The Reversal of Judgments In the Call of Abraham

The Creator and His Creatures In Judgment


After the two accounts of creation in Genesis 1 and 2, we find four accounts of sin and judgment: (1) the sin of Adam and Eve in Eden, (2) the murder of Abel by Cain, (3) earth-wide violence and the flood of Noah, and, (4) the rebellion of the tower of Babel.  Though these four events all differ greatly, they are all similar in that they define some act or acts of sin and then relate God’s judgment upon that sin.  We will see that there are some unifying characteristics in these sins and judgments, and we will see that what follows them is God’s means of rectifying them.


The serpent tempted Eve by causing her to doubt God’s character and intentions.  The serpent denied the truth of God’s warning, and promised instead the satisfaction of becoming as God, knowing good and evil.  Adam and Eve already were created in the image of God.  The serpent’s temptation seems to have been a shortcut to obtaining a fuller likeness to God.  


There were three aspects the woman perceived as she contemplated the temptation: “Then the woman saw that the tree was good for food, that it brought a yearning to the eyes and that the tree was desirable for gaining insight” (Gen. 3:6 CV).  (1) She saw that the tree was good for food—evidently it bore an abundance of fruit.  (2) The tree and its’ fruit were pleasant to the eyes—they were attractive.  In these first two aspects it seems that Eve was looking at the tree and making a judgment as to whether or not there was anything negative that would divert or prevent her from taking of the fruit.  We say this because of Genesis 2:9, “So Yahweh Elohim made sprout from the ground every tree desirable to the sight and good for food, with the tree of life in the middle of the garden, and also the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (CV).  All of the trees of the garden were beautiful to behold, or bounteous in their production of food, or both.  If this tree hand not been pleasant to the sight or fruitful, or both, it would have been an exception to the rule.  So every tree was desirable, or tempting, in some way.  And we have no reason to assume that this tree was any more tempting, on the bases of beauty and fruit, than any other tree in the garden.  (3) The third aspect, that it was a tree to be desired to make her wise, was something not perceivable to the senses.  This was an aspect that appealed to her ego—to her inner self—to her pride.  This is what the apostle Paul calls the flesh.  It is the inner motivator that seeks to satisfy desires that only find fulfillment in this current life.  This third aspect of Eve’s temptation was based on an assumption that God did not have her best interests at heart, and that she could improve herself and her situation by a method that contradicted God’s instruction.  It involved a forsaking of the right Creator/creature relationship.  Only when God’s love was doubted, could she be tempted to eat of the tree.


Adam entered into Eve’s sin with her, and they began dying, just as God said they would.  In addition, they were driven from the garden, they lost access to the tree of life, which had not been withheld previously, and life became difficult and painful.  All this may be summed up in the word curse.  The serpent was cursed and would henceforth move on its belly in the dust of the earth.  Also there would be enmity between the woman and the serpent.  Further the woman’s suffering in childbirth was increased.  The ground was cursed for the man’s sake, and it would fail to yield its’ strength in food.  And, the curse of mortality came upon mankind.  Because death has come upon us, we all sin and are lacking God’s glory (Rom. 5:12; 3:23).  Adam’s and Eve’s disobedience brought thorough going curses upon us all, and brought enmity and offense between us, creatures, and our Creator.


The murder of Abel by Cain, like the disobedience of Eve, hinged upon something inward—a satisfaction or desire of the fleshly life rather than of the spiritual.  There are some thoughts, not written in the Scriptures, that are helpful in understanding the difference between Cain’s and Abel’s offerings.  There was a time designated when offerings were to be brought to God (v. 3).  God may have given instruction for offerings to be brought annually, as there was an annual day of atonement in Israel’s calendar.  Both men brought offerings that related to their livelihoods.  Abel’s offering from his flock was acceptable, but Cain’s offering from his cultivation of the ground was unacceptable.  What was the difference?  We will miss the point if we focus on their livelihoods.  Both Cain and Abel were instructed regarding the sin of Adam and Eve, and their expulsion from the garden, and the provisional sacrifice and covering that God made for them.  Abel’s sacrifice was acceptable, not because he, being a shepherd, offered a sheep, but because he followed God’s example.  A sentence of death accompanied Adam’s sin, and a sentence of death was carried out on the sacrificial victim, in order for a covering to be provided for the sinners.  Abel looked upon his own condition and need as being like that of his parents.  Cain, on the other hand, thought that God should be pleased with whatever he decided to offer.  Abel’s offering was accompanied by faith, but Cain’s was according to his own will.

