
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































(1997:103-14).152 When Gossai writes that although 'Lot cannot be faulted for this 

temporal setting, we have an immediate though subtle indication that this act of 

hospitality will be different from that of Abraham' (1995 :76), he illustrates the most 

significant use of these similarities and contrasts, their employment in various attempts 

to compare and contrast the characterisation of Lot with Abraham, usually in order to 

suggest that Lot is either righteous (e.g., Skinner, 1910:307; Morgenstern, 1965: 126; 

Schmidt, 1976:141; Vawter, 1977:235-36; Alexander, 1985:289-91; Clements, 

1985:20; Ben Zvi, 1992:42; Matthews, 1992:6; Wenham, 1994:55-56; Rashkow, 

1998:106-107) or unrighteous (e.g., Keil-Delitzsch, 1980:233; Coats, 1983:141,143; 

Jeansonne, 1988:123-29; Turner, 1990b:94-95; Gossai, 1995:76-81). 

E. Lot the Righteous 

It is perhaps the interpretation of T.D. Alexander which most emphasises Lot 

as a righteous man, taking his lead from 2 Pet. 2:7-8 (cf. also Driver, 1909: 196): 

F or if God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into 
hell and committed them to chains of deepest darkness to be kept until 
the judgement; and if he did not spare the ancient world, even though he 
saved Noah, a herald of righteousness, with seven others, when he 
brought a flood on a world of the ungodly; and if by turning the cities of 
Sodom and Gomorra to ashes he condemned them to extinction and 
made them an example of what is coming to the ungodly; and if he 
rescued Lot, a righteous man greatly distressed by the licentiousness of 
the lawless (for that righteous man, living among them day after day, 
was tormented in his righteous soul by their lawless deeds that he saw 
and heard), then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trial, and 
to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgement­
especially those who indulge their flesh in depraved lust, and who despise 
authority (2:4-10; NRSV-my italics). 

AJexander argues that the parallel structural details between 18: 1-8 and 19: 1-3 indicate 

that Lot is 'being carefully compared with Abraham'. He continues: 'by caring for the 

152 This is also echoed by the title of Letellier's book on Genesis 18-19. Day in .\/amre, Night 
in Sodom (1995). 
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needs of others he resembles Abraham, and since Abraham is commended for his 

generosity Lot is also therefore to be viewed in a favourable light. Lot's hospitality is 

a mark of his righteousness' (1985:290). Alexander defends Lot against a charge of 

drunkenness in 19:30-38 through a comparison with Noah (Gen. 6:9). He concludes 

by looking at Lot's offer of his virgin daughters to the men of Sodom, and attempts to 

avoid a characterisation of it as an act of wickedness. He writes: 

Concerning the events in Sodom we should not judge too harshly a man 
placed in an extremely dangerous and apparently impossible situation. 
Faced with the demands of the crowd Lot had few options. How easy it 
would have been for him to let the mob have its way. Yet rather than 
yield to their wishes he is prepared to protect his guests at the cost of 
dishonouring his own daughters. Lot's predicament calls for a 
sympathetic understanding rather than a harsh condemnation (1985:291). 

Others have argued that cultural factors are involved and have implicitly accepted 

those values as reasonable in order to portray Lot as righteous. B. Vawter, for 

example, writes that '[t]he spectacle of a father offering his virgin daughters to the will 

and pleasure of a mob that was seeking to despoil his household would not have 

seemed as shocking to the ancient sense of proprieties as it may seem to us' 

(1977:235-36~ but cf Wenham's opposite conclusion, 1994:55). Indeed, some go 

further in seeing this episode as being pro-Lot, Skinner even stating that the event 'is 

recorded to [Lot's] credit' (1910:307). Wenham writes that Lot is 'shown to be a man 

of no mean courage. True to the cardinal principle of oriental hospitality that 

protecting your guest is a sacred duty, he bravely goes out to face the mob alone', 

before making his 'unfortunate offer' (1994:55-56~ but cf his subsequent quotation 

[57] of Procksch's description of an indecisive and anxious Lot, 1924: 129). Jacobs 

suggests that Lot knew that the men of Sodom would not accept his offer (1974:455). 

Matthews, however, argues that when Lot tries to protect his guests through the offer 

of his two virgin daughters, it is not unfortunate, but is rather a sign of hospitable 



'extravagance' in which 'an asset...in terms of the bride price they could command and 

of the children they could produce' is being sacrificed (1992:6).153 

F. Lot the Wicked 

S.P. Jeansonne takes the alternative position, that Lot is unrighteous, and 

argues that if one examines the Abraham narratives as a whole 'the reader sees Lot fall 

from his noble beginnings as one accompanying Abraham to a corrupt existence in 

Sodom where his characterisation as one of the righteous is in serious doubt' 

(1988: 124),154 this process beginning when Lot and Abraham separate (Gen. 13 :8-12). 

Jeansonne denies that the similarities between the texts prove Lot's righteousness, and 

summarises the contrasts drawn between Abraham and Lot in Genesis 18: 1-8 and 

19:1-3: 

When Abraham caught a glimpse of the messengers, he 'ran to meet 
them' (Gen. 18:2), Lot simply 'rose to meet them' (Gen. 19: 1) displaying 
no effort to go in haste. Abraham knows that any service he might wish 
to render to the messengers must first find their acceptance. He asks 'if I 
have found favour in your eyes do not pass by your servant' (18: 3). Lot 
asks that the men come to his house without any humbling statement or 
qualifier (19:2). Abraham's direct address to the men offers rest and food 
(18:4-5), whereas the speech of Lot offers them rest alone (19:2), 
although the narrative later reveals in indirect discourse that a meal was 
prepared (19:3). The meals themselves are to be contrasted as well. 
Both have the meal prepared in haste, but the meal which is provided at 
Abraham's house is much more elaborately fashioned that the one at 
Lot's residence. Abraham tells Sarah to take 'fine meal' and to knead it 

153 Recent scholarship has trawled the commentaries ex1ensively for pro-Lot arguments. 
attempting to justify his behaviour here. Turner notes the excuses made for Lot by von Rad 
(1961:218; 'a compromise') and Coats (1985:121; 'less than heroic'). Gunn offers, but then rejects. 
the possibility that Lot's offer 'is an attempt to shock the assailants into a realisation of the enormity 
of their demand ("do not do evil") so that they desist altogether' (1993: 182). 

Rashkow provides her own list of apologists (1998: 100-10 I), including Vawter. Skinner 
(both mentioned above): Sarna (1989:135). Speiser (1964:123). and Leibowitz (1973:176); all of 
whom see the sacred duty of hospitality as sufficient reason to sacrifice the daughters. The latter is 
offered by Rashkow as an example of a female apologist for Lot. 

1 ~4 Landy is presumably thinking of this type of reader when he writes concerning 'Hum~ur 
as a Tool for Biblical Exegesis' (1990): 'We are far more likely to laugh at someone we ... despise 
(e.g., Lot) than at a character to whom we are committed' (104). 
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whereas Lot bakes unleavened bread (19:3) recalling the bread made in 
the dire circumstances in Egypt and surprisingly asks neither his wife nor 
his daughters to prepare anything. The account at Abraham's residence 
also tells the reader the care with which the tender calf was prepared and 
how curds and milk where brought along with it (18:7-8). In contrast the 
description of the meal Lot has prepared is glanced over in haste 
(1988: 126).ISS 

But for Jeansonne, the contrast between the righteous Abraham and the wicked Lot is 

strongest when the latter offers his daughters up to the men of Sodom in a shameful 

act ofwickedness. ls6 

G. Lot as Outsider to the Promise, Abraham as the Recipient of the Promise 

Each of these two interpretations is alike in seeing Lot as wholly one or the 

other; he is either a righteous man (Alexander) or an unrighteous-that is wicked­

man (Jeansonne). But there are difficulties with each position which lead to a less 

black and white conclusion. The principle flaw with viewing Lot as a wholly righteous 

man is that it does not deal with the increasingly negative characterisation of Lot in the 

preceding narratives (pointed out by Jeansonne) and in his subsequent actions 

concerning his daughters (19:30-38). In each of these texts Lot is portrayed as selfish 

and as increasingly absent from the promise made by YHWH to Abraham-he takes 

the good land around Sodom outside the land of the promise, Canaan. To suddenly 

ISS Gossai's attempt to further show that the bread Lot is offering is of comparatively poor 
quality and that therefore the feast was also poor is not particularly convincing (1995:78-80). 

