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ABRAHAM'S NEPHEW LOT:
A BIBLICAL PORTRAT

The story of Abraham's nephew Lot is relatively simple and well known.

He accompanies Abraham and then parts ways with him in search of
fortune, going to Sodom, a city offering good economic opportunities. He
is taken as a prisoner of war in a foreign assault against the city; his uncle
Abraham rescues him and the entire city along with him. Some time later,
God decides to destroy Sodom because of its wickedness, and in response
to Abraham's plea, He agrees to spare any righteous people in the city. Lot
and his family are rescued.

It seems at first that we are told rather little of this fairly minor
biblical personality. Yet, a close reading of the text in the end reveals a
rich comment on Lot, his personality, and the Bible's judgment of him. As
Nehama Leibowitz has noted:
Changes in emphasis, approval and disapproval and shades of meaning are not
imparted in the Torah through long-winded psychological explanations or verbose
analysis, but through a subtle syntactical device or seemingly insignificant but
definitely unusual turn of phrase, combination, order or choice of words.1

Lot is introduced to us in the first book of the Bible at the end of
chapter 11 without any indication of his standing relativc to his uncle
Abram (whose name had not yet been changed to Abraham):
Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot the son of Haran, and his daughter-inJaw Sarai, the wife of Abram (11 :31).

Abram, the elder of the two, is mentioned first. Both, however, have
standing simply as Terah's progeny; both act only as a result of Terah's
desire to travel.
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Then, in chapter 12, the spotlight shifts to Abram. God speaks to
him, commands him, and blesses him; then "Abram went forth as the
Lord commanded him, and Lot went with him" (12:4). Abram has
emerged as the subject who elects to follow the command of God; Lot
remains simply a tag-along. Thus, the verse immediately adds mention of
Abram's age while omitting reference to that of Lot. The inferiority of Lot

relative to Abram is confirmed in very next verse, which echoes the
original introduction of Lot:
Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother's son Lot. (12:5)

Lot is no longcr the object of Terah's taking but of Abram's instead.
The narrative confirms this by repeating the terminology, with Abram's

name simply substituted for that of Terah. In consideration of their
respective relationships to Abram, Sarai now deserves to be mentioned
first. By the time Abram and his entourage have returned from Egypt, Lot
has been further reduced to a position inferior even to Abram's possessions: "And Abram went up from Egypt to the Negev, he and his wife,
with all their possessions, together with Lot" (13:1).
After this trip to Egypt, Lot's personality begins to emerge in the
text. There is no longer enough room for Lot and Abram to travcl
together:
Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents. The land could not
support them staying together; for their possessions were so great that they could
not remain together (13:5-6).

The phrase "who went with Abram" is superfluous; we know that
Lot is traveling with Abram. But in echoing the words" Abram went forth

. . . and Lot went with him" (12:4), the narrative stresses that Lot was
accompanying Abram and suggests that Lot probably owed his economic
success to that fact. Nonetheless, Lot will soon leave Abram.
On its face, Lot's decision to separate is motivated by economic
rather than ideological considerations. At this point in the text, we have no
clear understanding of Lot. But a few chapters later, the narrative wil
confirm that there is a parallelism between Abraham and Lot, on the one
hand, and Jacob and Esau, on the other.
For their possessions lthose of Jacob and Esau) were too great for them to remain
together, and the land of their sojourn could not support them because of their
livestock (36:7).

By noting language that is strikingly similar to that used here, the
narrative reminds us that ideological rather than economic considerations
underscored the struggle between Abraham and Lot. Clearly, ideology
was the main factor in Jacob and Esau's separation, economic considera32
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tions notwithstanding. So too did Abraham and Lot share different credos.
No wonder the verse stresses twice that Abram and Lot could not remain
together.
The differences in ideologies wil surface more clearly when Abram
takes the initiative in trying to solve the problem:
Is not the whole land before you? Please separate from me. If you go to the left, I
will go right; and if you go to the right, I will go left (13:9).

