
Story Number 21

FINDING A WIFE FOR ISAAC

After two or three years, Abraham began to be very worried about

Isaac, who missed his mother very much and anyway needed a wife. But

where from? Abraham did not want his son to marry any of the local

Canaanite women. He had a few Canaanite friends, but did not want his

offspring to be mixed with theirs. So where could he find a wife for

Isaac?

The best place was from his own people, in Mesopotamia where he had

come from. True they were not altogether God-fearing, but they were not

inherently bad as the Canaanites were. However, he certainly would not

go back there to find a wife – without doubt God would not approve – and

he did not want his son Isaac to go back there and come under their

influence. Isaac had to stay in the country to establish roots, and only the

third generation was later allowed to leave. Isaac was not allowed to leave

the country even temporarily (as we learn later).

Abraham had a very old loyal and trusted servant, 1 and he decided

to send him to Harran to find a suitable wife for Isaac and bring her back

to Canaan. He would not have liked even his servant to come under the

influence of his father, but Terah was now dead.

The journey to Harran was a long one, and there was always the

possibility that Abraham might die before the servant came back, so he

had to take precautions to make sure that nothing would be done after his

1. Earlier Abraham had mentioned to God that his chief servant was a man called
Eliezer, so it is generally assumed that this was the same Eliezer, but his name
is not mentioned in the story, so though probable this is not certain.
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death that he did not approve of. He trusted the servant but still made him

swear an oath in the name of GOD, God of Heaven and Earth, that if he

found a suitable girl who refused to leave her country he would in no

circumstances take Isaac there. God would help him to find someone from

‘my country and my family’, 2 but if he was unable to find a suitable

girl there who would come back with him to Canaan to marry Isaac, then

he would be free from the oath. This implied that as a very, very last

resort he might find a suitable Canaanite girl, but never to take Isaac back

to the country that he, Abraham, had left.

What inducement was there for a girl to leave her family and come

back with the servant to an unknown country to marry an unknown man?

Well, Abraham was a very rich man indeed, he had promised to leave all

he had to Isaac, so the girl would marry a very rich man. As evidence of

all this, he did not sent the servant alone, but along with a number of

lesser servants and a caravan (train) of camels carrying all sorts of

expensive gifts to give to a suitable girl as evidence and temptation.

The servant took his men and camels to Aram Naharayim (‘Aram of the

Two Rivers’, i.e. Eastern Aram, Northern Mesopotamia, part of modern

Irak), to Paddan, 3 to Harran. He arrived at the wells just outside the

town of Harran, at the time when all the girls came out to draw water, and

he had an instinct that one of these would be the right one. So he prayed

to God to help him, with a sign. He would ask each girl in turn if she

would let him drink a little of the water that she had drawn, and the one

who agreed and also offered to give water to the camels would be the one

suitable for Isaac.

2. Hebrew ¼- HºU'K0¼} ¼2 SSS ¼- H:U< K$. The word ¼> J' J0¼} ¼2 does NOT mean birthplace, but is
synonymous with ¼( L+ L² Ḑ H2 family, sometimes in the wider sense of ‘people’.

3. Either the area was called ¼3 Lz K², or this was another name for ¼3 L< L+ (Harran).
The form ¼1L<F$ ¼3 Kz K² means Paddan OF Aram (confirmed by Onkelos).
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He had hardly finished his prayer when a beautiful girl came to the

well and drew water. He asked her to give him a little to drink, and she

said ‘Here, drink this, and I will go and draw some more for your

camels’. 4 He was amazed – was his prayer answered so quickly?

Meanwhile he gave her some gold jewellery and asked her who her father

was and if he had room in his house to put him up for the night. She

replied that she was Rebekah, daughter of Bethuel who was the son of

Milcah, wife of Nahor. (Note how Milcah seems to have been more

important than Nahor.) There was plenty of room at home for him to

spend the night, as well as food for the camels. The servant then realised

that this was the one, God had answered his prayer and taken him straight

to his master’s family! This had to be the wife for Isaac. He thanked God

and blessed him for helping Abraham in this way.

The girl ran home and told her mother what had happened, to explain

the gold jewels. She had a younger brother called Laban, who on hearing

the story and seeing the gold ornaments immediately ran out to the servant

who was still standing by the well, and invited him to come straighaway

to his house. (‘A man who gives away gold like this is worth getting to

know better’ said Laban to himself.) The servant accepted, went to the

house, unhitched the camels and gave them to eat, washed his feet and his

assitants washed theirs. (In the hot climate that was always done after a

journey, if water was available. They wore sandals, but not socks.) He

was then given food, but refused to eat until he had told his story.

He explained that he was the servant of Abraham, who had become

very rich through God’s blessing, and had given all to the son of his old

age. Abraham had made him swear not to take a wife for his son from the

local Canaanite girls, but to go and bring a girl from his family. He told

of his prayer at the well and how Rebekah had suddenly appeared and

how she had volunteered water for the camels. He had asked her who she

4. The men who were with him were perhaps out of sight.
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was, and when sho told him she was the grand-daughter of Nahor he gave

her the gold jewelry. He had then thanked and blessed GOD, the God of

Abraham, who had directed his footsteps to Abraham’s family.

After explaining all this, he asked if they would consent to his taking

Rebekah for a wife for Isaac, and they said that it was clearly from God

and they could not refuse. He gave presents to the family, ate and drank,

and next day wanted to leave, but they tried to delay him. ‘Wait a year or

so.’ However he said that since God had helped him so far, he could not

delay. They decided to ask Rebekah, who was willing to go, so they sent

her with her nurse Deborah 5 and their blessings.

Arriving back in Canaan, they met Isaac by chance in the countryside,

where he had gone to pray. The servant told him the whole story, and

when Isaac saw Rebekah he fell in love with her, gave her his mother’s

tent, married her, and was comforted over the loss of his mother. He was

forty years old at the time, and Abraham was still alive.

Having found a wife for Isaac, Abraham decided to get married again,

and took a woman named Keturah who gave him six sons. However he

gave them all presents (and to Ishmael) and sent them all away, giving all

else that he had to Isaac. He died aged a hundred and seventy-five, and

Ishmael came and helped Isaac to bury him alongside Sarah in the

Machpelah cave at Hebron.

5. Gen. 35:8.
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