Torah Portion: Vayera (Genesis 18:1-22:24)
[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.]
Our portion has a number of interesting intersections with our focal topic. While headship and patriarchy is not a major subject, it is a surprisingly strong thread that we can easily follow through this portion.  In Beresheit, Genesis 1:1-6:8, you will recall that we discussed God’s order of headship and authority. The very direct verses that we cited from 1 Corinthians 11 included verse 3:
3 But I want you to understand that Messiah is the head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Messiah.
Later in our series we will study Numbers 30 and see that a man has authority to nullify a vow to Yah that has been made by any woman under his headship. And, Yah honors that nullification because the man has headship.  In other words, Yah does not circumvent His own instituted authority structure. Notice how He addresses Abraham in regard to Sarah and then, when Sarah laughs, He again addresses Abraham to mildly rebuke. Only when Sarah says something ‘in her heart,’ does Yah address her.
9 Then they said to him, “Where is Sarah your wife?” And he said, “There, in the tent.” 10 He said, “I will surely return to you at this time next year; and behold, Sarah your wife will have a son.” And Sarah was listening at the tent door, which was behind him. 11 Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in age; Sarah was past childbearing. 12 Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “After I have become old, shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?” 13 And the Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, when I am so old?’ 14 Is anything too difficult for the Lord? At the appointed time I will return to you, at this time next year, and Sarah will have a son.” 15 Sarah denied it however, saying, “I did not laugh”; for she was afraid. And He said, “No, but you did laugh.”
16 Then the men rose up from there, and looked down toward Sodom; and Abraham was walking with them to send them off.
An aspect of God’s respect for His own authority structure is seen in His initial addressing of Abraham. Like God speaking to Adam first in the Garden, God addresses Abraham regarding Sarah’s laugh.  The depth of seriousness Yah has for the authority structure He instituted is lost on most of Christendom. This is something that must be recaptured before Israel can be restored. God designed patriarchy and established a patriarchal family, then kingdom, through Abraham.
17 The Lord said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, 18 since Abraham will surely become a great and mighty nation, and in him all the nations of the earth will be blessed? 19 For I have chosen him, so that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice, so that the Lord may bring upon Abraham what He has spoken about him.”
In future Torah portions, we will demonstrate and defend the fact that, with very rare exception, God gives the commandments to the men and expects them to teach and lead their household in righteousness. Egalitarians will find this offensive, but from Adam on, this is how God chooses to operate, establishing and upholding His structure for family and clan.
22 Then the men turned away from there and went toward Sodom, while Abraham was still standing before the Lord. 23 Abraham came near and said, “Will You indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 24 Suppose there are fifty righteous within the city; will You indeed sweep it away and not [t]spare the place for the sake of the fifty righteous who are in it? 25 Far be it from You to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the righteous and the wicked are treated alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal justly?” 26 So the Lord said, “If I find in Sodom fifty righteous within the city, then I will spare the whole place on their account.” 27 And Abraham replied, “Now behold, I have ventured to speak to the Lord, although I am but dust and ashes. 28 Suppose the fifty righteous are lacking five, will You destroy the whole city because of five?” And He said, “I will not destroy it if I find forty-five there.” 29 He spoke to Him yet again and said, “Suppose forty are found there?” And He said, “I will not do it on account of the forty.” 30 Then he said, “Oh may the Lord not be angry, and I shall speak; suppose thirty are found there?” And He said, “I will not do it if I find thirty there.” 31 And he said, “Now behold, I have]ventured to speak to the Lord; suppose twenty are found there?” And He said, “I will not destroy it on account of the twenty.” 32 Then he said, “Oh may the Lord not be angry, and I shall speak only this once; suppose ten are found there?” And He said, “I will not destroy it on account of the ten.” 33 As soon as He had finished speaking to Abraham the Lord departed, and Abraham returned to his place.
Abraham’s intercession and tenacity before Elohim on behalf of Lot’s family in Sodom is breathtaking. Men, do we understand the power and authority we have to respectfully step into the gap for our families? Abraham is exhibiting some of the amazing traits of a true patriarch.  He risks his own life for Lot who he surely knew was not doing all he was supposed to be doing. We can and should call to our Elohim’s remembrance the promises that He has made for ‘My name’s sake.’ Abraham is respectful, yet very forward in dealing or negotiating with Elohim. We should be so bold on behalf of our wives and children.
It is a testimony to Abraham’s faith and actions that Yah speaks directly to him and even tells of His plans. Selah!
Abraham’s faith and action, his leadership and priestly role, his exceptional respect in Canaan, is juxtaposed by Lot. Notice that Lot does not even have enough respect and authority to convince his own sons in law to get out of Sodom. It does appear that he is keeping Pesach, and this is clearly a Pesach story of salvation, but his witness is so tarnished that his own family does not obey him and the results are disastrous.
Read Genesis 19 from the perspective that Lot is the head of his house and has been responsible for training them in righteousness and obedience.  He had a decade or two of watching Abraham before parting ways. How much of Abraham has rubbed off on him? It does not appear that very much did. His choice of an easier life in the city allowed his family to be inculcated with the ways of Sodom and when it all ‘hits the fan,’ Lot escapes with only his two daughters who make bad choices right away.  Instead of repenting and seeking Yah, they think only of self and producing progeny resulting in the Moabites and Ammonites.
As a leader of his home, we see that Lot is a pretty spectacular failure. We will not expound on the multiple lessons, but here are a few points to ponder:
· Abraham did everything he could to intercede on Lot’s behalf, while Lot was willing to sacrifice his daughters seemingly, without blinking an eye.