Cain’s thoughts and works were wrong, and this led to the murder of his brother (1 Jn. 3:12).  Cain and Abel represent all men, and it is the faulty relationship with God that is behind the evil that one man does to another.  The word curse echoes in God’s communication with Cain, bringing an increased curse on earth’s soil (Gen. 4:11, 12).  Like the account of Adam and Eve, the relationship between the brothers is shown to be part of their relationship to the Creator.  Is a man his brother’s keeper?  Are we to help someone in need?  If we would honor our Creator, the answer is yes.  Christ commanded us to love one another.  Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer (1 Jn. 3:15).  Anyone who says he loves God, while he hates his brother, is a liar.  It is impossible for anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, to love God, Whom he has not seen (1 Jn. 4:20).  


The judgment of the flood is credited to human depravity: “…God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5); “And God looked upon the earth, and, behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted his way upon the earth” (Gen. 6:12).  Again, the problem was internal to humanity.  The problem manifested itself in the inter-relationships of people to each other, and it called for the Creator to deal with His creatures in a summary fashion.  The extent was global and race wide, taking in all tribes and clans except for the small family of Noah.


At the tower of Babel, again the action of humanity was based on internal motives, and was a direct affront to the Creator.  Instead of going forth and filling the earth as God commanded, both to Adam and Eve at creation, and to Noah after the flood (Gen. 1:28; 9:7), man’s intention was to prevent himself from being scattered abroad (Gen. 11:4).  This event differs from the others in that it was political, as well as religious, and it was an organized effort against the Creator.  Interestingly, the unity of humanity was summed up in the expression, “and let us make us a name” (Gen. 11:4).  This was to be a kingdom, not God’s kingdom but man’s.  It was man’s kingdom, in opposition to God.  This was rebellion against God.


This conclusion is warranted for several reasons, not least of which is a previous use of the Hebrew verb in this tense [Kal future of o-s-e].  If we follow back the text till we find the words “Let us make…,” they will bring us to Genesis 1:26—“Let us make man…”  In the rebellion of Babel, man was trying to appropriate to himself God’s position and authority.  And so the tower of Babel event is a good representative of the climax, or height, of man’s sin and rebellion against his Creator.  These four cases of sin and divine judgment may stand as a summary or representation of all mankind’s course in sin.


The following chart lists these judgments on sin.  A and A’ are judgments involving man’s sins with God as the object of the sin.  B and B’ involve sins between members of humanity.  This descriptive division shows these sins to violate the two great commandments that sum up all the law:  Love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and, love your neighbor as yourself.  A and B give examples in which individuals committed the sins.  B’ and A’ give examples in which the sinning was race wide.

A:  Adam and Eve Sin:  Man against God—Individuals

B:   Cain kills Abel:  Man against Man—Individuals


B’:  Humanity violent before flood:  Man against Man—Racial

A’:  Human rebellion at Babel:  Man against God--Racial

Seeing these sins and judgments as a summary of humanity’s faults prepares us for the revelation of God’s means of salvation and the reversal of these judgments.

Salvation Promised


The 12th chapter of Genesis begins a new section of the book—a section that answers to the judgments in chapters 3-11.  The Creator had placed man in a garden, but drove him out in judgment on his sin.  Cain also was driven away (Gen. 4:14).  The flood of Noah, “took them all away” (Matt. 24:39), “and they were destroyed from the earth” (Gen. 7:23).  From Babel God “scattered them abroad from there upon the face of all the earth” (Gen. 11:8).  All four of these judgments may be partially described as the removal from a home location.  But, in the 12th chapter of Genesis with Abram, God’s ways take a turn.  He does not place him in a garden, or new land, or drive him away from a place, but He sends him forth to a new land that He would show him and give to him and his seed as a new home location (Gen. 12:1, 7).  He sends him forth from a land of disorder and idolatry to the land which will become the place where God’s name is known and revered.  And God makes a promise to Abram: “And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee, and make thy name great; and thou shalt be a blessing.  And I will bless them that bless thee, and curse him that curseth thee: and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed” (Gen. 12:2, 3).


