The ages of Terah and Abram (later Abraham)

     Until Abram was about 73 years old, he and his family had lived in Ur, the capital of Mesopotamia.  At that time he received a command from God ordering him to go into Canaan (Genesis 12:1; 15:7).  At about the same time, Abram's brother Haran died (11:28), after which Abram's father Terah, as head of the family, took Abram and the others out of Ur and headed for Canaan (verse 31).
     However at a city on the way, Haran, they took up residence rather than continuing the journey as would be expected, although not being instructed by God to do so.  Since there was no indication of an intent to disobey or delay God's order, it is apparent something outside their control prevented the journey soon continuing.
     With no evidence to suggest a delay had an out of the ordinary cause, it is reasonable to conclude that something in the natural course of events had befallen Terah, that is, he had in his old age become seriously ill, so much so as to prevent his soon continuing of the journey to Canaan, such subsequently compelling the family to take residence in Haran.   But before Terah could leave Haran, he died (Genesis 11:32).
     As the Christian scholar Ussher noticed, the Masoretic Hebrew text gives Terah's age at 205 when he died which would compel not a brief delay in Haran but one of 60 years.  However not only would such extended delay there mean that Terah's suffering had continued for 60 years but would be contrary in spirit to God's command for Abram to leave one place and go to another (12:1), there being no other command apart from the reminder that God “had spoken unto him” beforehand when he was living in Ur (12:4).
     Further, the Masoretic text's figure of 205 for Terah's age at death results in 60 years to be added to Abram's age, making him 135 years old when he left Haran, such as would cause the absurdity that Abram's promised son Isaac was born 35 years before he got to Canaan where he was born.

     However, the Samaritan Pentateuch version of Genesis gives Terah's age not as 205 but 145 when he died, which unlike the Hebrew Masoretic, gives a rational understanding to the birth of Isaac with no discernable incongruity.
     In accommodating the apparent Masoretic incongruity however, scholars propose rather, that the list of Terah's sons in Genesis 11:26 is not in its natural order and would place Abram's birth too early, it being contended that in the list of Terah's sons “Abram, Nahor, and Haran”, Abram should be in the third position, and consequently some 60 years younger than his brother Haran (who had died in Ur): similarly to the precedent of Noah's listed 3 sons being not in their order of birth (10:1).
     Although appearing naturally to be the case in verse 1, the proper order of births is expressly stated in another verse (21), denoting that the third son in the list was actually “the elder”.  In Terah's case however, nothing is either expressed or implied that the order of his sons should be changed similarly to that of Noah's.  Thus it can be seen that according to the strict rules of legal argument, without something which expressly contradicts Abram being the firstborn, such listed order must remain as it is presented.
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     Further, taking the Masoretic text's age of Terah as the specified 205 years, such requires the accommodating of an extra 60 years into the Biblical narrative, with the only means of doing so being to extend Terah's stay in Haran.  In the context of a commanded move from Ur to Canaan however, it is improbable that such extensive 60 year stay would be due to Terah being incapacitated for that time.
     But no such deviation for any reason arises in employing the (albeit contradictory) Samaritan Pentateuch version's evidence of Genesis 11:32 which specifies Terah's death at 145, and which immediately allows Terah to have had three sons when he was in his 70s, a typical starting of a family in those times which intended a naturally close age between siblings.  Thus with this version's figure, no change to the Biblical listed order (11:26,27) would be required.

     On the balance of the evidence therefore, and despite the proposal of a precedent with Noah's sons, the only ground for changing the order of Terah's sons is a singular figure concerning their father's death, and thus constitutes insufficient ground on which to surgically change the Biblical order of Terah's sons.  And although the Samaritan Pentateuch is a lesser regarded version of the Biblical text, the same is not dismissible as incapable of providing evidence in disputed matters, especially in this matter where by employing its difference from other versions, the text reads plainly and affords an instant solution where all others do not.

     Thus it is seen that Abram was the first of three sons born in Terah's 70s as listed, and that the Masoretic figure of 205 for Terah's death, despite its common acceptance and an assumption by scholars of a “Hebrew verity”, was originally written as 145.
