region. Jebusites, Girgashites, Hittites, Hivites, and even the tribe Avraham 

originally belonged to, the Amorites; all eventually 

became enemies of Israel. Now notice if Avraham, 

who itôs confirmed in the Bible is a descendent of 

Shem, was indeed an Amorite (a tribe originating from 

Ham), then it must have been through intermarriage, or 

maybe simply by joining the Amorite tribe by a 

statement of allegiance; a customary event. Because by 

the time of the birth of Avraham, centuries had passed 

since the origination of the Amorite tribe and, as 

happened with many other tribes, the Amorites had 

grown, splintered off, and some members had moved 

to other areas and become sub-tribes in many other 

regions. 

The location inside the land of Canaan that 

Avraham first stopped at was a place called Shechem. 

Today, Shechem is known as the Arab city of Nablus, 

located in the West Bank area of dispute in Israel. 

There, at Shechem, God made His plan clear to 

Abraham. As written in Genesis 12:7, God said that 
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this was the land He was going to give him for his descendants. Abraham built an altar there, 

presumably made an animal sacrifice (because thatôs what altars are used for) and, after a short 

stay, moved on eventually all the way south to Egypt, because a severe famine had come on 

Canaan. After a run in with Egyptôs Pharaoh where Avraham (Abraham) gave up his wife Sarai 

(Sarah) to Pharaoh momentarily (apparently to avoid confrontation), the famine ended and 

Avraham took his family back to Canaan. 

Abraham arrived back in Canaan a wealthier man than when he left it, because the 

Pharaoh thought Abrahamôs God was a threat to him, and gave Abraham valuable gifts so he 

would leave without incurring this Godôs wrath. Though Abraham now had a lot of silver and 

gold, the familyôs real wealth was still their flocks and herds. 

 At about this same time, far to the north in Mesopotamia, Abrahamôs birthplace, 

thousands mourned the death of Noach (Noah)ðyes the Noah of Noahôs arkðwho died at over 

900 years of age. 

Canaan was a tough place to live. Totally unlike the more dependable Fertile Crescent of 

Avrahamôs origin, famines were part of life in Canaan. Everything was based on the soil, which 

means it depended on the fickle rains. No rain, no crops, no pastureland, no survival. Which 

would explain why the Canaanites might have held the world record for the number of gods they 

had. A god for rain, a god for wind, a god for clouds, a god for barley; you name it, they had a 

god for it. But, the chief god was Baal. At least, he was the most popular.  

Despite the difficult living conditions apparently Avraham and his nephew Lot prospered. 

So much so that they had to part company because their herds and flocks were growing large 

enough to outstrip the land they mutually occupied, and it caused disputes among the herdsmen 

[Genesis 13]. Lot must have liked the city life because he moved to Sodom, somewhere near the 

southwestern bank of the Dead Sea. 

A little time later, without warning, peaceful old Avraham finds himself having to be a 

warrior leader [Genesis 14]. It seems some kings (several city-state rulers) from a region east of 

Canaan decided to invade five Canaanite Kings in the area Avraham lived. In the process the 

invading kings sacked Sodom and Gomorrah, and made Lot one of their prisoners. Family being 

what it is, Avraham (Abraham) recruits 318 men and off they go to chase down the kings of the 

east, in hopes of rescuing Lot. A few miles north of 

Damascus (Syria) they catch up to the raiders and defeat 

them, free Lot, and reclaim the stolen booty. Avraham 

returns to the cheers of the people and the gratitude of the 

Canaanite Kings. He is also honored by the mysterious 

King and High Priest of the 

city of Shalem (centuries later 

this city will be called 

Jerusalem)ðhis name is 

Melchizedek. Itôs Hebrew 

tradition that Melchizedek 

was none other than Shem, a 

son of Noach. This is entirely 

feasible; Melchizedek is more 

a title than a name: in Hebrew 

this title means ñking of 

righteousness.ò And, 
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although Shem would have been hundreds of years old by then, the table of generations in the 

Bible indicates that Shem was indeed alive when Abraham was living in Canaan. Surmising that 

Melchizedek was actually Shem answers a lot of questions about this obscure, but most 

interesting, Bible character, which later will be compared, in some ways, to Christ. 

We now arrive at an important point in the Bible [Genesis 14:13]; the first known use of 

the word ñHebrewò is presented, and itôs ascribed to Avraham. No other ancient source uses the 

word ñHebrewò as the title of a specific people group prior to this usage in Genesis. Thereôs a lot 

of conjecture as to the wordôs origin, and what it means. Some scholars think it identifies a new 

culture with Avraham as its founder. Others believe itôs a term that represents a new religion, the 

first monotheistic religion. Another line of thinking is that the word ñHebrewò is a perversion of 

the Sumerian word ñHapiruò (which, when spoken in ancient Semitic sounds is almost identical 

to the word ñIpuruò) meaning ñwanderers and outcastsòðpeople that have no particular ethnic or 

regional ties. Modern Hebrew scholars almost unanimously say the word meant ñone who 

crossed overòðprobably referring in a literal way to Abraham crossing over the Euphrates River 

in order to journey south to Canaan. Yet, no doubt it also carried a parallel spiritual meaning in 

that itôs one who crossed over from worshipping false gods and being against God, to 

worshipping Yehoveh and standing with Him. 

