
HISTORY BEFORE ABRAHAM – THE BEGINNINGS 

Recently I paid a visit to the Israelites living in the land of Goshen in the north of Egypt.  Just in 
my imagination, of course.  This was 400 years before Moses led them out of Egypt, taking them 
to the land God promised to give them.  I wanted to see how these descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob were maintaining the beliefs God had been revealing to them.  I reckon that the 
beliefs held by the people around them would have challenged their beliefs about creation, and I 
imagined how they might have dealt with that attack.  You can read about that visit in my The 
Creation Account – its Beginnings. 

Now I want to pay these Israelites another visit.  I have chosen the time around 100 years after 
their entry into their Promised Land.  By then they would have been relatively settled in Canaan, 
although still engaged in constantly reoccurring skirmishes and wars.  These conflicts continued 
for many years – even centuries – as the Israelites made their presence felt and the Canaanites 
and Philistines tried to regain the territory that had been taken from them.  I imagine that 
because of this interaction with the Canaanites and Philistines other Israelite beliefs came under 
attack. 

BETHEL 

So here I am on the road approaching Bethel.  From here it looks like any Israelite town – 
typical of their settlements now scattered around what they call the Promised Land.  Their 
commitment to come to each other’s aid when under attack has given them considerable political 
power.  Together they have been able to win wars – due to God’s considerable help, of course – 
and are working towards establishing themselves as a nation in their own right. 

The Welcome to Bethel sign announces that I’m about to enter a town.  As I’ll discover later 
from my conversations with the inhabitants, Bethel doesn’t regard itself as a village.  Villages are 
smaller communities of houses built of stone right up on the top of ridges.  Their elevated 
position provides the main defence from enemy attack.  Bethel is more than a village; its larger 
population allows it the honour of claiming a place among the towns of Israel.  This larger 
population also enables it to be nestled down towards the bottom of a valley, protected by a wall 
of stone, which is surrounded by their farms and orchards. 

THE CENTRE OF THE TOWN 

As I wander in through the town gate looking for the business office of the town Mayor, I 
suddenly find myself in the market place.  During my visit I’ll discover that it’s typical of Israelite 
towns and villages to set up their business centre (or market place as they call it) just inside the 
gate.  The rows of stalls are selling all kinds of foodstuff and goods, in fact everything the 
inhabitants need, and are doing a brisk and noisy trade.  In response to my inquiries I’m directed 
to another quite unpretentious stall erected in the shadow of the wall, away from most of the 
noise, but quite close to the gate.  The Mayor’s business office. 

Of course, it’s not called a business office.  The residents traditionally call it THE GATE.  (From 
the way they say it I could tell it needs to be written in capital letters.  I guess this is to distinguish 
it from the actual gate in the city wall.)  But whatever they may call it, this stall is really the Mayor’s 
business office.  And he’s not called the Mayor, either, even though from my point of view that’s 
close to the office he holds.  He’s the head of the closely related group of families who live in the 
town.  He’s regarded as the legal authority and magistrate of the town.  He also does more than 
what mayors do; he’s the religious leader as well.  This is where, together with the town elders, he 
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conducts this legal and community duties.  This is where citizens go for the finalization of business 
transactions.  This is where the citizens go for arbitration when disputes get out of hand.  This is 
where criminals are charged, their guilt or innocence is determined, and punishments imposed.  
This is the place of justice.  I understand that the catchword for those seeking justice is:  Alright!  
I’ll see you at THE GATE! 

This area on the edge of the town around the town gate and market place is really the centre 
of Bethel, and that’s the case for every Israelite town and village. 