156 Coats also understands the portrayal of Lot here in negative terms. But, in contrast to 
Jeansonne, his description of Lot has less to do with the contrast between righteous and wicked and 
more to do with the contrast between hero and buffoon (1983:144). Lot is 'unheroic', a 'foppish fool', 
'. jester', 'someone to be ignored' (1985:122-23). Nevertheless this view does reflect the 
rightcous/wicked divide in that while it is general passivity of Lot-he is • 'helpless object' 
(1983:144)-which leads to his characterisation as the fool, when he actually does ~e action ~ 
ofFering his daughters, it is an act of wickedness (though Coats himself merely clescnbes It as ~ 
8Dd unsucc:essful, 198':122). Similarly, Coats implicitly equates the 'hero Abraham' With the 
'righteous Abraham' (1983: 144-4') 



see him now as a paragon of virtue is suspicious to say the least. On the progression of 

Lot from dutiful heir to distant foreigner, Jeansonne's interpretation is to be preferred. 

Nevertheless, her reading does require careful nuancing. Turner has noted that 

most of her contrasts between Lot and Abraham are 'nothing more than the kind of 

slight differences one would expect in a sophisticated narrative that wanted to portray 

similarity without recourse to verbatim repetition'. Others are accounted for by Turner 

as being due to temporal factors or misinterpretation: for example, while the late 

arrival of the angels does leave little time for preparation of food, the 'feast' that Lot 

prepares is not necessarily a poor offering (1990b:91; cf. Esth. 5:6; Dan. 1 :5; Jer. 16:8; 

Job 1:5; Gen. 21:8); as Driver puts it, '[Lot] was not, it seems, less liberal in his 

hospitality than his uncle' (1909: 198). Jeansonne's desire to demonstrate the 

differences between Abraham and Lot makes a little too much of the evidence; Lot is 

not as black as Jeansonne paints him. 

That there are similarities and contrasts between Abraham and Lot is not in 

question. But at least as far as the initial comparisons of hospitality are concerned, Lot 

is as righteous as Abraham, and to that extent Alexander's comments can be echoed 

(so Turner, 1990b:93; after, all, as Morgenstern states, 'Lot had learnt the lesson of 

hospitality from Abraham' (1965: 126). But the act of sacrificing his daughters is 

more than a 'mistake' (Driver, 1909: 199); to this reader it can only be regarded as an 

act of wickedness (with e.g., Turner, 1990b:94-95; Jeansonne, 1988: 126, Keil­

Delitzsch, 1980:233) which should not be excused (contra e.g., Matthews, 1992:6; 

Vawter, 1977:235-36; Skinner, 1910:307). Matthew's attempt to see this as an 

extravagant gesture of hospitality is problematic because of his characterisation of a 

virtually identical action by the guest in Judg. 19:25 as 'callous' (1992: 10).157 

157 Lasine. however. states that: 

there is a world of difference between Lot' s offer and the analogous offer of the 
resident alien host in Gibeah. It is one thing to offer one' s daughters to a mob in order 
to fulfil one's duties as a host. and another to offer one's virgin daughter and the 
concubine of one's guest! The words and actions of the old host are almost identical 
to those of Lot at this point. but their effect is to invert Lot's overblown hospitality into 
inhospitality (1984:39). 
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Westermann's description of Lot's action as 'a desperate offer that knows no way out' 

(1985:302) is also problematic because Lot does have other options available; he could 

sacrifice himself (so Turner, 1990b:94; Gunn, 1993: 182) or reprove the men for their 

behaviour (so Hamilton, 1995 :35). But, of course, Lot does neither, preferring rather 

to sacrifice his daughters to the mob (cf. Tapp, 1989). 

Lot's characterisation then reflects a wavering between both righteous and 

unrighteous aspects. But when Leibowitz characterises Lot as 'an example of the 

average man, a study in mediocrity faithfully following in the steps of his master 

Abraham' (1973: 175), she has failed to realise that such 'wavering' between righteous 

and unrighteous behaviour is also a good description of the ethical behaviour of 

Abraham. Though many have followed Driver in seeing Abraham as 'attractively 

depicted, ... [as] dignified, courteous, high minded, generous, a man whom... God 

deems worthy of His confidence, visiting him as one friend visits another, bestowing on 

him promises, and disclosing to him his purposes' (1909: 191; e.g., Coats, 1983: 144-

45; Roshwald, 1989: 146), it is more accurate to note that the patriarch is also 

portrayed unattractively in previous narratives. While some have seen Lot as learning 

hospitality from a virtuous Abraham (e.g., Josephus, Ant. 1:200; PRE, 25), it is also 

very tempting to see Abraham's sacrifice of his wife in Gen. 12:10-20, with Turner, as 

offering a parallel to Lot's sacrifice of his daughters in Genesis 19 and to conclude that 

Lot may have learned a lot more from Abraham than how to treat visitors properly 

(1990b:95; cf. also Gunn, 1993: 191)! 

But Turner's own portrait of Abraham as consistently negative must also be 

rejected (along with that of Davies, 1995) because it does not do justice to the positive 

aspects of Abraham's characterisation; indeed, any contrast drawn between Lot and a 

consistent construction of Abraham as either a righteous or an unrighteous man is 

inevitably skewed. Lot's ethical behaviour in and of itself does not distinguish him 

I fail to sec, however, why one act is 'callous' and the other not. Evcn though there is a significant 
difference between these accounts, it is still the case that Lot acts without considcration of 
altcrnatiycs. his first choice of action being to sacrifice his daughters. 



from Abraham as Jeansonne believes. In fact the behaviour of the patriarchs as a 

whole has long been recognised as ethically problematic. In Childs's words: 

How can one ever use the response of the Patriarchs as an ethical norm 
when their conduct is filled with flagrant immorality? Abraham lied and 
traded his wife for personal gain. Sarah was ruthless with Hagar her 
rival. Jacob was a cheat and Moses a murderer (1985:212~ cf. also 
Hamilton, 1990:45-47). 

This has led both Childs (1985:218-21) and Hamilton (1990:47) to claim that the 

patriarchal narratives are actually concerned to show YHWH's faithfulness and not 

Abraham's (or Isaac's or Jacob's) fidelity to the deity. 

If Abraham is understood as a character wavering between righteous and 

unrighteous behaviour, then clearly the contrast between the patriarch and Lot cannot 

be a contrast on the basis of ethical behaviour at all. What truly contrasts Lot with 

Abraham is that the latter is still in the land of Canaan-and is therefore within the 

promise--whereas the former had decided to depart and go to Sodom. This is 

strongly emphasised when Abraham recognises YHWH (18: 1-3), but Lot initially 

remains ignorant (19:2), an indication of the distance which Lot has travelled away 

from his role as Abraham's heir~ he is 'wavering' on the edge as far as his ability to 

recognise YHWH is concerned (contra Skinner, who denies 'that Lot's spiritual vision 

was less clear than Abraham's, 1910:306; Coats also points out the inevitable element 

of comparison between Abraham's call on the name of YHWH in 13: 4 and Lot's 

choice of the wicked men of Sodom in 13: 10, 12b-13; 1985: 117). In what follows, it 

will be clearly demonstrated just how far Lot has departed from the promise. 
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Surrounding the House (19:4-11) 

A. The 'Men of the Sodom' 

As Lot's household prepares to sleep (~J~o/~ Oj~; cf Josh. 2:8; Judg. 19:22), 

the house is surrounded by the men of the city. E.A. Speiser, attempting to render the 

menace implicit in the niphal of J~~ with Oj~, suggests that the men of city 'closed in 

on the house' (1964:139; Hamilton offers the men of the city 'circled the house,' 

1995:33). The designation of those outside is fulsome and highly significant. Those 

outside are i1~~~ O~iJ-'~ li?t-'111 111~~ 0"9 "~~~ 1"IliJ "W~~, 'the men of the city, 

men of Sodom, from the youngest to the oldest, all the people to the very last' (for 

;,~~~ as 'one and all'; cf Gen. 47:21, Exod. 26:28; Deut. 13 :8; Isa. 56: 11; Jer. 51:31; 

Ezek. 25:9). Although often regarded as a gloss, 0"9 "~~~ links this description with 

that of the men of Sod om as 'wicked', as 'great sinners' against YHWH in Gen. 13:10, 

13; because of this link Rashi suggested that 0"9 "~~~ should actually be understood 

as 'evil men' (1900:77). According to Matthews, when the crowd later prove their 

iniquity, these 'carefully drawn legal phrases ... leave no room for question that every 

man in the city of Sodom (young and old, 'to the last man') is outside Lot's house, 

there can be no question that there are no righteous men, much less ten, within that 

city' (1992:5; cf also Skinner 1910:307; Westermann, 1985:301). Driver also notes 

that the encompassing description indicates the brazen nature of the men of Sodom 

who act wickedly in the open (cf his citation of Isa. 3:9 where of those accused, none 

hid their sin, 1909: 198). 