It is very helpful to see that there is a reversal of elements from all four of the preceding judgments in this blessing of Abram.  (1) “I will bless thee…”  Remember the curse upon the serpent and the soil in Eden, and the mortality, toil, and pain in childbirth.  Remember the curse upon Cain.  Now, instead of cursing, God is blessing.  (2) “…and make thy name great…”  Unlike the rebellion at Babel which sought to “make us a name” for their city and tower and selves, God would make the name of Abram great.  (3) “…and thou shalt be a blessing.”  In the first two points, it is God Who would be performing the acts of blessing.  Here in the third point, it is Abram himself who will be blessing.  He will be a blessing to his brother and sister creatures.  Unlike Cain, there is a sense in which Abram would become his brother’s keeper.  Unlike the earth filled with violence before the flood, Abram and his descendants would perform the work of blessing others.  (4) “…and in thee shall all families of the earth be blessed.”  In the flood of Noah, all families of the earth were destroyed.  But blessing comes through Abram, via God’s promise.  Some of the descendants of Abram were blessed through God’s covenant with them.  This blessing is also seen as it comes to all who by faith are children of Abram, even though they come from families other than Abram’s. Through Christ, Abram’s promised Seed, all humanity is blessed.  

	Judgments On Sin
	Reversals In Abraham

	
	

	God cursing:  the serpent and the ground, for man’s sake in the garden (Gen. 3:14, 17)  Cain cursed (Gen. 4:11, 12)
	God blessing: “I will bless thee..” (Gen.12:2)

	At Babel, man unified to “make us a name…” (Gen. 11:4)
	God would make Abram’s name great (Gen.12:2)

	Before the flood humanity was violent, hurting each other.  Cain murdered his brother Abel.
	“and you [Abram] shall be a blessing.” (Gen.12:2)  Abraham, himself, and his seed (Seed), would bless others.  Ultimately this includes the ministry of the body of Christ, both in the current eon and in the coming kingdom eons.

	In the flood, all families of the earth were destroyed. (Gen.7:23)
	“in you shall all families of the earth be blessed” (Gen.12:2)


Blessings Typically Portrayed in Abram’s Life


Abram was obedient to Yahweh’s instruction to go to the land of Canaan.  It was a wholehearted move.  He took his family and possessions with him.  There was no anticipation of returning if things were unfavorable in Canaan.  Indeed, even during famines there, Abram stayed close to the land of promise.  We have read opinions by others that Abram’s travelling to Egypt when famine came in Canaan was due to a lapse of faith on his part.  Perhaps that is wrong.  He could have returned to Haran, but he did not do that.  He sojourned in a place where there was food, and stayed closer to the land of promise.


Yahweh spoke to Abram after he had entered the land, and said that He would give this land to Abram’s seed.  Here we understand that the gift of the land was not so much a gift that Abram would experience in his lifetime, but it was more a gift to his descendants, and to him in resurrection.  Abraham’s search “for a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God” (Heb. 11:10), shows us that he came to have an understanding that God’s calling to him personally reached far beyond his current life.


The first thing recorded of Abram, after entering the land and receiving communication from Yahweh that this was the appointed place, was that he built an altar and called upon the name of Yahweh (Gen. 12:7, 8).  Abram repeated this practice in his journeys through the land of promise (Gen. 12:7, 8; 13:4, 18; 21:33; 22:9, 14).  In the acts of altar building and calling on the name of Yahweh, Abram was worshiping.  But we might see something additional in it as well.  It has been suggested that the erection of altars was also an act of claiming the land as belonging to Yahweh.  Throughout history explorers travelling to new lands often planted a flag of their homeland there and claimed the new land as a possession of their monarch.  As Israel travelled through the wilderness, each tribe erected an ensign representing their family.  This served as an aid to locating individuals.  For Abram to perform such acts was an expression of faith that God would indeed give the land to him and his posterity, and the altar marked it as a place where Yahweh was worshipped.  


We see two things in this.  Contrary to the Babel rebellion, where they sought to make a name for themselves, Abram was concerned to revere the name of Yahweh.  Also, God had promised to make Abram’s name great.  Abram did not pursue that himself, but honored God and depended upon God to perform that promise.


The second comparison between the four judgments and Abram’s life experiences concerns the concept of brother.  The Hebrew word, a-ch, means brother, in a wider sense of the word.  It is used several times of Cain and Abel to describe their relationship.  It is also used of Lot in a couple of ways.  Lot is said to be the son of Abram’s brother (Gen. 12:5; 14:12).  But Lot is also called Abram’s brother (13:11; 14:14, 16).  (In the KJV the occurrence of a-ch in 13:11 is translated other.  “They separated themselves the one from the other.”  The Hebrew did not have a specific word for nephew.)  We make no effort to identify Lot as Abram’s brother in the English sense of the word.  But we do wish to compare and contrast the relationship of Abram and Lot with that of Cain and Abel.  At the times of their recorded interactions, all four were men.  Abram and Lot lived together in a family or tribal setting.  They had journeyed from Haran together and tended their flocks together.  The same Hebrew word describing the Cain/Abel relationship describes the Abram/Lot relationship.  In some sense of the word, Abram and Lot were brothers.


