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12. Of the era in Abraham’s life from which a new period in
the holy succession begins. Let us now survey the
progress of the city of God from the era of the patriarch
Abraham, from whose time it begins to be more
conspicuous, and the divine promises which are now
fulfilled in Christ are more fully revealed. We learn,
then, from the intimations of holy Scripture, that
Abraham was born in the country of the Chaldeans, a
land belonging to the Assyrian empire. Now, even at
that time impious superstitions were rife with the
Chaldeans, as with other nations. The family of Terah,
to which Abraham belonged, was the only one in which
the worship of the true God survived, and the only one,
we may suppose, in which the Hebrew language was
preserved; although Joshua the son of Nun tells us that
even this family served other gods in Mesopotamia. The
other descendants of Heber gradually became absorbed
in other races and other languages. And thus, as the
single family of Noah was preserved through the deluge
of water to renew the human race, so, in the deluge of
superstition that flooded the whole world, there



remained but the one family of Terah in which the seed
of God’s city was preserved. And as, when Scripture
has enumerated the generations prior to Noah, with
their ages, and explained the cause of the flood before
God began to speak to Noah about the building of the
ark, it is said, “These are the generations of Noah;” so
also now, after enumerating the generations from
Shem, Noah’s son, down to Abraham, it then signalizes
an era by saying, “These are the generations of Terah:
Terah begat Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran
begat Lot. And Haran died before his father Terah in
the land of his nativity, in Ur of the Chaldees. And
Abram and Nahor took them wives: the name of
Abram’s wife was Sarai; and the name of Nahor’s wife
Milcah, the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah,
and the father of Iscah.” This Iscah is supposed to be
the same as Sarah, Abraham’s wife.

13. Why, in the account of Terah’s emigration, on his
forsaking the Chaldeans and passing over into
Mesopotamia, no mention is made of his son Nahor.
Next it is related how Terah with his family left the
region of the Chaldeans and came into Mesopotamia,
and dwelt in Haran. But nothing is said about one of his
sons called Nahor, as if he had not taken him along
with him. For the narrative runs thus: “And Terah took
Abram his son, and Lot the son of Haran, his son’s son,
and Sarah his daughter-in-law, his son Abram’s wife,
and led them forth out of the region of the Chaldeans to
go into the land of Canaan; and he came into Haran,
and dwelt there.” Nahor and Milcah his wife are
nowhere named here. But afterwards, when Abraham
sent his servant to take a wife for his son Isaac, we find
it thus written: “And the servant took ten camels of the
camels of his lord, and of all the goods of his lord, with
him; and arose, and went into Mesopotamia, into the
city of Nahor.” This and other testimonies of this sacred



history show that Nahor, Abraham’s brother, had also
left the region of the Chaldeans, and fixed his abode in
Mesopotamia, where Abraham dwelt with his father.
Why, then, did the Scripture not mention him, when
Terah with his family went forth out of the Chaldean
nation and dwelt in Haran, since it mentions that he
took with him not only Abraham his son, but also Sarah
his daughter-in-law, and Lot his grandson? The only
reason we can think of is, that perhaps he had lapsed
from the piety of his father and brother, and adhered to
the superstition of the Chaldeans, and had afterwards
emigrated thence, either through penitence, or because
he was persecuted as a suspected person. For in the
book called Judith, when Holofernes, the enemy of the
Israelites, inquired what kind of nation that might be,
and whether war should be made against them, Achior,
the leader of the Ammonites, answered him thus: “Let
our lord now hear a word from the mouth of thy
servant, and I will declare unto thee the truth
concerning the people which dwelleth near thee in this
hill country, and there shall no lie come out of the
mouth of thy servant. For this people is descended from
the Chaldeans, and they dwelt heretofore in
Mesopotamia, because they would not follow the gods
of their fathers, which were glorious in the land of the
Chaldeans, but went out of the way of their ancestors,
and adored the God of heaven, whom they knew; and
they cast them out from the face of their gods, and they
fled into Mesopotamia, and dwelt there many days. And
their God said to them, that they should depart from
their habitation, and go into the land of Canaan; and
they dwelt,” etc., as Achior the Ammonite narrates.
Whence it is manifest that the house of Terah had
suffered persecution from the Chaldeans for the true
piety with which they worshipped the one and true
God.



14. Of the years of Terah, who completed his lifetime in
Haran. On Terah’s death in Mesopotamia, where he is
said to have lived 205 years, the promises of God made
to Abraham now begin to be pointed out; for thus it is
written: “And the days of Terah in Haran were two
hundred and five years, and he died in Haran.” This is
not to be taken as if he had spent all his days there, but
that he there completed the days of his life, which were
two hundred and five years: otherwise it would not be
known how many years Terah lived, since it is not said
in what year of his life he came into Haran; and it is
absurd to suppose that, in this series of generations,
where it is carefully recorded how many years each one
lived, his age was the only one not put on record. For
although some whom the same Scripture mentions
have not their age recorded, they are not in this series,
in which the reckoning of time is continuously indicated
by the death of the parents and the succession of the
children. For this series, which is given in order from
Adam to Noah, and from him down to Abraham,
contains no one without the number of the years of his
life.