With the designation of those around the house as 'the men of Sodom' and as 

'the people', the question of the gender of the righteous and the wicked again surfaces. 

Clearly, for the commentators mentioned above, the 'men' of Sodom are just that, 

men; no women are in sight here. Though the occurrence of C~iJ-'~ may be held to 

suggest otherwise, it does seem likely that those outside the house are only the men of 

Sodom (following 'the people and their wives', OQ"~~~ O~iJ, in Neh. 5: I; cf. Gunn, 
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1993: 189) and that it is their behaviour which will occupy the narrative now. But if 

the 'men of Sodom' all prove wicked, will YHWH's investigation seek out the women 

who are absent and insist on an egalitarian judgement or will it be satisfied with a 

strictly patriarchal justice? 

Even if those outside-whether male alone in v. 4 or female in some later part 

of the investigation-eventually prove wicked, however, the question arises as the 

whether or not there is either a righteous man in the city in Lot or a righteous figure in 

Lot or any of the female members of his family? If so, the city-this reader, at least, is 

convinced-would be saved because of that one righteous man or figure. Although it 

is tempting to read the term 'men of Sodom' in v. 4 as an indication that Lot is outside 

of Sodom for the purposes of the arguments in Abraham's dialogue with YHWH, I 

have already argued that-in contrast to Speiser's partially true but very misleading 

definition of the 1a, as one lacking 'the privileges and protections enjoyed by the 

citizens,' (1964: 139)-it is possible for a 1a to be outside the designation for a people 

but still to have some rights and responsibilities within that people; for example, as 

being 'in Israel' but not being 'an Israelite' (see pages 229-33). Somewhat artificially, 

no other c"~a seem to be envisaged by the narrative as being in Sodom at this time 

(unless perhaps they are C"~a who are already so totally identified with the crowd that 

they can be termed 'men of Sodom'). Here, those living in Sodom (= Sodom and 

Gomorra = the cities of the plain) are effectively reduced to two entities: those outside 

the house (either the men of the city or, perhaps, all the people of the city) and those 

inside (either Lot or, perhaps, Lot and his female family). And it is the question of the 

righteousness or wickedness of these groups which is now in view. 

Those outside know that the angels are in the house of Lot, but of course do 

not know their true nature as representatives of YHWH. Neither does Lot and in what 

follows both Lot and the men of Sodom will refer to the angels as 'men'. On 

surrounding the house, the men of Sodom call to Lot (who is in the house) to 'bring 

them (the men/angels) out to us that we may know (;'~~~) them'. 
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B. 'That We May Know Them' 

The meaning of this initial response of the men of Sodom to the presence of the 

two men in Lot's house is variously interpreted. For many, the word ;,~~~ has an 

obvious (homo)sexual connotation and the men of Sodom's desire for the two men is 

simply due to their sexual depravity.ls8 According to Skinner, the men of Sodom wish 

to carry out the act which 'derived its name from the incident', that is, to sodomise the 

two angels (which he presumably understands to involve penetrative anal intercourse), 

an act which he describes as an 'unnatural vice' (1910:307; cf also Wright, 1989; 

Wenham, 1991; White, 1995). But because of an increasing acceptance of-at least-

male homosexuality at the end of the twentieth century, an interest in the exact nature 

of the implied sexual act has arisen, exegetes no longer being content to assume the 

'obvious' depravity of homosexuals, not least because Lot's offer of females clearly 

implies that the men of Sod om were not simply 'homosexuals' (cf Gossai, 1995:83). 

Some, for example, have attempted to draw a distinction between 

homosexuality and homosexual rape, arguing that rape itself-regardless of who is 

being assaulted-is the crime involved (e.g., Gossai, 1995: 83; Carden, 1999). 

Hamilton notes in response four problems 

with the view that the prohibition here is only on homosexual rape. First, 
nowhere in the OT does the verb 111' have the nuance of abuse or violate. 
Second, the OT uses unmistakable language to relate rape incidents. Thus 
the Shechemites 'seized' and 'lay with' and 'humbled' Dinah (Gen. 34:2). 
Amnon 'forced' and 'lay with' his half-sister Tamar (2 Sam. 13: 14). 
Similarly, the biblical laws about rape also use these terms 'seize', 'lie 
with' (Deut. 22:25-27). Third, this interpretation forces one meaning on 
'know' in v. 5 (i.e. 'abuse') but a different meaning in 'know' three 
verses later (i.e. 'have intercourse with') for it is unlikely that Lot is 
saying: 'I have two daughters who have never been abused'. Fourth, such 
an interpretation forces these incredible words in Lot's mouth: 'Do not 
rape my visitors. Here are my daughters, both virgins-rape them!' 

I S8 Although R. Davidson assumes that the angels appeared to be young and physically 
attractive (1979:72). this is not essential; after all. the men of Sodom may even be 'depraved' enough 
to desire sexually the old and the ugly! 



Clearly, then the incident frowns on homosexual relations for whatever 
reason (1995:35). 

Hamilton's logic requires that the men of Sodom do not wish to rape the visitors but 

only to have sex with them: that is, if l'" in v. 8 indicates that Lot's daughters have 

not known a man, that they have not yet had consenting sexual intercourse, then it also 

must have no connotations of force in v. 5. This lack of force is seen as a feature of 

all sexual uses of l"\ and the lack of any other terms indicating force clinches 

Hamilton's view that the men of Sodom wish for voluntary homosexual sex with the 

men, but are offered voluntary heterosexual sex with the daughters. 

Dissatisfaction with Hamilton's account is initially raised, however, because if 

those outside are only interested in consenting sex, it becomes difficult to understand 

the response which follows Lot's offer of his daughters. If they are going to do a 

greater evil to Lot than they were planning to do to his guests (CiJ~ '97 l'J~ i1~l}), the 

element of comparison surely implies that the visitors were themselves to suffer 

something worse than merely consensual sex, a point which Hamilton misses. On 

detailed investigation of Hamilton's arguments, this dissatisfaction will lead to 

rejection. 

Hamilton's claim that l'" never has a connotation of force in the Old 

Testament is incorrect. In Judg. 19:25 l'" is placed alongside the verb ??l' (~l'~~J 

i17'~iJ-?~ fl~-~?~l}~:J flQiK). Although ??l' may mean simply 'busy, divert oneself 

with' here, Hamilton's own recognition that the offer being made in Judg. 19:24 is an 

invitation to 'sexually mistreat' (13l}1), that is to rape, those who are sent out 

(1995:35), indicates that it must have the stronger meaning of 'deal wantonly with,' of 

abuse. The Levite's concubine is sent out to the men and 'they knew her and they 

abused her'. It is inconceivable that l'" here does not denote rape, and two of 

Hamilton's four points fall; after all, if l'" itself can mean 'to rape,' it is obviously no 

longer necessary to have specific rape terminology! 

Furthermore, in linguistic terms, there is no difficulty in seeing l'" as having 

one (sexual) meaning when the men of Sodom want 'to abuse' the visitors and another 
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(sexual) mearung when, three verses later and in a different context, Lot rather 

technically describes the virginal state of his daughters: they 'have not had sexual 

intercourse with a man'. Hebrew, like all languages, tends to use the same word for a 

number of functions, and its exact semantic content is only apparent when it is used in 

context~ if the word 'bank' occurred twice but three sentences apart, a competent 

reader of English would have no difficulty in accepting that one occurrence denoted a 

(money) bank and the other a (river) bank. 

