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Parashat  Toledot  תולדת  
 
Torah: Genesis 2 5 :1 9 –2 8 :9  
Haf t arah: Malachi 1 :1 –2 :7  
 
Thought s on God’s Sovereignt y  

General Overview 
S.R. Hanina b. Papa comment ed t hus: “ Many t hings You have done, 
O Lord my God, even Your wondrous works, and Your t hought s 
t oward us.”  (Psalm 40 :6 )  Said S.R. Hanina: “ AIl t he works and 
t hought s which You hast  wrought  have been t oward us, for our 
sake. Thus, why did Isaac’s eyes grow dim? So t hat  Jacob might  
come and receive t he blessings.”  (Bereshit  Rabbah 65 .8 )  

It  is easy t o read t hrough t he st ories about  t he pat riarchs and get  lost  in 
t he det ails. When we examine t he passages closely it  seems t hat  all we 
see are human decisions, human error, and human st rengt h or weakness. 
It  is like st anding very close t o an oil paint ing where we can see each 
brush st roke clearly but  occasionally miss t he overall t heme of  t he 
paint ing. 
The same peril might  await  us in our Torah st udies if  we do not  t ake t he 
t ime t o st ep back a lit t le f rom t he t ext  in order t o see t he big pict ure 
t hat  t he Holy One is unfolding before us. 
Parashat  Toledot  is a good example of  t his. Here, we vividly wit ness 
f leshly human dealings, decept ions, conf lict , and even hat red. Lest  we 
get  lost  in t he mire of  biased human react ions and af fairs, we need t o 
st ep back and at t empt  t o analyze t hese act ions t hrough t he sovereign 
eyes of  God. 
Thus, we will st udy t his Torah port ion t o see what  we can learn about  
divine sovereignt y. To be sure, t he sovereignt y of  God is a recurrent  
t heme t hroughout  t he Torah. For example, it  will surface again in t he 
st ory of  Joseph. The repet it ion of  t his t heme in t he Torah means, among 
ot her t hings, t hat  t he Lord want s us t o keep it  f resh in our minds. God 
want s t o encourage and st rengt hen us wit h t his revelat ion of  Himself . 
Wit h all of  t his in mind, here is t his week’s st udy out line: 
Int roduct ion — A Word About  Genealogy  
I.   God’s Sovereignt y in Birt h 
II.  God’s Sovereignt y Over The Land 
III. God’s Sovereignt y Over Inherit ance  

In t his excerpt  f rom Parashat  Toledot , we will focus on t he sect ion II, 
God’s Sovereignt y Over The Land. 

II.  God’s Sovereignt y Over The Land 
Chapt er 26 relat es anot her eart hy, human experience. A famine st ruck 
t he land. Isaac was t old by t he Lord not  t o f lee t o Egypt , but  t o remain in 
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t he land. Thus, inst ead of  going t o Egypt , he moved his family t o Gerar, a 
cit y in t he vicinit y of  t he Philist ines. 
    A.  Anot her Philist ine Problem 
Just  as in a previous parasha, so also here, we are conf ront ed wit h 
anot her Philist ine problem. Most  hist orical sources indicat e t hat  t he 
Philist ines did not  t ake of f icial residence in t he Promised Land unt il af t er 
1200 BCE, when t hey were defeat ed by t he Egypt ians and made t o set t le 
on t he coast  of  sout hwest  Canaan. It  seems t hat  t he Egypt ians int ended 
t o use t hese skilful warriors as a kind of  milit ary buf fer. 
The approximat e dat e of  Isaac’s life is somewhere around 1800 BCE — at  
least  500 or 600 years before t he permanent  Philist ine colony in Canaan 
began. Moreover, t here is hardly any archaeological evidence t o conf irm a 
Philist ine presence in Canaan during t he t ime of  t he pat riarchs. What , 
t herefore, are we t o make of  t he reference t o t he Philist ines in 26:1? 
There are at  least  t wo possibilit ies of  underst anding t his reference t o t he 
Philist ines. The f irst  suggest ion, which is t he least  accept able, suggest s 
t hat  Moshe was calling t he people group led by Abimelech by t he name of  
Philist ines because t his is t he et hnic group which was present  in t hat  part  
of  Canaan during t he t ime he (Moshe) was writ ing. In ot her words, 
according t o Dr. Robert  St eiglit z,  

