
 
THE ABRAHAM CHIASM 

The Structure of the Abrahamic Narrative of Genesis

Everyone seems to want to a find a big chiasm in the Abraham narrative of Genesis. A perusal 
through the commentaries will reveal an array of options, but I must say I find none of them very 
satisfactory, since none cover the whole of the Abraham narrative. In attempting to analyze the 
story for myself, I have what I think holds up better as a plausible chiastic structure for the entire 
cycle: everything from the “These are the generations of Terah” in 11:27 up to the beginning of 
the next major segment, “These are the generations of Ishmael” in 25:12.  The other suggested 1

chiasms can only handle a segment of the whole. They have other problems as well.

In his commentary on Genesis,  Bruce Waltke offers the following: 2

A Genealogy of Terah (11:27-32)  
B Abandoning past in faith (12:1-9)  

C Sarah and Pharaoh (12:10-20)  
D Lot settles in Sodom (13:1-18)  

E Abraham intercedes for Lot militarily (14:1-24)  
F Covenant and Ishmael (15:1-16:16)  
F Covenant and Isaac (17:1-18:15)  

E Abraham intercedes for Lot w/prayer (18:16-33)  
D Lot flees Sodom (19:1-38)  

C Sarah and Abimelech (20:1-18)  
B Abandoning future in faith (21:1-22:19)  

 A Genealogy of Nahor (22:20-24) 

Impressive in some respects, but incomplete, coming to a conclusion before the actual end of the 
Abraham cycle. Notice also that the B’ section includes a whole chapter of material (ch. 21) that 
is not clearly connected with the theme that Waltke suggests for it. Sidney Greidanus  has a 3

variation on this chiasm where the latter problem is corrected, but the incompleteness remains. 
Also, for both Waltke and Greidanus, there is no real center, just a complex of events about 
Ishmael and Isaac and covenant making.  
 

 The phrase “These are the generations of __________”, which appears 11x in the body of Genesis, is 1

widely recognized as the major structuring device of the book, splitting it into distinct units. 

 “Genesis: A Commentary.” Bruce Waltke and Cathi Fredericks. Zondervan, 2001. 2

 “Preaching Christ From Genesis.” Sidney Greidanus. Eerdmans, 2007. 3
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Another attempt is that of David Dorsey:  4

 A Introduction (12:1-9)  
B Abram lies about Sarah (12:10-20)  

C Lot settles in Sodom (13:1-18)  
D Abram intercedes for Lot and Sodom (14:1-24)  

E Promise of Son (15:1-21)  
F Ishmael’s Birth (16:1-16)  

G Covenant of Circumcision (17:1-21)  
F Ishmael and Abram circumcised (17:22-27)  

E Promise of Son (18:1-15)  
D Abram intercedes for Sodom and Lot (18:16-33)  

C Lot flees Sodom (19:1-38)  
B Abraham lies about Sarah (20:1-18)  

A Conclusion (21:1-7) 

Once again, this chiasm ends too soon: 21:1-7 is not the conclusion of the Abraham cycle. In 
addition, the end of ch.11 (Abram’s family background) really corresponds better with 21:1-7 
than does 12:1-9.  

Gordan Wenham,  referencing Westermann, offers this very generalized structure while not 5

necessarily endorsing it himself: 

 A Birth of a child (ch.12)  
  B Lot (ch.13)  
  *Westermann omits ch.14 as a later insertion  
   C Promises (chs.15-17)  
  B Lot (chs.18-19)  
 A Birth of a child (chs. 20-25)  

While not suffering from a restricted scope like the others, this outline is really too vague and 
broad to be very useful.  

These are examples, and there are others, suffering similar weaknesses. I will suggest here what I 
think is a more satisfactory chiastic structure for the Abraham unit of Genesis. Under the 
subsections are bullet points that identify the points of commonality with the corresponding 
sections. There are some section divisions and correspondences that need further elaboration, 
which I provide afterward. Granted, some of the connections are weaker than others, but overall I 
think the following chiasm holds up well. 

 “The Literary Structure of the Old Testament: A Commentary on Genesis-Malachi.” David A. Dorsey. 4

Baker Academic, 2004. 

 “Genesis 1-15: Word Biblical Commentary.” Gordan Wenham. Zondervan, 2014.5
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A Abram takes Sarai as his wife (11:27-32)  
 *Terah dies (11:32)  
 *Sarai is barren (11:30)  
 *Abram’s family journeys west (11:31)  

B Abram leaves his country and kindred (12:1-9)  
 *t®dRlwøm (12:1; word is in 11:28, but otherwise only here and ch.24, the corresponding B section)  
 *I will bless, bless, bless (12:2)  
 *Blessing pronounced (12:1-3, 7)  
 *12:7 is quoted in 24:7  
C Foreigners and Sarai (Egyptians) (12:10-20)  
 *Abram acquires goods  

D Abram and Lot separate - blessing pronounced (13:1-18)  
 *Lot “lifts his eyes” and God commands Abram to “lift his eyes” (13:10, 14)  6