15. Of the time of the migration of Abraham, when,
according to the commandment of God, he went out
from Haran. When, after the record of the death of
Terah, the father of Abraham, we next read, “And the
Lord said to Abram, Get thee out of thy country, and
from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house,” etc., it
is not to be supposed, because this follows in the order
of the narrative, that it also followed in the
chronological order of events. For if it were so, there
would be an insoluble difficulty. For after these words
of God which were spoken to Abraham, the Scripture
says: “And Abram departed, as the Lord had spoken
unto him; and Lot went with him. Now Abraham was
seventy-five years old when he departed out of Haran.”



How can this be true if he departed from Haran after
his father’s death? For when Terah was seventy years
old, as is intimated above, he begat Abraham; and if to
this number we add the seventy-five years which
Abraham reckoned when he went out of Haran, we get
145 years. Therefore that was the number of the years
of Terah, when Abraham departed out of that city of
Mesopotamia; for he had reached the seventy-fifth year
of his life, and thus his father, who begat him in the
seventieth year of his life, had reached, as was said, his
145th. Therefore he did not depart thence after his
father’s death, that is, after the 205 years his father
lived; but the year of his departure from that place,
seeing it was his seventy-fifth, is inferred beyond a
doubt to have been the 145th of his father, who begat
him in his seventieth year. And thus it is to be
understood that the Scripture, according to its custom,
has gone back to the time which had already been
passed by the narrative; just as above, when it had
mentioned the grandsons of Noah, it said that they
were in their nations and tongues; and yet afterwards,
as if this also had followed in order of time, it says,
“And the whole earth was of one lip, and one speech for
all.” How, then, could they be said to be in their own
nations and according to their own tongues, if there
was one for all; except because the narrative goes back
to gather up what it had passed over? Here, too, in the
same way, after saying, “And the days of Terah in
Haran were 205 years, and Terah died in Haran,” the
Scripture, going back to what had been passed over in
order to complete what had been begun about Terah,
says, “And the Lord said to Abram, Get thee out of thy
country,” etc. After which words of God it is added,
“And Abram departed, as the Lord spake unto him; and
Lot went with him. But Abram was seventy-five years
old when he departed out of Haran.” Therefore it was



done when his father was in the 145th year of his age;
for it was then the seventy-fifth of his own. But this
question is also solved in another way, that the seventy-
five years of Abraham when he departed out of Haran
are reckoned from the year in which he was delivered
from the fire of the Chaldeans, not from that of his
birth, as if he was rather to be held as having been
born then. Now the blessed Stephen, in narrating these
things in the Acts of the Apostles, says: “The God of
glory appeared unto our father Abraham, when he was
in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran, and said
unto him, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy
kindred, and from thy father’s house, and come into the
land which I will show thee.” According to these words
of Stephen, God spoke to Abraham, not after the death
of his father, who certainly died in Haran, where his
son also dwelt with him, but before he dwelt in that
city, although he was already in Mesopotamia.
Therefore he had already departed from the Chaldeans.
So that when Stephen adds, “Then Abraham went out
of the land of the Chaldeans, and dwelt in Charran,”
this does not point out what took place after God spoke
to him (for it was not after these words of God that he
went out of the land of the Chaldeans, since he says
that God spoke to him in Mesopotamia), but the word
“then” which he uses refers to that whole period from
his going out of the land of the Chaldeans and dwelling
in Haran. Likewise in what follows, “And thenceforth,
when his father was dead, he settled him in this land,
wherein ye now dwell, and your fathers,” he does not
say, after his father was dead he went out from Haran;
but thenceforth he settled him here, after his father
was dead. It is to be understood, therefore, that God
had spoken to Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia,
before he dwelt in Haran; but that he came to Haran
with his father, keeping in mind the precept of God,



and that he went out thence in his own seventy-fifth
year, which was his father’s 145th. But he says that his
settlement in the land of Canaan, not his going forth
from Haran, took place after his father’s death; because
his father was already dead when he purchased the
land, and personally entered on possession of it. But
when, on his having already settled in Mesopotamia,
that is, already gone out of the land of the Chaldeans,
God says, “Get thee out of thy country, and from thy
kindred, and from thy father’s house,” this means, not
that he should cast out his body from thence, for he had
already done that, but that he should tear away his
soul. For he had not gone out from thence in mind, if he
was held by the hope and desire of returning,—a hope
and desire which was to be cut off by God’s command
and help, and by his own obedience. It would indeed be
no incredible supposition that afterwards, when Nahor
followed his father, Abraham then fulfilled the precept
of the Lord, that he should depart out of Haran with
Sarah his wife and Lot his brother’s son.