The issue of the origination of the word ñHebrewò revolves around whether the term as 

originally used was religious, or racial, or cultural, or simply descriptive. Regardless of its 

etymology, Judaism and Christianity see ñHebrewò as a term describing the biblical ancestral 

line of the promises made within the covenant that God gave to Avraham, and Avraham ratified, 

by leaving Mesopotamia and moving south to Canaan in search of the land God promised would 

be his. So, the Hebrew line begins with Avraham as its founder, then on to his son Isaac, then 

Isaacôs son Jacob (eventually renamed Israel), and 

finally to the 12 tribes of Israel, which includes the 

Jews, as we know them today. All of them are included 

under the title of ñHebrew.ò  

Now back in Canaan. Sfter his short stay in 

Egypt, Avraham, having lived a nomadic lifestyle for so 

long and again in the cyclical need of new pasturelands 

for his flocks and herds, decides to move on. This time, 

he and his clan backtracks somewhat and settles at the 

desert oasis known as Beersheba. Sarai (Sarah), his wife, 

still hasnôt given Avraham a child, and they both have 

given up hope, even though implicit in Godôs promise to 

make them into a great nation, is children. 

Sarai (Sarah), now very old and way beyond 

child bearing years, gives her maidservant, Hagar, to 

Avraham to bear him a child in her stead. This was a completely normal and customary practice 

for 2000 BC. Jewish tradition says Hagar was an Egyptian, possibly even a daughter of the 

Pharaoh, acquired during Avrahamôs stay in Egypt. More than likely, Hagar was one of the gifts 

Pharaoh gave to Abraham as a peace offering. Hagar becomes pregnant. Sarai becomes very 

jealous, and treats Hagar so terribly that she runs away. God finds Hagar, convinces her to go 

back, and promises her a boy child. She returns, and shortly gives birth to Yishmaôel (Ishmael). 

Before Hagar becomes pregnant, God formalizes His covenant with Abraham. In typical 

Middle Eastern fashion, an animal is sacrificed, cut into pieces and divided into two piles; then, 
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the agreeing parties walk between the two piles as an indication of their acceptance of the terms. 

However, weôre told that only God walked through the pieces of the animal. This is an important 

detail because it indicates that the covenant that has been made between God and Abraham is 

unilateral. This means that Abraham had no duties to perform; whatever was to happen was 

Godôs responsibility. God would carry out the terms of the covenant regardless of what 

Abraham, or his descendants, did. Thatôs why this covenant is often referred to as a promiseð

God promised things to Abraham, but Abraham made no promises to God.  

At this point God gives Avraham the rites of male circumcision as the sign and seal of 

His everlasting covenant with the Hebrew people [Genesis 15, 16, 17]. Itôs observed to this day. 

Male circumcision wasnôt uncommon in those times, but it wasnôt known to have been 

associated with covenant making until this incident. A few years later, Abrahamôs elderly wife 

Sarai (Sarah) shocks everybody by becoming pregnant at the age of 90, and gives birth to 

Yitzôchak (Isaac). Although people at that time lived a little longer than we do now, Sarah was 

still way beyond childbearing age. Rather than feeling satisfied, however, Sarai (Sarah) doesnôt 

like the competition, so she throws a fit and demands that Avraham disown Hagar and her child, 

Yishmaôel (Ishmael), now 13 years old. Avraham complies. Out in the desert and near death, 

mother and child are rescued by God who tells Hagar that Yishmaôel (Ishmael) will father a great 

nation, and produce 12 princes. Yishmaôel (Ishmael) will go on to become the forefather of the 

Arab races, and is often (erroneously) referred to by Muslims as the father of Islam. The dispute 

that began over Yishmaôel (Ishmael) and Yitzôchak (Isaac), brought about by Avrahamôs and 

Saraiôs disbelief and impatience, is being played out before our eyes every day in the never 

ending Middle East conflicts.  

Itôs important that we pause here and examine for a moment a key element of Godôs plan 

for mankind as outlined in Genesis; one thatôs apparently misunderstood even by many in 

todayôs Christian Church. And, that most important element answers this question: just exactly 

which of Avrahamôs descendants would be used to bring about the promises contained in the 

covenant made by God with Avraham?  

Islam claims that God is going to bring about whatever His plans are for the world 

through Avrahamôs son Ishmael and Ishmaelôs descendants. Jews and Christians claim that 

Godôs divine plans will be carried on through the descendants of Avrahamôs son Isaac. Put into 

contemporary terms: which group is Godôs chosen peopleðthe Hebrews, from Isaac; or the 

Muslims, from Ishmael? This is a distinct fork in the road that canôt be bypassed: one direction is 

correct the other is not. No amount of religious or political tolerance can bring about compromise 

on this issue. 

The answer to this most fundamental question is found in Genesis 17 (Read Genesis 

17:15-22). Itôs several years after Ishmael has been born, and Avraham is satisfied that he has, in 

Ishmael, the male heir to his wealth, his tribe, and most importantly to the covenant promises. 