THE FAITH OF THE TOWN 

It doesn’t take me more than a day or two to discover that the Bethelites are very proud of 
their town.  But far more importantly (and this is the reason for my interest in Bethel) they are 
especially proud of the history connected with their town, and the significance of that history for 
their faith.  They couldn’t wait to show me what they regard as the most significant tourist 
attraction in Bethel.  It’s a stone set up on its end as a memorial pillar.  This stone, they excitedly 
tell me, is the very one Jacob used as his pillow as he set out on his journey to Paddan-aram to 
find a wife for himself from among his cousins.  Yes, Jacob! – one of our three famous patriarchs, 
the one given the name ‘Israel’ by God – the one whose name we bear as Israelites!  This is where 
Jacob had his dream of a ladder going up to heaven!  This is where he was given the promise of 
God’s protection!  This is where God gave him the gift of this land for his descendants, for us!  
This is where Jacob, struck by the awesomeness of God’s presence, changed the name of this 
place from Luz to Bethel (house of God)!  This town holds an important place in our traditions as 
Israelites; it’s one of the places at which God revealed himself to us!  And we live here!!  Bethel, 
our town, has a history, a history that speaks about our God and our faith, a history that even 
reaches back to the time before our town was built!! 

Hearing such enthusiasm I know I’ve come to the right place.  If ever an Israelite town had 
reason to be concerned about the maintaining of their faith, their view of who they are, it would 
be Bethel.  If ever an Israelite town had the motivation to articulate their faith in a way that 
addresses the situation in which they find themselves, it would be Bethel. 

Of course, the Israelites as a whole already have strategies to keep their faith alive and 
relevant.  They have a vital oral tradition of stories about their past history, stories about how God 
had revealed himself to their forefathers, and stories that explain and help their youngsters to 
memorize the teachings of their faith.  Throughout the land they keep on setting up pillars of 
rocks, and give places names, or new names, that proclaim to those in the know what God had 
done for them.  They have festivals and ceremonies during which God’s actions in history are 
recounted and even re-enacted to keep God’s relationship with them alive.  They have even 
begun using the technology of their day to put some of their traditions down in writing as a way 
of maintaining the accuracy and the wider use of those traditions.  Bethel, I’m told, has in written 
form the 10 commandments, some of the songs used in their worship (including Miriam’s song of 
their deliverance from the Egyptians at the Red Sea), and other instructions from their God. 

Bethel’s enthusiasm for keeping their traditions alive is just what's needed to make sure that all 
of Israel’s traditions and beliefs are put into writing to make them readily available for future 
generations.  This is becoming more vital because of the new situation in which they are finding 
themselves.  Now that they are settling down into a new life in their promised land a new threat 
to the claims of their faith is making itself felt. 

THE THREAT TO THEIR FAITH 
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The Bethelites, of course, are aware of this threat.  They know it affects not just the inhabitants 
of their town but all Israelites wherever they have built their settlements.  This threat arises 
because of their claim that God has chosen them, and that he has given them this land to live in.  
The people the Israelites are driving from their homes and farms and towns because this is now 
Israelite territory can’t understand such blatant pride and aggression.  And the claim that this 
comes from the God of the Israelites makes every battle over the ownership of the land into a 
battle between the gods of those involved in the battles -- a holy war.  And every victory shows 
which god is the more powerful.  More than that, it shows which god is the real God. 

So the Bethelites, led by their mayor and elders, are very keen to make it clear in an 
unmistakable way that it isn’t pride or aggression that’s the motive for the Israelites settlement in 
this land.  They want to make this clear to their enemies.  They want to make it clear to their own 
people (especially the youngsters) who are forgetting their history and are starting to believe 
what the Canaanites and Philistines are saying. 

I’m thankful to be invited along as the mayor, the elders, and the storyteller in their town, try to 
identify the aspects of their faith they want somehow to clarify as the distinctive faith of the 
Israelites.  These beliefs are the result of God’s revelation of himself to them over the years.  I’m 
impressed by the robust interaction (I think that’s the appropriate term these days) that 
characterizes their discussions.  Here’s how I would summarize their exchanges. 