If rape is a semantic possibility then, it may be asked if Hamilton is correct in 

believing that the words which are therefore put in Lot's mouth are 'incredible'. In 

fact Hamilton's paraphrase seems eminently suited to describing what Lot proceeds to 

offer those outside. There is no suggestion that his daughters are any more willing to 

have voluntary sexual intercourse with the men than the angels are, and that raises the 

question of what one actually terms intercourse performed by a crowd surrounding a 

house on two unwilling guests or two unwilling virginal daughters. 

Hamilton's argument that the sexual acts in this scene are consensual is clearly 

misguided~ the offence of the men of Sodom does include an element of violent sexual 

abuse. But this is not necessarily to say that the homosexual aspect of the activities of 

the men of Sodom does not form part of their offence. In my opinion, this text cannot 

be used to answer the questions of whether a male homosexual act is itself 'wicked', 

cannot be used to state definitively that the offence outside the house does involve 

homosexuality as well as rape. There seems little doubt that homosexuality was to 

play no part in Israel's eventual 'way ofYHWH' (cf Lev. 18:22~ 20:13). But part of 

the point of this very narrative is that the Sinaitic Torah which condemns male 

homosexuality in Israel is not wholly applicable to the men of Sodom~ they can be 

considered righteous without the Torah by avoiding 'violence' through (the doing of) 

'righteousness' and 'justice'. The view that they are being punished essentially for the 

crime of not being Israel is refuted by YHWH and Abraham's joint belief that there 

may be righteous people in Sodom and, as Wenham notes, it seems likely that the 

nations around Israel allowed sexual relations between men, but prohibited 
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homosexual gang rape (1994:55). It may be that prohibitions against homosexuality 

per se were actually a purely Israelite concern. 

C. Rape as Punishment or Perversity 

That the proposed rape is solely the result of the perversity of the men of 

Sodom has also been challenged. Matthews explains what he sees as their otherwise 

'inexplicable' action (despite its usual explanation as 'perversity') as possibly a 

response of punishment to the visitors's improper acceptance of Lot's hospitality. In 

such a reading, the men of Sodom' s instruction to Lot to turn his guests over (19: 5) is 

effectively giving him a chance to redeem himself in their eyes (1992:5). For 

Matthews, the men of Sodom are innocent of sexual perversion, but guilty of being 

inhospitable alone, first to the two visitors in not offering them shelter (19: 1-3) and 

then to the resident alien Lot (19:9a); it is this inhospitability which leads to their 

eventual destruction. Their behaviour is otherwise consistently cast as reasonable, 

Matthews invoking an ancient Near Eastern parallel (The Middle Assyrian Law Code 

#20) to justify what may be seen by a modern reader as the rather extreme punishment 

of sexual violation for an acceptance of an illegitimate offer of hospitality. 159 

159 Matthews does not appear to be content with his own justification of the intended sexual 
acts as legitimate, however, and he introduces the work of R. Wright on this issue. She proposes that 
when Lot responds to the call of the Sodomites, he has misunderstood their intentions. The 
Sodomites wish to examine the men, to test them, so that 'we may get acquainted with them, that we 
may see for ourselves that they pose no threat to our city, that we may take their measure' (1989: 177; 
a position also found in the 'apologetic' work of Bailey, 1955:1-28). On this view, it is Lot alone 
who introduces a sexual aspect to the situation when, perhaps because he is a foreigner, he misreads 
their use of i1I1iJ . .. : .. 

The problem with Wright's proposal is not that it is demonstrably wrong; Hamilton's 
description of this type of reading as 'wild and fanciful' is far too strong (1995:3.t) because Wright 
supplies a perfectly valid reading of i1~'}~. Wenham's argument that i1~'}.~ cannot have a non-sexual 
meaning because the Sodomites already know who the men are, having 'been present when they had 
arrived, is hardly conclusive since Gen. 19: 1-3 contain no explicit statements of identity by the 
visitors (1994:55). Equally, Gossai's comment that the gathering of the men of Sodom around the 
hOllse hardly constitutes a welcoming party (1995:82) is not problematic for Wright's reading since 
the crowd is seen as being incensed by Lot's 'illegitimate' performance of a protocol of hospitality 
Neither does Wenham's statement that Lot's response, with its implication of a sexual 'knowing.' 
settle the issue in 'inescapable' fashion (1994:55), Wright having argued that Lot has misunderstood. 
The difficulty is that there is actually no textual way to decide between these two readings. 
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The choice then is of either seemg the attempted rape as a reasonable 

punishment of the guests or accepting that the action is in itself reprehensible, either as 

an unjust sexual punishment or as simply as perverse sexual act. But a justification of 

the punishment as reasonable can only come from the assumption that Sodom correctly 

enacts the code of hospitality; if Lot has done wrong by an accepted code, then 

punishment can, perhaps, be justified. Given that no Sodomites apparently wished to 

offer hospitality to the two visitors at the gate as the code demands, however, it must 

be concluded that they either do not keep the protocol at all (and are simply sexually 

perverse) or are hypocritically using it to attack Lot for not sticking to norms which 

they themselves have not kept (resulting in an unjust sexual punishment). If it is the 

latter, the punishment can only be seen as self-serving, as an abuse of power, as sexual 

violation, as rape; the very conclusion which Matthews wishes to avoid (1992:6). 

Given the prevalence of the protocol of hospitality in the world of the patriarchs, it 

seems unlikely that a perverse lust for forced sex with travellers can alone account for 

this particular narrative; it seems more likely that the men of Sodom are issuing a 

hypocritical 'invitation' to Lot to correct his 'incorrect' hospitality by giving up his 

visitors and attempting to administer an unwarranted sexual punishment on specious 

'legal' grounds. The world-view of the men of Sodom is completely inverted with the 

result that the charges against the city must include violence, sexual abuse, and 

hypocrisy, a conclusion supported by the original outcry against unspecified but 

significant acts of violence in Sodom (cf 18:20-21). 

But this is not to say that they must be left standing side by side because both are acceptable. 
One way of differentiating between the two is simply on grounds of the ex1ent to which the exegete is 
being made to work in order to read the texiS in each way. It becomes obvious that Wright's proposal 
is more cumbersome because it introduces an extra element into the exegesis. that Lot has 
misunderstood the Sodomites when he responds. It is simpler to argue that he has understood them 
all too well. but that his response draws their ire for reasons other than misunderstanding :1:;}~ By 
emplo~'ing Occam's razor. the latter is shown to be preferable. 
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D. Lot Goes Outside 

Lot responds to the hypocritical call of the men of Sodom to redeem himself in 

their eyes by going out to them, putting himself beyond the-normally safe-door of 

his own house. He closes the door behind him, keeping intact the separation between 

his guests on the inside and the mob on the outside (cf Fields, 1997:97-99). 

Jeansonne's claim that he is embarrassed by what he is about to do in offering his 

daughters is unlikely (I 988: 127) since, if the men of Sodom accept his proposal, he 

will have to carry out the offer he is about to make in view of his guests anyway. Lot 

address the men of Sodom politely (~q-;',~;:l) as 'my brothers' ('10~), and exhorts them 

not to do this evil (~17J~ ... Kr'~). He then offers them his two daughters to do with as 

they please, as seems 'good in their eyes' (C~'1~'1V.f :l"~:;;l; cf Judg. 19:24). The two 

women he describes to the mob as 'virgins' (rth~ ~17~:-K"?). But he adds a condition to 

his offer, pleading that his visitors should be left alone, that they should not be sexually 

abused because they are his guests ('1DJ'P '~f ~K~ 1~-'1l-'1~). Seen by many as an 

act of hospitality-albeit by some with unease (cf Wenham's 'unfortunate offer', 

1994:55; R. Davidson, 1979:72)-Lot's attempt to safeguard his visitors, while 

fulfilling the code of hospitality, is rather an improper act of wickedness (see pages 

249-53). Ironically, Lot asks those outside not to do an evil thing, but in tum offers to 

do an evil thing himself As Raskow further points out, the evil nature of Lot's offer is 

compounded by the fact that 'since the daughters are betrothed (19: 14), and since the 

rape of a betrothed woman is a crime punishable by death (Deut. 22:23-27), Lot's 

actions could have implicated him as an accomplice' (1998:99)! At no time, however, 

does Lot recognise the irony or the links that exist between his own behaviour and that 

of those outside (Gossai, 1995:94). But Lot's demonstration of his own 'wickedness' 

serves to turn the spotlight back onto the crowd for, as Westermann notes, 'repentance 

by the men of Sod om even at this moment would have meant salvation' (1985:301). 

