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The Life of Abraham: Foundations of Faith and the Biblical Timeline 

 

Abraham (who was first 
called Abram) was born in 
the year 1948 after 
Creation. 
Many people debate the circumstances and dating of 
the birth of Abraham. In keeping with the research 
of ancient scholars and those of the Rabbinical 
priesthood for millennia, I have concluded the birth 
year for Abraham as being 1948 A.M. I find it 
fascinating that the straightforward math as 
carefully laid out in the genealogy in Genesis would 
bring us to this date. It has a profound prophetic 
significance to today's church and the rebirth of the 
nation of Israel in our time. Let's first begin with 
what the Jewish people themselves have taught their 
children. Who better, it is after all their family 
history.  
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Few figures in sacred history stand as tall as Abraham, the man who walked 
away from the idols of his fathers and became the friend of God (James 2:23). 
His story begins quietly, almost obscurely, within the record of Genesis. 

“Now the LORD had said to Abram: ‘Get out of your country, from your 
family and from your father’s house, to a land that I will show you’”  
(Genesis 12:1, NKJV). 

Before this divine summons at age seventy-five, Scripture offers only a bare 
genealogy: 

“This is the genealogy of Terah: Terah begot Abram, Nahor, and 
Haran” (Genesis 11:27). 

 
The silence of the Torah regarding Abraham’s early years has stirred the 
imagination of sages for millennia. Midrash Rabbah observes, “The Holy 
One, blessed be He, does not record the early years of the righteous until 
they perform deeds worthy of record.”¹  

Thus, the absence of detail in Genesis is itself a testimony: God begins 
Abraham’s story not with his childhood, but with his covenantal obedience. 
Yet Jewish tradition, both ancient and medieval, sought to fill the historical 
gaps through oral transmission and sacred commentary. 

 
The Year of His Birth 

According to rabbinic chronology, Abraham was born in the year 1948 AM 
(Anno Mundi)—that is, 1,948 years from the Creation of Adam.² The Seder 
Olam Rabbah, the early Jewish chronicle of world history, places his birth 
within that framework, which translates approximately to circa 2000 BC by 
most modern reckonings. His father, Terah, was seventy years old at the time 
(Genesis 11:26), and his mother is named in Jewish sources as Amathlaah bat 
Karnevo.³ 
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Interestingly, Jewish tradition diverges over the exact month of his birth. The 
Midrash in Rosh Hashanah 11a records two opinions: some say Nissan (the 
spring month associated with redemption), while others hold Tishrei (the 
autumn month of creation and judgment). The sages note the symbolic 
beauty in either interpretation—if born in Nissan, Abraham’s life marks the 
springtime of faith; if in Tishrei, he stands as the new creation of mankind’s 
spiritual rebirth. 

The town of his birth was called Cutha in Mesopotamia, a city near Ur of the 
Chaldees. The Torah calls this region Ever ha-Nahar, meaning “Beyond the 
River” (Joshua 24:2–3). It was a fertile plain between the Tigris and 
Euphrates, the cradle of civilization—and of idolatry. 

The Tenth Generation from Noah 

Abraham was the tenth generation from Noah, descending directly through 
Shem, the blessed son who received his father’s prophetic blessing (Genesis 
9:26–27). The genealogical link is more than biological—it is theological. 
Through Shem, the knowledge of the one true God was preserved amid the 
growing corruption of postdiluvian humanity. 

Nissan Mindel, the modern Chabad historian, beautifully summarized this 
transmission: 

“When Abraham was born, Shem was still alive, 390 years old, and Noah 
himself was yet living, 892 years old. Abraham was fifty-eight when Noah died, 
and thus, he learned of the Flood from those who had built the Ark with their 
own hands. He received firsthand the record of creation, of the Fall, and of 
redemption.”⁴ 

This chain of testimony is striking. Through Shem, who had known 
Methuselah; through Methuselah, who had known Adam; the story of Eden 
and the dawn of time passed through only a few living witnesses. Abraham 
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thus stood at a hinge in sacred history—one degree of separation from the 
very beginning of the world. 

 
The House of Terah and the Religion of Nimrod 

The Torah briefly notes that Terah was an idolater: 

“Your fathers, including Terah, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor, 
dwelt on the other side of the River in old times; and they served other gods” 
(Joshua 24:2). 