We Israelites need to be clear that our settlement of this land is not our idea, it’s God’s. 
Yeah, God chose us.  And we had no say about that. 
Our aggression, as it’s being called, is simply the result of the obedience that God demands of 

us. 
I’d be ashamed if, at any time, now or in the future, we did make God’s choice of us a matter 

for pride. 
Are you really sure God chose us? 
Yes, and we know there’s a reason for God’s choice of us.  He’s doing it for the benefit of all 

people and all nations. 
I suppose it is hard for the Canaanites to understand that our taking of their land is for their 

benefit. 
We know God has a plan, and we’re a part of it; but he hasn’t really told us much about it, has 

he? 
How do we get across to the people around us that God will bless all nations through what he 

is doing with us? 
And what we are doing to them!? 
He’s told us that something has gone wrong with his world.  Do we really know what it is? 
Isn’t it something to do with humankind’s relationship with him? 
Something to do with!  When are we going to know the details, something more definite? 
Yes, I wish we knew more, too.  None of the religions around us has this wrongness of the 

world, and its inhabitants, as part of their beliefs.  Not that I can see anyway. 
So how do we get them to understand our beliefs? 
They don’t see anything wrong with us humans.  That must be an attractive belief. 
They also see their gods as just being their own gods.  How do we get across to them that the 

God who has revealed himself to us rules the whole world? 
And then our belief that God is in the process of fixing the world up, fixing up us humans – we 

don’t know those details either. 
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I wish he had chosen some other people! 
Yeah so do I.  But it looks like we’re stuck with it! 
Do our beliefs have anything in common with those around us? 
And how do we stop our people from adopting their beliefs? 

FACING THE THREAT 

Now follows considerable discussion on what they can do to deal with this situation.  They 
acknowledge that they have a considerable amount of oral tradition, stories about their history, 
about the beginning of the world and the rise of nations, and about their beliefs as Israelites.  But 
none of this, the storyteller insists, really addresses the situation they’re facing now. 

However, he suggests, many of these stories could be re-written so that the truths in those 
stories do speak to our new circumstances. 

That causes a flood of questions: 
You mean that we change our traditions and beliefs to somehow cater to the doubts of our 

youngsters? 
How can we think of changing what we have been taught, and what we have been teaching 

each new generation, ever since God chose Abraham?   All those wonderful stories. 
Aren’t our storytellers the people who preserve, protect, and keep our traditions intact? 

No, no, the storyteller intervenes, I’m not suggesting at all that we consider changing our 
traditions and beliefs.  We will never let the beliefs or the criticisms of other people, any other 
people, change the unique and distinctive revelation we have received from God.  We always 
want to see the world, and our role in this world, through his eyes.  I’m merely speaking about the 
way in which we express and communicate this faith of ours.  Look, our youngsters now know 
nothing about the world in which you and I and our forefathers lived.  We were wandering 
nomads having very little to do with the other wandering tribes around us.  And our present 
traditions fit in with, and speak very well to, that kind of world.   But our young are not living in a 
world like that any more.  And nor are we, except in our memories.  That world is gone.  We are 
settled down now, farming and trading, and having a lot to do with people with all kinds of 
beliefs.  Don’t our traditions and stories and beliefs have to make sense and speak to the world in 
which we are living now?  I’m not suggesting that a changing world means that our beliefs have 
to change.  I’m suggesting that the new world around us may be prompting us, even demanding 
from us, that we now relate our beliefs and traditions to this present world.  Isn’t that what our 
youngsters are expecting from us?  It’s certainly what the Canaanites and Philistines want from us.  
Maybe it’s what God expects of us, too. 

THE WAY FORWARD? 

Look, I know many of you are fearful and you probably feel I’ve thrown you into waters too 
deep for you.  But, look, we do have traditional stories that I think may be just what we are 
looking for.  Can I, off the top of my head, give some ideas about how they could be used to 
speak to and engage our present situation?  Would that be alright? 

Well, that suggestion certainly brings relief and nods. 

So the storyteller continues.  You all know our favourite story of the creation of the world .  1

That expresses beautifully our belief in God’s creation of the world, and the order and harmony 

 The storyteller is referring the story that eventually was recorded as Genesis 1:1 – 2:3.1
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and peace he established between him and all living beings.  Our kids love hearing it and we all 
enjoy telling it.  It’s a great story.  But maybe some of our other stories and traditions can be 
placed together, or woven together to express our faith in a way that will speak to and engage 
our present world. 