In contemporary society, aligned to the magnetic compass pointing
north, Abram seems to be offering Lot the option of going east or west.
But Abram lived in a society directionally oriented to the eastern rising
sun; as Onkelos points out, right and left means south and north, respectively. Abram assumes that Lot will want to stay in the mountain range
which runs north-south. And that geographic preference reflects a theological commitment.
In Egypt, the farmer is dependent on the Nile. But the river flows
with annual predictability, watering the land on schedule. In the mountain
range, by contrast, the farmer is reliant on the uncertain rains; he feels his
daily dependency on God most acutely. Yet, because he is more aware of
his insecurity, he has greater appreciation of his relationship to God Who
controls nature. Abram cannot imagine that Lot would sacrifice this for
the reliabilty of the Nile's annual overflowings.

But Lot had just returned from Egypt.
Lot raised his eyes and saw how well watered was the whole plain of the Jordan.
like the land of Egypt. Lot therefore chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan,
and Lot journeyed eastward" (13:10-11).

Lot went to Sodom, leaving Abram behind in the mountain. Blinded
by the promise of the physical riches of the Jordan plain, he is oblivious to
the inferior spiritual world that awaits him. The verse itself ironically
points to Lot's misguidedness by introducing his decision with a reference
to Lot's "raising his eyes"; in fact, there was nothing lofty about his

decision.
Indeed, the narrative will not let us avoid a full appreciation of Lot's

resolution. The closing comment summarizes the biblical valuation of
Lot's decision:

Abram remained in the land of Canaan, while Lot settled in the cities of the Plain,
pitching his tents near Sodom. Veanshei Sedam ra-im vehataim laAdo-nai me-od.

And the people of Sodam were evil and sinning against God, exceedingly so
(13:12-13).

(Lot's blindness to the evils of Sodom is further highlighted by the
etnahta, the masoretic cantillation-punctuation (roughly equivalent to a
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semicolon) placed below the fourth Hebrew word of verse 13. This allows
for the reading" And the people of Sodom were evil and sinning; for God
it was exceedingly SO."3 Indeed, for God, committed to tolerating evil in
the world, the sins of Sodom were excessive. But for Lot, anxious to cash
in on the prosperity of the region, they were quite tolerable.)

Lot left for Sodom in search of riches. But immediately after his
departure, the text informs us that he had actually forfeited participation

sings. Abram too "lifts up his eyes" to see the vast land
that he will eventually inherit; yet, he does so not as a result of his lust for
in Abram's hIes

wealth, but rather in obedience to God's word:
And God said to Abram after Lot had separated from him. Please, lift up your eyes
and see. Look out from where you are to the north, south, east and west; for all the
land that you see I will give to you and your progeny forever (13:14-15).

The identical verbs are applied to Abram and Lot. Both" lift up their
eyes and see." But Abram, searching for spiritual riches, must be coaxed
by God into relating to his material fortune: "Sa na; Please, lift up your
eyes." Lot, on the other hand, makes no effort to protest Abram's
suggestion of parting; he makes no attempt to try to "work things out."
He grabs the opportunity and runs.
Lot, off to make his fortune in Sodom, left the mountain area and
thereby excluded himself from participating in Abram's divine blessing.
Later, when the heavenly messengers free him from the environment of
Sodom, they will remind him of his spiritual sources. "Flee for the hills"
(19:17), they will urge him. Leave Sodom behind; do not look back.
Of course, Lot was not the only one with his eye on Sodom's riches.
Four kings made war and overcame the plain area;
and they took all the wealth of Sodam and Amorah and all their provisions and went
away. They also took Lot and his possessions-rhe was J Abram's nephew-and

departed, vehu yoshev beSedom, for he was sitting in Sodam (14:11-12).