The Midrash expands on this, describing Terah as not merely a worshipper 
but a maker of idols. His household, it says, was a veritable factory of gods.⁵ 

According to Midrash Bereshit Rabbah 38:13, Terah served as a royal official 
in the court of Nimrod, the mighty hunter and king of Babylon (Genesis 
10:8–10). Nimrod’s empire, built in defiance of heaven, was the political 
center of the ancient world. The sages viewed him as the archetype of 
rebellion—a ruler who “knew his Master, yet intentionally rebelled against 
Him.”⁶ His chief deity was the sun, a symbol of human power and divine 
imitation. 

Josephus, in his Antiquities of the Jews (Book I, Chapter 4), echoes this 
portrayal: 

“Now it was Nimrod who excited them to such an affront and contempt of God. 
He also gradually changed the government into tyranny, seeing no other way 
of turning men from the fear of God but to bring them into a constant 
dependence upon his power.”⁷ 

Into this world of oppression and superstition, Abraham was born. His very 
life would become a confrontation with that system. 
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The Prophecy at His Birth 

The Sefer HaYashar and Midrash HaGadol recount a tradition that on the 
night of Abraham’s birth, Nimrod’s astrologers observed a new star arising 
in the east, swallowing four others. They warned the king that a child had 
been born who would overthrow his kingdom and abolish idolatry. 
Terrified, Nimrod ordered that every newborn male be slain. Terah, 
however, secretly hid his infant son in a cave, substituting a servant’s child 
in Abraham’s place.⁸ 

Mindel writes that 

“Abraham remained hidden for ten years in a cave, and there he first began to 
ponder the heavens and the stars, perceiving that there must be One who rules 
over them.”⁹  

At the age of ten, Abraham was taken from the cave to live with old Noah 
(902yrs) and Shem (400yrs), of whom his mother had told him many 
wonderful stories. Unknown to anybody, Abraham made his way from the 
low country to the mountainous region of Ararat in the land of Kedem, 
where Noah and his family lived. He was made welcome by old Noah and 
Shem, who taught him all they knew about God and the ways of God. 

Thus, even as a child, Abraham became a seeker of divine truth amid the 
darkness of a pagan empire. 

 
The Child of Faith 

Faith, for Abraham, was not blind—it was illuminated by creation itself. As 
the psalmist would later write, “The heavens declare the glory of God; and 
the firmament shows His handiwork” (Psalm 19:1). The seeds of that psalm 
were first sown in the heart of a young boy who gazed at the heavens and 
discerned not many gods, but One. 
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Abraham stayed with Noah and Shem for nearly 39 years, until the year 1997 
AM. It was at the end of this period, when he was 48 years old, while still at 
Noah's house, that Abraham heard about the world-shattering event of the 
Tower of Babel, which took place in the land of Shinar, where Nimrod 
reigned supreme. Nimrod and his people wanted to build a tower that 
would reach up to heaven so that they might establish their reign upon 
heaven as well as on the earth. It was the height of arrogance and defiance 
of men against God, and it led to confusion and their dispersal and division 
into seventy tongues and nations. Abraham decided that it was high time for 
him to go out and teach them the truth about God, and about the falsehood 
and worthlessness of the idols. He knew that in defying Nimrod, and even 
his father, he would be risking his life, for Nimrod had proclaimed himself 
a god and demanded that all the people worship him. 

At the age of fifty (in the year 1998), Abraham returned to his father's house 
in Babylon. 

 
Footnotes: 

1. Midrash Rabbah, Genesis 38:13. 
2. Seder Olam Rabbah, ch. 1. 
3. Midrash HaGadol on Genesis 11:26. 
4. Nissan Mindel, The Early Life of Abraham, Chabad.org. 
5. Midrash Rabbah, Genesis 38:13. 
6. Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer 24. 
7. Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, I.4.2. 
8. Sefer HaYashar, ch. 8. 
9. Mindel, The Early Life of Abraham. 
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Part 2: Abraham and the House of Noah 

The World After the Flood 

By the time Abram was born in 1948 AM (Anno Mundi), nearly two 
millennia had passed since Adam’s creation. Humanity had been reshaped 
by the deluge in Noah’s day, and the nations had begun to repopulate the 
earth through the sons of Noah—Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 

The Genesis narrative places Abram squarely within this lineage of divine 
continuity: 

“These are the generations of Shem… and Terah begot Abram, Nahor, 
and Haran” (Genesis 11:10, 26 NKJV). 

