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Setting the Stage 
Welcome to the next step in your classical journey through the grand story of History. My name is Mr. Hull, 
and it’s a privilege to be your guide. In other Classical Kingdoms lessons, we explored the mighty empires of 
Mesopotamia, with their towering ziggurats and powerful kings. We saw civilizations that understood the 
world through a cycle of myths, where gods battled in the heavens and humans were their servants. But 
now, we turn our attention to a small group of people who would change the world forever, not with swords 
or empires, but with an idea. This is the story of the early Hebrews, a people who looked at the same world 
and saw something entirely different: a single, purposeful God, and a history with a beginning, a moral 
direction, and a final destination. 

This chapter is about a radical departure. We will journey with a man named Abraham, who was called to 
leave the bustling cities of Mesopotamia and venture into a new land, Canaan. His story, and the covenant he 
made with his God, would become the bedrock for three of the world's great religions and introduce a 
revolutionary philosophy of history that has profoundly shaped Western Civilization. As you read, think about 
the courage it takes to leave everything you know behind in pursuit of a promise. Consider how this ancient 
story of faith, migration, and virtue became an essential thread in the beautiful, complex tapestry of our own 
story. 

A People Apart: A New Purpose for History 
Learning Objective 1: Understand the Hebrew Worldview in Contrast to Mesopotamian 
Mythology 

The early Hebrews emerged in a world dominated by the powerful cultures of Mesopotamia and Egypt. To 
understand their unique contribution, we must first understand the stories they were challenging. The 
Hebrews’ foundational accounts of creation, the great flood, and the tower of Babel were not told in a 
vacuum; they were a direct and revolutionary response to the prevailing myths of their day. 

Creation: Order from a Single Word 

The most famous Mesopotamian creation story, the Enuma Elish, begins with a universe born from violence. 
The gods themselves emerge from a chaotic, watery abyss, personified by the dragon-goddess Tiamat. 
Creation happens only after a brutal war among the gods, where the hero-god Marduk slays Tiamat and 
slices her body in half to form the heavens and the earth. In this worldview, the cosmos is a result of conflict, 
and humanity is created from the blood of a lesser god for one purpose: to be slaves who do the hard work 
the gods wish to avoid. 

The Hebrew account in Genesis 1 presents a radical alternative. There is no war of the gods, no divine 
conflict. Instead, a single, all-powerful God, Elohim, stands outside of creation and brings the universe into 
being through the power of his spoken word. The process is orderly, purposeful, and peaceful. At each 
stage, God declares his work "good." The sun and moon, worshipped as powerful deities by other cultures, 
are described simply as "the greater light" and "the lesser light," created by God to serve a purpose. The 
story culminates not in the creation of divine slaves, but in the fashioning of humanity—male and female—in 
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the very "image of God," tasked with being responsible caretakers of the earth. This was a profound 
statement of human dignity and purpose. 

The Flood: Judgment with a Moral Compass 

Stories of a world-destroying flood were common in the ancient world. The Mesopotamian Epic of 
Gilgamesh tells of a hero named Utnapishtim who is warned to build a giant boat to survive a deluge. The 
similarities to the story of Noah are striking: a hero, a boat, animals brought aboard, a great storm, the boat 
landing on a mountain, and birds sent out to find dry land. 

However, the reason for the flood reveals the critical difference. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the gods decide to 
destroy humanity because people have become too noisy and are disturbing the gods' sleep. The decision is 
impulsive and selfish. The gods themselves become terrified of the flood, cowering like dogs, and later 
swarm "like flies" around Utnapishtim's sacrifice because they are starving without human offerings. In 
contrast, the God of Genesis sends the flood as a just and moral response to the universal wickedness and 
violence that had corrupted the world. Noah is saved not by a secret tip from a renegade god, but because 
he is a "righteous man." After the flood, God establishes an everlasting covenant, promising never again to 
destroy the earth by water and sealing it with the sign of the rainbow. This transforms the story from a tale 
of divine annoyance into a profound lesson on justice, judgment, and grace. 