The narrative adds the concluding judgmental comment "for he was
sitting in Sodom." Abram had no interest in saving the evil citizens of
Sodom; no injustice would be perpetrated on them. He is forced to do so
only because Lot had decided to settle there. Also, the phrase "Abram's
nephew" seems to be misplaced; the verse apparently should have read

"They also took Lot, Abram's nephew, and his possessions." This,
however, mirrors the subtle shift in self-perception that Lot has undergone

while living in Sodom: His material possessions now take precedence
over his spiritual sources; being Abram's nephew has become almost only
an afterthought. It also reflects the fact that to the conquering kings, the
important thing was Lot's wealth, not his family ties. But Lot's relationship to his uncle turned out to be most significant. Abram massed his
34
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army and vanquished the conquerors in order to free Lot, at the same time

returning Sodom's wealth to its original owners; the narrative makes a
specific point of adding that Abram restored Lot and his possessions
(14:16). Yet, Lot, having left his uncle to make his own fortune, is not
forthcoming in acknowledging his debt. In the next few verses (17-21), it

is the King of Sodom and Melkizedek the King of Shalem who come
out to thank Abram; significantly-and somewhat surprisingly to the
reader-Lot is silent. This is apparently not lost on Abram. In the next
chapter (15:2-3), Abram does not even consider Lot, his closest living

relative, to be his successor and heir.4
Abram, as we know, refused to take any financial gain from his
military victory (14:22). But being the nephew of the military liberator
apparently did not harm Lot's standing. When we next meet him, "Lot
yoshev besha-ar Sedom, Lot is sitting in the gates of Sodom" (19:1), at
the place where the town's notables and judges would sit. Lot has been
fully integrated into the social and judicial structure of Sodom.
Abraham, on the other hand, "yoshev petah ha-ohel, is sitting at the
entrance of the tent" (18:1), in the sparsely populated mountain area,

removed as much as possible from the surrounding society. He knows, for
example, that he will eventually have to take a daughter-in-law from a
society which does not share his values. Yet, he is careful to insist that she
come from far away, so that his son not be drawn into her society (24:3).

Lot, however, takes sons-in-law from the people of Sodom (19:14),
further integrating himself into thcir world and world-view.

Lot did not necessarily reject Abraham's value system out of hand;
he simply made it subservient to his materialistic goals. As we see in the
beginning of chapter 19, he remains committed to fulfilling Abraham's

goals of hospitality, even in the community of Sodom. Yet, he wil not
remain immune to the effects of living in an evil society. This is made
clear in the biblical comparison of Lot's hospitality, described in that
chapter, with that of Abraham, depicted in the beginning of chapter 18.
The two stories are remarkably similar. The general scene-a bibli-

cal personality sees strangers approaching, bows before them and invites
them to his home; they accept, and he offers them a meal-is common to
both scenes, as are many of the verbs used. Clearly we have two variations on a short "biblical type-scene"; the differences between them give
expression to the Bible's characterization and evaluation of the personalities involved.5

The setting, of course, is different. Abraham is sitting at the entrance
to his tent; but the tent is removed from the society that surrounds him.

Lot is sitting at the entrance to Sodom. While it is necessarily physically
located at the edge of the city, it is the center of activity; the nobles and
judges sit at the gates of the city. Both see strangers approaching. We will
soon find out that they have come to Abraham to announce the birth of a
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son, the beginning of the unfolding of God's promise to him. No wonder
the narrative recalls the phrase "vayissa einav vayar, he (Abraham) lifted

up his eyes and saw" (18:2). Abraham thought he saw plain people
approaching; the text hints to us that he actually beheld the vision that
God had promised him.
Abraham perceived his guests to be mere men, anashim (18:2); Lot,
on the other hand, saw them as important envoys, malakhim (19:1). A

person's impression of others reveals his view of himself. Abraham will
emerge as Judaism's Knight of Faith, yet he pursues his goal with simple
faith, moving slowly and graciously to his greatness. He puts himself out
for simple men. The sight of anonymous people walking in the heat of the
desert is enough to motivate him to forego a divine colloquy-after all,
God has just appeared to him (18:1)-and dash towards them. The verb

