
January 22, 2017 - Gen. 18:1-33 - Sarah laughs, Abraham pleads for Sodom

Torah Readings: Gen. 18:1-33 - Sarah laughs, Abraham pleads for Sodom
Psalm 13
Haftarah - Isaiah 33:17-24 + 35:2
Malachi 3:18-24

Heavenly Guests

Genesis 18:1-5 - “And the LORD appeared to him in the plains of Mamre: and he sat in 
the tent door in the heat of the day; And he lift up his eyes and looked, and, see, three 
men stood by him: and when he saw them, he ran to meet them from the tent door, and 
bowed himself toward the ground, And said, My LORD, if now I have found favor in your 
sight, pass not away, I pray you, from your servant: Let a little water, I pray you, be 
fetched, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree: And I will fetch a 
morsel of bread, and comfort you your hearts; after that you shall pass on: for therefore 
are you come to your servant. And they said, So do, as you have said.”

Abraham’s initial response is one typical of Arab hospitality today toward any traveler.

Jewish tradition says this visit by the angelic messengers was made to Abraham on the 
third day after his circumcision, and was for the purpose of healing him from the painful 
consequences of it. It was on this account, they say, that Abraham was resting at home, 
instead of being with his herds in the field. 

The Targums of Jonathan and Jerusalem explain the number by saying that, as no 
angel might execute more than one commission at a time, one of the three came to heal 
Abraham, the second to bear the message to Sarah, and the third to destroy Sodom. 
(Or alternately, one to bring the news of Sarah's bearing Isaac; the other to deliver Lot; 
and the third to overthrow Sodom and Gomorrah). In the Talmud (T. Bab. Yoma, fol. 37. 
2) they are said to be Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael

These were three heavenly beings in human bodies, who Abraham first thinks are 
strangers before recognizing their significance. 

Some think they were all created angels; others, that one of them was the Son of God, 
the Angel of the covenant. Some early church fathers (Justin Martyr, Ambrose, Cyril) 
saw a type of the Trinity in their number.

Some other appearances of angels: Genesis 32:24 - Jacob wrestles with the angel; 
Joshua 5:13 - Joshua confronts the angel of the Lord; Judges 13:10-11 - an angel 
foretells the birth of Samson.

Because it later says (Genesis 18:22) “the men' turned their faces and went toward 
Sodom, and Abraham was yet standing before the Lord."  it looks like there were really 
two angels plus the Lord himself.



“and bowed himself toward the ground” - Calvin sees in this an act of worship. Abraham 
certainly eventually recognized his superiors, and acted in humility and submission.

The New Testament considers this episode as encouragement to hospitality:
Hebrews 13:2 - “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have 
entertained angels unawares.”

And in fact, Jesus is present in anyone we encounter who has a need:

Matthew 25:40 - “Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the 
least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.”

Abraham asks Sarah to prepare a meal for them.

Genesis 18:6 - “And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, Make ready 
quickly three measures of fine meal, knead it, and make cakes on the hearth.”

This recalls the parable of Jesus:
Matthew 13:33 - “Another parable spake he unto them; The kingdom of heaven is like 
unto leaven, which a woman took, and hid in three measures of meal, till the whole was 
leavened.”

Gideon does the same thing for the angel he encounters: (Judges 6:19-20)

Eating together was perhaps a way to confirm to Abraham this was not merely a dream 
or a vision.

The meal is a foreshadowing of the Lord’s Supper communion. (See also Revelation 
3:20)

Jewish commentators explain they “seemed to eat”, as the Targum of Jonathan, 
Josephus, Philo and Jarchi. The early church apologist Tertullian insists they actually 
ate. Though the angel who appeared to Manoah (Judges 13:16) refused to partake of 
food, the risen Savior ate with his disciples (Luke 24:43)

Sarah Laughs

Genesis 18:10 - “And he said, I will certainly return to you according to the time of life; 
and, see, Sarah your wife shall have a son. And Sarah heard it in the tent door, which 
was behind him.”

“according to the living time” - All the Targums paraphrase it, "in which ye shall be alive, 
safe and well,”  as if it was a promise to Abraham and Sarah that they should live to see 
the promise made good.

Other Jewish tradition is strongly in favor of translating “according to this time next 
year,” (As in Genesis 17:21) and adding that the season was the Passover. The only 



other tenable rendering is “in course of time.” 

“the tent door, which was behind him” - The LXX. has a preferable reading, “and she 
was behind it.” The door was an opening made by looping back the curtain, which would 
effectually conceal Sarah.