While the biblical text is brief, Jewish oral tradition fills in a rich historical 
backdrop. According to the Midrash Rabbah (Genesis Rabbah 38:13), 
Shem—the son who received Noah’s blessing—became a spiritual patriarch, 
presiding over a beit midrash (house of study) where the knowledge of the 
true God was preserved. This tradition asserts that Shem and his great-
grandson Eber maintained the original covenantal faith, even as idolatry 
spread across the earth. 

Abraham’s Spiritual Heritage 

The Midrash and Talmudic sources (Avodah Zarah 14b) record that Abram 
was deeply influenced by these righteous men. When idolatry dominated 
the world of Nimrod, Abram sought truth in the ancient wisdom of Shem 
and Eber. Nissan Mindel, in his retelling The Early Life of Abraham (Chabad 
Publishing, 1958), writes: 

“Abraham spent many years in the house of Noah and Shem, learning from 
them the ways of God. Thus he received the knowledge of the Flood and of the 
creation of the world from those who had lived it.” 
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If Shem was born about 1558 AM and lived 600 years (Genesis 11:10–11), 
then he would have still been alive when Abram was born—and, by 
calculation, Shem outlived Abram by 35 years. Noah, likewise, lived until 
2006 AM, meaning Abram was fifty-eight when the great patriarch of the 
Flood passed away. This extraordinary overlap of lifespans creates a bridge 
from the earliest world to the dawn of Israel’s history. 

The historian Flavius Josephus, in Antiquities of the Jews (Book I, Chapter 
6), affirms this continuity of tradition, noting that:  

“Shem, the son of Noah, handed down the knowledge of the true God 
to those of his descendants who would receive it.”  

Abram, the descendant who listened, would soon become the man through 
whom all nations would be blessed. 

The Journey to Ararat 

According to Midrashic tradition, Abram, disillusioned by the idol worship 
in his father’s house, fled Babylon at a young age and journeyed north to the 
mountains of Ararat—the region where Noah’s ark had come to rest 
(Genesis 8:4). Rabbi Eliezer in Pirkei de-Rabbi Eliezer (Chapter 26) recounts: 

“When Abram saw the people of the land worshiping the sun, the moon, and 
the stars, he said within himself, ‘Surely the world has one Creator who rules 
over all.’ And he went to seek the God of his fathers.” 

At only ten years old, the boy who would become Abraham is said to have 
entered the house of Shem and Eber, staying there nearly four decades. He 
learned the oral traditions of creation, the Flood, the covenant of the 
rainbow, and the moral law that Noah had received. The sages viewed this 
as the spiritual university from which Abram graduated—a man trained in 
both the moral justice and the mercy of God. 
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The Preservation of Knowledge 

This connection between Abraham and the ancient patriarchs carries deep 
theological meaning. Through oral transmission—father to son, teacher to 
disciple—the knowledge of the living God survived the moral chaos of 
Babel. In this way, the divine promise to Noah that “while the earth remains, 
seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, winter and summer… shall not cease” 
(Genesis 8:22 NKJV) remained not only agricultural but spiritual. The seed 
of faith continued, even as nations turned to idols. 

Rashi, commenting on Genesis 12:5, later wrote that Abram’s first disciples 
were “the souls that they made in Haran,” meaning converts won by 
persuasion, not coercion. But long before he began teaching others, Abram 
himself was a disciple—a pupil in the ancient school of Shem, learning the 
mysteries of God’s creation and covenant. 

From Knowledge to Conviction 

During these decades of learning, Abram’s theological reasoning matured. 
The Midrash Tanhuma imagines young Abram gazing at the sun, moon, and 
stars, wondering which governed the world. When he saw the sun set and 
the moon fade, he declared: 

“This cannot be God; there is One greater than all.” 

This moment of revelation marks the pivot between superstition and faith. 
As Mindel beautifully puts it, “...Abraham knew that it was silly to worship 
the sun or any other idol, for there was a great unseen God who made all 
things.” 