But notice how different Abram’s treatment of Lot is from Cain’s treatment of Abel.  When their possessions and flocks became so large that they could no longer live in the same encampment, Abram, the elder, gave Lot first choice of the land before them.  Abram took what was left, and they separated in peace.  Later, Lot and all he had were taken in a raid on Sodom.  Abram took his trained servants and rescued Lot and those with him and brought them back home.  Abram would take no compensation for this service.  Later still, when Yahweh came to behold Sodom and Gomorrah and destroy those cities for their terrible wickedness, Abram interceded for Sodom and Gomorrah.  Clearly Abram’s first concern was for Lot, though he interceded for all the righteous that lived there.  Truly Abram was his brother’s keeper.


Our third point is to notice that Abram was a blessing to others.  Not only did he rescue Lot, but also the people of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Abram was dwelling in a league of peace with the Amorites, Mamre, Eshcol and Aner at the time Sodom and Gomorrah were attacked.  They accompanied Abram in the rescue, and while Abram refused any part of the booty, he insisted that the Amorites receive their just share.  Later he interceded for Sodom and Gomorrah, and at another time he interceded for Abimelech, the king of Gerar.  Clearly Abram was a blessing to others on a tribal, if not national level.


Our fourth point is in contrast with the nature of the sins committed in the four judgments of Genesis 3-11.  The temptation to which Eve succumbed in the garden of Eden was to doubt God.  God had given clear instructions.  The temptation was to believe that God was not truthful and that He did not have the best interests of His creatures at heart.  The opposite of doubting God is faith.  This is what Abram showed.  When God instructed him to move to another country, he obeyed.  When God told this childless old man that his descendants would number as the stars of heaven, he believed.  This is the key issue that the Scriptures emphasize with regard to Abraham—he believed God.


In all four examples of the Sin/Judgment accounts, we noted that the problem was internal.  It was always sins of the heart and mind that were the issue.  They did indeed manifest themselves in overt actions, but those actions testified to internal faults.  We see this problem dealt with in Abraham’s life in Genesis 17.  At 99 years of age, Abram still had no child.  God spoke to Abram, and he fell on his face.  He asked that Ishmael might live before God.  He had no confidence in himself to father a child by Sarai.  God changed Abram’s and Sarai’s names, representing a new beginning or new life.  And God required circumcision for Abram and all the males of his household.  By the very nature of this procedure, it appears as something that would preclude any possibility of having children.  Circumcision represents death—the death of the flesh.  The sins of the four judgments live in the flesh.  The destruction of the flesh represents the destruction of the life of sin (Rom. 8:1-4).  The conception of Isaac was thus presented as taking place on resurrection ground, just as the life of believers is a life that begins in the resurrection of Christ.

Four Judged Sins in Contrast With Abraham and His Descendants


With Adam and Eve, we see a perfect couple, in perfect circumstances, with a perfect home, with perfect health, commanded by God to bring forth and multiply and fill the earth with people.  Instead, they doubt God; sin and began dying; and pass death on to all their offspring.  Instead of being the fountain head of a living humanity, they become the progenitors of sin and suffering.


With Abraham and Sarah, we see a couple that has failed to produce any children, and a couple with continues to grow old together until all hope of having a child is long since gone.  They seem to be a couple that is wondering, searching for a home they never find. Yet, by faith in God, they generate a son.  A son we might call a son of resurrection.  And through him, and Him, they become blessers of all humanity.  Ultimately, the entire human race will be blessed through them.


Cain failed to please God with his offering.  And even though God spoke with him, explaining that he still could make another offering, and things would be fine, he became so angry that he killed his brother, who had done him no wrong.


Esau despised the birthright that was his, and sold it to his brother who considered it to be of sacred importance.  Esau was called Edom, after the color of the pottage he purchased with his birthright.  Edom is spelled from the very same Hebrew letters as Adam.  The Masoretic vowel points, added centuries later, are the reason for the difference in the name’s English spelling.  Edom, like Adam sold his birthright for food.  Edom, like Cain, was angry, and Jacob fled for his life.  But under the blessing upon Abraham and his seed, Esau did not kill Jacob, but they were finally reconciled to each other.


In the days of Noah, humanity became so violent that God destroyed humanity, saving only Noah and his family, from which to repopulate the earth.


Joseph, of the seed of Abraham, suffered violence from his own brothers, and violence from those he served, escaping death but being locked in prison.  But God raised him up from there to save the land and surrounding nations from famine.  Instead of innumerable deaths, multitudes and nations were saved by the rule of Joseph.  Three times in Genesis 42 & 43, this man who was persecuted and in danger of death more than once is called, “the man who is lord of the land.”  