"vayar, he saw" is repeated in the verse so that there is no separation
between it and his reaction: "Vayar vayarotz, he saw them and he ran to
them." Indeed, in a few short verses, there are no fewer than five rushing
verbs (vayarotz, vayemaher). Abraham-advanced in age, recuperating
from surgery, graced with a visit from God before the men had arrivedputs aside all concerns to race to fulfill the mitzvah that will forever be
associated with his name: hakhnasat orhim, hospitality.
Lot, the Midrash tells us (Bereshit Rabba 41:6), had Abraham's face.
Externally, he mirrored Abraham. They had spent many years together

and shared many experiences. But facial features are in the end only
superficiaL. Lot may have shared Abraham's outward image, but he never

completely internalized the latter's character. Eventually, the internal

differences wil force themselves to the surface.
Lot saw the visitors approaching, but he did not "lift up his eyes" to
do so, as did Abraham. He wil respond to the situation that is thrust upon
him, but he is not searching for opportunities to act. As befits a person of
his station, Lot rises as fellow notables approach (19:1). Indeed, while
Abraham and his guests simply bow to each other (18:2), Lot bows low
with his face to the ground (19: 1). He shows more formality, as befits a
person of stature. But, alas, it is not a reflection of greater sensitivity or
hospitality.

Abraham's offer flows slowly, with a sense of ease and compassion.
It takes three verses for him to complete his invitation:
If it please you, do not go on past your servant. Let some water be brought, wash
your feet and recline under the tree. Let me bring a morsel of bread so you may
refresh yourselves. Then you may go on, as it is for this that you have come your
servant's way (ki al kein avarlem al avdekhem) (18:3-5).

He offers his guests only bread, but he actually provides a banquet
(18:8). Lot, on the other hand, is curt and ungracious. In five consecutive
36
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Hebrew words (19:2), he has them rested, washed, up and out! The

narrative remarks that Lot had provided a feast rmishteh). But it was a
feast whose distinguished course was simply unleavened bread (19:3) as
opposed to the calf and cakes that Abraham prepared (18:6-8).
The description of Abraham's preparations and hospitality spans
three verses. His whole household is involved in the service of his guests.
Indeed, when Abraham involves some anonymous boy (18:7), Rashi,
quick to catch the exception that highlights the rule, remarks that the lad is

none other than Ishmael, being trained by his father in the mitzvah of
hospitality. Throughout the meal, Abraham stands over them to serve their
every need. On the other hand, no one else from Lot's family is involved
in his performance of the mitzvah; and the narrative has no occasion to
remark that Lot stood over them as they ate to tend their needs.
In contrast to the lengthy description of Abraham's hospitality, the

Torah summarizes Lot's in only half a verse, six Hebrew words. "He
prepared a feast for them and baked unleavened bread and they ate"
(19:3). Indeed, while the guests were quick to accept Abraham's offer

(18:5), they judged Lot's hospitality to be no better than sleeping in the
streets (19:2).

Lot strongly pressed the visitors r vayiftsar ham me-od) and they
came to his house (19:3). No sooner had they eaten, when "the townspeople, anshei Sedom, the population of Sodom, surrounded the house~
young and old, all the citizens from every quarter" (19:4). We know who

the townspeople are, but the narrative repeats that they are "anshei
Sedom," a phrase that must have had popular circulation recalling an
exceptionally evil society. We are brought back to the previous comment

that "anshei Sedom ra-im vehataim, the people of Sodom were evil and
sinning" (13: 13). Indeed, we are told, this was a society that corrupted
young and old, all the people from every quarter. This, in a sense, is a
conclusion to the dialogue between God and Abraham at the end of the
previous chapter. All the inhabitants of Sodom were corrupt; there were
no righteous individuals to be found there, and hence the city deserved to
be destroyed.

Anshei Sedom are bold and forthright in their demands:
Where arc the men, ha-anashim, who came to you tonight (they shoutedl Bring
them out so that we may know (i.e., rape) them (19:5).

Lot saw the guests as matakhim, important envoys, but to anshei

Sedom they were merely anashim. Lot, however, tries to maintain a
misplaced sense of civility in the face of such potential barbarity. "Please,

my brothers, at na, do not commit such a wrong" (19:7). He uses the
same polite phrase (at na) that Abraham had used in persuading his guests
from leaving (18:3). But this civility is followed by a perverse offer:
37
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See, I have two daughters who have not known a man. Let me bring them out to you
and you may do to them as you please. But do not do anything to these men, as it is

for this (ki al ken) they have come under the shelter of my roof (19:8).

