
Story Numer 14

THREE VISITORS

Two events were about to take place. Abraham was to have another

son, this time from Sarah, and had been told about it, but he might have

thought perhaps it was a dream. Anyway Sarah had not been told. So God

wanted to tell him again, in a different more down-to-earth way, and so

that Sarah too would know.

To understand the other event we are told the background. Sodom, the

town where Lot had gone to live, had become corrupt, and so had its

neighbours the other towns of the Jordan Basin, on the opposite side of

the river to Jericho. The people had become so wicked, all of them, that

God saw little hope of their repenting. However, he said ‘Let me go down

and investigate, and if they are really all that bad then the only solution

is to destroy them all completely.’ At the same time, he felt that as

Abraham was going to become a great nation and trusted God fully, the

trust should be mutual and he should tell Abraham in advance of his

intentions regarding Sodom and its neighbours.

The investigation, and how Abraham was informed of these events in

advance, is told in the story.

––––––––

Abraham was sitting in front of his tent at Hebron as the day was

warming up, that is to say mid-to-late morning, when God ‘appeared’ to

him. The ‘appearance’ was by the visit of three men specially sent. 1

1. The interpretation of the story is that of Rashbam, Rashi’s grandson, which is
the nearest to the text taken as a whole, without dissecting words and taking them
out of context.
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Sitting quietly he suddenly looked up and saw three men standing

nearby. They were not local men, or he would have known them, so

clearly they were travellers on a journey. He got up, ran towards them,

and invited them to drink, wash their feet (important for travellers in the

hot climate), sit under the tree in the shade, and eat something, before

continuing their journey. This display of genuine hospitality was of great

importance as we will see in the next story, but first let us finish this one.

He ran to the cattle, found a fat bull, collected other food, got his

servant to prepare meat and Sarah to bake bread and cakes, and personally

served the men with a full meal in the shade of the tree.

They ate, and one of them opened the conversation. ‘Where is your

wife Sarah?’ To him they were strangers, but to them he was known.

‘She is inside in the tent.’

‘In nine months’ time 2 I will return and your wife Sarah will have

a son.’

Sarah overheard this and laughed inwardly. At her age?

The man, speaking in God’s name, said to Abraham ‘Why did Sarah

laugh? Is anything beyond God’s ability? In nine months’ 3 time I will

return and Sarah will have a son.’

Sarah was afraid, and denied it, saying ‘I did not laugh’ but he said

‘Not so, you did laugh’.

The men got up – it was clear by now, though not when they arrived,

that they were angels, that is to say messengers or representatives or

agents of God – and Abraham began to accompany them a short way on

their journey. Two of the men then carried on towards to Sodom, while

the third, speaking on God’s behalf, told him that they had gone to destroy

2. Or possibly a year, the meaning is not certain.

3. Same.
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the town and why (as explained above). We remember that Abraham had

rescued these people from Chedarlaomer, and he felt some responsibility

for them. He began to plead with the man, as speaking to God, and as

God’s representative the man replied.

‘Will you destroy the good people with the wicked? Suppose there are

fifty good people in the town, will you not spare it for their sake? To kill

the good with the wicked makes no distinction between good people and

bad people – can the Supreme Judge of the world not do justice?’

‘If I find fifty good people in Sodom I will spare the town for their

sake.’

‘What if the fifty lack five? Will you destroy it because of five?’

‘I will not destroy if I find forty-five good people there.’

Abraham continued, humbly begging pardon, to reduce the number to

forty, then thiry, then twenty, then ten. In each case he was told that the

good could save the town. But he did not dare to ask what if there were

less than ten – less than ten might save themselves but could not save the

rest. So God (that is to say the man representing him) departed, and

Abraham returned to his tent.
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