The crowd responds to Lot's offer with fury, however. To his designation of 

them as brothers and his attempt to offer hospitality to outsiders in their place, in effect 
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a claiming of rights within the city, they respond with ridicule, reminding him 

mockingly of his status as a 1~ who is overstepping the mark in disputing their actions, 

in presuming to judge them. As Matthew's puts it: '[Lot] has usurped privileges which 

no sojourner could ever claim, has styled himself a citizen without official sanction, and 

has stood in judgement of the actions of men over whom he has no jurisdiction' 

(1992:6). Indeed, by doing so he demonstrates that he is not wholly with them~ if he 

was, then he could not oppose them by disputing their right to deal sexually with his 

guests (Gossai, 1995:87) 

That all the men of Sodom are hypocritically laying claim to the rights of 

citizenship when not one of them has carried out the citizen's obligation to hospitality 

demonstrates their desire to appear righteous but without the effort of actually being 

so. Nevertheless whatever rights Lot once had in the city are now irrelevant as the 

men reject Lot's implied claims and attempt to punish him. Lot's attempt to involve 

himself as a dweller within Sodom has fallen flat and he is rejected. In what follows 

this contemptuous dismissal of Lot signifies the beginning of a separation between Lot 

(and his household) and his neighbours which will in part allow his rescue. 

The men surge forward to do more evil to Lot than they had planned to do to 

the visitors (Cv~ 17 I1J~ ~~l1), making him their 'rape object' (Gunn, 1993: 182). As 

the 'men put forth their hands', however, it is not the hands of those who wish to harm 

which reach out but those of the visitors~ Lot is pulled into the relative safety of the 

house, the door closing behind him. Rather than Lot saving his guests from the crowd, 

they ironically save him, initially by closing the door and then by striking the crowd 

blind (C")1~~~~ only here and in 2 Kgs 6: 18), an act which reveals something of their 

identity. Hamilton notes that this does not indicate that those outside could not see 

(for surely, even a blind crowd could find a door before which they were stood), but 

that their sight became faulty-'it does not correspond to reality' {l995:37~ Skinner's 

designation of the blindness as 'demonic,' however, is unnecessary, 1910:307). The 

scene concludes with the comic sight of the crowd wearying itself trying to find Lot's 

door, a persistence which demonstrates the intensity of their wickedness. 
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Despite their blinding by the representatives of YHWH-perhaps as a preliminary or 

warning act of divine judgement (cf. Wenham, 1994:56)-they show no signs of 

change, of repentance from their wicked way. 

But the investigation appears over~ in v. 12 the visitors will announce the 

verdict of destruction. Those outside have provided sufficient evidence for YHWH to 

accept the general accuracy of the more wide-ranging outcry, and provided 

justification for a guilty verdict and punishment. They also have demonstrated the lack 

of a single righteous 'man' among them. Lot inside has demonstrated his willingness 

to act wickedly as and when necessary, revealing that he is already part of the wicked 

city. And because Lot's female kin play no role in this decision and because no further 

search for females is envisaged, it seems that YHWH has adopted the patriarchal 

corporate model of judgement in full~ women will not count as righteous in their own 

right here, and their destruction is due to the wickedness of 'their' men. Gunn' s 

questions-' So where are the women? Where are the young, not the young men but 

the children-the daughters and sons? Where are the babies? Where are all these in this 

facile talk of the innocent/righteous and wicked' (I 993: 189)?-are not answered here, 

because they are totally irrelevant to the model of justice in operation. But rather than 

being 'facile', as Gunn claims, the talk of righteous and wicked here is actually totally 

consistent if one begins with the premises of a patriarchal corporate model of 

justice. 160 Sodom is justly doomed for the iniquity of its men, and its women folk and 

160 In response to a similar question to Gunn's-'What had the infants done to deserye to be 
swallowed up in the same destruction as their parents?' -Calvin offers markedly different responses 
to the question, while still finally insisting on a just deity. First, he places the fate of the infants in the 
hands of a deity free to choose how to deal with the human race. Then he counsels a willingness to see 
the humanly incomprehensible as explicable in the deity's secret judgement, before finally 
categorising all of the seed of Sodom as 'accursed and execrable', and so even the babies are beyond 
being justly spared (1965:513). 

Calvin's commitment to a clear debate between Abraham and the deity resulting in an 
individualistic judgement leaves him no choice but to eventually condemn the babies as 'sinners' 
precisely in order to safeguard the justice of YHWH (and to this type of move Gunn responds with 
vehement condemnation). Here, however, I have argued that innocent babies die for the sake of their 
wicked fathers, but YHWH still remains 'just'; it is only later within the outworking of the biblical 
story that conclusions about the nature(s) of 'justice' may be drawn. Indeed in the light of the 
continuing theodicy debate, there might be no final. conclusive stance in the biblical witnesses at all 
(though an acceptance of that must await further exegesis). My decision to sec Abraham as 
incoherent has very far reaching consequences indeed! 



children are doomed because of the wickedness of the men on whom they are wholly 

dependent. 

But the contradictions within Abraham's dialogue with YHWH (18:23-32) 

with regard to the distinction between corporate and individualistic models are now 

shown to be irrelevant to the immediate situation in Sodom; because the city does not 

even contain one righteous man both individualistic and corporate models of justice 

cohere in the just punishment of a totally wicked-at least in patriarchal terms-city. 

But when J. Crenshaw notes that the lack of a single righteous man means that 

Abraham's words lose something of their force (1983: 7), he is only partially correct. 

The fate of Sodom itself is left untouched by the debate, but Israel itself will be very 

much moulded by what has passed between Abraham and YHWH as they stood 

overlooking Sodom. Indeed, the implications of the debate will continue to resound 

throughout the Old Testament account of Israel and far beyond (as Gunn's feminist 

concerns clearly show). 

III. Excursus: Is there a Sin of Sodom? 

A. A Single Sin? 

Much has been made of the concept of the 'sin of Sodom' as though it was a 

single identifiable sin which led to the destruction of the city, the events of Genesis 19 

being seen as portraying what may be termed the 'only sin in town'. Typically, the 

more general, non-specific indicators of Sod om's guilt (Gen. 13:10,13 and 18:20-21) 

are interpreted as referring to this 'crime' alone. Hamilton, for example: 'Here for the 

first time the nature of Sodom' s sin is revealed. An earlier statement (13: 13) was 

content to evaluate the men of Sodom as "evil" and "sinners." The story that is about 

to unfold will substantiate that statement with specific details' (1995: 3 3) . Similarly, 

Westermann states that 'Gen. 18:20-21 ... deals with the crime of Sodom and Gomorra 

in general terms; if there is to be an inquiry about the "outcry", then the crime must be 



portrayed concretely; that is what 19:4-11 does' (1985:301). Though arguing for a 

different crime, Matthews also implies that the only crime that the men of Sodom are 

guilty of is that they are inhospitable (1992:3-6). Indeed much of the recent argument 

about homosexuality and Genesis 19 assumes that it is that particular sexual practice 

which is or is not the 'sin of Sodom'. 

But the narrative so understood has a very restricted view of the evil of Sodom, 

with Gen. 19:4-11 being considered wholly equal to other less specific statements of 

the wickedness of the city. This assumption is unnecessarily reductionistic. In fact it 

would be better to say that there is no sin of Sodom at all if by that term a specific 

course of sinful action is meant, but there is a sin of Sodom if that term is held to mean 

a particular wicked way of life. Further evidence for such a reading is supplied by the 

placing of these events within the context of YHWH' s intentions for Abraham and his 

descendants to walk on the 'way of YHWH', doing 'righteousness and justice' (Gen. 