16. Of the order and nature of the promises of God which
were made to Abraham. God’s promises made to
Abraham are now to be considered; for in these the
oracles of our God, that is, of the true God, began to
appear more openly concerning the godly people,
whom prophetic authority foretold. The first of these
reads thus: “And the Lord said unto Abram, Get thee
out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy
father’s house, and go into a land that I will show thee:
and I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless
thee, and magnify thy name; and thou shalt be blessed:
and I will bless them that bless thee, and curse them
that curse thee: and in thee shall all tribes of the earth
be blessed.” Now it is to be observed that two things
are promised to Abraham, the one, that his seed should
possess the land of Canaan, which is intimated when it



is said, “Go into a land that I will show thee, and I will
make of thee a great nation;” but the other far more
excellent, not about the carnal but the spiritual seed,
through which he is the father, not of the one Israelite
nation, but of all nations who follow the footprints of his
faith, which was first promised in these words, “And in
thee shall all tribes of the earth be blessed.” Eusebius
thought this promise was made in Abraham’s seventy-
fifth year, as if soon after it was made Abraham had
departed out of Haran; because the Scripture cannot be
contradicted, in which we read, “Abram was seventy
and five years old when he departed out of Haran.” But
if this promise was made in that year, then of course
Abraham was staying in Haran with his father; for he
could not depart thence unless he had first dwelt there.
Does this, then, contradict what Stephen says, “The
God of glory appeared to our father Abraham, when he
was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran?” But
it is to be understood that the whole took place in the
same year,—both the promise of God before Abraham
dwelt in Haran, and his dwelling in Haran, and his
departure thence,—not only because Eusebius in the
Chronicles reckons from the year of this promise, and
shows that after 430 years the exodus from Egypt took
place, when the law was given, but because the Apostle
Paul also mentions it.

17. Of the three most famous kingdoms of the nations, of
which one, that is, the Assyrian, was already very
eminent when Abraham was born. During the same
period there were three famous kingdoms of the
nations, in which the city of the earth-born, that is, the
society of men living according to man under the
domination of the fallen angels, chiefly flourished,
namely, the three kingdoms of Sicyon, Egypt, and
Assyria. Of these, Assyria was much the most powerful
and sublime; for that king Ninus, son of Belus, had



subdued the people of all Asia except India. By Asia I
now mean not that part which is one province of this
greater Asia, but what is called Universal Asia, which
some set down as the half, but most as the third part of
the whole world,—the three being Asia, Europe, and
Africa, thereby making an unequal division. For the
part called Asia stretches from the south through the
east even to the north; Europe from the north even to
the west; and Africa from the west even to the south.
Thus we see that two, Europe and Africa, contain one
half of the world, and Asia alone the other half. And
these two parts are made by the circumstance, that
there enters between them from the ocean all the
Mediterranean water, which makes this great sea of
ours. So that, if you divide the world into two parts, the
east and the west, Asia will be in the one, and Europe
and Africa in the other. So that of the three kingdoms
then famous, one, namely Sicyon, was not under the
Assyrians, because it was in Europe; but as for Egypt,
how could it fail to be subject to the empire which ruled
all Asia with the single exception of India? In Assyria,
therefore, the dominion of the impious city had the pre-
eminence. Its head was Babylon,—an earth-born city,
most fitly named, for it means confusion. There Ninus
reigned after the death of his father Belus, who first
had reigned there sixty-five years. His son Ninus, who,
on his father’s death, succeeded to the kingdom,
reigned fifty-two years, and had been king forty-three
years when Abraham was born, which was about the
1200th year before Rome was founded, as it were
another Babylon in the west.

18. Of the repeated address of God to Abraham, in which
He promised the land of Canaan to him and to his seed.
Abraham, then, having departed out of Haran in the
seventy-fifth year of his own age, and in the hundred
and forty-fifth of his father’s, went with Lot, his



brother’s son, and Sarah his wife, into the land of
Canaan, and came even to Sichem, where again he
received the divine oracle, of which it is thus written:
“And the Lord appeared unto Abram, and said unto
him, Unto thy seed will I give this land.” Nothing is
promised here about that seed in which he is made the
father of all nations, but only about that by which he is
the father of the one Israelite nation; for by this seed
that land was possessed.

19. Of the divine preservation of Sarah’s chastity in Egypt,
when Abraham had called her not his wife but his
sister. Having built an altar there, and called upon God,
Abraham proceeded thence and dwelt in the desert,
and was compelled by pressure of famine to go on into
Egypt. There he called his wife his sister, and told no
lie. For she was this also, because she was near of
blood; just as Lot, on account of the same nearness,
being his brother’s son, is called his brother. Now he
did not deny that she was his wife, but held his peace
about it, committing to God the defence of his wife’s
chastity, and providing as a man against human wiles;
because if he had not provided against the danger as
much as he could, he would have been tempting God
rather than trusting in Him. We have said enough about
this matter against the calumnies of Faustus the
Manichæan. At last what Abraham had expected the
Lord to do took place. For Pharaoh, king of Egypt, who
had taken her to him as his wife, restored her to her
husband on being severely plagued. And far be it from
us to believe that she was defiled by lying with another;
because it is much more credible that, by these great
afflictions, Pharaoh was not permitted to do this.