Historical Context: A World in Decline 

The ancient Near East of Abram’s youth was dominated by Mesopotamian 
city-states—Ur, Erech, and Babel—where astrology and polytheism 
flourished. Josephus notes that Nimrod “persuaded men not to ascribe their 
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happiness to God, but to believe that it was their own courage which 
procured it” (Antiquities, I.4.2). Against this cultural backdrop, Abram’s 
monotheism was an act of defiance. 

While secular historians see Abram as a semi-nomadic tribal leader who 
migrated westward, the rabbinic vision portrays him as a revolutionary 
thinker—a philosopher-priest reclaiming humanity’s lost knowledge of 
God. In this sense, Abraham was the first reformer, not inventing a new 
religion, but restoring the ancient covenant made with Noah. 

Shem as the Melchizedek of Salem 

A fascinating note in rabbinic literature and early Christian tradition 
identifies Shem with Melchizedek, the mysterious priest-king of Salem who 
later blesses Abram (Genesis 14:18–20). Targum Onkelos and Midrash 
Tanhuma (Lech Lecha 13) support this view, describing Melchizedek as 
“Shem the son of Noah, who was a priest of the Most High God.” 

This link forms a continuous spiritual line: Adam to Seth, Seth to Noah, 
Noah to Shem, Shem to Abraham—each transmitting the covenantal 
knowledge of God. When Abram receives Melchizedek’s blessing after 
rescuing Lot, it is, in a sense, his ordination—the elder passing the 
priesthood to the heir of faith. 

The Transition from Learning to Mission 

By the age of forty-eight, according to the Midrash, Abram was still living 
among Noah’s household when the Tower of Babel was constructed 
(Genesis 11:1–9). Witnessing the confusion of languages and the scattering 
of nations, Abram discerned the futility of human pride and empire-
building. It was then, as Midrash Rabbah (38:8) records, that he resolved to 
proclaim the one true God to the world. 

His training was complete. He had learned from the patriarchs of the old 
world; now he was to become the father of the new. 
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Part 3: The Defiance of Nimrod 

The Rise of Nimrod’s Empire 

By the time Abram returned from the house of Noah and Shem, the world 
had once again sunk into the worship of creation rather than the Creator. 
The post-Flood order—intended to preserve moral justice through Noah’s 
covenant—had given way to empire and idolatry. 

“And Cush begot Nimrod; he began to be a mighty one on the earth. He was a 
mighty hunter before the Lord… and the beginning of his kingdom was Babel” 
(Genesis 10:8–10 NKJV). 

The Hebrew phrase “gibbor tsayid lifnei Adonai” (“a mighty hunter before 
the Lord”) has often been interpreted as “in defiance of the Lord.” Jewish 
tradition consistently portrays Nimrod as a tyrant who used power to turn 
humanity against God. Josephus writes that Nimrod “gradually changed the 
government into tyranny… persuading men not to ascribe their happiness 
to God, but to think it was their own courage which procured it” (Antiquities 
of the Jews, I.4.2). 

The sages viewed Nimrod as the archetype of rebellion—the very spirit of 
Babel personified. Midrash Rabbah (Genesis 37:2) declares, “Nimrod stood 
against the Lord, saying, ‘Let us build a tower and set our idols on top, and 
we shall make war with heaven.’” In this context of apostasy, Abram’s 
emergence as a preacher of monotheism was nothing short of revolutionary. 

Terah and the Idol Factory 

Abram’s father, Terah, served as a high official in Nimrod’s court—an 
overseer of idol production. The Midrash Tanhuma (Lech Lecha 5) and 
Nissan Mindel’s retelling (1958) describe how Terah operated a workshop 
manufacturing idols of wood, stone, and metal. His enterprise flourished as 
people came from all around Shinar to purchase gods to bless their homes 
and crops. 
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When Abram was placed in charge of the shop, he began to expose the 
absurdity of the practice. Mindel recounts a famous scene drawn from 
Bereshit Rabbah 38:13: 

“A man came to buy an idol. Abram asked, ‘How old are you?’ The man 
answered, ‘Fifty years.’ Abram said, ‘Woe to such a man! Shall a man of fifty 
years worship a god of one day?’” 

In one dramatic episode, Abram smashed all the idols except the largest and 
placed a stick in its hand. When Terah returned, furious, Abram said, “The 
gods quarreled, and the great one smashed the rest.” Terah scolded him, 
“Why do you mock me? They have no spirit or strength!” Abram replied, 
“Then why do you worship them?” 

