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SOURCES & RESOURCES

COMPLEXITY OR SIMPLICITY: 
THE TRUE CHARACTER OF LOT

T he Torah provides us with heroic personalities—our Patriarchs 
and Matriarchs; Moses, Aaron, and Miriam; and many more. 
Frequently overlooked is the contrasting character in each episode 

who often serves as an antagonist for a corresponding protagonist. Abraham 
has Lot, Isaac has Ishmael, Jacob has Esau and Laban, Esther has Vashti, 
Mordecai has Haman, Boaz has Elimelekh, and Ruth has Orpah. In fact, 
the list is much longer than this short sampling. 

But why? How are we as readers and students of Torah meant to 
understand the role of the antagonist? 

At fi rst blush, the answer is straightforward. The rival’s fl awed char-
acter serves as a stark contrast to the virtues of the hero, thus displaying 
the protagonists’ virtues. To that end, Hazal often reinforce the contrast 
between the two by embellishing upon the stories of the antagonists. 
Rabbinic tradition often latches onto textual allusions to the evil elements 
of the opposing character. In other words, Hazal typically provide clear 
relief around the impiety of individuals who serve as a foil to the heroic 
characters. There are, however, instances where the contrasting individu-
als do not fi t this model so clearly. Consider Vashti, who appears heroic by 
standing up to Ahasuerus and refusing to degrade herself at his party 
(Esther 1:9–12). Yet Hazal paint a portrait of Vashti as licentious and 
egotistical, only refusing the King’s requests for her own selfi sh reasons.1 
Similarly, Elimelekh, like Abraham before him, leaves the Land of Israel 
due to famine (Ruth 1:1–2), but Hazal, nevertheless, criticize him for 

1 Megilla 12a-b.
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deserting the nation when, as his generation’s leading philanthropist, he 
had much work to accomplish in the affl icted land.2 Orpah, too, is por-
trayed by the Talmud as promiscuous and immoral, despite the absence 
of evidence in the text where she seems to be a favorable character, obey-
ing Naomi’s request that she return home (Ruth 1:8–14).3 These exam-
ples display a pattern, where the superfi cial reading of the text portrays 
the character in a neutral fashion, but Hazal ascribe negativity to the indi-
vidual. In these cases, we are left questioning what is the role of the 
antagonist. 

To illustrate this point, let us focus on Lot, Abraham’s nephew and 
initial heir. His life’s story certainly portrays him as a contrast to Abraham, 
who epitomizes kindness, integrity, and decency. Lot, on the other hand, 
represents selfi shness, disloyalty, and immorality. Abraham designates his 
life to God’s mission; Lot deserts Abraham for a land of corruption and 
wickedness. However, as we will see, Lot may be more complicated than 
this, living a confl icted, but decent, life. Let us play out two contrasting 
versions of Lot’s story.

Lot: The Anti-Hero

After the death of his father, Lot is coerced by Abraham to go with him 
to the Land of Israel—“Abraham takes Lot” (Gen. 12:5). This language 
implies that Abraham compels Lot to come along, using parallel language 
to the passages in which Lot is taken captive by the fi ve kings (14:12), 
when Sarah is taken by Avimelekh (Gen. 20:2), and Dina is taken by 
Shekhem (Gen. 34:2).

Lot never fully accepts Abraham’s values and lifestyle, as hinted in the 
language of their return from Egypt, “And Abraham went up from Egypt, 
him, his wife and all that he had, and Lot with him” (13:1). Compare this 
to an earlier verse, when Lot accompanies Abraham down to Egypt—
“And Abraham took Sarah his wife, and Lot his nephew, and his property” 
(Gen. 12:5). Here Lot is listed after Sarah, before the belongings. 
When they leave Egypt, Lot is listed at the end of the verse, signaling 
that he is no longer part of the family, rather tagging along at the end like 
baggage.4 Fighting ensues between Lot and Abraham’s shepherds (13:7). 
In their attempt to differentiate Lot from Abraham, Hazal understand 
this as representing a broader, ethical tension between the two. This 

2 Bava Batra 91a.
3 Sota 42b.
4 See Nehama Leibowitz, New Studies in Bereishit (WZO, 2010), Parshat Lekh-

Lekha 3.
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tension is manifest in how Lot’s shepherds were allowing their fl ock to 
steal from other properties, displaying the dishonest morals of their 
owner.5 As soon as Lot is independent and wealthy enough to set out 
alone, he abandons Abraham for the land of Sodom. Why would he leave 
Abraham and his dream of a chosen nation? Simply, “they could not dwell 
together” (Gen. 13:6). Foreshadowing similar language used to capture 
the tension between Jacob and Esau and their inability to remain together 
in the land of Israel (36:7), it is clear that separation is due to divergent 
values, beliefs, and morals.