In Genesis 11 humanity revolted against God, determining to build a tower, or ziggurat, an imitation mountain, with its top in the heavens.  Some think “the top in the heavens” refers to zodiac symbols and the worship of celestial beings and bodies.  At any rate, its purpose was to unify humanity into a kingdom and prevent them from scattering over the earth as God had commanded.


In the book of Exodus, we have a fledgling nation, the family of Abraham, walking away from slavery to the most powerful kingdom in that region of the earth.  They went into the wilderness to a mountain.  This was a mountain “with its top in the heavens” in a very literal sense.  Moses ascended that mountain and received the law of God, from God’s hand, to bring it down to earth, so that they could become a kingdom of priests and be a blessing to all the nations of the earth.
Judgments Reversed in the Seed of Abraham


While it is true that we have seen a reversal, or the beginning of a reversal, of judgments on sin in Abraham and his seed, the completion of these reversals is to be found in the promised Seed of the woman Who was traced through the lineage of Abraham, Jesus Christ.


Adam and Eve were placed in a paradisiacal garden and told to freely eat of every tree of the garden except one.  There, through the body of a serpent, Satan tempted them.  Christ’s situation was diametrically opposite.  Instead of beginning as they did—in the condition of being considered righteous until proven otherwise—Christ began as if He were a sinner.  He came to John’s baptism as if He needed to repent.  Then He fasted for 40 days, as if He needed to humble Himself before God.  Then, driven into the wilderness by God’s Spirit, as if being driven out Eden or away from home like Cain, He was tempted.  His temptation was not through a mediating serpent, but by Satan himself.  There, hungry, weakened, and standing in the place of a sinner, standing in my place and yours, Christ was tempted.  


The tree in the garden, as a supply of food for Eve, could never have been a temptation.  She was surfeited with food on every hand.  The appearance of the tree was pleasant, but no more so than the other trees.  The only real temptation for Adam and Eve was to gain something their Creator was withholding for the present.  With Christ, all was different.  He was on the brink of starvation.  He was in the wilderness where nothing was pleasant to the sight. And, while His physical condition and location heightened the intensity of His temptation, He was strong where we are weak.  The four sin/judgment events we are considering all showed man’s failing to be that internal flesh aspect of our existence.  Christ was faced with the temptation to use divinely given power to meet His own needs, which were acute.  Christ was faced with the temptation to act in a way that would require God to intervene on His behalf.  And Christ was faced with the temptation to shortcut God’s plan of sending Him to establish the kingdom.  Christ preferred death to any shortcoming of the Father’s purpose.  His faith, and faithfulness reverse the judgment of sin for us.


Abel offered a sacrifice that was acceptable to God, but Cain’s sacrifice was unacceptable.  Yet the sacrifice of Christ is far greater than even that of Abel.  What did the shedding of the blood of a righteous man have to offer?  It sent up a cry for justice and vengeance.  But the shedding of the blood of the sinless Son of God speaks better things than justice and vengeance, it speaks grace, justification, and reconciliation (Heb. 12:24; Rom. 5:8-11).  Christ was the single effective and acceptable sacrifice for all sin.


The ark of Noah was a symbol of God’s means of carrying the creation through the judgment of death to the new creation beyond death.  There are many symbols for this work of God: circumcision (Col. 2:10, 11), baptism (Rom. 6:3-7), passage through the Red Sea (1 Cor. 10:2-4), and Noah’s flood (1 Pet. 3:18-21).  All of these speak of life beyond the judgment of death, and these are the blessing we can have only in Christ.

Finally, the scattering and confusing judgment of Babel we can see reversed in the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost.  This work too is dependent upon Christ passing through judgment for our sins.  Upon His ascension to the throne of God, He sends the Holy Spirit, this One Who can remove all the confusion that hampers our communication and can unite us as one.  He alone can bring all tongues to praise our holy God in unison.


And the results of the blessing and call of Abraham will continue and extend beyond the results we see today.  Faith will, eventually, replace doubt of God in the heart and mind of every intelligent creature.  Resurrection to judgment will initiate that for many.  The divine administration of the millennial eon will bring the great organized rebellion of the world kingdom against God to an end, and show the fallacious character of any system or philosophy that is not one with Him.  And the ministry of the administration that heads up all in Christ will reconcile all to God, bringing in the peace of the cross where the love of God and love of neighbor will become the abiding norm.  Every knee shall bow, and every tongue acclaim that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  What a blessing it will be to be a part of that administration!
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