20. Of the parting of Lot and Abraham, which they agreed
to without breach of charity. On Abraham’s return out
of Egypt to the place he had left, Lot, his brother’s son,
departed from him into the land of Sodom, without



breach of charity. For they had grown rich, and began
to have many herdmen of cattle, and when these strove
together, they avoided in this way the pugnacious
discord of their families. Indeed, as human affairs go,
this cause might even have given rise to some strife
between themselves. Consequently these are the words
of Abraham to Lot, when taking precaution against this
evil, “Let there be no strife between me and thee, and
between my herdmen and thy herdmen; for we be
brethren. Behold, is not the whole land before thee?
Separate thyself from me: if thou wilt go to the left
hand, I will go to the right; or if thou wilt go to the right
hand, I will go to the left.” From this, perhaps, has
arisen a pacific custom among men, that when there is
any partition of earthly things, the greater should make
the division, the less the choice.

21. Of the third promise of God, by which He assured the
land of Canaan to Abraham and his seed in perpetuity.
Now, when Abraham and Lot had separated, and dwelt
apart, owing to the necessity of supporting their
families, and not to vile discord, and Abraham was in
the land of Canaan, but Lot in Sodom, the Lord said to
Abraham in a third oracle, “Lift up thine eyes, and look
from the place where thou now art, to the north, and to
Africa, and to the east, and to the sea; for all the land
which thou seest, to thee will I give it, and to thy seed
for ever. And I will make thy seed as the dust of the
earth: if any one can number the dust of the earth, thy
seed shall also be numbered. Arise, and walk through
the land, in the length of it, and in the breadth of it; for
unto thee will I give it.” It does not clearly appear
whether in this promise that also is contained by which
he is made the father of all nations. For the clause,
“And I will make thy seed as the dust of the earth,” may
seem to refer to this, being spoken by that figure the
Greeks call hyperbole, which indeed is figurative, not



literal. But no person of understanding can doubt in
what manner the Scripture uses this and other figures.
For that figure (that is, way of speaking) is used when
what is said is far larger than what is meant by it; for
who does not see how incomparably larger the number
of the dust must be than that of all men can be from
Adam himself down to the end of the world? How much
greater, then, must it be than the seed of Abraham,—
not only that pertaining to the nation of Israel, but also
that which is and shall be according to the imitation of
faith in all nations of the whole wide world! For that
seed is indeed very small in comparison with the
multitude of the wicked, although even those few of
themselves make an innumerable multitude, which by a
hyperbole is compared to the dust of the earth. Truly
that multitude which was promised to Abraham is not
innumerable to God, although to man; but to God not
even the dust of the earth is so. Further, the promise
here made may be understood not only of the nation of
Israel, but of the whole seed of Abraham, which may be
fitly compared to the dust for multitude, because
regarding it also there is the promise of many children,
not according to the flesh, but according to the spirit.
But we have therefore said that this does not clearly
appear, because the multitude even of that one nation,
which was born according to the flesh of Abraham
through his grandson Jacob, has increased so much as
to fill almost all parts of the world. Consequently, even
it might by hyperbole be compared to the dust for
multitude, because even it alone is innumerable by
man. Certainly no one questions that only that land is
meant which is called Canaan. But that saying, “To thee
will I give it, and to thy seed for ever,” may move some,
if by “for ever” they understand “to eternity.” But if in
this passage they take “for ever” thus, as we firmly hold
it means, that the beginning of the world to come is to



be ordered from the end of the present, there is still no
difficulty, because, although the Israelites are expelled
from Jerusalem, they still remain in other cities in the
land of Canaan, and shall remain even to the end; and
when that whole land is inhabited by Christians, they
also are the very seed of Abraham.

22. Of Abraham’s overcoming the enemies of Sodom, when
he delivered Lot from captivity and was blessed by
Melchizedek the priest. Having received this oracle of
promise, Abraham migrated, and remained in another
place of the same land, that is, beside the oak of
Mamre, which was Hebron. Then on the invasion of
Sodom, when five kings carried on war against four,
and Lot was taken captive with the conquered
Sodomites, Abraham delivered him from the enemy,
leading with him to battle three hundred and eighteen
of his home-born servants, and won the victory for the
kings of Sodom, but would take nothing of the spoils
when offered by the king for whom he had won them.
He was then openly blessed by Melchizedek, who was
priest of God Most High, about whom many and great
things are written in the epistle which is inscribed to
the Hebrews, which most say is by the Apostle Paul,
though some deny this. For then first appeared the
sacrifice which is now offered to God by Christians in
the whole wide world, and that is fulfilled which long
after the event was said by the prophet to Christ, who
was yet to come in the flesh, “Thou art a priest for ever
after the order of Melchizedek,”—that is to say, not
after the order of Aaron, for that order was to be taken
away when the things shone forth which were
intimated beforehand by these shadows.