Primary Source Spotlight: The Rainbow Covenant 

"I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign of the covenant between 
me and the earth. Whenever I bring clouds over the earth and the rainbow appears 
in the clouds, I will remember my covenant between me and you and all living 
creatures of every kind. Never again will the waters become a flood to destroy all 
life." (Genesis 9:13-15) 

This passage is one of the most significant in the early chapters of Genesis. It establishes a key 
theme of the Hebrew worldview: God's relationship with humanity is based on promises 
(covenants) and is characterized by faithfulness. The rainbow, a natural phenomenon, is given a 
profound theological meaning as a constant reminder of divine grace and commitment. 

The Tower of Babel: The Folly of Empire 

The story of the Tower of Babel is a direct critique of the imperial ambition of Mesopotamia. Set in "the land 
of Shinar" (Sumer), it describes humanity building a city and a massive tower, or ziggurat, "with its top in the 
heavens" to "make a name for ourselves." This reflects the monumental architecture of cities like Babylon, 
where ziggurats were seen as man-made mountains connecting earth to the realm of the gods. 

The builders' goal—to achieve fame and consolidate power—was a direct rejection of God's original 
command to "fill the earth." The project represents human pride and the attempt to create a civilization that 
relies on its own power rather than on God. The divine judgment is ironic. The tower meant to be Bāb-ilim 
("Gate of God") has its name twisted into Babel (from the Hebrew verb for "to confuse"). God scatters the 
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people, forcing them to be dependent on him and follow his original plan. This story establishes a deep 
suspicion of centralized, coercive human power and sets the stage for God's new plan: to call one man and 
his family to begin a different kind of community. 

 

Learning Objective 2: Describe the Geopolitical Landscape of the Middle Bronze Age 

The story of Abraham is not a myth set in a fantasy land. It unfolds against the real-world backdrop of the 
Middle Bronze Age (roughly 2000–1750 BC), a dynamic and interconnected period of history. Archaeology 
and ancient texts give us a remarkably clear picture of this world, which stretched from the Persian Gulf to 
the Nile River in Egypt. 

Mesopotamia: A World in Transition 

Abraham's journey begins in "Ur of the Chaldees," the great Sumerian city in southern Mesopotamia. By 
2000 BC, Ur's golden age was over, but it remained a major religious and commercial hub. Its skyline was 
dominated by the Great Ziggurat, dedicated to the moon god Nanna (also called Sin). From Ur, Abraham's 
family moved north along the trade routes to Haran, a strategic city in modern-day Turkey. Critically, Haran 
was the other major center for the worship of the moon god Sin. This places Abraham's family squarely 
within this religious world before his call to leave it all behind. 

Canaan: A Land of Walled City-States 

When Abraham arrived in Canaan, he did not find a single, unified kingdom. Instead, the land was a 
patchwork of powerful, independent city-states, each ruled by its own local king. Archaeology confirms this 
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picture. During the Middle Bronze Age, Canaan was home to dozens of heavily fortified cities like Hazor, 
Megiddo, and Shechem. These cities were protected by massive stone walls and earthen ramparts. The 
population was mostly West Semitic, composed of peoples the Bible calls Canaanites and Amorites. This 
political fragmentation is precisely the world we see in Genesis, where Abraham interacts with various local 
rulers, like the king of Salem (Jerusalem) and the Hittite leaders of Hebron, rather than a single pharaoh of 
Canaan. 

Technology & History: The Middle Bronze Age Rampart 

One of the most impressive technological features of a Canaanite city-state was the glacis, or 
earthen rampart. Instead of just a vertical stone wall, engineers would build a massive, sloping 
embankment of packed earth, clay, and stones against the outer wall. This structure, sometimes 
over 100 feet thick at its base, was then often coated with a hard plaster shell. The rampart 
made it incredibly difficult for an invading army to use siege ladders or battering rams against 
the main city wall, providing a formidable defense for the city's inhabitants. 