In spite of benefi ting from Abraham’s kindness, including saving him 
from captivity during the war of the Four and Five Kings (Gen. 14), and 
again later, when he is saved from the destruction of Sodom (Gen. 19), 
Lot deserts Abraham, never to return. Lot demonstrates that he is not a 
worthy heir to Abraham’s moral message by choosing a land fi lled with 
men who are “wicked, great sinners against the Lord” (13:13). Rabbeinu 
Bahya (13:12) writes that choosing this land and its people reveals Lot’s 
true character: He prefers the evil men of Sodom to the righteousness of 
Abraham. This is consistent with the interpretive view that Lot married a 
Sodomite woman who possessed all the negative traits of her people.6 
Lot’s degradation into immorality reaches rock bottom when he offers 
his daughters to the mob banging on his door. Clearly, Lot is only saved 
from the destruction of Sodom because of Abraham’s merit: “It hap-
pened, when God destroyed the cities of the plain, that God remembered 
Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow” (19:29). 
These words suggest that without Abraham’s merit, Lot would have been 
subject to the same fate as the rest of the inhabitants of Sodom, since he 
was part of their society, behaved as they did, and thus deserved their 
punishment.

According to this perspective, Lot is unvirtuous, corrupt, and rejected, 
in clear contrast to the righteous Abraham. 

Lot the Multi-Layered

However, there is an alternative, more nuanced, even favorable perspec-
tive to Lot. Consider his life’s story. His narrative begins with the tragic 
death of his father Haran. While Lot could have remained with Nahor in 
Aram or with Terah in Haran, Lot chooses to join Abraham in his 

5 Bereishit Rabba 41:5.
6 Targum Yonatan, Gen. 19:26; Tanhuma Vayikra 2:22; Midrash Agadda, Gen. 

19:39, quoted in Rashi, Gen. 19:26.
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journey—“Abraham takes Sarai and Lot, and their belongings, and the 
souls that they made in Haran” (12:5). While being “taken” might imply 
that this was against his will (as stated earlier), or at least something he 
was neutral about, this verse relates equally to Lot and Sarah. Evidently, 
Lot’s level of interest in being on a journey with Abraham is tantamount 
to that of Sarah’s.

Radak (12:5) adds that the plural language of “the souls that they 
made” is hinting to Lot’s involvement in Abraham’s mission. The midrash 
famously explains that the plural language of “the souls they made” 
alludes to Sarah’s partnership with Abraham (Bereishit Rabba 39:14). 
Radak’s new reading suggests that the plural is meant to also include 
Lot as a partner in Abraham’s spiritual quest in spreading monotheism 
throughout the world. 

Soon after joining them on their journey to Israel, Lot follows 
Abraham and Sarah to Egypt (Gen. 12:10). Apparently, when Abra-
ham and Sarah lie to Pharaoh about their relationship, Lot is present 
and protects their secret by remaining silent (Abarbanel, Gen. 12). He 
could have violated their trust and would likely have been rewarded by 
Pharaoh. Instead, his silence ensures the survival of Abraham and 
Sarah.

After this incident, Lot chooses to return with his uncle back to the 
Land of Israel. But then the story takes a turn when Lot moves to Sodom. 
Why does Lot bother to return with Abraham only to leave him for 
Sodom just a few verses later? We can reasonably assume that his depar-
ture is with innocent intentions. Lot has matured and wants his own 
home (similar to Judah, who leaves his family in Gen. 38:1) or needs 
space for his accumulated wealth from Egypt. Radak (Gen. 13:16) states 
that they lacked suffi cient space for their combined belongings to fi t in 
their original home after returning from Egypt; Ramban (Gen 13:7) 
suggests their common estate would provoke robbers. Their separation 
may have been purely pragmatic, not due to philosophical, moral, or even 
interpersonal differences. In fact, the one instance of friction that is noted 
in the text itself refers only to the fi ghting amongst their shepherds—not 
themselves. 

But why would Lot move to Sodom, if not for his desire to dwell 
amongst the morally deplorable? One practical approach is that Sodom 
was a place rich with water and that contained extremely fertile land for 
sheep and cattle to graze (Gen. 13:10). Alternatively, he intentionally 
selected a land with sinful people as his target to spread Abraham’s mes-
sages of monotheism and kindness. His goal was to infl uence them to 
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follow his moral path. Sadly, as we later learn, Lot utterly failed in this 
mission. However, in spite of his lack of success, it seems that Lot was 
trying to live within Abraham’s moral orbit.