23. Of the word of the Lord to Abraham, by which it was
promised to him that his posterity should be multiplied
according to the multitude of the stars; on believing
which he was declared justified while yet in



uncircumcision. The word of the Lord came to Abraham
in a vision also. For when God promised him protection
and exceeding great reward, he, being solicitous about
posterity, said that a certain Eliezer of Damascus, born
in his house, would be his heir. Immediately he was
promised an heir, not that house-born servant, but one
who was to come forth of Abraham himself; and again a
seed innumerable, not as the dust of the earth, but as
the stars of heaven,—which rather seems to me a
promise of a posterity exalted in celestial felicity. For,
so far as multitude is concerned, what are the stars of
heaven to the dust of the earth, unless one should say
the comparison is like inasmuch as the stars also
cannot be numbered? For it is not to be believed that
all of them can be seen. For the more keenly one
observes them, the more does he see. So that it is to be
supposed some remain concealed from the keenest
observers, to say nothing of those stars which are said
to rise and set in another part of the world most remote
from us. Finally, the authority of this book condemns
those like Aratus or Eudoxus, or any others who boast
that they have found out and written down the
complete number of the stars. Here, indeed, is set
down that sentence which the apostle quotes in order
to commend the grace of God, “Abraham believed God,
and it was counted to him for righteousness;” lest the
circumcision should glory, and be unwilling to receive
the uncircumcised nations to the faith of Christ. For at
the time when he believed, and his faith was counted to
him for righteousness, Abraham had not yet been
circumcised.

24. Of the meaning of the sacrifice Abraham was
commanded to offer when he supplicated to be taught
about those things he had believed. In the same vision,
God in speaking to him also says, “I am God that
brought thee out of the region of the Chaldees, to give



thee this land to inherit it.” And when Abram asked
whereby he might know that he should inherit it, God
said to him, “Take me an heifer of three years old, and
a she-goat of three years old, and a ram of three years
old, and a turtle-dove, and a pigeon. And he took unto
him all these, and divided them in the midst, and laid
each piece one against another; but the birds divided
he not. And the fowls came down,” as it is written, “on
the carcases, and Abram sat down by them. But about
the going down of the sun, great fear fell upon Abram;
and, lo, an horror of great darkness fell upon him. And
He said unto Abram, Know of a surety that thy seed
shall be a stranger in a land not theirs, and they shall
reduce them to servitude; and shall afflict them four
hundred years: but the nation whom they shall serve
will I judge; and afterward shall they come out hither
with great substance. And thou shalt go to thy fathers
in peace; kept in a good old age. But in the fourth
generation they shall come hither again: for the iniquity
of the Amorites is not yet full. And when the sun was
setting, there was a flame, and a smoking furnace, and
lamps of fire, that passed through between those
pieces. In that day the Lord made a covenant with
Abram, saying, Unto thy seed will I give this land, from
the river of Egypt unto the great river Euphrates: the
Kenites, and the Kenizzites, and the Kadmonites, and
the Hittites, and the Perizzites, and the Rephaims, and
the Amorites, and the Canaanites, and the Hivites, and
the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.” All these things
were said and done in a vision from God; but it would
take long, and would exceed the scope of this work, to
treat of them exactly in detail. It is enough that we
should know that, after it was said Abram believed in
God, and it was counted to him for righteousness, he
did not fail in faith in saying, “Lord God, whereby shall
I know that I shall inherit it?” for the inheritance of that



land was promised to him. Now he does not say, How
shall I know, as if he did not yet believe; but he says,
“Whereby shall I know,” meaning that some sign might
be given by which he might know the manner of those
things which he had believed, just as it is not for lack of
faith the Virgin Mary says, “How shall this be, seeing I
know not a man?” for she inquired as to the way in
which that should take place which she was certain
would come to pass. And when she asked this, she was
told, “The Holy Ghost shall come upon thee, and the
power of the Highest shall overshadow thee.” Here
also, in fine, a symbol was given, consisting of three
animals, a heifer, a she-goat, and a ram, and two birds,
a turtle-dove and pigeon, that he might know that the
things which he had not doubted should come to pass
were to happen in accordance with this symbol.
Whether, therefore, the heifer was a sign that the
people should be put under the law, the she-goat that
the same people was to become sinful, the ram that
they should reign (and these animals are said to be of
three years old for this reason, that there are three
remarkable divisions of time, from Adam to Noah, and
from him to Abraham, and from him to David, who, on
the rejection of Saul, was first established by the will of
the Lord in the kingdom of the Israelite nation: in this
third division, which extends from Abraham to David,
that people grew up as if passing through the third age
of life), or whether they had some other more suitable
meaning, still I have no doubt whatever that spiritual
things were prefigured by them as well as by the turtle-
dove and pigeon. And it is said, “But the birds divided
he not,” because carnal men are divided among
themselves, but the spiritual not at all, whether they
seclude themselves from the busy conversation of men,
like the turtle-dove, or dwell among them, like the
pigeon; for both birds are simple and harmless,