Quite unexpectedly God appears and tells Avraham that Sarai is going to bear him a son. And, 

that itôs this son that God is going to use to carry on the promises given to Avraham. The startled 

Avraham argues against this. He asks God to please make it Ishmael thatôs blessed as his heir, 

and not this yet to be born child. Avrahamôs astonishment and disappointment is easily 

understandable. First, Sarai is a very old woman, and it simply canôt be possible that she could 

conceive in that long-dead womb of hers. But, second, and most important to Avraham, is that 

Ishmael is currently his much beloved, and one and only, son. All of his plans and hopes for the 

future rested in Ishmael. From the moment Hagar conceived, Avraham was overjoyed with the 

prospect of having a son, and that son was Ishmael. Itôs certain that Avraham told Ishmael, 



xi 
 

almost a teenager at the time God threw this curveball at him, all about God, and that someday 

Ishmael would carry with him Godôs incredible blessing and plan for mankind. Suddenly, 

without warning, it seems God changed Abrahamôs plans. (Notice that I said the God changed 

Abrahamôs plansðand not His own plans). 

Avraham fell on his face and begged God that Ishmael be the heir to the covenant. God 

emphatically said ñNO!ò But, then in His mercy, God told Avraham not to worry; that Ishmael 

would prosper, be a great man, would bear 12 princes (that is, 12 tribal leaders), and have 

countless decedents. And, thatôs exactly what happened, as the millions of members of the 

various Arab tribes we see today are the result. Nonetheless, it would be Isaac, God said, the 

child to be born by Sarah, who would carry on with the promises of the covenant. Avraham was 

anything but happy with this new situation; yet, obediently, he complied. It would be Isaac, and 

his descendants, the Hebrews, that would carry on the promise first given to Abraham. 

Despite his human failings, in Genesis 15:6, we see that ñHe (Avraham) believed Adonai 

(God), and He (Adonai) credited it to him as righteousness.ò While on the surface itôs wonderful 

to see Godôs mercy and grace in action, thereôs something much deeper in this passage to 

consider: God has just given mankind His formula for personal salvation. Oh, I see the confusion 

in your eyes . . . well, weôre required to believe God (meaning to trust Him), and then He will 

credit us with righteousness. Seven hundred years before Mosheh (Moses) received the Law on 

Mt. Sinai, two thousand years before Yeshua (Jesus) was crucified, God revealed the only path to 

a right relationship with Him: Trust in Him. 

We find that some years after Hagar and Ishmaelôs desert ordeal, young Yitzôchak (Isaac) 

has his own near death experience. Out of the blue, God orders Avraham to take Yitzôchak 

(Isaac) to an altar on a hilltop and sacrifice him (letôs drop this false picture of a young, innocent 

child being led out for sacrifice . . . Isaac was about 30 years old at this time and knew full well 

what was happening). Though certainly devastating, it wouldnôt have seemed all that strange to 

Avraham, because human sacrifice to a god was fairly normal for the day, and particularly 

customary within the pagan tribes of Canaan. Avraham obeys. He takes Yitzôchak (Isaac) to Mt. 

Moriah, the place where the Temple will be built some 900 years into the future. Today, this 

place is called the Temple Mount, in the heart of Jerusalem. Moments before Avraham is to 

plunge his flint blade into Yitzchakôs (Isaacôs) chest, God stops him, and provides a Ram, a male 

sheep, to be sacrificed in his stead. Another covenant follows promising to bring forth many 

great nations from him and millions of descendants. A relieved father and son return home. Sarai 

(Sarah), Isaacôs mother, dies soon. Hebrew tradition says the cause of her death was the strain of 

Yitzchakôs (Isaacôs) experience on the altar of sacrifice. In the city of Hebron, Avraham buys 

land with a cave on it, and there buries Sarai. 

Avraham, now very old, appoints a trusted servant to find a suitable wife for his son, 

Yitzôchak (Isaac) [Genesis 24]. Abraham despises 

the local Canaanite women, and directs his servant 

to journey northward, back to the ancestral home in 

Mesopotamia, to find an appropriate member of 

Abrahamôs family for Yitzôchak (Isaac) to wed. In 

the city of Nahor, the servant finds Rivkah 

(Rebecca) the daughter of Avrahamôs brother Nahor 

(though the place the servant went was named 

Nahor, it wasnôt the namesake of Avrahamôs 

brother, but of a distant relative by the same name); 

NAHOR = HARAN 
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Nahor was the brother who had elected to stay behind many years earlier, instead of setting out 

with Abraham to Canaan. About the time Rivkah (Rebecca) arrives back in Canaan to marry 

Yitzôchak (Isaac), Avraham dies at 175 years of age and is buried alongside his beloved Sarai. 

Avraham, revered by Jew, Christian, and Muslim; a man with character flaws, weaknesses, and 

all the other human attributes that trip every one of us up, loved and trusted God. And God 

blessed him for it. 

 

I admit this is a quick overview of Israelôs historyðkind of like a ñReaderôs Digestò 

versionðbut we have to have at least a basic understanding of this history to understand the rest 

of Scripture. In fact, I would argue that the entire Old Testament, the Tanakh, uses the history of 

Israel as the motif and means that the Lord used to establish His laws and principles on earth, 

which led to the enactment of His justice system, and subsequently acted as the path to 

redemption that mankind desperately needs.  