The story, though Midrashic, reveals a profound theological irony—idolatry 
exposed by its own logic. Even at this early stage, Abram’s reasoning 
anticipated the prophetic denunciations later heard in Isaiah and Jeremiah. 
He was already a reformer in the house of his father. 

The Confrontation Before the King 

When Abram began preaching publicly against idolatry, reports of his 
defiance reached the palace. Terah and his son were summoned before 
Nimrod. The scene preserved in Midrash Rabbah (38:13) is almost cinematic: 

Nimrod said, “Let us worship fire.” 

Abram replied, “Should we not worship water, which quenches fire?” 
 
Nimrod said, “Then worship water.” 

Abram answered, “But the clouds bring the water.” 
 
“Then worship the clouds,” said Nimrod. 
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“The wind drives the clouds,” replied Abram. 

“Then worship the wind.” said Nimrod. 

Abram said, “Man stands against the wind.” 

Nimrod, enraged, declared, “Then worship me, for I am greater than all!” 

When Abram refused, Nimrod condemned him to death by fire. It was a 
cruel irony: the one who claimed mastery over the elements would see his 
own fire serve the God he denied. 

The Trial by Fire 

The story of Abram’s deliverance from the furnace—though absent from the 
canonical Genesis text—is one of the most enduring traditions in Jewish and 
Islamic lore. Sefer HaYashar (Ch. 12) elaborates: 

“They cast Abram into the fiery furnace, and the Lord loved him and 
delivered him from the fire, and no harm came to him.” 

Josephus also alludes to this episode, writing that Abram “was cast into the 
fire and came out unhurt, because God took pity on him” (Antiquities, 
I.7.2). The Talmud adds that the furnace stood in Ur Kasdim—“the fire of 
the Chaldees”—from which Abram later departed when God called him 
(Genesis 15:7). 

The parallel with Daniel’s three companions in Babylon is striking. Both 
episodes depict faithful men who refuse to bow before a tyrant’s image and 
are delivered from flames by divine intervention. As the prophet Isaiah later 
proclaimed, 

“When you walk through the fire, you shall not be burned, nor shall the flame 
scorch you” (Isaiah 43:2 NKJV). 
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The Death of Haran 

Haran, Abram’s elder brother, had hesitated between loyalty to Nimrod and 
loyalty to Abram. When he saw his younger brother preserved in the fire, he 
declared his allegiance to Abram’s God. But when he too was cast into the 
furnace, he perished. The Midrash interprets Haran’s death as a lesson that 
faith cannot be conditional upon outcomes—it must precede deliverance. 

Nimrod’s Fear and Abraham’s Release 

Stunned by the miracle, Nimrod was struck with dread. The people who 
witnessed Abram’s survival proclaimed, “There is no god but the God of 
Abram!” The tyrant, unable to refute what he had seen, granted Abram his 
freedom and even gave him gifts—including Eliezer, a loyal servant from 
his own household, who would later become Abraham’s trusted steward 
(Genesis 15:2). 

But Nimrod’s fear would return. Two years later, he dreamed of a man with 
a sword who descended from the heavens and destroyed his army. His 
astrologers again warned him that as long as Abram lived, his throne was in 
danger. Nimrod sent men to seize him, but Eliezer, now Abram’s ally, 
warned him in time. Abram fled with his followers—three hundred strong—
to the safety of the mountains, where he took refuge once more with Noah. 

Symbolism of the Furnace 

The rabbis often viewed this episode not merely as historical but prophetic. 
The furnace represented Babylon—the world system of pride and 
rebellion—while Abram’s deliverance prefigured Israel’s preservation 
through the fires of exile. Midrash Rabbah (44:13) draws this connection 
explicitly: 

“As Abraham was delivered from the furnace of Nimrod, so shall his children 
be delivered from the furnace of every captivity.” 
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Christian interpreters later saw in this miracle a foreshadowing of Christ’s 
resurrection—the triumph of life over death through divine power. As C.S. 
Lewis once observed, “Courage is not simply one of the virtues, but the form 
of every virtue at the testing point.” In Ur, faith itself was tested by fire—
and proved immortal. 

The Turning Point of Faith 

This fiery trial marked the decisive break between Abraham and the world 
of his birth. From this moment, he ceased to be merely a seeker of truth and 
became its witness. The man who defied Nimrod would soon be called by 
God Himself to leave Babylon behind and walk toward an unseen promise. 

