Torah Portion: Lech Lecha (Genesis 12:1-17:27)
[The focus of this Torah portion series is family structure and function as revealed in Scripture. I.e., headship, patriarchy, marriage, etc, graduating to understanding community and Israel as a whole. If you have not read other portions up to this point, you may want to as parts build on previous lessons in Torah.]

As with Noach, we see Elohim give a call and a vision to Abram. Notice again, the vision is not given to Abram and Sarai, or to Abram and Lot. It is given to Abram and he then sets out with his household including the 'the persons which they had acquired in Haran, and set out for the land of Canaan.'
12 Now the Lord said to Abram,
“Go forth from your country,

And from your relatives

And from your father’s house,

To the land which I will show you;

2 And I will make you a great nation,

And I will bless you,

And make your name great;

And so you shall be a blessing;

3 And I will bless those who bless you,

And the one who curses you I will curse.

And in you all the families of the earth will be blessed.”

4 So Abram went forth as the Lord had spoken to him; and Lot went with him. Now Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran. 5 Abram took Sarai his wife and Lot his nephew, and all their possessions which they had accumulated, and the persons which they had acquired in Haran, and they set out for the land of Canaan; thus they came to the land of Canaan.
A key additional note is that Abram was seventy-five years old. Many who are embarking on the Torah journey feel as if they are a bit older. And, many married couples reading this, precisely because the Father is teaching them headship and patriarchy, have decades of marriage under their belt, yet God dares to lead as He led Abram to 'go forth to a place I will show you.' Maybe you do not know for certain the destination to which this journey is taking you, but you know the Father is calling you out in a way you have never experienced and to a place you've never been. Maybe your friends and family think you a little crazy... But, we are in Abram's company. There is none finer.

We are not told how long or how challenging the journey was, but Abram eventually arrived in the Negev, the south of what is modern day Israel, and there was a famine. Abram chose to go to Egypt to sojourn and an interesting set of circumstances unfold.
10 Now there was a famine in the land; so Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there, for the famine was severe in the land. 11 It came about when he came near to Egypt, that he said to Sarai his wife, “See now, I know that you are a beautiful woman; 12 and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘This is his wife’; and they will kill me, but they will let you live. 13 Please say that you are my sister so that it may go well with me because of you, and that I may live on account of you.” 14 It came about when Abram came into Egypt, the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 15 Pharaoh’s officials saw her and praised her to Pharaoh; and the woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house. 16 Therefore he treated Abram well for her sake; and gave him sheep and oxen and donkeys and male and female servants and female donkeys and camels.

17 But the Lord struck Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram’s wife. 18 Then Pharaoh called Abram and said, “What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? 19 Why did you say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her for my wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her and go.” 20 Pharaoh commanded his men concerning him; and they escorted him away, with his wife and all that belonged to him.
This story jangles our western cultural nerves. How could Abram act in this way? Why did Sarai go along with it?

Scripture is not clear concerning why this story unfolds as it does, but we can see the obvious parallels to the future time of Israel’s bondage to Pharaoh then being sent away laden with treasure. Nevertheless, there are some important lessons regarding headship and patriarchy on display here.

As mentioned in our first portion in this series, there is no word in Hebrew for 'wife.' Technically, the Hebrew translated as 'wife' is the same word as 'woman.' When the Hebrew says, 'his woman' (possessive) we understand it to mean 'wife.' In fact, if you go back and reread the story and substitute the appropriate possessive term (e.g., 'his woman') everywhere it says, 'wife,' you suddenly realize she was in his hand and he had the authority to do with her as he saw fit. (Ladies, this is why it is so very important to insure that you not join yourself to a man who is not pursuing righteousness.)