Now every thing we covered so far centered around the life of Abraham. Now weôre 

going to look at Abrahamôs son, Isaac . . . 

 

Ancient Names of God  

But before we learn about his son, Isaac, weôre going to look at the many ñnames of 

Godò because in the Bible we encounter a large variety of His Names and we need to understand 

why that is. The first thing to understand is that in ancient cultures a name was far more than 

simple identification as it is today. The purpose for a name was to announce a personôs 

reputation and qualities. It was believed that a being, whether human or spiritual, embodied the 

attributes of his name and this is the sense we must take it in the Bible and it applies very much 

to the Lord.  

Itôs fundamental for every bible and history student to grasp that the Israelite culture 

sprang from Mesopotamian roots; the same roots Avraham was born into. In fact, you could say 

that Noah and his family were the first Mesopotamians (after the 

Flood, of course). Mesopotamian culture (or better the many 

Mesopotamian cultures) was, as were all other ancient 

civilizations ever scientifically scrutinized, based on a worship of 

multiple gods. In the first few generations following Noach 

(Noah) man perverted his relationship with God and quickly 

abandoned the truth that Noah taught: that there is only one God. 

The result was the birth of the notion of a spiritual universe that 

contained many gods but with ñone god that was above all the 

other gods.ò And the title the Mesopotamians gave to this 

ñhighest godò was ñIl ,ò which eventually morphed into the Hebrew ñEl.ò This ñhighest godò idea 

wasnôt monotheism; it was that there was a God of gods, the ñEl,ò that was preeminent over all 

the other gods.  

The Canaanite gods that Avraham and later the Israelites encountered in the land of 

Canaan were only a continuation and variation of the Nimrod-Mesopotamian gods. When 

Avraham arrived into the land of Canaan he wouldnôt have found the Canaanite religious 

structure at all foreign; he would have been, in fact, quite familiar with it.  

When Avraham ratified Godôs covenant and became the first Hebrew thereôs no evidence 

that Avrahamôs clan and offspring instantly swore off all the gods of old in exchange for the true 

One God of the universe. Almighty God would have become simply another god in their 
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hierarchy of gods, even if He were now the ñElòðthe highest god replacing the former highest 

god. In fact we get constant reminders in the Bible that the Hebrews forever struggled with 

idolatry; the worship of these other gods that their gentile neighbors bowed down to. Donôt make 

the mistake of thinking that the first Hebrews discarded one god for the other. The truth is that 

they accepted some hybrid mixture of God Almighty with the other lesser gods that they fully 

believed existed. If youôll keep this in mind when you read the Bible youôll have a more 

complete context for understanding the thought processes of the Hebrews in those days. 

Throughout the Bible we have prophets and the writers of the Holy Scriptures finding 

cause for anger and complaint against the Hebrews for their idolatry. This is proof in and of itself 

of the prevalence of multiple-god worship by the Israelites even at the same moment they were 

supposedly pledging their allegiance to Yehoveh, God of Israel. So donôt be too harsh in your 

judgment on them: the Hebrews represented the first organized monotheistic religion and that 

was a radical notion in and of itself. The very concept of One God, and only one god, ran against 

the confused nature of the human race. 

The Bible indicates that Godôs formal personal name is YHWH. Itôs  

important to understand that most of other words for God were, up to then,  

not names, but fairly impersonal titles and characteristics. Thereôs no universal  

agreement as to the meaning of the name Yehoveh. 

Theologians refer to the four Hebrew letters representing Godôs name, YHWH, as the 

Tetragrammaton. Now of course Y-H-W-H is English alphabet characters, which come from a 

fairly modern alphabet. In ancient Hebrew these letters as originally written by the finger of God 

on those stone slabs, were the Hebrew characters           (read that backwards) Yud- Heh-Vav-

Heh. Since whether expressed in English or Hebrew these letters/characters are all consonants 

we have had to speculate at the vowel sounds in order to say His name. Due to the extensive 

period of time that the Jews no longer pronounced His holy name, the tradition of precisely how 

to pronounce the name has been lost. The commonly held pronunciation is Yah-Way or Yah-

Vey. I favor the pronunciation as Yehoveh because all recent evidence is that the word consisted 

of 3 syllables and not 2. This was later English-ized into the word ñJehovahò that modern 

Christians use as the name of God.  

A long time later, about 500 BC, following the Babylonian Exile of the Jewish people 

(Babylon was in Mesopotamia), we find that the Jews began using the title ñEl-ohimò whenever 

referring to God, or whenever the four letters ñYHWHò were encountered in the Scriptures. Itôs 

believed that ñEl-ohimò was used because it was a commonly understood word throughout the 

Middle East region that meant god or gods and was probably borrowed from the Babylonian 

culture the Jews were exiled into (remember, El was a native Mesopotamian word). Itôs 

interesting that, in reality, the term El-ohim is plural. So in modern English we would be correct 

is translating El-ohim to Gods (plural). However we would miss the point because in Hebrew 

grammar the plural didnôt always mean ñmore than one.ò It would, as in the case of El-ohim, 

simply indicate preeminence or supreme greatness. 

We see many Hebrew titles of Yehoveh beginning with the prefix ñElò in the earlier parts 

of the Bible: El-Roi (God sees me), El-Shaddai (God of the Mountain), El-Elyon (God most 

high), and many more. This is unmistakably a result of a continuing Mesopotamian influence on 

the Hebrews that eventually diminished as we get to the last books of the Old Testament.  