signifying that even in the Israelite people, to which
that land was to be given, there would be individuals
who were children of the promise, and heirs of the
kingdom that is to remain in eternal felicity. But the
fowls coming down on the divided carcases represent
nothing good, but the spirits of this air, seeking some
food for themselves in the division of carnal men. But
that Abraham sat down with them, signifies that even
amid these divisions of the carnal, true believers shall
persevere to the end. And that about the going down of
the sun great fear fell upon Abraham and a horror of
great darkness, signifies that about the end of this
world believers shall be in great perturbation and
tribulation, of which the Lord said in the gospel, “For
then shall be great tribulation, such as was not from
the beginning.” But what is said to Abraham, “Know of
a surety that thy seed shall be a stranger in a land not
theirs, and they shall reduce them to servitude, and
shall afflict them 400 years,” is most clearly a prophecy
about the people of Israel which was to be in servitude
in Egypt. Not that this people was to be in that
servitude under the oppressive Egyptians for 400 years,
but it is foretold that this should take place in the
course of those 400 years. For as it is written of Terah
the father of Abraham, “And the days of Terah in Haran
were 205 years,” not because they were all spent there,
but because they were completed there, so it is said
here also, “And they shall reduce them to servitude,
and shall afflict them 400 years,” for this reason,
because that number was completed, not because it
was all spent in that affliction. The years are said to be
400 in round numbers, although they were a little
more,—whether you reckon from this time, when these
things were promised to Abraham, or from the birth of
Isaac, as the seed of Abraham, of which these things
are predicted. For, as we have already said above, from



the seventy-fifth year of Abraham, when the first
promise was made to him, down to the exodus of Israel
from Egypt, there are reckoned 430 years, which the
apostle thus mentions: “And this I say, that the
covenant confirmed by God, the law, which was made
430 years after, cannot disannul, that it should make
the promise of none effect.” So then these 430 years
might be called 400, because they are not much more,
especially since part even of that number had already
gone by when these things were shown and said to
Abraham in vision, or when Isaac was born in his
father’s 100th year, twenty-five years after the first
promise, when of these 430 years there now remained
405, which God was pleased to call 400. No one will
doubt that the other things which follow in the
prophetic words of God pertain to the people of Israel.
When it is added, “And when the sun was now setting
there was a flame, and lo, a smoking furnace, and
lamps of fire, which passed through between those
pieces,” this signifies that at the end of the world the
carnal shall be judged by fire. For just as the affliction
of the city of God, such as never was before, which is
expected to take place under Antichrist, was signified
by Abraham’s horror of great darkness about the going
down of the sun, that is, when the end of the world
draws nigh,—so at the going down of the sun, that is, at
the very end of the world, there is signified by that fire
the day of judgment, which separates the carnal who
are to be saved by fire from those who are to be
condemned in the fire. And then the covenant made
with Abraham particularly sets forth the land of
Canaan, and names eleven tribes in it from the river of
Egypt even to the great river Euphrates. It is not then
from the great river of Egypt, that is, the Nile, but from
a small one which separates Egypt from Palestine,
where the city of Rhinocorura is.



25. Of Sarah’s handmaid, Hagar, whom she herself wished
to be Abraham’s concubine. And here follow the times
of Abraham’s sons, the one by Hagar the bond maid,
the other by Sarah the free woman, about whom we
have already spoken in the previous book. As regards
this transaction, Abraham is in no way to be branded as
guilty concerning this concubine, for he used her for
the begetting of progeny, not for the gratification of
lust; and not to insult, but rather to obey his wife, who
supposed it would be a solace of her barrenness if she
could make use of the fruitful womb of her handmaid to
supply the defect of her own nature, and by that law of
which the apostle says, “Likewise also the husband
hath not power of his own body, but the wife,” could, as
a wife, make use of him for childbearing by another,
when she could not do so in her own person. Here
there is no wanton lust, no filthy lewdness. The
handmaid is delivered to the husband by the wife for
the sake of progeny, and is received by the husband for
the sake of progeny, each seeking, not guilty excess,
but natural fruit. And when the pregnant bond woman
despised her barren mistress, and Sarah, with womanly
jealousy, rather laid the blame of this on her husband,
even then Abraham showed that he was not a slavish
lover, but a free begetter of children, and that in using
Hagar he had guarded the chastity of Sarah his wife,
and had gratified her will and not his own,—had
received her without seeking, had gone in to her
without being attached, had impregnated without
loving her,—for he says, “Behold thy maid is in thy
hands: do to her as it pleaseth thee;” a man able to use
women as a man should,—his wife temperately, his
handmaid compliantly, neither intemperately!

26. Of God’s attestation to Abraham, by which He assures
him, when now old, of a son by the barren Sarah, and
appoints him the father of the nations, and seals his



faith in the promise by the sacrament of circumcision.
After these things Ishmael was born of Hagar; and
Abraham might think that in him was fulfilled what God
had promised him, saying, when he wished to adopt his
home-born servant, “This shall not be thine heir; but he
that shall come forth of thee, he shall be thine heir.”
Therefore, lest he should think that what was promised
was fulfilled in the handmaid’s son, “when Abram was
ninety years old and nine, God appeared to him, and
said unto him, I am God; be well-pleasing in my sight,
and be without complaint, and I will make my covenant
between me and thee, and will fill thee exceedingly.”
Here there are more distinct promises about the calling
of the nations in Isaac, that is, in the son of the
promise, by which grace is signified, and not nature; for
the son is promised from an old man and a barren old
woman. For although God effects even the natural
course of procreation, yet where the agency of God is
manifest, through the decay or failure of nature, grace
is more plainly discerned. And because this was to be
brought about, not by generation, but by regeneration,
circumcision was enjoined now, when a son was
promised of Sarah. And by ordering all, not only sons,
but also home-born and purchased servants to be
circumcised, he testifies that this grace pertains to all.
For what else does circumcision signify than a nature
renewed on the putting off of the old? And what else
does the eighth day mean than Christ, who rose again
when the week was completed, that is, after the
Sabbath? The very names of the parents are changed:
all things proclaim newness, and the new covenant is
shadowed forth in the old. For what does the term old
covenant imply but the concealing of the new? And
what does the term new covenant imply but the
revealing of the old? The laughter of Abraham is the
exultation of one who rejoices, not the scornful laughter



