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Frequently Asked Questions 
About the Old Testament

SESSION 2 – GENESIS 12-31

Why was Jacob blessed even though he deceived his father to

receive the blessing (27:5ff.)?

First, a comment about the rite of blessing.  Our culture affirms equality and even distribution, which

make Isaac’s response difficult to understand.  But in that culture only one son could inherit the family

blessing.  In this case only one son could provide the family line through which the Messiah would come. 

Why would God bless a deceitful person?  Obviously not because the person was deceitful.  For a reason

known only to God, he chose to bless Jacob and not Esau.  Paul points out that since his choice was

made before they were even born, it was not based on their merit (Romans 9:10-13) but on God’s

sovereign freedom.  God’s grace and blessing are always undeserved and unexpected. 

–The Quest Study Bible

Why did God command Abraham, and those men who followed, to be

circumcised (17:10)?

Circumcision was usually practiced in the ancient world as a rite of passage into puberty or marriage,

though it does not seem to have been practiced among the Canaanites.  God, however, gave this

peculiar custom new meaning when he required it of Abraham.  For Abraham, circumcision was a mark

of possession, indicating that he belonged to God.  It was also a sign of commitment, symbolizing that

the Lord alone would be the one he would trust and serve.  Some think it indicated a type of oath: “May I

be cut off from my people as my foreskin has been cut off, if I am not faithful to the Lord (Gen. 17:14).  

In many ways, God’s relationship with Abraham, as symbolized by circumcision, is similar to that of a



08/22/2007 09:30 AMFrequently Asked Questions About the Old Testament, Session Two

Page 2 of 4file:///Users/kirt.manuel/Documents/WORKING/OTC/Vol1/HTML/02Session.html

marriage covenant.  The commitment that God intends a husband and a wife to have for each other

illustrates the commitment that God wanted from Abraham.  Throughout the Old Testament, God

characterizes himself as a husband to his people, and adultery is used as a metaphor for their idolatry

and unfaithfulness to him (see, for example, Hosea 2:16; 4:15). 

–The Quest Study Bible

Why were multiple wives or concubines allowed in the Old

Testament?

Genesis 2:23-24, as Christ pointed out, teaches monogamy as God’s will for man. Now there is no

possibility of a husband’s constituting a unity with one wife if he also has another wife–or several others.

This is made very clear by the analogy in Ephesians 5:23.  The implication here is that there is but one

true church and that it stands in a relationship to the heavenly Bridegroom like that of the wife toward her

husband. Christ is not the Head of many different churches; He has but a single mystical body–not

several different bodies–and therefore His one and only church is viewed as the antitype of monogamous

marriage. Polygamy is absolutely excluded.  As we examine the scriptural record, we come to the

realization that every case of polygamy or concubinage amounted to a failure to follow God’s original

model and plan.  The fact of the matter was that while polygamy was contrary to God’s intention and

ideal, nevertheless, because of what Christ called “the hardness of men’s hearts” (Matthew 19:8), it was

tolerated–especially in the case of a political leader whose dynasty would fail if he produced no son by

his first wife.

–The Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties

What was the significance in cutting the animals in half (15:10-17)?

In those days, when people made a covenant, they would take animals and literally cut them in two

pieces and set the two pieces next to each other, side by side.  Then they would go for a covenant walk. 

They would pass between the pieces of the animal, and the symbolic meaning of this was, “May this be

my fate if I don’t live up to the covenant, if I don’t honor the covenant, if I’m not faithful.”  Jeremiah 34:18

says, “Those who have violated my covenant … I will treat like the calf they cut in two and then walked

between its pieces.”  When people cut a covenant, blood was shed.  It was a way of saying, “I take this

very seriously.” 

–John Ortberg

Why would Lot offer his virgin daughters to a mob of men (19:8)?
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Three factors may have contributed to Lot’s outrageous proposal: (1) Hospitality was considered to be

one of the highest measures of a man.  To take a stranger in and let him eat your food was to guarantee

his safety – even at personal risk.  (2) Wives and daughters were typically viewed as property in his

culture.  (3) Living as he did in a degenerate society, Lot’s values were likely off center.  Sin distorts

priorities and blurs the line between right and wrong.  It was no doubt the combination of these factors

that caused Lot to value the safety of his guests more than the well-being of his daughters.  

–The Quest Study Bible

Why would Abraham ask Sarah to say she was his sister (12:13 and

20:2)?

Abraham’s response was driven by his fear of being killed by men who would long for his beautiful wife. It

was understandable enough that Sarah complied with his request under those circumstances. Yet it was

a sin on the part of both of them, and it robbed them of all possibility of witnessing to the truth of God

before the idolatrous society of Egypt. 

It seems quite clear that this account of Abraham’s failure is an honest inclusion of his lack of faith as

manifested by this entire episode. If he had not believed that Yahweh was able to protect him with honor

and integrity if he went down to Egypt, then he should never have gone there at all. As it was, he brought

dishonor on himself and the cause he stood for, discrediting himself before the moral standards of Egypt

itself.  

–Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties

Why did Abraham have his servant put his hand under his thigh? 

Was this symbolic of something (24:2)?

This was a covenant ritual, apparently an ancient custom, though no extra-biblical material mentions it. 

The intimacy that such a practice would require suggests the high level of trust sought in the oath.  This

practice is found in other places in the Bible and it is always associated with a solemn oath.

–Don Porter  

Are dreams messages from God (28:12-15)?

Dreams can be messages from God, but they are not always.  In this case God repeats the promises
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made to Jacob’s father and grandfather.  The dream corresponds to the already revealed will of God. 

Likewise, if God chooses to reveal his will to us in a dream, it will correspond to the teaching of Scripture.

Dreams should never replace sound and well thought-out decisions.  Scripture and respected members

of the church should be consulted carefully.  We shouldn’t expect God to tell us in a dream whom to

marry or what career track to choose.  That isn’t God’s pattern of revealing his will. This dream was given

to assure Jacob that God was present with him and that God intended to bless him, keeping the promise

made to his ancestors.  It also marked the beginning of Jacob’s lifelong relationship with God.

–Don Porter

Why promise a tenth (28:22)?

It seems to be a way of acknowledging the authority and generosity of the one who has provided the

blessing. Later God required a tenth from all Israelites (Leviticus 27:30-32; Numbers 18:26; Deuteronomy

14:22-28). 

–The Quest Study Bible