Genesis 18:12 - “Therefore Sarah laughed within herself, saying, After I am waxed old 
shall I have pleasure, my lord being old also?”

Then (Genesis 18:15) she denies that she laughed, because there was no outward 
expression. But the Lord says, “No; but you did laugh.”

Abraham previously had laughed out loud at God’s promise (Genesis 17:17) but he too 
“said in his heart shall a child be born unto him that is an hundred years old? and shall 
Sarah, that is ninety years old, bear?”

This recalls Jesus’ penetrating view into the human heart:
Matthew 5:28 - “But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman to lust after her has 
already committed adultery with her in his heart.”

“Laugh” (tsachaq) appears a lot here - and this will morph into the name of the 
Promised son, Isaac (Yitschaq) "he laughs.”

Abraham dialogues with God over the fate of Sodom

Genesis 18:17-19 - “And the LORD said, Shall I hide from Abraham that thing which I 
do; Seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the 
nations of the earth shall be blessed in him? For I know him, that he will command his 
children and his household after him, and they shall keep the way of the LORD, to do 
justice and judgment; that the LORD may bring upon Abraham that which he hath 
spoken of him.”

“I know him” i.e. perceive him, see completely through him and thus know and ascertain 
his whole being.

A remarkable concept is being revealed here. God wants wants to share his plan with 
Abraham, the “father of faith” and elsewhere called  the “friend of God.”

God exiled Adam from the Garden and “shut in” Noah while he sent the Flood. But 
because God loved Abraham so much he said, “I will do nothing without his consent.”

The midrash says God shared his plan with Abraham because he feared God, was 
upright and was a prophet:

- Psalm 25:14 - “The counsel (secret) of the Lord is with them that fear him and his 
covenant, to make them know it.”



- Proverbs 3:32 - “But his secret is with the upright.”
- Amos 3:7 - “For the Lord God will do nothing, but he revealeth his secret unto his 
servants, the prophets.”

But by revealing his secret, God also invites Abraham to contribute his opinion and 
share his thoughts on the matter.

Abraham argues that God’s reputation for justice is in danger of being besmirched if he 
wipes out everyone in Sodom indiscriminately. Abraham - “father of nations” and of the 
whole world, according to the rabbis, intercedes for Sodom, and really for humanity in 
general.

(Moses takes a similar role between Israel and God in Exodus 33:12-19)

In “The Beginning of Desire,” Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg says Abraham is calling for a 
balance between perfect, exacting justice, which can never be achieved in this world as 
it is, and “hesed” or the mercy/grace of God. (And in this way Abraham looks toward 
Messiah).

In Midrash Bereshit Rabbah, the angels were arguing over whether Adam should be 
created. 
Psalm 85:11 - “Love and truth fought together, righteousness and peace combated 
each other.” Love said “Let him be created, because he will dispense acts of love.” Truth 
said, “Let him not be created, because he is compounded of falsehood.” etc. What did 
the Lord do? He took Truth and cast it down to the ground. Said the ministering angels 
before the Holy One, blessed be he, “Sovereign of the universe! Why dost thou despise 
thy seal? Let truth arise form the earth! Hence it is written “Let truth spring up from the 
earth” - Psalm 85:12. 
(This is an acronym, the initial letters of the phrase spell EMET, Hebrew for truth).

Adam was created, and Truth, then, is reassembled through human (earthy) actions and 
interactions, prayers and dialogue with God and each other - leading to the incarnation 
of the Deliverer promised in Genesis 3:15. Abraham’s intercession looks toward the 
complete, reassembled expression of Truth in Christ.

John 14:6 -  “I am the way and the truth and the life.” Truth “arises from the earth” in 
Christ.

Abraham boldly but delicately “bargains down” God’s promise not to destroy “the 
righteous with the wicked,” from 50 righteous down to 10. Then God says, “I will not 
destroy it for ten's sake.”

Apparently, 10 righteous could not be found.

More on Sodom

In Genesis Rabbah 49:5, the midrash commenting on this passage, there is another 



story of the evil of Sodom.

“The people of Sodom had strictly forbidden charity (compare Sanhedrin 109, q, b)
Once two damsels went down to draw water from a well. One said to the other, why are 
you so pale? ‘We have no more food left and are ready to die,’ she replied. What did 
she do? She filled her pitcher with flour and they exchanged pitchers, each taking the 
other’s. When the Sodomites discovered this, they took and burned her.”

If strict justice were administered, God would destroy Sodom on account of that one 
maiden, according to the midrash.