Egypt: The Stable Power on the Nile 

The Genesis story tells us that a famine forced Abraham to travel to Egypt. This was a common and logical 
journey in the ancient world. During this period, Egypt was in its stable and powerful Middle Kingdom era. 
The pharaohs of the 12th Dynasty ruled from their capital near Memphis and controlled their northeastern 
border carefully. They built a series of forts called the "Walls of the Ruler" to regulate the flow of trade and 
people from the Levant. Egyptian records and tomb paintings from this time clearly show groups of 
"Asiatics" (their term for people from Canaan and Syria) entering Egypt, sometimes to trade, other times 
seeking refuge from famine. The Nile's predictable flooding made Egypt a reliable source of grain when the 
rain-dependent crops of Canaan failed. Abraham’s journey fits perfectly into this known pattern of migration. 
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Learning Objective 3: Analyze Key Events in Abraham’s Journey and Their Historical 
Plausibility 

Abraham's life is a journey of faith, marked by divine promises and tremendous tests. While the spiritual 
aspects of his story are a matter of faith, many of the key events are set in a context that is historically and 
archaeologically plausible. 
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A Radical Break: The Migration from Mesopotamia 

Abraham's journey from Ur to Canaan was more than just a physical move. It was a profound theological 
break. The divine command, "Go from your country, your people and your father's household," was a call to 
abandon the polytheistic world of his ancestors. As the Bible itself later states, Abraham's family "worshiped 
other gods" beyond the Euphrates River. This migration, therefore, is the foundational act of a new faith, one 
based on loyalty to a single, universal God who was not tied to a specific city or temple. While it was 
common for semi-nomadic peoples (like the Amorites) to move along the Fertile Crescent during this era, 
the reason for Abraham's journey is what makes it revolutionary. 

Fire from the Sky: The Memory of a Catastrophe 

One of the most dramatic stories in Genesis is the destruction of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah by 
"burning sulfur... from the heavens." For a long time, this was seen as pure legend. However, archaeology in 
the Jordan Valley has uncovered a fascinating and controversial possibility. The massive Bronze Age city of 
Tall el-Hammam was violently destroyed around 1650 BC and was abandoned for centuries. Some scientists 
have proposed that the city was destroyed by a cosmic airburst, a meteor exploding in the atmosphere with 
incredible force and heat. Though this theory is heavily debated and was even retracted by the scientific 
journal that published it, the underlying archaeology is clear: a major urban center in the correct region 
suffered a sudden, catastrophic collapse in the Middle Bronze Age. It is possible that the biblical story 
preserves the powerful cultural memory of this traumatic regional disaster, interpreting it as an act of divine 
judgment. 

By the Numbers 

●​ c. 2000-1750 BC: The historical window of the Middle Bronze Age, the setting for the 
patriarchal narratives. 

●​ 1200+ miles: The approximate distance of the trade route from Ur in southern 
Mesopotamia to Canaan, passing through Haran. 

●​ 400 shekels of silver: The price Abraham paid for the Cave of Machpelah. Legal texts from 
the era show this was a significant but plausible price for a prime piece of land. 

●​ 37: The number of West Semitic people depicted in a famous caravan scene painted in the 
tomb of Khnumhotep II in Egypt (c. 1900 BC), illustrating the reality of Levantine travel to 
the Nile Valley. 

The First Piece of the Promised Land: A Legal Claim 

In a powerful contrast to the destruction of Sodom, Abraham's story in Hebron ends with a careful and 
public legal transaction. When his wife Sarah dies, Abraham insists on purchasing a burial cave, the Cave of 
Machpelah, from its Hittite owners. The chapter in Genesis reads like a legal document, detailing the 
negotiation, the agreement on a price of 400 silver shekels, and the weighing of the silver in front of 
witnesses at the city gate. This was a critical moment: it was the first time a patriarch gained a permanent, 
legal title to a piece of the Promised Land. This act grounded the divine promise in a tangible, human reality. 
While the presence of a large "Hittite" population in Hebron at this early date is likely an anachronism (a 
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detail from a later time), the legal process described is authentic to Ancient Near Eastern commercial 
practices. 

Biography Brief: Abraham, Father of Faith 

Abraham (originally Abram) is the foundational patriarch of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 
Called out of the Mesopotamian city of Ur, he is the archetype of faith—one who trusts in God’s 
promises despite uncertainty and obstacles. His life demonstrates the virtues of obedience 
(leaving his home), hospitality (welcoming the three visitors at Mamre), and courage 
(challenging God to spare the righteous in Sodom). However, he is also a deeply human figure 
who shows moments of fear and doubt, such as when he travels to Egypt and pretends his wife 
is his sister. In Aristotle's terms, Abraham’s ultimate virtue of faith can be seen as a golden 
mean. It stands between the deficiency of doubt (refusing to believe or act) and the excess of 
reckless presumption (acting without a true divine call). His life is a model of a relationship with 
God based on trust and dialogue. 