As we look at this story, we need to grapple with the very simple fact that Sarai belonged to Abram. She was his possession. (Exodus 19:5-6 refers to Israel as God's 'possession.' Ephesians 5:32 speaks of the relationship between Messiah and the qahal/congregation as being imaged in marriage.) Egalitarians and feminists recoil at the idea of the woman being a possession of the man, but Scripture supports this point over and over in the relationship between man and woman. Understand, this in no way allows man to abuse or misuse the treasured possession God has given him, but we must not  minimize this aspect of the relationship, either.

As we saw in Beresheit, the first portion commentary, woman was made for man (I Cor. 11:8) and is to walk in submission to him (Eph. 5:22; Col. 3:18; Ti. 2:5; 1 Pe. 3:1)

We may not like the way Abram chose to handle the situation, but we can say two things with 100% Biblical certainty: 1) Abram had the prerogative as the head to do what he did, and 2) Sarai was obedient leaving her protection and the consequences up to the Almighty. 1 Peter 3:5-6 says,
5 For in this way in former times the holy women also, who hoped in God, used to adorn themselves, being submissive to their own husbands; 6 just as Sarah obeyed Abraham, calling him lord, and you have become her children if you do what is right without being frightened by any fear.
It is fascinating that while Abram made a decision that went sour even though he likely did so in good faith, God stepped in to protect both he and Sarai. I do not believe that we should test God with questionable decisions, we can rely on him when we are doing the best we can with what we have. Sarai was walking in obedience and following Abram as he did the best he knew how. God stepped in to protect her and honor Abram.

A final note, before moving on, is that Sarai was related closely enough to Abram that he was telling the truth when Sarai referred to herself as his sister. Technically, she was a half sister of first cousins, sometimes referenced as a sister. See Genesis 20:12.
13 So Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, he and his wife and all that belonged to him, and Lot with him.
2 Now Abram was very rich in livestock, in silver and in gold. 3 He went on his journeys from the Negev as far as Bethel, to the place where his tent had been at the beginning, between Bethel and Ai, 4 to the place of the altar which he had made there formerly; and there Abram called on the name of the Lord. 5 Now Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents. 6 And the land could not sustain them while dwelling together, for their possessions were so great that they were not able to remain together. 7 And there was strife between the herdsmen of Abram’s livestock and the herdsmen of Lot’s livestock. Now the Canaanite and the Perizzite were dwelling then in the land.
8 So Abram said to Lot, “Please let there be no strife between you and me, nor between my herdsmen and your herdsmen, for we are brothers. 9 Is not the whole land before you? Please separate from me; if to the left, then I will go to the right; or if to the right, then I will go to the left.”
Hard decisions are one of the challenges and burdens that comes with headship. Abram has a general responsibility for his nephew, Lot, and a specific responsibility for his direct household. The Father has definitely blessed both, though as we will see, Lot’s blessing is more a result of being close to Abram than his own wisdom. And herein is a separate lesson regarding aligning oneself with wise counsel and Godly visionaries, something Lot eschews to his detriment.

Abram does not ignore the growing family strife and recognizes that it is necessary to separate from Lot. He exhibits trust in God by giving Lot first choice and then not quibbling when Lot chooses what appears to be the easier option. Maybe Abram knew the direction Lot would go, but either way, Abram followed God and was blessed for it.  Men, beware taking the easy way. It may not be as easy as you think…

In chapter 14, Lot is captured in the feud between several kings of the valley and Abram steps up to protect his extended family in spite of their separation.
12 They also took Lot, Abram’s nephew, and his possessions and departed, for he was living in Sodom.
13 Then a fugitive came and told Abram the Hebrew. Now he was living by the oaks of Mamre the Amorite, brother of Eshcol and brother of Aner, and these were allies with Abram. 14 When Abram heard that his relative had been taken captive, he led out his trained men, born in his house, three hundred and eighteen, and went in pursuit as far as Dan. 15 He divided his forces against them by night, he and his servants, and defeated them, and pursued them as far as Hobah, which is north of Damascus. 16 He brought back all the goods, and also brought back his relative Lot with his possessions, and also the women, and the people.
At a later point we will discuss the particular importance of the role of firstborn son and his responsibility to the family. In going out to recover Lot and his household, Abram is performing one function of the firstborn for his extended family. Abram takes his own resources and risks them for the good of the larger family. In the next portion, we will again see him intercede on behalf of Lot.  The point to understand here is simply that a patriarch carries much responsibility and does not shirk his duty when he is needed.True headship from a Godly man will step into the tough situation, not sidestep or back away from it.