Most  scholars regard t he biblical references t o Philist ines during 
t he Pat riarchal Period as anachronist ic — t hat  is an ident if icat ion 
insert ed by a lat er writ er or edit or despit e t he fact  t hat  t he event s 
t hemselves occurred in a period hundreds of  years before t he 
arrival of  t he Philist ines.1 

The second possible underst anding is, in our opinion, more accept able. 
This is t o suggest  t hat  even t hough t he Philist ines, as a force, did not  
set t le in sout hwest  Canaan before 1200 BCE, nevert heless, t here may 
have been sporadic set t lement s before t hat  t ime. It  is much like t he 
Hit t it es who lived in Canaan cent uries before t heir Empire brought  Canaan 
under t heir cont rol. 
The Philist ines were sea invaders who originat ed f rom t he Aegean Sea 
area. Surely t hey explored or t raded wit h people f rom Canaan before 
1200 BCE. Dr. Trude Dot han, a recognized Philist ine expert , opens t his 
door of  possible underst anding for us when she writ es: 

While t he major set t lement  phase of  t he Sea Peoples following 
t heir defeat  at  t he hands of  Rameses III (1200  BCE)  in his eight h 
year has long been recognized f rom t he lit erary and archaeological 
record, an ever-increasing corpus of  evidence f rom recent  
excavat ions in Canaan and on t he coast  of  Syria, and in Cyprus is 
increasingly point ing not  only t o raids but  t o an init ial wave of  
set t lement s in t he east ern Medit erranean by Sea Peoples prior t o 
t heir defeat  by Rameses III.2 

