
Story Number 23

ISAAC AND PHILISTINES

We are not told very much about the life of Isaac, and in what we are

told he is mostly passive. He was born, there was a party when he was

weaned (aged 2 or 3), he was bound for a sacrifice but at the last minute

this was cancelled, he married a wife who was brought to him, he prayed

for her when she was childless, and then they had a pair of twin sons. In

all this, except for the prayer, he played virtually no active part that is

recorded. Later in life he blessed his sons, but he was deceived and the

blessing went to the wrong one – that is a later story, but before that we

are told a little about him at one time when there was a famine and he .....

well, let’s start at the beginning.

We remember that in the time of Abraham there was a famine in the

land. No rain and therefore no food. He went (with Lot) to Egypt, and

because Sarah was so attractive and believed to be single Pharaoh took her

for his wife. When he found out he gave Abraham presents and threw him

out of the country.

Later, Abraham went to the region of the Philistines in the south, where

he had a similar problem with Abimelech. (Abimelech was the title of the

king of the Philistines, just as Pharaoh was the title of the king of Egypt.

It was not his personal name.) However, Abimelech found out in time and

apologised, and he and Abraham parted on good terms and remained

friends.

After Abraham died, there was another famine, and this time it was

Isaac who was affected. The story is similar to the second one about

Abraham but slightly different, and the Torah stresses that this was a

different story, and not another version of the story of Abraham, although

it looks a bit like it.

1



When the famine came, Isaac wanted to go to Egypt 1, but God told

him not to go, not to leave the country 2. He also blessed him and

promised to protect him. So instead he went to Gerar in the Philistine

region south-west of Beersheba, which had not been hit by the famine.

As with his father Abraham, Isaac had a very beautiful wife, Rebekah,

and was afraid that the locals might want her and kill him so as to take

her, so he did the same as his father and arranged with her that they

should call each other brother and sister, instead of husband and wife.

This was not really a lie, because they were first cousins, and close

relatives were often called brother and sister, just as Abraham called his

nephew Lot his brother.

This time the king, Abimelech – not the same one as in the time of

Abraham, but probably his son or grandson – did not take her. He

happened to look into their window one day and saw Isaac and Rebekah

behaving in a way that showed they were not brother and sister but

husband and wife. He told them off, someone might have taken Rebekah

by mistake, and then told everyone to leave them alone. Anyone who

interfered with Isaac or Rebekah would be put to death.

Isaac for the first time tried agriculture. He sowed seeds and God

blessed him so much that the produce was a hundred times what he

sowed. (This is the only time we hear of any of the Patriarchs trying

agriculture; otherwise they were always shepherds and cowherds.) He also

had large herds of cattle, flocks of sheep and goats, and slaves, was very

rich, and became even richer, till the Philistines became jealous of him.

1. It does not actually say that he wanted to go to Egypt, but God would not have
told him not to go unless he had thought about going.

2. Abraham, the first generation, after arriving in Canaan left for Egypt when
there was a famine. Some say that he did this without God’s permission and was
punished for doing so. (Nachmanides.) Isaac, the second generation, was born in
Canaan, lived all his life there, died there and was buried there, so as to establish
roots in the country. Only Jacob, the third generation, was allowed to leave the
country, first to visit Laban in Padan and later to visit Joseph in Egypt, but made
sure even then that his body was brought back to be buried in Canaan.
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We are told that ‘After Abraham died, God blessed Isaac’. Isaac

received the blessings of wealth and so on, but he did not receive the

respect of his neighbours. They were afraid to start trouble with Abraham,

but were not afraid of Isaac.

Abraham and Isaac both lived most of their lives in and around Hebron

and Beersheba, and in the Negev desert south of Beersheba where the

Philistines also wandered around. In the desert the great problem is

finding water, which is by digging wells. When you dig there for water

you sometimes find a well, but most times you do not. It was an accepted

code in the desert that whoever found a well gave it a name, and the well

belonged to him.

Abraham found, named and therefore owned quite a number of these

wells 3, and when he died their ownership naturally passed to Isaac. But

after Isaac went to live in Gerar, when the Philistines became jealous of

him, they filled up Abraham’s wells and covered them, out of sheer spite

and wickedness, so that Isaac could not find them. They would not dare

do this in Abraham’s lifetime, but as we said they were not afraid of

Isaac. Even the king, Abimelech, was jealous of Isaac, and told him that

he was too much for the Philistines and he should leave the country!

So he moved out towards Beersheba, and on the way re-dug Abraham’s

wells that they had filled in. He then gave them names, using the same

names that Abraham had given them. He also dug new wells, but each

time his shepherds dug a new well the Philistine shepherds came along

and claimed that the well was theirs, and there were quarrels. At last they

dug and found one well over which there was no argument. He then

moved up to Beersheba.

God then appeared to him in a dream, blessed him again, and told him

not to be afraid, so he built an altar and preached as his father had done

in God’s name.

3. Of course he did not actually dig wells with his own hands. His shepherds and
slaves dug them on his behalf.
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Suddenly he had an unexpected visitor. Abimelech arrived from Gerar

with his friend Ahuzath and his commander-in-chief Phichol 4.

‘What do you want?’ asked Isaac. ‘You hate me, you threw me out of

your country, so why have you come here?’

‘We see that God has been with you’ replied Abimelech, ‘and we want

to make a contract with you on oath, that you will do us no harm after we

have treated you well, not attacked you, and sent you away in peace.’

Isaac agreed, made a feast for them, and in the morning they made the

contract with mutual oaths, he saw them off, and they left him in peace.

Unlike Abraham and the first Abimelech, Isaac and this one did not

part as good friends. They had made a non-agression pact, not to attack

each other, but there was no love between them.

His servants then came and told him they had found water, a new well,

which he called Sheba (seven), so the place was called Beersheba 5.

4. This too may have been a title, like Abimelech, rather than a name.

5. We often find the Hebrew SSS ¼} ¼2 Ḑ ¼$L< L; ¼3 I¤ ¼0 K6 ‘therefore he/it was called ...’
followed by a name that was already used, meaning only that the name was then
associated with the event. Esau was not called Edom (red) because of the red soup
but because he was red-skinned at birth; but his name was later associated with
the red soup. So here Beersheba was probably so called when someone named
Sheba found a well there. We were told earlier that it was called Beersheba
because Abraham and the earlier Abimelech swore their oaths there, and here
because they found a new well there and called it Sheba. This means that the
name was associated with the events that happened there.
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