Lot uses the same polite phrase (ki al ken) that Abraham used in

pressing his guests to stay (18:5). But while Abraham offered food and
shelter, Lot offers the sexual pleasures of his daughters. The irony here is
not lost. Surely his daughters who live under his roof deserve the same
protection as those who would simply visit; yet he offers them to be raped.
In the end, Lot wil meet the same fate that he would have imposed on his

daughters: they will, in effect, rape him (19: 31-35).

The townspeople simply dismiss Lot's plea and offer. He had
addressed them as "my brothers" (19:7); but they taunt him with a
comment that "he came here as a stranger and now thinks that he is a
judge" (19: 9). The irony in the repeated use of the Hebrew root for
judgment (sh-f-t) is to be noted. Abraham had been singled out "that he

may instruct his children and his posterity to keep God's way to do
righteousness and judgment" (18:19). Abraham lived in an ideological
universe where justice is supreme: "Shall not the Judge of all the earth
deal proper judgment?" (18:25). He challenges God Himself. But Lot
now lives in a world where those who would judge evil are to be
dismissed.
The narrative chooses words that seem to mock the sincerity of Lot's
hospitality. Echoing the phrase describing Lot's urging of the visitors to

om "strongly pressed
(vaiftzeru me-odj the man Lot" (19:9). The word "the man, ha-ish" is
added to describe Lot. Ha-ish is normally an honorific title; however, we

join him, we are told that the people of Sod

can hear its mocking tone here, as it parallels the contemptuous" ha-ehad,
this fellow" which was used at the beginning of the verse.
While Lot rejected Abraham's ideological priorities, he held on to
some extent to his external lifestyle. Indeed, did he not bring hessed to
Sodom, offering hospitality to visiting strangers? Perhaps he thought he
could isolate his household from the effects of Sodom. The narrative
suggests this by the references to the door that was to separate Lot's

household from his environment.

When Lot went out to speak to his fellow townspeople, "he shut the

door behind him" (19:6). Anshei Sedom, in turn, "moved forward to
break the door" (19:9); ha-ish Lot cannot put himself above them. The
visitors offer him temporary safety; they "pulled Lot into the house with
them, and shut the door" (19:10). At this point Lot is advised that Sodom
will be destroyed. He is forced to realize that he cannot stay in Sodom and
insulate himself from its culture. The illusion is broken. His sons-in-law
are outside with the rest of the townspeople. When he then goes out to
speak to them (19:14), he does not bother to close the door behind him.
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When the visitors advise Lot of the imminent destruction of Sodom,
they begin with a rhetorical question rather than a declaration: "Whom
else have you here?" (19:12). Before he can leave Sodom, Lot must

confront what he has there. Sodom has become not only his and his
family's city, but also their "place (maqom)" (19:12,14). Abraham also

had a place to which he could return (18:33), and after Sodom was
destroyed, "Abraham hurried to the place where he had stood before the
Lord" (19:27). The word maqom connects and contrasts Lot's chosen
place with that of Abraham.
The narrative spends significant effort in calling to our attention the
fact that Lot is, in the end, an indecisive person lacking force and

ideological direction. He responds to the brutal and vulgar demand that

the strangers be turned over to be raped with polite language and a
perverted counter offer (19:7-8). When they say "Stand back" (19;9), he
cannot reply. "Vayomeru (they said)" is repeated in the verse to indicate
that there was no response to their demand. Lot's reaction to the news of
the impending destruction of his city is at a pace that makes the reader
impatient:
So Lot went out and spoke to his sons-in-law, who had married his daughters, and
said. . . (19:14).

(The masoretes, capturing the slow pace of the verse, placed a paseq after
both "vayedaber (and he spoke)" and "hotanav (his sons-in-law).")