How about, yes, the one we were speaking about the other day, Mr Mayor, the one that 
stresses the order in creation, but centers more on the relationships between people and their 
living with each other.  Maybe that would provide the appropriate setting for God’s choice of our 
patriarchs.  It’s about God planting a garden in Eden (you all know it, don’t you?) and it paints a 
picture of the harmony and peace in God’s creation, and his close involvement with his creatures.  
And Adam is given the task of maintaining this harmony.  He gives names to all the living 
creatures God formed from the ground, and that establishes order, too.  But he finds no partner 
for himself.  So God uses one of his ribs to create Eve – that gives a real sense of oneness, as 
does the names Adam gives, man and woman.  Ah, I think this is the best expression of our faith 
regarding the unity and equality of men and women, and indeed of the unity and harmony 
between everything in God’s created world. 

Then we can follow this with the somewhat longer story of things starting to go wrong.  Of 
Adam and Eve wanting to like God, and stepping out of and destroying God’s design for 
harmony.  And I like the mystery in that story as one of God’s animals takes a part in this 
wrongness.  Because of their disobedience Adam and Eve also lose their close fellowship with 
God and are put out of the garden.  Now both the man and the woman live their lives under a 
curse. 

And we have traditional stories describing the world getting worse and worse.  Abel is 
murdered because of his brother’s jealousy.  The evil spreads so widely that God is sorry he 
created mankind and tries to make repairs by sending the flood we all know about.  Then I see 
the inclusion of the story our traditions have named The Tiny Skyscraper to depict the confusion 
and separation and scattering that result from human pride. 

These stories, woven together in that way, I think set the scene for our story of God’s choice of 
Abraham.  With Abraham God begins his plan of bringing the world rescue from the sorry state of 
affairs resulting from humankind’s rejection of God’s lordship and authority. 

But I would want God’s grace to be emphasized, to shine through very brightly, in all these 
stories – his mercy in keeping Adam and Eve out of Eden, the mark he places on Cain to give him 
protection, his stepping in to choose Noah and his family to begin life after the flood, and his 
amazing totally undeserved choice of Abraham to set in motion his plan of rescue for the human 
race. 

Well, the Mayor says, you have given us something to think about.  But I believe you’re on the 
right track.  What do the rest of you think? 

You’ve certainly got me thinking.  I have never thought of stringing our stories together like 
that.  I just saw them as a collection of separate stories about isolated events in our history.  Now 
I’m starting to see God’s plan better. 

I really don’t know.  It’s a serious thing to mess around with our traditions. 
When do we start getting all this down in writing? 
Something like this will be great for our youngsters. 
And when it’s finished, can it be put to music?  I know some Philistines who would come along 

to something like that! 
But will this ‘woven-together story’, as I think you called it, really be true to the revelations God 
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has given us? 
Do we get the elders from our other towns to work on this with us? 
Come on, we’ll never get all our Israelites tribes to reach any kind of agreement on something 

like this. 

BETHEL – MEETING THE CHALLENGE? 

That visit to Bethel (I’m sorry, my imagination runs out here) made me very proud of their 
daring, their risk-taking, and their determination to work at making their faith speak to the people 
around them. 

Actions like this, undertaken by many Israelites, were the preliminaries to the formulation of the 
Scriptures.  Actions like this were part of the Spirit’s work of inspiration as he provided the human 
race with a record of the grace of God, of God’s involvement and history with our world, of the 
Gospel of Jesus.  Having the Scripture, we are now able to carry out our task of communicating 
the Gospel to our world in ways that engage people in whatever kind of society they choose to 
live their life. 

I’m proud of the people living in Bethel at the time of the Israelite settlement in their Promised 
Land.  Of course, it’s no more than an imaginary pride in their imaginary actions.  But somewhere 
at some time the Israelites must have gone through some process like this as part of the pre-
history of the inspiration of Scriptures.  In particular for that part of the Bible recorded in Genesis 
2:4 – 11:32.  
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