Twice in this portion (Gen. 12:7; 13:18) we have seen Abram build an altar. As mentioned in both Beresheit and Noach, the patriarch has a priestly and intercessory role for his household, something on prominent display throughout the remainder of this portion.

Recall, I Cor. 11:3.
3 But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ.
I bring this to mind so that we can reflect on Abram’s primary focus. Over and over we see his direction of gaze as being toward his authority, Elohim.  Recall that Adam erred when he ceased to be obedient to God and instead ‘harkened to the voice of your woman.’ Abram is not making the mistake of focusing in the wrong direction. Consistently, he is lookin g to the Almighty for instruction, direction and assurance.  And, when given a task, he does so immediately.

We do not really have the space to delve into his obedience and example as the priest of his household, but this portion is rich in his example before Melchizedek, obedience to the command to prepare a covenant ceremony in chapter 15 and his obedience to circumcision of his whole house ‘in the very same day God said it to him.’ (17:23)

Our story gets very interesting in Genesis 16 as it touches on family structure, obedience and authority.  This is where we need to spend a bit of time discussing.
16 Now Sarai, Abram’s wife had borne him no children, and she had an Egyptian maid whose name was Hagar. 2 So Sarai said to Abram, “Now behold, the Lord has prevented me from bearing children. Please go in to my maid; perhaps I will obtain children through her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 3 After Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Abram’s wife Sarai took Hagar the Egyptian, her maid, and gave her to her husband Abram as his wife. 4 He went in to Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her sight. 5 And Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done me be upon you. I gave my maid into your arms, but when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her sight. May the Lord judge between you and me.” 6 But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your maid is in your power; do to her what is good in your sight.” So Sarai treated her harshly, and she fled from her presence.
Most of Christendom finds these verses very troubling. Abram is accused of everything from faithlessness to adultery because cultural filters and false doctrines cloud our understanding. We must be willing to seek out the truth and grapple with it, regardless of where it leads.

Before dealing directly with this passage, let’s refute both the faithlessness and the adultery charges. First, the faithless charge.

Recall the beginning of the previous chapter.  
2 Abram said, “O Lord God, what will You give me, since I am childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?” 3 And Abram said, “Since You have given no offspring to me, one born in my house is my heir.” 4 Then behold, the word of the Lord came to him, saying, “This man will not be your heir; but one who will come forth from your own body, he shall be your heir.” 
God’s promise to Abram was that the heir would be ‘from your own body.’  In the time of Abram, it was legal and not uncommon for a man who had a barren woman to produce an heir through a surrogate.  The heir, ‘borne upon the knees of the barren woman,’ was then considered the child of the barren woman. Abram, understanding that even in the circumstance of the surrogate, would have an heir ‘come forth from [his] own body,’ a fulfillment of God’s promise.