Learning Objective 4: Explain the Abrahamic Covenant as a New Blueprint for Community 

The relationship between Abraham and God is formalized in what is known as the Abrahamic Covenant. This 
covenant, or binding agreement, was progressively revealed over time and became the foundational charter 
for the Hebrew people, establishing their identity, purpose, and values long before the Law of Moses. 

A New Kind of God 

The God of Abraham was unlike any of the gods of Mesopotamia. 

●​ He was Universal and Portable: Not tied to a city like the moon god of Ur, Abraham's God revealed 
himself in Mesopotamia, Canaan, and Egypt. He could travel with his people. 

●​ He was Personal: This God spoke directly with Abraham, engaging in dialogue and even allowing 
Abraham to question his plans for Sodom. The relationship was personal, not just ritualistic. 

●​ He was Ethical: Most importantly, this God was defined by justice and righteousness. He chose 
Abraham specifically so that his descendants would "keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right 
and just." This established morality as the core of divinity. Abraham’s bold question, “Shall not the 
Judge of all the earth do what is right?” shows that even God holds himself to this standard. 
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A Covenant of Promise and Virtue 

The Abrahamic Covenant is built on three core, unconditional promises from God: 

1.​ Descendants: God promised Abraham he would become the father of a great nation, with descendants 
as numerous as the stars. 

2.​ Land: God promised him and his descendants the land of Canaan as an everlasting possession. 
3.​ Blessing: God promised to bless Abraham and that, through him, all the nations of the earth would 

ultimately be blessed. 

Quotable Quotes: A Man of Faith 

●​ On Obedience: "Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land 
I will show you." (God's call to Abraham, Genesis 12:1) 

●​ On Justice: "Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is right?" (Abraham's challenge to 
God, Genesis 18:25) 

●​ On Faith: "Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness." (Genesis 
15:6) 

These divine promises, however, required a human response. In the absence of a king, a temple, or a formal 
law code, the covenant created a blueprint for a community built on a set of portable virtues. These 
included: 

●​ Faith: Trusting in God's promises, even when they seemed impossible. 
●​ Justice and Righteousness: Living ethically, which was a reflection of God's own character. 
●​ Integrity: The command to "walk before me faithfully and be blameless." 
●​ Hospitality: A critical virtue for survival, elevated to a sacred duty in Abraham's welcome of the divine 

messengers. 

This covenantal framework became the bedrock of Hebrew identity and would go on to influence the entire 
course of Western Civilization. 

Concluding Summary 
The story of the early Hebrews marks a pivotal turn in the history of ideas. By reinterpreting the common 
myths of Mesopotamia, the Genesis narratives proposed a universe created in peace by a single, ethical 
God, bestowing unique dignity upon humanity. This new worldview was carried by Abraham, whose journey 
from Ur to Canaan is set against the plausible backdrop of the Middle Bronze Age, a world of migrating 
peoples, fortified Canaanite city-states, and a powerful Egyptian kingdom. Key events in his life, from the 
purchase of land in Hebron to the memory of a great catastrophe at Sodom, are rooted in the cultural 
realities of the era. The Abrahamic Covenant formalized this new vision, creating a blueprint for a community 
defined not by geography or empire, but by a personal relationship with a universal God and a commitment 
to portable virtues like faith, justice, and integrity. This was the dawn of a new philosophy of history—linear, 
moral, and purposeful—that would forever alter the development of Western thought. 
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LEARNING RESOURCES 
Key Terms and People 

●​ Abraham: The first patriarch of the Hebrew people, whose journey of faith is the foundation of 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

●​ Covenant: A sacred, binding agreement. The Abrahamic Covenant is based on God's promises of 
descendants, land, and blessing. 

●​ Middle Bronze Age (c. 2000–1750 BC): The historical period that serves as the backdrop for the 
patriarchal narratives. 

●​ Mesopotamia: The "land between the rivers" (modern Iraq), the cradle of civilization from which 
Abraham was called. 