In fact, Lot had been infl uenced positively by Abraham in many ways. 
He demonstrated Abraham’s values when he invited the two men/angels 
into his home, running to greet them, inviting them in, and offering 
them a place to rest, food to eat, and water to wash their hands and feet. 
These actions mimic Abraham’s behavior during a previous episode when 
these same men/angels enter his home (Gen. 18). Midrash Tanhuma 
(Gen. 21) compares their actions and concludes that Lot learned how 
to treat guests from Abraham. Yalkut Shimoni (Gen. 92) adds that Lot 
mimicked Abraham’s habit of sitting by the city’s entrance to fi nd guests 
to feed. Limited by the restrictions in Sodom (forbidding guests), Lot 
sat by the entrance at night, when no one would witness his acts of 
kindness. 

Furthermore, Lot displayed courage, beyond simply inviting them 
into his home in a city where generosity is demonized, by protecting 
them from the violent mob. He places himself in danger to negotiate with 
the Sodomites who want to break into his home.7 These brave actions 
justifi ed his being rescued from the destruction of Sodom. 

In truth, when the story ends, we might sympathize with Lot. He 
survives but loses his wife and two married daughters and sons-in-law. 
This tragedy reminds us of the heartbreaking stories of Judah (Gen. 38) 
and Naomi (Ruth 1), who each lost a spouse and two children. In addi-
tion, Lot has further shame and pain, when he is raped by his two remain-
ing daughters while drunk and completely unaware (19:33, 35). 

Taken as a whole, Lot, as is true for many ambiguous antagonists in 
the Torah, is a character with multiple layers of meaning who can be 
viewed in very contradictory ways. He might be evil; but, just as likely, he 
may possess many positive virtues. His role is more than just the contrast 
character to the main hero. What is his larger signifi cance? What are we 
intended to learn from Lot? 

Lot’s story is that of Abraham’s rejected “child.” He has fl aws and 
weaknesses and is therefore barred from carrying the fl ag of Abraham’s 
leadership. All the same, his life includes value and merit—enough that he 

7 Rabbeinu Hananel (19:8) writes that his offering of his daughters was not to be 
taken literally, but rather was a fi gure of speech meant to make the men comfortable 
to partake of anything from his home (rather than the guests). Alternatively, he sug-
gests, Lot employed this extreme rhetoric to shock them into seeing the corruption 
of their actions.
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was initially the “chosen child of Abraham.”8 How do we make sense of 
this duality? 

Consider a similar fi gure in Genesis whose relevance is also fi lled with 
ambiguity—Noah. Lot and Noah lives undergo various parallel episodes 
which may help inform our understanding of Lot’s duality. Both men 
survive complete destruction of their land,9 and both become inebriated 
and suffer abuse and humiliation from their children.10 Noah was spared 
from the destruction of the world because he was a righteous man (Gen. 
6:9), as opposed to his generation, which was “corrupt before God and 
fi lled with violence” (Gen. 6:11). To complete the parallels one can adduce 
that Lot was righteous enough to merit his own miraculous saving.11 His 
violation of the rules of Sodom, inviting guests to his home and imitating 
the actions of Abraham, would strongly suggest that he too was righteous 
and deserved to be saved in his own merit.

In fact, they share one more signifi cant commonality. Neither of them 
succeeded in infl uencing the moral character of the people around them, 
thus failing to prevent societal annihilation. Noah was unable to convince 
a single person in his generation to atone for his sins and join him in the 
ark. Similarly, Lot failed to compel anyone from Sodom to join the path 
of righteousness. In fact, Abraham asks in disbelief how it is possible that 
there are not even ten men in Sodom deserving to live (Gen. 18:32). 
Abraham may be asking, “Did Lot not live there for so many years? Did 
I not teach him how to spread God’s name and God’s values? How could 
he not have a following of at least ten righteous men!” 

8 After Abraham saves Lot from Sodom, Lot remains apart from Abraham (Gen. 
14:16). Only once his absence is felt does Abraham begin to question God’s promise 
of a chosen nation: “You have not given me any children” (Gen. 15:2–3). Why did 
Abraham not previously ask this question? We already know that Sarah was barren. 
What changed at this point to make Abraham question God’s promises? It must be 
that until now, Abraham hoped that Lot would return and assume his role in the fam-
ily. Only after Lot rejected Abraham for the second time that it becomes clear that Lot 
will never take up the mantle as the heir to Abraham’s mission. 