God’s plans were bigger and included Sarai, but according to the written record of Scripture, that had not been articulated to Abram.  Therefore, Sarai offered a solution to the riddle of Abram’s heir by lawfully offering Hagar, her maid, as a woman for Abram. Our western cultural lens finds this repugnant, however, God never condemns the action. He simply clarifies specifically that Isaac will come from Sarai and will be the one with whom God establishes his covenant.
15 Then God said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her name Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16 I will bless her, and indeed I will give you a son by her. Then I will bless her, and she shall be a mother of nations; kings of peoples will come from her.” 17 Then Abraham fell on his face and laughed, and said in his heart, “Will a child be born to a man one hundred years old? And will Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?” 18 And Abraham said to God, “Oh that Ishmael might live before You!” 19 But God said, “No, but Sarah your wife will bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac; and I will establish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant for his descendants after him. 20 As for Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I will bless him, and will make him fruitful and will multiply him exceedingly. He shall become the father of twelve princes, and I will make him a great nation. 21 But My covenant I will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah will bear to you at this season next year.” 22 When He finished talking with him, God went up from Abraham.
Notice, God blesses Ishmael, but God specifies that Isaac, the son of the promise, will come from Sarah.  Faithlessness is not the issue. Abraham simply moved faster than God, but God had it all factored into the larger plan. See the conversation between the Angel of the Lord and Hagar (Genesis 16) in the following passage.  Note the blessings of God on Ishmael as well as God’s upholding of Sarah’s authority over Hagar (vs. 8-9)
7 Now the angel of the Lord found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, by the spring on the way to Shur. 8 He said, “Hagar, Sarai’s maid, where have you come from and where are you going?” And she said, “I am fleeing from the presence of my mistress Sarai.” 9 Then the angel of the Lord said to her, “Return to your mistress, and submit yourself to her authority.” 10 Moreover, the angel of the Lord said to her, “I will greatly multiply your [i]descendants so that they will be too many to count.” 11 The angel of the Lord said to her further,
“Behold, you are with child,

And you will bear a son;

And you shall call his name Ishmael,

Because the Lord has given heed to your affliction.
12 “He will be a wild donkey of a man,

His hand will be against everyone,

And everyone’s hand will be against him;

And he will live to the east of all his brothers.”
13 Then she called the name of the Lord who spoke to her, “You are a God who sees”; for she said, “Have I even remained alive here after seeing Him?” 14 Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi; behold, it is between Kadesh and Bered.
15 So Hagar bore Abram a son; and Abram called the name of his son, whom Hagar bore, Ishmael. 16 Abram was eighty-six years old when Hagar bore Ishmael to him.
We now take up the common charge or misunderstanding of adultery on Abram’s part with Hagar. In a later portion, the Torah will define clearly what adultery is, but for now We will simply share the Biblical definition: 
Adultery only occurs when a married woman has relations with a man that is not her husband/master.
Modern jurisprudence has redefined what was common knowledge even 150 years ago. Today, the average person believes that either spouse can commit adultery by having relations outside of a marriage, however that is simply not Biblical.  Feel free to study this out; we will come back to a detailed study in future portions.

Because Hagar was unmarried, Abram could lawfully take her as a wife. The Hebrew text clearly says (16:3) ‘Sarai took Hagar….and gave her to her man Abram as his woman.’ Messianic Rabbi Yermiyah Ben Avrom has a tactful footnote in Genesis Look Again: A Fresh Translation with Notes that says, ‘There is no Hebrew word to designate English “wife”. There is only  “woman” which contextually makes sense to bring across into English here as “wife”.’

[Avrom, Rabbi Yirmeyah Ben. Genesis Look Again: A Fresh Translation with Notes (Torah Book 1) (p. 63). Kindle Edition.]

Until we can delve into ‘adultery’ in more detail, consider the following from 1 Corinthians 6,
9 Or do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor homosexuals, 10 nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, will inherit the kingdom of God.
Clearly, adulterers will not inherit the kingdom of God.  Yet, Abraham is listed in Hebrews 11, the great faith chapter, in glowing terms as a man ‘approved by God.’  Therefore, if Abraham will inherit the kingdom, he cannot have been an adulterer. Period.

Now, the astute student would ask, “what about David?  He’s listed in Hebrews 11 and he committed adultery.” And, actually, the case of David would strengthen the assertions already made. First, we do know that David had at least eight named wives (1 Sam.18:27; 2 Sam. 5:13-16) and ten concubines, but God only addresses the sin with Bathsheba because she was married when David took her. Second, we know that God, in his rebuke through Nathan the prophet, actually takes credit for having given the wives to David when He says, “I also gave you your master’s house and your master’s wives into your care and I gave you the house of Israel and Judah; and if that were too little, I would have added to you many more things like these.” (2 Sam. 12:8) Third, and most importantly, we know David repented for his sin of taking a married woman and having Uriah, her master, killed.