●​ Ur: A major Sumerian city in southern Mesopotamia and Abraham's original home. A center for the 
worship of the moon god Nanna. 

●​ Canaan: The land promised to Abraham and his descendants, located in the southern Levant 
(modern-day Israel/Palestine). In the Middle Bronze Age, it was a region of independent city-states. 

●​ Ziggurat: A massive, stepped temple-tower in ancient Mesopotamia, which the Tower of Babel story 
critiques. 

●​ Monotheism: The belief in one God. The Abrahamic narrative marks the beginning of a journey from 
polytheism toward monotheism. 

●​ Patriarch: A male head of a family or tribe. Abraham, his son Isaac, and his grandson Jacob are the 
three great patriarchs of the Hebrew people. 

●​ Enuma Elish: The Babylonian creation epic, which describes creation as the result of a war among the 
gods. 

Chapter Summary Chart 

Learning 
Objective 

Key Facts/Events Key People 

Hebrew vs. 
Mesopotamian 
Worldview 

Creation by divine word vs. divine combat. Flood 
as moral judgment vs. divine annoyance. Babel 
as a critique of human pride and empire. 

Noah, Marduk, 
Utnapishtim 

The Middle 
Bronze Age 
World 

The journey begins in Mesopotamian cities (Ur, 
Haran) devoted to the moon god. Canaan is a 
land of fortified, independent city-states. 
Egypt's Middle Kingdom interacts with "Asiatics" 
from the Levant. 

Abraham 

Abraham's 
Journey 

A radical migration of faith away from 
polytheism. The destruction of Sodom may be a 

Abraham, Sarah, Lot, 
Ephron the Hittite 
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memory of a real regional catastrophe. The 
legal purchase of the Cave of Machpelah 
establishes the first claim to the Promised Land. 

The Abrahamic 
Covenant 

A new concept of a universal, personal, and 
ethical God. God makes unconditional promises 
of descendants, land, and blessing. Requires 
human response of faith, justice, integrity, and 
hospitality. 

Abraham 

COMMAND QUESTIONS 
Factual Recall 

1.​ What are the two main cities in Mesopotamia associated with Abraham's family before they came to 
Canaan? 

2.​ According to the Enuma Elish, why was humanity created? 
3.​ What is the key difference in the divine motivation for the flood in the Epic of Gilgamesh versus the 

book of Genesis? 
4.​ Describe the political landscape of Canaan during the Middle Bronze Age. 
5.​ Why was travel between Canaan and Egypt common during this period? 
6.​ What three main promises did God make to Abraham in the covenant? 
7.​ What is the significance of Abraham's purchase of the Cave of Machpelah? 
8.​ What does the name "Babel" mean in Hebrew, and how is it a pun on the city's original name? 

Critical Thinking 

1.​ Explain how the Genesis creation account elevates the dignity and purpose of humanity compared to 
the Mesopotamian worldview. 

2.​ The textbook chapter states that the Abrahamic Covenant provided a "portable framework of identity." 
What does this mean, and why was it so important for a semi-nomadic people? 

3.​ While direct historical proof for Abraham as an individual is lacking, the chapter argues his story is 
"plausible." What is the difference between proof and plausibility? What evidence makes the narrative 
plausible? 

4.​ How did the Hebrew concept of a single, universal, and ethical God represent a revolution in ancient 
religious thought? 

Favorite Applicable Virtue 

1.​ The story of Abraham is filled with moments of great trial and moral decision. Identify one classical 
virtue (e.g., courage, honesty, prudence, temperance, magnanimity, generosity, justice) that a person or 
group in this chapter either demonstrated excellently or failed to demonstrate. Explain your reasoning 
with specific examples from the narrative. 

 


	Setting the Stage 
	A People Apart: A New Purpose for History 
	Learning Objective 1: Understand the Hebrew Worldview in Contrast to Mesopotamian Mythology 
	 
	Learning Objective 2: Describe the Geopolitical Landscape of the Middle Bronze Age 
	Learning Objective 3: Analyze Key Events in Abraham’s Journey and Their Historical Plausibility 
	Learning Objective 4: Explain the Abrahamic Covenant as a New Blueprint for Community 

	Concluding Summary 
	 
	LEARNING RESOURCES 
	COMMAND QUESTIONS 