of one who mistrusts. And those words of his in his
heart, “Shall a son be born to me that am an hundred
years old? and shall Sarah, that is ninety years old,
bear?” are not the words of doubt, but of wonder. And
when it is said, “And I will give to thee, and to thy seed
after thee, the land in which thou art a stranger, all the
land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession,” if it
troubles any one whether this is to be held as fulfilled,
or whether its fulfilment may still be looked for, since
no kind of earthly possession can be everlasting for any
nation whatever, let him know that the word translated
everlasting by our writers is what the Greeks term
αἰώνιον, which is derived from αἰὼν, the Greek for
sæculum, an age. But the Latins have not ventured to
translate this by secular, lest they should change the
meaning into something widely different. For many
things are called secular which so happen in this world
as to pass away even in a short time; but what is
termed αἰώνιον either has no end, or lasts to the very
end of this world.

27. Of the male, who was to lose his soul if he was not
circumcised on the eighth day, because he had broken
God’s covenant. When it is said, “The male who is not
circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin, that soul shall
be cut off from his people, because he hath broken my
covenant,” some may be troubled how that ought to be
understood, since it can be no fault of the infant whose
life it is said must perish, nor has the covenant of God
been broken by him, but by his parents, who have not
taken care to circumcise him. But even the infants, not
personally in their own life, but according to the
common origin of the human race, have all broken
God’s covenant in that one in whom all have sinned.
Now there are many things called God’s covenants
besides those two great ones, the old and the new,
which any one who pleases may read and know. For the



first covenant, which was made with the first man, is
just this: “In the day ye eat thereof, ye shall surely die.”
Whence it is written in the book called Ecclesiasticus,
“All flesh waxeth old as doth a garment. For the
covenant from the beginning is, Thou shalt die the
death.” Now, as the law was more plainly given
afterward, and the apostle says, “Where no law is,
there is no prevarication,” on what supposition is what
is said in the psalm true, “I accounted all the sinners of
the earth prevaricators,” except that all who are held
liable for any sin are accused of dealing deceitfully
(prevaricating) with some law? If on this account, then,
even the infants are, according to the true belief, born
in sin, not actual but original, so that we confess they
have need of grace for the remission of sins, certainly it
must be acknowledged that in the same sense in which
they are sinners they are also prevaricators of that law
which was given in Paradise, according to the truth of
both scriptures, “I accounted all the sinners of the
earth prevaricators,” and “Where no law is, there is no
prevarication.” And thus, because circumcision was the
sign of regeneration, and the infant, on account of the
original sin by which God’s covenant was first broken,
was not undeservedly to lose his generation unless
delivered by regeneration, these divine words are to be
understood as if it had been said, Whoever is not born
again, that soul shall perish from his people, because
he hath broken my covenant, since he also has sinned
in Adam with all others. For had He said, Because he
hath broken this my covenant, He would have
compelled us to understand by it only this of
circumcision; but since He has not expressly said what
covenant the infant has broken, we are free to
understand Him as speaking of that covenant of which
the breach can be ascribed to an infant. Yet if any one
contends that it is said of nothing else than



circumcision, that in it the infant has broken the
covenant of God because he is not circumcised, he must
seek some method of explanation by which it may be
understood without absurdity (such as this) that he has
broken the covenant, because it has been broken in him
although not by him. Yet in this case also it is to be
observed that the soul of the infant, being guilty of no
sin of neglect against itself, would perish unjustly,
unless original sin rendered it obnoxious to
punishment.

28. Of the change of name in Abraham and Sarah, who
received the gift of fecundity when they were incapable
of regeneration owing to the barrenness of one, and the
old age of both. Now when a promise so great and clear
was made to Abraham, in which it was so plainly said to
him, “I have made thee a father of many nations, and I
will increase thee exceedingly, and I will make nations
of thee, and kings shall go forth of thee. And I will give
thee a son of Sarah; and I will bless him, and he shall
become nations, and kings of nations shall be of him,”—
a promise which we now see fulfilled in Christ,—from
that time forward this couple are not called in
Scripture, as formerly, Abram and Sarai, but Abraham
and Sarah, as we have called them from the first, for
every one does so now. The reason why the name of
Abraham was changed is given: “For,” He says, “I have
made thee a father of many nations.” This, then, is to
be understood to be the meaning of Abraham; but
Abram, as he was formerly called, means “exalted
father.” The reason of the change of Sarah’s name is
not given; but as those say who have written
interpretations of the Hebrew names contained in these
books, Sarah means “my princess,” and Sarai
“strength.” Whence it is written in the Epistle to the
Hebrews, “Through faith also Sarah herself received
strength to conceive seed.” For both were old, as the