18:18-19). Sodom is an exemplar within this process of education in which 

wickedness itself is not reducible to a single act of sin, but rather indicates a failure to 

walk on the way. In such a context, the point of judging Sodom is not to demonstrate 

abhorrence for a particular sin, but to show the consequences of going off the path in 

any way. Equally, the text does not claim that the actions of Gen. 19:4-11 are the 

concretisation of the actual cause of the initial outcry which brings YHWH to 

investigate; YHWH only states that if the men of Sodom are not guilty of the outcry, 'I 

will know' (18:21). That the actions of 19:4-11 in some way confirm the guilt of the 

men of Sodom-their own straying from the way of YHWH-is true, but they do not 

constitute the totality of their sinful actions. The fact is that the action(s) which caused 

the outcry of Gen. 18:20-21 is(are) never revealed; the terminology used allows only 

the general designation of the cause as 'violence' and makes it much more likely that 

the range of sinful actions involved is wider than those which can be gleaned from Gen. 

19:4-11. A better attitude towards the narrative then is that of the guitarist Jerry 

Garcia in the first verse of his song, Gomorrah (1997): 
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Just a song of Gomorrah, 

wondering what they did there, 

must have been a bad thing, 

to get shot down for. 

The actions of the men of Sodom are-to the canonical reader-a blank space which 

nevertheless includes the sins of Gen. 19:4-11, however defined, and which clearly 

merits judgement. The required response therefore is to look on, 'wondering what they 

did there'. 

B. Exploiting a 'Wicked Space' 

The existence of this wicked space in the narrative has been exploited many 

times in the history of reflection on this text, an exploitation which is, in effect, fully 

legitimate. A brief exploration of some examples involving the explicit mention of 

Sodom will demonstrate the effect of the text's reticence about defining the cause of 

the outcry (I am assuming those sins already present in Gen. 19:4-11). Of course, the 

presence of 'the wicked' at Sodom also opens up many other implicit links between 

later sins of any group designated 'the wicked' and the sins of 'the wicked' of Sodom 

(cf. e.g., Ezekiel 18). 

The details of the 'sin' which made up the lives of the men of Sodom were 

much developed in later usage. In the book of Jeremiah, the claim that adulterous 

prophets of Jerusalem have become 'like Sodom' to YHWH (23:14), leads to the 

attribution of adultery to the men of Sodom. Examples of other forms of sexual 

immorality are also listed as sins of Sodom: Lust (Philo, Ahr., 134-45), fornication 

(JI/h. 16:5-6~ 20:5~ T. Ben). 9:1), sexual impurity (JI/h. 16:5-6~ 20:5), the making of 

married women impure (T. Levi. 14:6), sex with prostitutes and adultrous wives (J: 

levi. 14:6), marriage with heathen women (T. Levi. 14:6), unnatural sexual practices 
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(T Naph. 3:4) including sexual contact-lewdness-between males (Augustine, City 

of God, 16:30), unnatural lust (Jude 7), and licentiousness (2 Pet. 2:7). 

But alongside the traditions of sexual sin, the hostility of the men of Sodom to 

visitors also suggested additional sins. 161 YHWH, in Ezek. 16:49-50, compares the 

sins of Jerusalem with Sodom: 

This was the guilt of your sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, 
excess of food, and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy. 
They were haughty, and did abominable things before me (NRSV). 

Other aspects of characterisation related to the treatment of guests 'identified' in the 

behaviour of the men of Sodom include arrogance (Sir. 16:8; 3 Macc. 2:5; Jos. Ant. 

1: 194-95), hatred of foreigners (Jos. Ant. 1: 194-95), gluttony (Philo, Abr. 134-35), 

greed (t. Sot. 3; b. Sanh. 109a; m. Ab. 5:10), and either failure (Mt. 10:14-15) or 

refusal (Wisd. 19:14; Ramban, cf. Leibowitz, 1973:178-79) to be hospitable. 

Injustice, perhaps hinted at both in the unspecified outcry and in the hypocrisy 

of Gen. 19:4-11, has also seen as a major 'sin' of the men of Sodom. For example, the 

grammatical form of the suffix attached to the word for outcry (rTDi?~~:P;:T) in Gen. 

18:21 led to some speculation among the Rabbis as to the identity of the victim whose 

cry was heard by YHWH. Although grammatically the antecedent to the feminine 

suffix is that of the city itself (' outcry of it' [her] = 'outcry of the city'), dissatisfaction 

with that reading lead to the following story: 

They issued a proclamation in Sodom, saying: Everyone who strengthens 
the hand of the poor and the needy with a loaf of bread shall be burnt by 
fire! Pelotit the daughter of Lot was wedded to one of the magnates of 

161 Kugel notes that in Gen. 13:13 Sodom is called both wicked (C'~'J) and sinful (C~~~I}) 
and wonders if the rather redundant use of two terms perhaps indicates already the twin strands of 
sexual and social iniquity. He quotes the following targumic passages in support: 

Now the men of Sodom were wicked with their wealth, and they were sinful \\;th their 
bodies before the Lord, exceedingly (Targ. Onq .. Gen. 13: 13). 

And the people of Sodom were wicked toward one another and sinful with sexual sins 
and bloodshed and idolatry before the Lord. exceedingly (Targ . .veof. Gen. 13: 13). 

But evcn if this was the case, this docs not preclude the later ascription of a much wider rangc of 
sinful acts to the violent empty space within the Sodom narrative. 
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Sodom. She saw certain very poor man in the street of the city and her 
soul was grieved on the account. What did she do? Everyday when she 
went out to draw water she put in her pitcher all kinds of provisions from 
her house and she sustained that poor man. The men of Sodom said: how 
does this poor man live?162 When they ascertained the facts they brought 
her forth to be burnt by fire. She said: Sovereign of all worlds! Maintain 
my right and my cause at the hands of the men of Sodom! And her cry 
ascended before the throne of glory. In that hour the holy one blessed be 
He said: 'I will go down and see whether they have done altogether 
according to her cry which has come unto me'-and if the men of Sodom 
have done according to the cry of that young woman, I will tum her 
foundation upwards and the surface downwards (PRE, 25; cf. Leibowitz, 
1973: 173). 

Leibowitz notes that far from being embarrassed by their failings, this enshrining of 

their values in their laws-'They issued a proclamation in Sodom'-indicates the 

brazenness of the men of Sodom (1973: 174). Another midrashic story which 

illustrates this theme of injustice through everyday legal practice is that of the visit of 

Eliezer, the bondsman of Abraham, to Sodom at the bidding of Sarah, to enquire after 

the welfare of Lot. 

[Eliezer] happened to enter the city at the moment when the people were 
robbing a stranger of his garments. Eliezer espoused the cause of the 
poor wretch and the Sodomites turned against him; one threw a stone at 
his forehead and caused considerable loss of blood. Instantly, the 
assailant seeing the blood gush forth, demanded payment for having 
performed the operation of cupping. Eliezer refused to pay for the 
infliction of the wound upon him and he was haled before the judge 
Shakkara. The decision went against him for the law of the land gave the 
assailant the right to demand payment. Eliezer quickly picked up a stone 
and threw it at the judge's forehead. When he saw that blood was 
flowing profusely, he said to the judge, 'pay my debt to the man and give 
me the balance' (Ginzberg, 1947:247-48). 

An additional element of later developments of the sins reckoned to the men of 

Sodom was the their expansion to cover the other cities of the plain (however named): 

As Sodom had a judge worthy of itself (Sherek), so also had other 
cities-Sharkar in Gomorra, Zabnak in Admah, and Manon in Zeboiim. 
Eliezer, the bondsmen of Abraham, made slight changes in the names of 
these judges in accordance with the nature of what they did: the first he 
called Shakkara, Liar; the second Shakura, Arch-deceiver; the third 

162 B. Sanh. 109a,b records that the men of Sodom had strictly forbidden charity. . . 
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Kazban, Falsifier~ and the fourth MazIe-Din, Perverter of Justice 
(Ginzberg, 1947:246-47). 