“By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to the place which he 
would receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was 
going” (Hebrews 11:8 NKJV). 

Part 4: The Call to Canaan and the Covenant Promise 

Terah’s Journey and the Divine Interruption 

Genesis 11:31 (NKJV) records a moment both human and divine: 

“And Terah took his son Abram and his grandson Lot, the son of Haran, and 
his daughter-in-law Sarai, his son Abram’s wife, and they went out with them 
from Ur of the Chaldeans to go to the land of Canaan; and they came to Haran 
and dwelt there.” 

The text gives a subtle but significant detail—Terah’s intention was to go to 
Canaan. This implies that the knowledge of Canaan’s spiritual importance 
was not first revealed to Abram in Genesis 12 but had already begun stirring 
within his father’s household. According to Rashi, this verse hints that Terah 
himself may have felt an initial divine stirring, though his faith faltered 
before reaching the promise.[1] The journey, then, begins as a family 
migration but ends as a divine separation. 
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Haran, a commercial hub between Mesopotamia and the Levant, became the 
halfway house between the old life and the new. Terah, burdened with age 
and the weight of idolatrous ties, halted his journey there. Abram, by 
contrast, would be called to continue. The Midrash comments that “Terah 
went halfway in repentance, and Abram went all the way.”[2]  

The stopping of the father thus sets the stage for the obedience of the son. 

A Son’s Conflict and the Cost of Obedience 

Abram’s call (Genesis 12:1-4) came while his father still lived, and this raises 
an ethical and emotional tension. In the ancient Near Eastern world, the 
eldest son bore the solemn duty to care for his father until death. To leave 
Terah in Haran was to forsake family obligation, tradition, and societal 
expectation. Yet the call of God often cuts across the grain of custom. 

As the Lord spoke— 

“Get out of your country, from your family and from your father’s house, 
to a land that I will show you” (Genesis 12:1)— 

Abram faced a choice between filial duty and divine destiny. Faith 
demanded rupture. Nissan Mindel, recounting rabbinic tradition, notes that 
Abram’s obedience here “was not rebellion against his father, but 
submission to a higher Father.”[3] 

The rabbis were careful to record that Abram’s departure was not callous 
abandonment. In fact, his heart still turned toward family through the care 
of Lot, the orphaned son of his deceased brother Haran. In taking Lot with 
him, Abram fulfilled the commandment of compassion while obeying the 
command of faith. Midrash Rabbah (Genesis 39:12) remarks that “Lot went 
with him because Abram could not leave behind the child of his brother; 
thus, mercy accompanied obedience.” 
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The Book of Jasher and the Hidden Years 

The Book of Jasher—an ancient text twice referenced in Scripture (Joshua 
10:13; 2 Samuel 1:18)—offers an expansive parallel account of Abram’s early 
calling. According to Jasher 9–12, Abram, then fifty years old, had already 
gained renown as a teacher of monotheism, having been instructed by Noah 
and Shem during his formative years. The book states that Abram returned 
from the house of Noah to his father in Babylon and there began publicly 
denouncing idols. 

In Jasher 12:61-63, Abram tells Nimrod: 

“Why do you serve these idols in whom there is no power? 
Serve the God of heaven who created you and me.” 

This rebuke led to the famous ordeal of the fiery furnace—an event echoed 
in later Jewish midrashim and even compared by some scholars to the story 
of Daniel’s companions in Babylon.[4] Abram’s miraculous preservation 
spread through the land, and, according to Jasher, many followed him as a 
prophet of the Most High. 

By the time Terah departed from Ur, Abram’s fame as a worshiper of the 
invisible God had already provoked both admiration and enmity. Josephus 
affirms that “Abram, having come to a knowledge of the true God, began to 
persuade others that it was folly to worship idols, and for this cause the 
Chaldeans rose up against him.”[5] Such accounts together suggest that 
Abram’s break from Ur was not a casual relocation but an exile for faith’s 
sake. 