The clear witness of Scripture is that Abram’s taking of Hagar was neither faithless nor sin. As patriarch and head of the household, he had the authority to take additional wives or concubines, something he apparently did more than a couple times as we will see in a future portion. This idea jangles western egalitarian/feminist nerves, but we must understand Scripture as it is written and allow it to mold our thinking.  

Here is a good rule:  
Do not condemn what God allows and do not allow what God condemns.
Armed with a very basic understanding of Abram and Sarai’s actions regarding the taking of Hagar as Abram’s woman, we can now go back and look at it with a bit of clarity and understand a couple things regarding headship and family dynamics.
16 Now Sarai, Abram’s wife had borne him no children, and she had an Egyptian maid whose name was Hagar. 2 So Sarai said to Abram, “Now behold, the Lord has prevented me from bearing children. Please go in to my maid; perhaps I will obtain children through her.” And Abram listened to the voice of Sarai. 3 After Abram had lived ten years in the land of Canaan, Abram’s wife Sarai took Hagar the Egyptian, her maid, and gave her to her husband Abram as his wife. 4 He went in to Hagar, and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was despised in her sight. 5 And Sarai said to Abram, “May the wrong done me be upon you. I gave my maid into your arms, but when she saw that she had conceived, I was despised in her sight. May the Lord judge between you and me.” 6 But Abram said to Sarai, “Behold, your maid is in your power; do to her what is good in your sight.” So Sarai treated her harshly, and she fled from her presence.
Sarai asks, ‘Please go in to my maid, perhaps I will obtain children (‘be built up’) through her.’ Clearly, she is expecting to be the mother and the child will be hers, however, the text indicates that after Hagar had conceived, she despised Sarai. The ‘wrong done [to Sarai]’ is Hagar’s despising her, not Abram’s taking of Hagar. What Hagar failed to remember is that even as Abram’s woman, she was still under the authority of Sarai, no doubt a complicated situation.

Rabbi Avrom, previously cited, translates 16:4 in this way with the following footnote,
ד So He came to Hagar and she became  pregnant but when she noticed that she  was pregnant her mistress became low4  in her eyes.
4 The word here is קָללַ  qālǎl “to be light” (as in not heavy). This is the same  word Hashem uses to inform Avram “those who treat you lightly” as in of little  consequence, “I will curse”. Perhaps the Torah’s use of this word regarding Hagar’s attitude is a predictor of her and her son’s later banishment. It also  plays into Hagar’s ingratitude that having been elevated from the level of servant to wife at her own mistress’ doing, she later held Sarai in low esteem. This injustice speaks volumes to her character.
Avrom, Rabbi Yirmeyah Ben. ibid. (p. 63). Kindle Edition.

Perhaps if Hagar had simply understood that she was a legitimate wife, in submission to to Sarah and Ishael was a legitimate son, albeit not the possessor of the promise, things would have worked out differently.  But, as R. Avrom indicates, her character is a real problem that Abram has to deal with.

Abram gives his authority to Sarai to set Hagar straight to which Hagar responds by fleeing. We note next that the Angel of the Lord tells Hagar to return and submit. Hagar returns, but as we will see in the next portion, her lack of submission is an issue that leads to being put out from under the protection of Abraham.  God institutes authority and God upholds authority. Trying to run around one’s ‘head’ or authority to get a hearing with the Almighty is a work in futility. As we will see in many future passages, God does not undermine authority structure where his appointee is walking righteously or doing His bidding.

This portion significantly challenges our thoughts on a number of matters, but we must be very careful to let the word of God define our attitude and understanding, not cultural norms or man made doctrine.  

Shalom.