By the time of Alexander the Great as the Greco-Roman era dawned (around 300 BC), 

we find a tradition developing among the Jews against speaking the name of God (YHWH) out 

loud; this prohibition exists today among Orthodox Jews. The Talmud says quite clearly that this 
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taboo had nothing to do with the commandment to not take the Lordôs name in vein; it was 

connected with a rather late developing custom of not speaking your own fatherôs name, because 

to do so was seen as disrespectful in their culture. That custom was extrapolated to mean that to 

verbalize the Father Creatorôs name was all the more disrespectful, even amounting to 

blasphemy. So from about the 3
rd

 century BC on we begin to see the usage of a new way to refer 

to the God of Israel in order to avoid blasphemy: Adonai.  

From that era on, whenever Jews wanted to refer to God they would use various terms 

including ñEl-ohimò meaning ñGod,ò or they used the term ñHa-Shemò meaning ñThe Name,ò or 

they used the term ñAdonai,ò meaning ñMy Lordò or ñMy Master,ò and a few others. They 

would do this even when reading Scripture out loud and encountering the Hebrew letters 

YHWH. They would substitute one of the religiously correct names or titles for God but they 

would never verbalize His given Hebrew name, Yehoveh. 

The early gentile Church fathers didnôt agree with the Jews about avoiding saying Godôs 

name and, in their desire to distance themselves from Judaism, began to once again use Godôs 

actual name: Yehoveh. As mentioned, ñYehovehò was later English-ized into the word 

ñJehovahò thatôs commonly used in the Church today when referring to Godôs name. Jehovah 

became predominant in the Church and the usage of other and older names and titles all but 

disappeared. 

But hereôs the thing that we should understand: more than 95% of the time that we come 

across one of the titles of God in our BiblesðLord, God, or whateverðthe original Hebrew was 

actually            YHWH, Godôs formal, personal name. Let me say that in a different way: more 

than 9 out of 10 times that our Bibles say Lord or God, the original Hebrew is Yehoveh. Godôs 

formal name is written over 6000 times in the original Hebrew of the Old Testament, but our 

modern translations reduce the use to just a handful. Letôs talk about Abrahamôs son, Isaac, now. 

 

Yitzôchak (Isaac)  

The Bible doesnôt tell us much about Yitzôchak (Isaac). He wanders around some but not 

nearly to the extent that his father Avraham (Abraham) did. His wandering isnôt as an aimless 

person wandering around; he was an owner of substantial flocks and herds that needed fresh 

pasture lands on a regular basis. He appears to have done well for himself, inheriting his fatherôs 

wealth [Genesis 25, 26, 27, 28]. God appears to Yitzôchak (Isaac), as He did to his father, and 

gives him the same promise about fathering many nations, thus alleviating any doubt that Isaac 

would carry on the line of the covenant promise. Rivkah (Rebecca) gives him twin sons, Esav 

(Esau) and Yaôacov (Jacob). Esav, being the first one out of the birth canal, was the traditional 

and rightful heir to his fatherôs wealth and authority. But years later in what the Bible describes 

as a casual and impulsive transaction, Esav (Esau) sells his birthright to Yaôacov (Jacob) for the 

princely sum of a bowl of lentil soup. Actually selling a birthright was a somewhat common 

practice at that time, but in this case it was indicative of Esauôs lack of character. 

We fast forward. Yitzôchak (Isaac), now about 135 years old and blind and knowing that 

his death is near, decides itôs time to give the customary blessing to the firstborn of his twin 

boys, who is Esav (Esau). The effect of this blessing is to validate that sonôs right to inherit the 

bulk of the familyôs wealth and also to assume the leadership role. Yitzôchak (Isaac) is unaware 

of Esauôs dumb deal in selling his birthright to Yaôacov (Jacob); and Esav (Esau) intends to keep 

it that way. When Yitzôchak (Isaac) instructs Esav (Esau) to go hunting and get him some fresh 

meat for the blessing, his brother Yaôacov (Jacob) and their mother Rivkah (Rebecca) devise a 

cunning plan. The name Jacob turned out to be prophetic; because, in Hebrew it means heal 
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catcher (the Bible tells us that when Esav was born, Jacob was hanging on to his heel). However, 

heel catcher isnôt to be taken literally; itôs simply an ancient Hebrew idiom that meant deceiver. 

Before Esav can return from the hunt Yaôacov (Jacob) disguises himself as Esav, goes into 

Yitzôchakôs (Isaacôs) tent and dupes the nearly blind old Yitzôchak into giving Yaôacov (Jacob) 

the firstborn blessing; Isaac believes that itôs his firstborn, Esav, that he has blessed. Esav (Esau) 

returns from the hunt, finds out what has transpired and is devastated; he begs his father to 

change the blessing. But such a blessing is, by tradition, irreversible for any reason. Rivkah 

(Rebecca) knows her twin sons well and fears 

that on Yitzôchakôs (Isaacôs) imminent death 

Esav will kill Yaôacov for his treachery. On their 

motherôs urging Yaôacov (Jacob) quickly packs 

up and flees north to his uncle Lavan (Laban), 

far away in Mesopotamia. 