Haran: The Crossroads of Promise 

When Terah halted in Haran, Abram remained under his roof until God’s 
command required him to move again. The rabbis observe that God did not 
reveal Himself fully to Abram until after Terah’s death, in keeping with 
Genesis 12:4 and Acts 7:4. Yet historically, as Josephus points out, Terah may 
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have died spiritually before his physical passing—his “dwelling in Haran” 
being symbolic of stagnation, not death itself.[6] 

Haran thus stands as a threshold in redemptive history—the place where 
human loyalty is tested and divine calling clarified. Abram’s faith must 
mature from filial devotion to covenantal obedience. He would not see his 
father again, yet his obedience would bring blessing “to all the families of 
the earth” (Genesis 12:3). 

The Journey into the Unknown 

Archaeological records from Mesopotamia show that Ur was among the 
most advanced cities of the ancient world, boasting ziggurats, schools, and 
temples dedicated to the moon-god Sin. To leave such security for the barren 
hills of Canaan was to exchange civilization for pilgrimage. Yet the 
command “Go… to a land that I will show you” implied divine companion-
ship on the road. The call was not merely geographic—it was spiritual. 

Hebrews 11:8-10 (NKJV) later interprets Abram’s obedience as faith in 
motion: 

“By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out to the place which he 
would receive as an inheritance. And he went out, not knowing where he was 
going.” 

Faith, as seen in Abram, is not blind optimism but trusting surrender to a 
God who leads without maps. 

The Covenant and the Divine Oath 

Upon reaching Canaan, Abram built his first altar at Shechem (Genesis 12:6-
7). Here the Lord appeared to him, confirming the promise first whispered 
to his heart: 

“To your descendants I will give this land.” 
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Josephus records that Abram’s first act in Canaan was to “offer sacrifice and 
give thanks to God for his safe arrival.”[7] This mirrors the pattern of Noah, 
who built an altar after deliverance from the flood—suggesting continuity 
between the covenants of preservation and promise. 

Fifteen years later, the covenant was formalized in Genesis 15, where God 
promised Abram descendants as numerous as the stars. The ritual of the 
divided animals, a solemn ancient covenant form, symbolized divine self-
commitment. “On the same day the Lord made a covenant with Abram” (v. 
18), marking the first national covenant in Scripture. 

The sages note that this covenant of faith preceded the covenant of law by 
four centuries (cf. Galatians 3:17). Abraham becomes, in effect, the prototype 
of faith-righteousness—a truth later echoed by Paul and James alike. 

Abram and Lot: Mercy and Responsibility 

Throughout these transitions, Abram’s guardianship of Lot continued to 
reflect his compassionate nature. When famine struck Canaan, Abram took 
Lot with him into Egypt (Genesis 12:10). When Lot’s herdsmen quarreled 
with his own, Abram sought peace, saying, “Please let there be no strife 
between you and me… for we are brethren” (Genesis 13:8). Later, when Lot 
was taken captive, Abram mustered his trained men and rescued him 
(Genesis 14:14-16). 

These actions reveal that faith in God did not annul Abram’s sense of human 
duty; rather, it purified it. The faith that left a father in Haran also risked life 
for a nephew in distress. 

The Broader Witness 

In a striking rabbinic image, Midrash Rabbah (Genesis 39) portrays Abram 
as a “man crossing over,” one who stood on one side with God while all the 
world stood on the other. From this comes the Hebrew title Ha-Ivri—“the 
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Hebrew,” literally “the one from beyond.” He crossed a river, yes, but more 
deeply, he crossed from idolatry to truth, from kinship to covenant. 

Historians often mark Abram’s migration as the symbolic beginning of faith-
based monotheism in human history. In this sense, Abram’s journey from 
Ur to Canaan was not only geographical but philosophical—the foundation 
of Judeo-Christian belief. As C. S. Lewis once remarked, “God whispers in 
our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain.” The call of 
Abram was that shout—a divine summons to humanity through one man’s 
obedience. 

Conclusion: From Haran to History 

Terah’s halted journey ended in Haran, but Abram’s obedience birthed a 
nation. By turning his back on comfort, kinship, and culture, he became the 
father of all who believe. His story reminds every believer that faith 
sometimes demands departure before destination, obedience before 
understanding. 

The call to Canaan was, in truth, the call to covenant—the invitation to walk 
with God not by sight but by faith. From the furnace of Ur to the altar of 
Shechem, Abram’s path traced the pattern of redemption itself: separation, 
revelation, covenant, and blessing. 

“And he believed in the Lord, and He accounted it to him for righteousness.” 
(Genesis 15:6 NKJV) 
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