In all honest y, we do not  t hink t hat  Dot han had t he pat riarchal age in 
mind in her remarks. However, she does point  out  an import ant  principle 
for us: The complet e evidence is not  yet  in! Recent  discoveries have 
caused t he long-st anding t heories for a dat e of  t he Philist ine arrival in 
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Canaan t o change. Perhaps more informat ion will also be uncovered t o 
conf irm t he biblical account  of  a Philist ine presence in Canaan during t he 
t ime of  t he Pat riarchs. 
    B.  The War of  t he Wells 
While living among t he Philist ines, Isaac “ became great  and kept  
becoming great er unt il he was very great . He acquired f locks and herds 
and many ent erprises; and t he Philist ines envied him”  (26:13–14). Due t o 
t heir envy, t he Philist ines t ried t o drive Isaac away f rom t hem. One way 
by which t hey at t empt ed t o do so was t o dest roy t he wells t hat  he and 
Abraham had dug. The t ext  relat es t he conf lict  t hat  broke out  because of  
t he wells. Perhaps we could call t his bat t le, “ The War of  t he Wells!”  Isaac 
would dig a well only t o have it  st opped up by t he Philist ines. 
It  all came t o a head in 26:28. Isaac did not  win a great  milit ary vict ory, 
nor did he purchase t heir favour wit h his wealt h. Inst ead, God sovereignly 
gave him t he vict ory by moving upon t he heart s of  t he idolat rous 
Philist ines. Thus in verse 28, Abimelech and his general visit ed Isaac when 
he was busy digging yet  anot her well. Isaac greet ed t hem wit h just if ied 
scept icism about  t heir f riendly int ent ions. Then t hey complet ely 
ast onished Isaac wit h t he following declarat ion, “ We have indeed seen 
t hat  t he Lord has been wit h you, O blessed of  t he Lord.”  
What  brought  about  t his seemingly sudden change of  heart  f rom t he 
Philist ines? They t hemselves gave us a hint  when t hey t old Isaac, “ We 
have seen t hat  t he Lord has been wit h you.”  What  evidence of  God’s 
presence in Isaac’s life did t hey see? 
First  and foremost , t hey undoubt edly saw all of  t he wealt h t hat  Isaac had 
amassed, alt hough t his is not  what  prompt ed t he change in t he 
Philist ines. The mat erial goods only led t he Philist ines t o envy, not  t o 
peace. 
Secondly, let  us suggest  somet hing else, somet hing more subt le. Perhaps 
t hey saw somet hing in t he digging of  t he wells all over t he region by bot h 
Abraham and his son, Isaac. When t hey dug wells, t hey lef t  a subt le, yet  
powerful t est imony t o t he exist ence of  t he one t rue God and His 
goodness t oward sinful man. There were at  least  t wo ways in which t his 
was accomplished. 
First , t hey provided wat er bot h for t hemselves and for all who want ed t o 
use it . “ Wat er means life for man, land, and animal, for t he immediat e 
place and t he whole neighbourhood.”  Therefore, in essence t he Philist ines 
were “ cut t ing of f  t heir nose t o spit e t heir face and wit hholding benef it s 
f rom bot h t hemselves and t heir cat t le!” 3 
In ot her words, t he Pat riarchs, act ing according t o divine mandat e, were 
demonst rat ing t heir appreciat ion for t he land, as well as t heir concern for 
ot hers by providing wat er, whereas, t he godless Philist ines were 
at t empt ing t o hurt  ot hers. In following t he dict at es of  t heir gods, t hey 
were also hurt ing t hemselves. Therefore, which t heological syst em was 
life producing, t heirs or t he pat riarchs? God sovereignly made t he correct  
answer known. 
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There is a second way t hat  t he Lord moved t he Philist ines t o make peace 
wit h Isaac. Whenever Abraham dug wells, he named t hem.  Isaac also did 
t he same. As for t he wells of  his fat her t hat  Isaac re-opened, “ he called 
t heir names af t er t he names by which his fat her called t hem”  (26:18). 
Moreover, each name meant  somet hing. When a Pat riarch named a well, 
he called it  by a name t hat  would drive home t he lesson of  t he realit y and 
exist ence of  t he one t rue God. By t his he would arouse in t hem (t he 
Philist ines or ot hers)  an awareness of  t he t rut h by saying, “ Let  us go and 
draw wat er f rom t he well of  t he et ernal God!”  Since t he wells were a 
public necessit y, in t his manner, t he people were init iat ed int o knowledge 
of  t he t rue God.4 
The point  of  all t his is t hat  t he Lord was sovereignly causing His Name 
and His charact er t o be made known t hroughout  Canaan by t he simple 
human act  of  digging and naming a well. In t his way, t he good news 
about  Himself  was spreading sovereignly t hrough human means t o t hose 
who needed t o hear it . 
    C.  Modern Test imony 
We f ind an amazing parallel t o what  was happening in t he pat riarchal 
period and what  t he Lord is doing in our present  age. 
Today, in t he age of  Jewish renaissance in t he homeland, wells are being 
lit erally dug in t he same land in which our forefat hers had sunk wells, like 
Abraham and Isaac, especially in t he dry Negev. 

We can appreciat e t he great ness of  t he pat riarchs who combined 
t heir disseminat ion of  t he t rue fait h wit h t he pract ical reclamat ion 
of  t he soil by digging wells and wat ering t he ground.5  

Indeed, t he present  enemies are similar t o t he Canaanit es and Philist ines. 
They are st ill t rying t o st op up t he wells and hinder t he spread of  t he 
knowledge of  t he God of  Israel t hroughout  t he land. However, t he Lord, 
as always, reigns as t he supreme Sovereign of  t he universe. He is making 
His great  Name known increasingly t hroughout  t he land. 
The foregoing paragraphs showed us how God act ed sovereignly on a 
large, nat ional scale in t he dealings bet ween Isaac and t he Philist ines. 
However, God never does one t hing at  a t ime. As He was sovereignly 
moving among t he nat ions, He was also sovereignly working in individual 
heart s. He was working a work of  sanct if icat ion wit h Isaac at  t he same 
t ime revealing Himself  t o t he Philist ines. 
 
                                            
1 Biblical Archaeology Review, July /  August  1982 , 28 . 
2 Biblical Archaeology Today, 166. 
3 Nechama Leibowit z, New Studies in Bereshit, 258. 
4 Ibid., 259 . 
5 Ibid., 260 . 