· Lot’s sons-in-law had little to no respect for him, leading them to disregard his warning. They chose to stay behind.

· Lot had no sense of urgency.  The angels had to take him by the hand to make him go.

· Lot debated the instructions from the angels negotiating for a small town instead of the clear safety of the mountains.
          The CJB says that Lot “dallied”, so that the messengers had to literally take him, his       
          wife, and daughters by the hand and lead them away from the city in order to spare 
          them.
In Genesis 20, a second incident of Sarah being taken into a king’s house due to the understanding that she was Abraham’s sister. Let’s note a few interesting details.
2 Abraham said of Sarah his wife, “She is my sister.” So Abimelech king of Gerar sent and took Sarah. 3 But God came to Abimelech in a dream of the night, and said to him, “Behold, you are a dead man because of the woman whom you have taken, for she is married.” 4 Now Abimelech had not come near her; and he said, “Lord, will You slay a nation, even though blameless? 5 Did he not himself say to me, ‘She is my sister’? And she herself said, ‘He is my brother.’ In the integrity of my heart and the innocence of my hands I have done this.” 6 Then God said to him in the dream, “Yes, I know that in the integrity of your heart you have done this, and I also kept you from sinning against Me; therefore I did not let you touch her. 7 Now therefore, restore the man’s wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and you will live. But if you do not restore her, know that you shall surely die, you and all who are yours.”
First, and this is partly in jest, ladies, can you imagine being 89 years old and everywhere you go some man wants you in his family?
 No doubt, she must have been beautiful, but we can confidently surmise that one of her strong traits lending to her beauty was her submission to Abraham. 1 Peter 3:1-6 affirms that this is the very trait with which the women of old adorned themselves.
3 In the same way, you wives, be submissive to your own husbands so that even if any of them are disobedient to the word, they may be won without a word by the behavior of their wives, 2 as they observe your chaste and respectful behavior. 3 Your adornment must not be merely external—braiding the hair, and wearing gold jewelry, or putting on dresses; 4 but let it be the hidden person of the heart, with the imperishable quality of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of God. 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.
There is something incredibly feminine and alluring in a woman who walks in submission and with a gentle spirit towards her husband.  In like manner, there is something very masculine and handsome in a man that is leading and being the patriarchal head that reflects Messiah. The world can scoff and discount these things but according to the Word of God, these are the elements of high praise for men and women who will walk according to His plan.  Notice that Peter seems to imply in v. 6 that Sarah was not frightened by the difficult situations she went through or was put through. Clearly, Sarah is one for the ladies to emulate.
Another very interesting note in the Genesis 20 passage is God stating to Avimelech, ‘I know that in the integrity of your heart you have done this.’ Particularly when we realize that Avimelech had a wife. 
17 Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech and his wife and his maids, so that they bore children. 18 For the Lord had closed fast all the wombs of the household of Abimelech because of Sarah, Abraham’s wife.
If we back up to Genesis 20:11-12, we read,
11 Abraham said, “Because I thought, surely there is no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife. 12 Besides, she actually is my sister, the daughter of my father, but not the daughter of my mother, and she became my wife;
In a footnote concerning 20:12, Rabbi Yermiyah ben Avrom says, 
4 The sages say that in that area it was considered allowable to marry one’s  sister if she was from one of their father’s other wives, but it was not proper to  marry one’s sister if she was from the same mother. Hence Avraham repeats this point in these situations clarifying that she is the acceptable kind of  wife/sister; that is from the father’s other wife.

Avrom, Rabbi Yirmeyah Ben. Genesis Look Again: A Fresh Translation with Notes (Torah Book 1) (p. 80). Kindle Edition.
The commonality between these two passages as well as previous mention of Abraham taking Hagar as his wife is a matter that will be taken up in fullness later. We have already pointed out in Breisheet that what God’s Word says about marriage is not the same thing as ‘traditional marriage’ as taught within Christendom. We must allow Scripture to define for us what marriage is and is not. For now, this is another clue to put in our basket.