The visitors urge Lot to hurry (19:15). They press the importance of
their mission; they are malakhim in this verse, not simple anashim. "Still
he delayed" (19:16). In contrast, the messengers' actions are brisk and
decisive, just as they were when they smote the townspeople surrounding

the house without bothering to enter into discussion with them. Their

actions are simple and direct-they revert to bcing anashim-and their
remarks are crisp and to the point:
So the men seized his hand, and the hands of his wife and daughters-Gods mercy
being upon them-and brought him out and left him outside the city. When they
brought them outside, onc said, "Flee for your life! Do not look behind you or stop
anywhere in the Plain. Flee to the hills, lest you be swept away" (19:16-17).

Compare this with Lot's request to allow him enough time to get to
Zoar. It is stretched out over three verses (19;18-20) and would more
aptly fit a man who was not in any rush to get to his destination. He uses
the polite expression" na" four times in these verses when he should have
quickly gotten to the point. His cultured and mannerly approach mocks
the fact that he appears not to comprehend the significance of all that is
happening about him.
Indeed, there is no moral tone to Lot's responses concerning his

rescue. The messengers indicate that Sodom will be annihilated because
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of its moral decadence (19:13); but Lot simply reports to his sons-in-law
that the city wil be destroyed (19:14), omitting any moral quality to the
event. In stark contrast to Abraham, he shows little interest in anyone else.
The concern he expresses is for himself and his safety alone:
I cannot flee to the hills, lest disaster overtake me and I die. . . Let me flee there (to
ZoarJ-it is such a little place-and let my life be saved (19:19-20).

Oblivious to the overriding ethical considerations involved in the
destruction of Sodom, he asks to go to Zoar, an adjoining city, also evil
and worthy of destruction (19:21). His wife, trailing behind him and
apparently even less wiling to leave Sodom, looks back to all that she is
losing and becomes a pillar of salt. Avimclekh sowed Shekhem with salt
after razing it (Judges 9:45); Lot's wife herself becomes an apt symbol of
the post-destruction region which cannot support life (19:26). Her very
self is merged with an earth no longer able to sustain vegetation.
The story of Lot in Sodom is drawing to a close. Lot is fleeing from
his place. His wife, unable to avoid looking back, is merged with that
place. In contrast, "Abraham hurried to the place where he had stood
before the Lord" (19:27).
A quick summary of the event ties it all together:
God was mindful of Abraham and removed Lot from the midst of the upheaval as
He annihilated the cities where Lot dwelled (19:29).

Lot's rescue is due to his association with Abraham, not his personal
merit. He began his career in the shadow of Abram and set out to Sodom
to become his own man. At the end of his stay in Sodom, he has lost all

control over his own life. Practically all the verbs in verses 16 and 17
indicate actions of the visitors upon Lot. They make all the decisions, tell
him what to do, and take him to the place to which he is obliged to go.

In the epilogue that follows the story of the destruction of Sodom
(19:29-38), it is Lot's daughters who make the decisions regarding him
and his posterity. This rather long narrative deserves a separate analysis,
but at the very least it clearly represents the final emasculation of Lot.
In setting out the story of the beginning of the Jewish people, the
narrative has used Lot to make clear the Bible's world view. Abraham's

revolution requires total commitment. Compromise wil result in defeat;
distorted priorities will yield disaster. Only those who stay with Abraham
and his vision wil grow with him and share his destiny. Those who

abandon Abraham's vision wil not only fail to share his destiny but will
merge unremembered into the larger society around them.
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NOTES
1. N"chama I"cibowitz, Studies in the Book of Genesis, Arych Newman, trans. (Jerusalem: World

Zionist Organization, Department for Torah Education and Culture, 1972), p. 122.
2. We are indebted to Aryeh Rottenberg for this insight. (Note also Deut. 11:1G-12.)
3. This effect created by the etnahta deserves a fuller independent investigation. Cf. Genesis 28:8.

4. We are grateful to Rabbi Shalom Carmy for these last two observations.
5. Some of these points were made previously in Joel B. Wolowelsky, "Hospitality in Sodom," Dor
Le f)or, Winter 1966-7, V:2, pp. 94-5.
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