9 Evidently, Lot’s daughters assumed that the entire world had been destroyed, just 
as during the time of Noah, and felt that they had to procreate with their father, the 
only remaining male (Gen. 19:31). 

10 Lot and Noah each experience sexual abuse by their children. Lot’s rape is 
made explicit in the Biblical text (Gen. 19:33, 35); Noah’s is implied and tele-
graphed through the midrashic tradition: playing off the term “vayyeida” (Gen. 
9:24), Sanhedrin 82a understands that Ham sexually assaulted his father.

11 Further support is found in Berakhot 54b, where in context of saying that God 
remembers and saves those who are righteous, the Talmud labels Lot as a tzaddik, a 
righteous man. (This line in the Talmud is written ambiguously, and therefore may be 
labeling Lot as the tzaddik, or may be referring to Abraham.)



Nechama Price

147

Unfortunately, beyond these initial parallels, Lot’s story is even more 
tragic than Noah’s. Noah’s wife and two of his three sons are righteous.12 
On the other hand, Lot fails to raise his family with appropriate values. 
His sons-in-law mock and disobey him (19:14) and his younger daugh-
ters exploit him. According to Hazal, he marries a corrupt and immoral 
woman from Sodom who betrays him by informing the neighbors about 
the guests (Tanhuma, Lev. 22). His descendants, Amon and Moab, 
become sworn enemies of the Jewish people who discontinue Lot’s tra-
dition of offering food and drink to those in need (Deut. 23:5). 

This complex picture explains why Lot was rejected from the chosen 
nation even though we have uncovered many positives in his story. He 
may have had good intentions and tried to follow the actions of Abraham. 
However, he was a failure in the larger mission of spreading God’s mes-
sage to the world and educating the next generation in morality and 
kindness.

Accordingly, one aspect of the lesson of Lot’s life is that despite his 
attempt to embody Abraham’s morals, history does not remember him 
as a hero. Ultimately, he is judged not for what may have been a sincere at-
tempt to emulate Abraham, but for his failure to spread Abraham’s mes-
sage. Earlier, we questioned whether the verse, “the souls they made in 
Haran” is meant to include Sarah or Lot. Either way, it is beyond a doubt 
that Abraham was the driving force, in this story and throughout his life, 
in spreading God’s name to those surrounding him. Lot, on the other 
hand, was unable to impact those around him, including members of his own 
family.13 Lot’s kindness existed in a vacuum; Abraham’s fi lled the world. 

In truth, antagonists in the Torah are multilayered. They can appear 
completely evil from the beginning until the end, with almost no redeem-
ing factors and no positive message to teach. They demonstrate to us 
what not to do and how not to behave. Yet, through our analysis of Lot, 
we see the model for a second, nuanced perspective. The Torah’s antago-
nists are complex human beings, warts and all, but their stories may also 
inspire. For each antagonist in the Torah, our task is to study their lives—
each and every detail—to uncover their hidden messages. For someone 
like Esau, we need to understand why he is so beloved to Isaac and cho-
sen to receive his blessing. Orpah challenges us to question why we blame 

12 Bereishit Rabba (23:3) observes that Noah’s wife is Na’ama (Gen. 4:22), a name 
communicating her pleasant deeds.

13 This is in direct contrast to Abraham, who asks Sarah and “the lad” to help 
him prepare the food for his guests (Gen.18:6–7), deputizing them to his mission. 
Bereishit Rabba (48:13) identifi es this lad as Ishmael; Abraham instilled in his son the 
value of kindness and hospitality. 
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her for obeying Naomi’s instruction to return home. For someone like 
Balaam, we can ask why he is held accountable for following the messen-
gers of Balak, when God gives him permission to do so. Each antagonist 
has his or her questions, which force us to confront their more penetrat-
ing messages for us.

There must be morals that cannot be taught by a hero, which benefi t 
from the perspective of a “villain.” As for Lot, he teaches us an extremely 
valuable lesson. In contrast to Abraham, Lot is rejected because of his 
failure to positively infl uence those around him. We learn from Lot that 
our legacies depend on our ability to focus outwards and share the values 
of Judaism with our families, our communities, and the greater world. 
Lot’s story teaches us what, on its own, Abraham’s cannot—how to be 
the heroes, and not the forgotten secondary fi gures of history.