 

Yaôacov (Jacob)  

In Haran Yaôacov (Jacob) meets Rachel, 

one of Lavanôs (Labanôs) daughters, at the 

family well (Lavan is Yaôacovôs uncle, his 

motherôs brother) [Genesis 29, 30]. Itôs love at 

first sight. As a fugitive, with nothing else to 

offer, Yaôacov (Jacob) agrees to 7 years of servitude to Lavan (Laban) in return for the right to 

marry Rachel. The 7 years pass and in a sure sign to Yaôacov (Jacob) that what goes around 

comes around, during the marriage ceremony Leah, Lavanôs oldest daughter, is secretly switched 

for Rachel. By the time Yaôacov (Jacob) finds out itôs too late . . . Leah is now his wife. So in a 

promise for another 7 years of service Lavan also gives Rachel to Yaôacov (Jacob).  

Make no mistake, Yaôacov (Jacob) wasnôt an eager and foolish young man when he 

married first Leah, then Rachel; he was 84 years old! So the giving up of 14 years of his life for 

Rachel had to have been well thought out. Not only had Jacob received more than he originally 

bargained for, but his two wives, sisters, quarreled constantly for the next several years, which 

coincides with a growing hostility between Yaôacov and his father in law Lavan. After 

completing 20 years of servitude to Lavan (14 for Rachel and Leah, plus 6 more in exchange for 

some livestock) Yaôacov, knowing something bad is about to happen, gathers his family and 

splits [Genesis 31].  

As they prepare to leave secretly, Rachel steals her fatherôs household gods and takes 

them with her on their journey. Taking Labanôs daughters and grandchildren is one thing; but 

taking his gods is quite anotherðitôs almost like having his kahonies in a lock box, if you know 

what I mean. So Lavan forms a posse, pursues and catches up to Jacob and his family [Genesis 

32]. Rachel is a clever and determined girl so even after a thorough search Lavan canôt find his 

missing gods. The issue of the gods is important to Lavan because in that era the person who 

possessed the family gods could claim legal inheritance of the family authority and wealth. 

Possessing her fatherôs gods was Rachelôs ticket to everything her father owned, when he passed 

away. Lavanôs sons couldnôt have been happy about this, either. Yaôacov (Jacob) survives the 

ordeal by agreeing to Lavanôs demands that he take no other wives. Yaôacov now moves on and 

returns to Canaan to face his brother Esav (Esau), not really expecting to survive the family 

reunion. 
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As he got close to his destination, Yaôacov (Jacob) has an odd but history-changing 

encounter with what some Bibles describe as an angel, others as the Lord, and finds himself in an 

all-night wrestling match with this being. The result is a changed heart in Yaôacov (Jacob) along 

with a permanent disability. But, something else gets changed as well; God tells Yaôacov that he 

has a new name, and that name is Israel.  

Itôs at this point in history, and not before, that an identifiable people were created that 

God would call His own . . . the Israelites. While Jacob, his offspring, and their descendents 

could rightfully be called Israelites, only some would eventually come to be called Jews. Iôll 

explain that in due time. 

Expecting the worst, Yaôacov (from here on called Israel) finally encounters his twin 

brother Esav (Esau) who, it turns out, is also changed [Genesis 33]. Tears flow. Israel (Jacob, 

Yaôacov) offers gifts of reconciliation to Esav. Esav, now a wealthy man, refuses, but Israel 

insists. They part in peace. 

Israel heads for Shechem, by now a walled city-state in Canaan; this is the same place 

where God told Avraham that this is the Land He would give to him and his descendents (but in 

Abrahamôs time Shechem was little more than a watering hole). Israel purchases land for his clan 

from the local dignitary, the King of Shechem, intent to settle down permanently. Being near a 

city brings mutual security, and the arrangement is formalized in a pact resembling a treaty. Part 

of any agreement of this type is that the residents of the city and the members of the people, who 

wish to live outside the city walls, become allies and join each other in fending off marauders. 

But things quickly sour when the King of Shechemôs son rapes Israelôs only daughter, Dinah, 

and her incensed brothers lead a raid of revenge leaving many of the city dwellers dead in the 

wake [Genesis 34]. Israel is heartbroken over the evil and murderous actions of his sons. He 

knows they canôt stay, so they pack up and head to Bethôel. God appears to Israel with assurance 

that the covenants given to Avraham, then to Isaac, and now to Jacob, remain intact. His beloved 

wife, Rachel, for whom he gave 14 years of servitude to marry, dies giving birth to Israelôs 12
th
 

and last son, Ben-Yômin (Benjamin). Its now about 1800 BC. 

Back up in Mesopotamia, a new Babylonian culture is becoming more powerful and 

more sophisticated, and is led by the continuing domination of the Amorites. Using the towers 

they build, called ziggurats, they begin charting the skies as expert astronomers. Down in Egypt 

the traditional Egyptian culture that has produced such an advanced civilization with its 

Pyramids, libraries, agriculture, and science, all under strong central rule, is disintegrating. 