E Rescuing Lot - Meal with foreign king (14:1-15:21)  
 *Armies  
 *Wells (14:10)  
 *Covenant making involving animals  

F First Exodus of Hagar and Ishmael (16:1-16) 
G Birth of Isaac promised (17:1-18:15)  
 *Ishmael circumcised  

      H Will you destroy the righteous? (18:16-33)  
 *Intercession for “righteous” (18:23ff)  
 *Opening of wombs  
 *A godless place.  
 *”Cover” (hsk 18:17)  

I Lot flees Sodom (19:1-38)  
H Will you destroy the righteous? (20:1-18)  
 *Intercession for “righteous” (20:4)  
 *Opening of wombs...  
 *A godless place...  
 *”Cover” (twsV;k 20:16)  

G Birth of Isaac (21:1-7)  
 *Isaac circumcised  

F Second Exodus of Hagar and Ishmael (21:8-21)  
E Wells - Meal with foreign king (21:22-34)  
 *Phicol, the commander of the army  
 *Wells (21:25)  
 *Covenant making with animals  

D Resurrection of Isaac - blessing pronounced (22:1-24)  
 *Abraham “lifts his eyes” twice (22:4, 13)  

 C Foreigners and Sarah (Hittites) (23:1-20)  
 *Abraham acquires property.  

  

 Here and ch.22 are the only times the phrase “lift eyes” appears in 11:27 - 25:11, except once in 18:2. 6
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 B Abraham sends servant back to country and kindred (24:1-67)  
 *tø®dRlwm (24:4, 7)  
 *Yahweh had blessed Abraham in all things (24:1)  
 *Blessing pronounced (24:60)  
 *24:7 quotes 12:7.  

A Abraham takes Keturah as his wife (25:1-11) 
 *Abraham dies (25:7)  
 *Sarah’s son receives the inheritance, Keturah is fruitful (25:1-5)  
 *Abraham’s family goes east (25:6) 

Some points needing explanation: 

1) The first E section combines chapters 14 and 15. This might appear to be arbitrary, but there is 
reason for seeing these two chapters tied together into a complete sub-unit. First, there is the link 
between 14:20 and 15:1 of the word “shield” (Ngm), the verbal form in Melchizedek’s blessing, 
where he says that God has “delivered” [Abram’s] enemies into Abram’s hand, and the noun in 
15:1 where God introduces himself as Abraham’s “shield.” Second, in 14:19 Melchizedek 
blesses Abram, saying, “Blessed be Abram by God Most High, possessor of heaven and earth.” 
Whether the “possessor of heaven and earth” is meant to describe God Most High or Abram, it 
would seem that this title is being played upon in ch. 15, where God promises Abram 
descendants like the stars as well as the land of Canaan - thus answering to Melchizedek’s 
blessing by showing himself the possessor of heaven and earth who will give these blessings to 
Abram. Third, these two chapters, alone of the whole Abraham narrative, share a reference to 
Damascus (14:15; 15:2) and use of the word N∂;d, as a place-name in 14:14 and as the verb “to 
judge” in 15:14. Fourth, there is a shared theme of “bringing back” between the two chapters. 
Abram bringing back Lot and the other captives in 14:16, and God’s promise to bring Abram’s 
descendants back to Canaan in 15:16.

2) The first H section (18:16-33) includes “Opening of wombs” as a point of correspondence 
between its matching section H’ in 20:1-18. The opening of wombs is not explicit in H like it is 
in H’, but Abraham’s intercession for Lot in H directly results in the later birth of his 
grandchildren, Moab and Ben-Ammi, in ch. 19. There are more connections than this between 
the sections though, so H and H’ don’t depend on this point.

3) Interestingly, this structure makes the centerpiece of the Abraham narrative to be the story of 
Lot’s rescue from Sodom. This seems odd. It’s a story that seems to be about Lot, not Abraham. 
However, notice that the essential point of the Sodom episode appears to be stated in 19:29, 
which says: “So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the valley, God remembered 
Abraham and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow when he overthrew the cities in which 
Lot lived” (ESV). So the story really does not focus on Lot so much as on God’s remembrance of 
Abraham in saving his kinsman. The story of Lot’s escape from Sodom foreshadows the escape 
of Abraham’s family from Egypt, accomplished in remembrance of God’s promises to Abraham 
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(Exodus 2:24). The story foreshadows the exodus in other ways: The first and only mention of 
unleavened bread until Passover night (19:3), angry accusations about someone acting as judge 
(19:9; cf. Exodus 2:14), striking the evildoers with a plague of blindness, etc. And perhaps 
reinforcing the legitimacy of God’s remembrance of Abraham as the center of the story, consider 
that as Gordon Wenham has shown, the earlier flood narrative in Genesis is itself structured as a 
very tight chiasm (Word Biblical Commentary vol. 1, pg. 156), and it likewise has for its center 
the statement in 8:1 which says, “But God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the 
livestock that were with him in the ark. And God made a wind blow over the earth, and the 
waters subsided” (ESV). 
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