By this manner of device, the cities of the plain are shown to share in the corruption of 

Sodom and to merit the punishment meted out (for other developments of the 

tradition, see for example, Loader, 1990:75-138~ and Newman, 1998 [on early Jewish 

and Christian works]; Frantzen, 1997 [on medieval Anglo-Saxon prose works]~ 

McDonald, 1963 [on the Samaritan tradition tRue, 1996 [on staging Genesis 19 as a 

modern play D· 

The violent empty space left by the reticence of the text is available to be amply 

filled with all manner of sin and wickedness as and when the need arises. In one sense 

then, despite the phenomenon of sins generally being collected around the twin poles 

of sexual sin and social iniquity, the 'sin of Sodom' can include anything considered 

wicked by later interpreters. Field's argument that the 'sin of Sodom' functions 

archetypally so that those who sin differently may still be considered sinners in 

Sodom's mould is only half right (1997:171-72), because the sins of those later 

communities may also be seen typologically as once having taken place in Sodom. A 

good example of this dynamic can be found in von Rad' s historical-critical arguments 

about the sources underlying the Sodom narrative. He argues that the rape scene in 

Gen. 19:4-11 is perhaps based upon the story of the rape of the concubine in Judges 

19, it being placed in its present context because it was 'connected only secondarily 

with Sodom as the seat of all sin' (1961 :213-my italics). In the light of how the 

judgement of Sodom is to function within Israel as an example to Abraham and his 

descendants, it is significant that Abraham never knows the specifics of what caused 

the outcry (or even the events of Gen. 19:4-11). He only sees the consequences of the 

guilt of the men of Sodom. For Abraham and Israel, there is no 'sin of Sodom' as 

such, save that of failing to walk on their own way of YHWH and perhaps causing an 

outcry to the deity. Anything which the later hearers or readers of this tradition see as 

leading to a diversion off the path is as the sin of Sodom. It can thus be attributed by 
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them to the void in Genesis 18-19 and viewed as part of the original sins which 

occasioned the judgement and destruction of that 'wicked' city. This, of course, 

assumes that such inheritors of the tradition can tell the way of YHWH (and its ethics) 

from the available alternatives. But can they? 

In effect, the way of Sodom is an anti-type of the right way, the way of 

YHWH, and Sodom itself is an anti-type of Israel, and by extension the people of God. 

Its importance can be gauged by the fact that, as Westermann notes, '[ t ]here is no 

event in the whole of Genesis that is mentioned so frequently in the Old Testament as 

the destruction of Sodom (1985 :298; whether as Sodom and Gomorra, Admah or 

Zeboiim; Deut. 29:23; Isa. 1:9-10; 13: 19; Jer. 49: 18; 50:40; Ezek. 16:46-50, 53-55; 

Amos 4: 1 C Zeph. 2:9; Lam. 4:6; Ps. 11 :6). In the context of the proclamation of the 

later prophets and their insistence that righteousness and justice are at the heart of 

Israel's relationship with YHWH (cf W. Brueggemann, 1992: 169), it is clear that 

failure on Israel's part results in its becoming 'as Sodom' and so becoming worthy of 

sharing its fate in destruction. As YHWH's example of his justice to Abraham, 

Sodom overshadows the life of Israel and as the Torah takes its place in the life of 

Israel, it's ideological power is implicitly enforced by the looming events of Genesis 18 

and 19. Abraham's dialogue with YHWH and its confused content thus take on a 

new life in subsequent narratives. Though there is no righteous man in Sodom, the 

question as to the role of the righteous man in Israel will reappear (e.g. Jer. 5: 1) as will 

questions regarding an individual's guilt for crimes committed by others (e.g. Ezekiel 

18). Equally, the triumph of the wicked and the suffering of the righteous will surface 

(e.g., Psalm 73) and hark back to Abraham and Sodom. Alter's designation of Sodom 

as 'nexus' has deep implications for the Old Testament and its depiction of Israel and 

its God (1980). 
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IV. Instructions for Lot and His Family (19:12-14) 

A. 'Bring Them Out of the Place' 

With the door closed and those outside unable to find even the doorway, the 

visitors now turn to Lot with a perhaps surprising question: 'Have you anyone else 

here? Son-in-law (singular, but generic), sons, daughters, or anyone you have in the 

city-bring them out of the place' (v. 12). The reason for this is that they are about to 

destroy (C'Dr:T~t}--hiphil participle of nnrti 'ruin') the city because 'their outcry'-

detailed for the first time, if only as 'their'-against it has become great before YHWH 

and he has sent them to destroy (;:TQr:r~7-piel infinitive construct of nmz,i 'ruin') the 

city. nmd here harks back to the repeated occurrences of this verb in the hiphil during 

Abraham's dialogue with YHWH (cf Abraham's n'r:T~D in 18:28 and YHWH's 

threefold use of n'r:T~~ in vv. 28, 31, 32). The timing of the destruction at sunrise 

(cf. the temporal indicators rl~iJ-'ll K~~ rdt?~";:t [in v. 23] and ,~.~~ CiJ'J~~ C:;)~~J 

[in vv. 27-8]) is the cause of all of the subsequent night-time haste. 

The men/angels, having revealed something of their power by striking the men 

outside blind, now explain their purpose in visiting the city of Sodom. As yet they do 

not speak with the voice of YHWH as in Gen. 18: 10-14, but will remain unidentified 

as representing the deity until Lot recognises them as such in 19:18 (contra Skinner's 

view that their language here proves that YHWH is not present, 1910:308; cf also 

Wenham, 1994:57, Turner, 1990b:93).163 Neither is it clear that Wenham's view that 

Lot now recognises them as angelic figures is correct (1994:56; though the SP reads 

'angels' here-appropriately according to Speiser, 1964: 140-the MT does not). 

Even if Lot has understood what has happened outside the house, there seems no 

reason why the blinding could not have been a miracle performed by human 

representatives of YHWH (cf Elisha in the only other use of C'}.1~~~ in 2 Kgs 6: 18). 

163 Hershon records a tradition that the angels were subsequently punished for their 
presumption, being demoted for one hundred and thirty-eight years for having claimed that it was 
they who were destroying Sodom rather than YHWH (1885: 108) 
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At most, Lot now seems to have some awareness that his guests are beyond the 

ordinary, but their true identity is still beyond him~ he will only recognise them fully in 

v. 18. 

Though the decision to destroy the city was not taken before YHWH's 

investigation, the acts of the men of Sodom outside Lot's house and Lot's own 

response have both demonstrated-somehow-that the outcry was accurate, and that 

punishment is therefore required. Gossai's conclusion that 'it is the face to face 

encounter between Yahweh and the evil Sodom which finally brought about the 

decision to destroy' seems justified (1995:95). Since no man of Sodom is righteous 

(including Lot), YHWH is justified in the light of his debate with Abraham in 

destroying the city. The words of the men that 'the LORD has sent us to destroy 

[Sodom], ' are intended only to reflect the situation after the outcry has been 

confirmed, and do not imply a prior decision on the part of YHWH. By the terms of 

Abraham's and YHWH's joint agreement that a corporate judgement will be applied to 

Sodom, Lot has lost all chance of salvation from the destruction of Sodom. Its very 

destruction indicates his failure to be righteous~ his choice to live there has-or should 

have-cost him his life~ his hospitality is not enough to save him (contra Matthews, 

1992:6). Yet echoing the earlier rejection of the men of Sodom (19:9), the men tell 

him to leave the city quickly, but give no reason why he is being offered the chance of 

salvation (as Brueggemann notes, this will only become clear in Gen. 19:29, 

1982: 165)~ their simple message is that Lot and his family must leave (before sunrise) 

in order to live for if they stay, they will surely die. 

B. Saving Lot's Sons-in-Law 

Lot now must attempt to persuade those who are of his family that they must 

leave the city. His wife and daughters are presumably with him in the house and hear 

the words of the visitors, but Lot must also try to talk those betrothed to ('CTP:"", lit. 