Foreigners now sit in the seat of Pharaoh in Egypt. Not just any foreigners, but Bedouin Sheiks, 

Semites! These Bedouins werenôt mindless barbarians. They easily adopted to Egyptian ways, 

even adopted Egyptian names. But they were, by nature, tribal and wanderers and didnôt 

understand how to establish and maintain a large central government; the native Egyptians 

considered their rule almost unbearable. So the so-called Hyksos rulers were never able to unite 

Egypt the way the Pharaohs before them did, and Egypt declined for the next 150 years.  

 

Yosef (Joseph)  

Just a few years after Ben-Yômin (Benjamin) was born, 17 year old Yosef  (Joseph), 

Israelôs openly favored son, fell victim to a plot by his 10 jealous and angry older brothers 

[Genesis 37]. Thrown into an empty water well and sold to a passing caravan of slave traders, 

Yosefôs (Joseph) brothers tell his father he was killed by a wild animal. Israel was devastated and 

he blamed his other sons, obviously unaware of the truth. He would grieve, needlessly, for years  

to come. 

http://www.mesopotamia.co.uk/ziggurats/home_set.html
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The caravan winds its way south to Egypt where Yosef (Joseph) is sold as a house slave 

to Potiphar, Chief Steward to Pharaoh. Yosef, young, good-looking and highly intelligent, 

greatly impresses his master; nonetheless he soon finds himself imprisoned as a result of false 

charges made against him by Potipharôs wife [Genesis 39, 40, 41]. While Joseph languished in 

prison the Pharaoh began having reoccurring nightmares. The local Egyptian wizards were 

unable to decipher these disturbing dreams so Yosef (Joseph) was called on to try. Pharaoh was 

so impressed by Josephôs accuracy that he promoted him to 2
nd

 in command of all of Egypt. 

Potiphar now worked for Joseph. Yosef (Joseph), now 30 years old, hasnôt seen his family in 13 

years. 

Meantime, up in Canaan where Jacob and his clan still lived, things werenôt good. 

Another famine had taken hold of the land and Israelôs tribe was in danger of not surviving. 

News arrived that Egypt had, through the adept management of a foreigner, Joseph, somehow 

foreseen the famine and stockpiled abundant grain supplies. Reluctantly, Israel sent his sons to 

Egypt to try and purchase food [Genesis 42, 43, 44, 45]. Part of the reluctance was due to not 

wanting to lose another child because Israel had never recovered from the loss of his precious 

son, Yosef (Joseph). This fear undoubtedly came from the common knowledge that the poorest 

of Egyptian society, who had run out of money and were unable to purchase grain from their 

government, were selling themselves into bond-servitude to the Pharaoh in return for food for 

their families. This foreign Pharaoh of a divided country was using the famine and Yosefôs 

(Josephôs) abilities to rebuild a slave labor force to satisfy his ambitions. But God used the 

situation to enable Israelôs survival. 

When Yosef (Joseph) finds out itôs his brothers who have come asking to buy grain heôs 

crushed when they donôt recognize him. Hurt and angry he toys with them for a while. But 

knowing that any revenge he might extract on them would only serve to further hurt his aged 

father, Yosef not only gives them grain he sends word to Israel that all his family should come to 

Egypt where Yosef, from his position of power, can assure their survival. 

Israel comes with his entire clan, which now numbers 70 individuals, not counting Joseph 

[Genesis 46]. Israel dies in Egypt a few years later but before he dies he pronounces a significant 

blessing on Yosefôs (Josephôs) two male children, Ephraim and Manasseh, born by Josephôs 

Egyptian wife; this act will have an enormous impact in the future of Israel and the entire world. 

This deathbed blessing, the cross-handed blessing, put Josephôs younger child, Ephraim, ahead 

of the older child, Manasseh, for purposes of inheritance [Genesis 48]. But the blessing also 

included the adoption of these two boys by Jacob so that they were no longer his grandchildren, 

but his own children. This blessing had both immediate, and prophetic, effects. By adopting 

these children away from Joseph and his Egyptian wife, Ephraim and Manasseh were no longer 

considered Egyptians; they became Israelites. Letôs pause here to examine this little-known 

section of the Bible that amounts to nothing less than prophetic dynamite. 

 

Awhile later someone told Yosef that his father was ill. He took with him his 

two sons, Mônasheh and Efrayim. Yaôakov was told, ñHere comes your son 

Yosef.ò Israôel gathered his strength and sat up in bed. 

Yaôakov said to Yosef, ñEl Shaddai appeared to me at Luz in the land of 

Kenaôan and blessed me, saying to me, óI will make you fruitful and numerous. I 

will make of you a group of peoples; and I will give this land to your descendants 

to possess forever.ô 
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Now your two sons, who were born to you in the land of Egypt before I came 

to you in Egypt, are mine; Efrayim and Mônasheh will be as much mine as 

Reôuven and Shimôon are. The children born to you after them will be yours, but 

for purposes of inheritance they are to be counted with their older brothers. 