The clash between Hagar and Sarah arises again in Genesis 21. As God promised, Isaac was born as the heir through whom He would bring The Son of Promise. It has been about 17 years from the time Hagar conceived Ishmael and despised Sarah. (16:4) We do not know much about the interaction between Sarah and Hagar in the meantime, but can imagine that with an incredibly valuable estate on the line, Hagar continued to carry bitterness and was not obedient to the Angel of the Lord’s admonition to ‘submit yourself to [Sarah’s] authority.’ (16:9) It is this refusal to walk under her mistress’ authority that no doubt led to Ishmael having a bad or abusive attitude toward Isaac, 13 years his junior.
9 Now Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, mocking. 10 Therefore she said to Abraham, “Drive out this maid and her son, for the son of this maid shall not be an heir with my son Isaac.” 
Regarding these verses, The Schottenstein Edition of the Interlinear Chumash notes (p.105),
Mocking [or playing; making sport]. This term expresses what Sarah saw that convinced her that Ismael could not remain in the household. Scripture uses that verb to denote the three crdinal sins: idolatry [Exodus 32:6]; adultery [39:17]; and murder [ii Samueal 2:14]. Thus Ishmael’s behavior proved that he had become thoroughly corrupt and evil, and he had to be sent away (Rashi).
Rabbi Avrom, ibid p.82, says,
2 ṣǎḥēq may be intended wordplay with the name Yitschaq. Varying  rabbinical accounts place Yishma'eyl as either making fun (jesting) of  Yitschaq, or making fun of the fuss that’s being made about him since Yishma'eyl is in his mind the heir, while others claim he outright abused  Yitschaq.
The significance to our study in family and headship is that Hagar and Ishmael were clearly not exhibiting the faith and grace of Abraham and therefore he had to deal with it. Unless we are mistaken, it appears that Abraham did not divorce Hagar, but sent her away, thus acting righteously by supporting her and maintaining connection with Ishmael, even if he had been put out of the house. We see Ishmael and Isaac together at Abraham’s death in Genesis 25:9.
While this portion demonstrates headship, patriarchy and family in a very broad sense with numerous related lessons woven in, it is the ‘binding of Isaac’ in Genesis 22 that displays with greatest clarity Abraham’s commitment to his head, Yehovah.
22 Now it came about after these things, that God tested Abraham, and said to him, “Abraham!” And he said, “Here I am.” 2 He said, “Take now your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I will tell you.” 3 So Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey, and took two of his young men with him and Isaac his son; and he split wood for the burnt offering, and arose and went to the place of which God had told him. 4 On the third day Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place from a distance. 
Abraham’s obedience is immediate and unquestioning. Man errs when he looks anywhere, including to his woman, instead of to Yah. This is not to say that the woman cannot offer wise counsel, rather it is to emphasize that at the end of the day, the man must be focused on his own head, Yehovah. Abraham demonstrates this commitment by not consulting on a most difficult matter with Sarah, nor does he show regret or fear to Isaac.  Rather, they walk together for three days and then Isaac (37 years old at this point), following his father’s direction, climbs up on the altar and is bound. At 137 years of age, Abraham prepares to slay the dream child and the child is in humble submission to his own father. May we all be given the grace to obey and to convey to our children the degree of faith necessary to walk as Abraham.
Because most are very familiar with the binding of Isaac, we will not dwell there. Most Torah series go into great lengths covering it, then forget the last four verses of the chapter. Because it deals directly with patriarchy and what Scripture actually says regarding family structure, we point them out as another clue on our journey of understanding the heart of Yah.
20 Now it came about after these things, that it was told Abraham, saying, “Behold, Milcah also has borne children to your brother Nahor: 21 Uz his firstborn and Buz his brother and Kemuel the father of Aram 22 and Chesed and Hazo and Pildash and Jidlaph and Bethuel.” 23 Bethuel became the father of Rebekah; these eight Milcah bore to Nahor, Abraham’s brother. 24 His concubine, whose name was Reumah, also bore Tebah and Gaham and Tahash and Maacah.
These verses leave the portion giving hope that the Father is preparing a Godly bride for Isaac from a particular lineage. Yet, oddly, we are given the detail without any judgement that Nahor has a concubine named Reumah in addition to his wife, named Milcah. This is just another clue to file in our growing assemblage of details in the portions regarding family structure and marriage. Next week we will tackle this particular subject, so stay tuned.
Much of this portion has broad details regarding leadership and how Abraham, a superior example of Godliness, exercized headship. Further, our mother, Sarah is on display as a submissive wife that offers sage wisdom in places, while not overstepping her role, displaying fear or in any way distrusting her head. May our men be as Abraham and our women as Sarah!!
Brachot, v’Shabbat Shalom!