Scripture testifies; but she was also barren, and had
ceased to menstruate, so that she could no longer bear
children even if she had not been barren. Further, if a
woman is advanced in years, yet still retains the custom
of women, she can bear children to a young man, but
not to an old man, although that same old man can
beget, but only of a young woman; as after Sarah’s
death Abraham could of Keturah, because he met with
her in her lively age. This, then, is what the apostle
mentions as wonderful, saying, besides, that Abraham’s
body was now dead; because at that age he was no
longer able to beget children of any woman who
retained now only a small part of her natural vigour. Of
course we must understand that his body was dead only
to some purposes, not to all; for if it was so to all, it
would no longer be the aged body of a living man, but
the corpse of a dead one. Although that question, how
Abraham begot children of Keturah, is usually solved in
this way, that the gift of begetting which he received
from the Lord, remained even after the death of his
wife, yet I think that solution of the question which I
have followed is preferable, because, although in our
days an old man of a hundred years can beget children
of no woman, it was not so then, when men still lived so
long that a hundred years did not yet bring on them the
decrepitude of old age.

29. Of the three men or angels, in whom the Lord is related
to have appeared to Abraham at the oak of Mamre. God
appeared again to Abraham at the oak of Mamre in
three men, who it is not to be doubted were angels,
although some think that one of them was Christ, and
assert that He was visible before He put on flesh. Now
it belongs to the divine power, and invisible,
incorporeal, and incommutable nature, without
changing itself at all, to appear even to mortal men, not
by what it is, but by what is subject to it. And what is



not subject to it? Yet if they try to establish that one of
these three was Christ by the fact that, although he saw
three, he addressed the Lord in the singular, as it is
written, “And, lo, three men stood by him: and, when he
saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent-door, and
worshipped toward the ground, and said, Lord, if I have
found favour before thee,” etc.; why do they not advert
to this also, that when two of them came to destroy the
Sodomites, while Abraham still spoke to one, calling
him Lord, and interceding that he would not destroy
the righteous along with the wicked in Sodom, Lot
received these two in such a way that he too in his
conversation with them addressed the Lord in the
singular? For after saying to them in the plural,
“Behold, my lords, turn aside into your servant’s
house,” etc., yet it is afterwards said, “And the angels
laid hold upon his hand, and the hand of his wife, and
the hands of his two daughters, because the Lord was
merciful unto him. And it came to pass, whenever they
had led him forth abroad, that they said, Save thy life;
look not behind thee, neither stay thou in all this
region: save thyself in the mountain, lest thou be
caught. And Lot said unto them, I pray thee, Lord, since
thy servant hath found grace in thy sight,” etc. And
then after these words the Lord also answered him in
the singular, although He was in two angels, saying,
“See, I have accepted thy face,” etc. This makes it
much more credible that both Abraham in the three
men and Lot in the two recognised the Lord, addressing
Him in the singular number, even when they were
addressing men; for they received them as they did for
no other reason than that they might minister human
refection to them as men who needed it. Yet there was
about them something so excellent, that those who
showed them hospitality as men could not doubt that
God was in them as He was wont to be in the prophets,



and therefore sometimes addressed them in the plural,
and sometimes God in them in the singular. But that
they were angels the Scripture testifies, not only in this
book of Genesis, in which these transactions are
related, but also in the Epistle to the Hebrews, where
in praising hospitality it is said, “For thereby some have
entertained angels unawares.” By these three men,
then, when a son Isaac was again promised to Abraham
by Sarah, such a divine oracle was also given that it
was said, “Abraham shall become a great and
numerous nation, and all the nations of the earth shall
be blessed in him.” And here these two things are
promised with the utmost brevity and fulness,—the
nation of Israel according to the flesh, and all nations
according to faith.

30. Of Lot’s deliverance from Sodom, and its consumption
by fire from heaven; and of Abimelech, whose lust could
not harm Sarah’s chastity. After this promise Lot was
delivered out of Sodom, and a fiery rain from heaven
turned into ashes that whole region of the impious city,
where custom had made sodomy as prevalent as laws
have elsewhere made other kinds of wickedness. But
this punishment of theirs was a specimen of the divine
judgment to come. For what is meant by the angels
forbidding those who were delivered to look back, but
that we are not to look back in heart to the old life
which, being regenerated through grace, we have put
off, if we think to escape the last judgment? Lot’s wife,
indeed, when she looked back, remained, and, being
turned into salt, furnished to believing men a
condiment by which to savour somewhat the warning to
be drawn from that example. Then Abraham did again
at Gerar, with Abimelech the king of that city, what he
had done in Egypt about his wife, and received her
back untouched in the same way. On this occasion,
when the king rebuked Abraham for not saying she was



his wife, and calling her his sister, he explained what
he had been afraid of, and added this further, “And yet
indeed she is my sister by the father’s side, but not by
the mother’s;” for she was Abraham’s sister by his own
father, and so near of kin. But her beauty was so great,
that even at that advanced age she could be fallen in
love with.
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