 ñNow as for me, when I came from Paddan, Rachel died suddenly, as we 

were traveling through the land of Kenaôan, while we were still some distance 

from Efrat; so I buried her there on the way to Efrat (also known as Beitï

Lechem).ò 

Then Israôel noticed Yosefôs sons and asked, ñWhose are these?ò Yosef 

answered his father, ñThey are my sons, whom God has given me here.ò Yaôakov 

replied, ñI want you to bring them here to me, so that I can bless them.ò 

Now Israôelôs eyes were dim with age, so that he could not see. Yosef 

brought his sons near to him, and he kissed them and embraced them. Israôel said 

to Yosef, ñI never expected to see even you again, but God has allowed me to see 

your children too!ò 

Yosef brought them out from between his legs and prostrated himself on the 

ground. Then Yosef took them both, Efrayim in his right hand toward Israôelôs 

left hand and Mônasheh in his left hand toward Israôelôs right hand, and brought 

them near to him. 

But Israôel put out his right hand and laid it on the head of the younger one, 

Efrayim, and put his left hand on the head of Mônashehïïhe intentionally crossed 

his hands, even though Mônasheh was the firstborn. 

Then he blessed Yosef: ñThe God in whose presence my fathers Avraham 

and Yitzôchak lived, the God who has been my own shepherd all my life long to 

this day, the angel who has rescued me from all harm, bless these boys. May they 

remember who I am and what I stand for, and likewise my fathers Avraham and 

Yitzôchak, who they were and what they stood for. And may they grow into 

teeming multitudes on the earth.ò 

When Yosef saw that his father was laying his right hand on Efrayimôs head, 

it displeased him, and he lifted up his fatherôs hand to remove it from Efrayimôs 

head and place it instead on Mônashehôs head. Yosef said to his father, ñDonôt do 

it that way, my father; for this one is the firstborn. Put your right hand on his 

head.ò 

But his father refused and said, ñI know that, my son, I know it. He too will 

become a people, and he too will be great; nevertheless his younger brother will 

be greater than he, and his descendants will grow into many nations.ò 

Then he added this blessing on them that day: ñIsraôel will speak of you in 

their own blessings by saying, óMay God make you like Efrayim and Mônasheh.ôò 

Thus he put Efrayim ahead of Mônasheh. 

Israôel then said to Yosef, ñYou see that I am dying, but God will be with you 

and will bring you back to the land of your ancestors. Moreover, I am giving to 

you a shôkhem (shoulder, ridge, share, city of Shôkhem) more than to your 

brothers; I captured it from the Emori with my sword and bowò ðGenesis 48  

 

What actually happened here? Well, as I mentioned earlier, the younger child of Joseph, 

Ephraim, was in essence given the first-born or double portion blessing that normally should 
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have gone to the older child, Manasseh. But on a higher level Jacob gave the birthright that by 

tradition belonged to his own firstborn son, Rueben, to grandson Ephraim. Rueben was replaced 

with Josephôs son Ephraim. How can I know with complete certainty that this was the result? 

Listen to 1st Chronicles 5:1: ñ. . . Rueben the firstborn of Israel (Jacob) for he was the firstborn, 

but because he defiled his fatherôs bed, his birthright was given to the sons of Joseph, the son of 

Israel; so that he (Rueben) is not enrolled in the genealogy according to the birthright.ò 

So hereôs something we must put into our minds and hold onto for awhile: the firstborn 

rights of inheritance for Israelôs (Jacobôs) children, wind up not going to the rightful heir that 

would be expected, Rueben, but instead those rights are given to Ephraim who is actually a 

grandchild of Jacob. Thatôs why Jacob adopted Ephraim (and Manessah) away from Joseph so 

that Ephraim became a son to Jacob (rather than a grandson) and he could now legally give to 

Ephraim the firstborn blessings.  

 

Letôs fast forward to several hundred years into the 

future, to the time after the Exodus from Egypt and even 

further to the time of Solomon, King of Israel. Solomon is a 

ruler over a united and powerful nation of Israel. But thatôs 

going to change almost immediately after his death when 

Solomonôs son inherits the throne and right away turmoil 

and a civil war occur; Israel becomes divided into two 

opposing kingdoms. The Bible refers to these two kingdoms 

of Israel in a number a ways: most typically as the Northern 

Kingdom and the Southern Kingdom . . . or . . . As the 

kingdoms of Judah and of Israel (Judah in the south, Israel 

in the north).  

Ah, but thereôs a problem here. You see, the northern kingdom wasnôt really called Israel 

at that time. Calling that kingdom Israel is a fairly recent redaction in our bibles. The oldest 

manuscripts clearly call the northern kingdom Ephraim. By now, of the 12 original tribes of 

Israel, 2 (Judah and Ephraim) had become dominant and ruled over the other 10. In Biblical 

times territories tended to be named after the dominant tribe who occupied that area. So the two 

kingdoms that resulted from the civil war of Israel were eventually called by the names of the 

two tribes that controlled them: Judah in the south, and Ephraim in the north. 

 

Fast forward again; this time about 200 more years. Judah has struggled to stay separate 

from its pagan neighbors, and close to God; on the other hand, 

Ephraim has worked hard to associate itself with its neighborsô 

false gods. Assyria is now a 

regional power and it attacks 

Ephraim and empties it of its 

people. The people of Ephraim 

are scattered all over the 

Assyrian Empire and absorbed 

among the myriad cultures of 

Asia to the point that the bulk of them lose their Hebrew 

identity. Ephraim is no longer a people belonging to God; 

Ephraim doesnôt even know its heritage; most members of the10 tribes that formed Ephraim had 