'takers of ... ) his daughters, his future sons-in-law, into taking flight. The term 'ICTP:"" 
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could indicate either a present situation with a future consummation (making the 

daughters betrothed rather than married) or a past state involving consummation (as 

Gen. 27:46; cf. Gen. R. 's '[Lot] had four daughter, two betrothed and two married, 

50:9; also Rashi, 1900:79; Hershon, 1885:109; R. Davidson, 1979:75; Wenham, 

1994:57); if so, Lot's description of the two daughters inside the house as virgins 

suggests that they were not the wives of these men, and Lot must therefore have other 

daughters, a view given some support perhaps by the occurrence of rfK~9~;:t in v. 15 

('your daughters who are here'). But surely Lot would have told these daughters the 

news of the impending destruction of Sodom as well as his sons-in-law. Since he does 

not, it seems more likely that he has only two daughters 'betrothed' to his 'sons-in­

law', and they apparently require no persuasion to leave Sodom at all. 

Lot leaves the safety of the house alone to find his prospective sons-in-law. It 

is not yet morning and the men around the house receive no mention, presumably 

having left alone the house they were unable to enter. Gossai notes that Lot is only 

said to go out to them, there being no mention of a visit to their house (1995 :96). But 

his subsequent claim that Lot showed his indifference to the warning of forthcoming 

destruction by staying with them all night (1995 :98) is problematic because although 

Lot is inside his own house at dawn, we are not told at what time he returned; given 

the response of those he sought, it seems more likely that he came back immediately. 

When Lot found his future sons-in-law, he related the warning message of the angels 

about the city's forthcoming destruction, telling them to get up and get out. But their 

response was only to mock, and the last chance of salvation for any of Sodom' s 

inhabitants is turned down. It is unclear exactly who these men are (men of Sodom or 

assimilated C'}~), but there seems little doubt that the narrative implies both that they 

had been part of the mob around Lot's house (Gossai. 1995:96-97) and that their 

response of a disbelieving laughter to Lot's message of ruin seals their fate. If they had 

but listened, they would have been saved (so Wenham, 1994:57). But again it is not 

just the judgement of YHWH which is being rejected by (those who here represent) 

Sod om, but also the person of Lot himself. 
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At this point, it should be noted that even if these men do show some sign of 

taking the warning seriously, do perform this one act which would perhaps indicate 

something approaching repentance and thereby indicate a certain degree of personal 

righteousness, it is already too late for them to count as righteous men on whose 

account the city could be saved. This is because they can only demonstrate such 

'righteousness' by leaving, and therefore would no longer count as being among those 

living in the city for the purposes of Abraham's argument. That argument-or at least 

the corporate aspect of it taken up by YHWH-is no longer in force because following 

YHWH's judgement, the righteous are no longer to be found in the city by definition; 

anyone who stays has forfeited any claim to righteousness by doing so in disobedience 

to YHWH's command that they should leave. If Lot leaves, this will demonstrate his 

decision against the way of Sodom; he will be saved because YHWH has given him the 

opportunity, yes, but his salvation will also be reliant upon his own act of righteousness 

in departing. 

V. Lot's Departure From Sodom (19: 15-22) 

A. A Tendency to Linger 

The arrival of' dawn' ('r:r~";:t) sees Lot back inside his house, wholly rejected by 

all the members of Sodom who had previously given him some measure of acceptance 

(e.g., his daughters's prospective husbands, his neighbours, and his 'business' 

contacts). Only those within the house are now in view, and all must leave the city 

immediately: 'The angels urged Lot, saying, "Get up, take your wife and your two 

daughters who are here, or else you will be consumed (i1~tpI:1) in the punishment of the 

city'" (v. 15), consumed, swept away, destroyed, in the manner feared earlier by 

Abraham (cf Gen. 18:23, 24). The instruction to leave the city is only implied here 

and not repeated (cf vv. 12 and 14). 



But a feature of Lot's character causes complications~ as Letellier puts it, Lot 

demonstrates a 'tendency to linger in the familiar environment .... a constitutional 

inability to flee' (1995: 166). Despite the blinding of the men of Sodom, Lot seems 

unable to take the warning of his visitors seriously himself-perhaps as a result of the 

scorn of his daughters's once future husbands-and he dithers, refusing to take leave 

of his home, the city in which he once chose to dwell, and the attractive lands of the 

valley (cf Driver, 1909:200). Westermann's depiction of this tendency to remain as 

being because city dwellers feel more secure in the city (1985:303) would, if accepted, 

lend further strength to a view of Lot as having become assimilated to the life-style of 

the men of Sodom. In the rabbinic tradition, Rashi sees Lot as unable to leave his own 

property (1900: 79), but Genesis Rabbah goes much further in attributing Lot's 

reluctance to his distress over the loss of Sodom' s 'gold and silver and precious 

stones' (50: 11). Lot may even have been so disposed towards staying that he is fast 

asleep as dawn came: 'get up' may mean 'wake up' (so Wenham, 1994:57). 

Lot dithers to the extent that the angels have to take him by the hand and lead 

him and his family out of the city and towards the mountains (lit. 'mountain'~ cf Gen. 

14:10). His own lack of righteousness is again demonstrated and he is now to be 

saved by YHWH alone~ this act being recorded as 'the LORD having compassion 

(n?~Q) on him', a mercy for which at present there is still no reason given and which 

stands in stark contrast to YHWH's abandonment of Lot's sons-in-law to their fate 

when they took no notice of the warning of destruction. Why save one and not the 

others? 

One of the angels, an individual 'he' (contra NRSV), again tells Lot that he 

must flee, and then warns Lot that he must look only forwards on leaving the city, that 

he must leave the plain itself, and that he must go to the hills. If he does this, he will 

live. If he does not do these things, he will share in the destruction of the city (19: 17)~ 

'Sodom is a world to be repudiated' (Letellier, 1995: 164). 
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B. An Escape to Zoar 

Lot, however, cannot do these things; he still cannot reach the hills. The weak 

side of his character is emphasised further, under the cover of an admission of physical 

weakness (which will eventually prove unfounded; cf his making it to the hills in w. 

30-38). But while admitting his inability to reach the hills 'for fear evil will overtake 

me and I die' (19: 19; cf 'the evil' in Amos 3 :6), it becomes clear that he has finally 

recognised those with whom he has been dealing and addresses YHWH directly. Lot 

acknowledges that he is being favoured by YHWH who is saving him, but again no 

hint of a reason for such favour is forthcoming; Lot's belated claim to be a 'servant of 

YHWH' ('9~tl}) is ironically contrasted with Abraham's early claim to be such (18:3) 

and, given Lot's actions in choosing to live with the men of Sodom, his offer of his 

daughters to the crowd, and his failure to leave Sodom of his own volition, it can bring 

no great delight to the judging deity that such acts are being associated with service to 

YHWH. Lot, though, has finally recognised the God whose promise of land, 

descendants and relationship to Abraham he has so disastrously abandoned, and asks 

that YHWH allow him to go to a nearby city: 'Let me escape there-is it not a little 

one?-and my life will be saved!' An aetiology explains the city's subsequent name of 

Zoar, small (cf Westermann,1985:304); according to Gen. 14:8, its former name was 

'Bela' (11,?~). 

YHWH's response is to accept Lot's request and grant the favour asked. The 

city of Zoar will not be destroyed and Lot may find safety there (19:21). But Lot must 

hurry, judgement for Sodom and the other cities of the plain is at hand and is being 

withheld only until Lot is safe. It is clear from the combination of designations used 

here that the judgement of Sodom stands for the judgement of the whole of the vaHey 

(in contrast to Gunkel's atomising approach, the terms are to be taken as a creative use 

of narrative). The outcry and the events which have validated it to YHWH's 

satisfaction bring destruction on the 'whole area'. Lot hurries on and arrives in Zoar 

as the sun rises in the sky (v. 23). 
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The ironic contrast between the prospective fates of Zoar and Sodom has been 

noted by Gunn; while Lot's intervention for Zoar is successful (at least for now), 

Abraham's intervention for Sodom fails. Zoar contains no righteous man, certainly not 

Lot, and is, it appears at first glance, saved only because of Lot's request that it should 

be so. Why then did Abraham not just ask for Sodom to be saved? Is he being 

implicitly criticised here for his failure to do as Lot did? Two features of the story 

suggest that this is not the case. Firstly, Lot's request must be understood in the light 

of his own salvation, a salvation not yet explained. The reader does not know why Lot 

should be saved by YHWH, but that is what is happening. When Lot asks for and 

receives Zoar, the mystery deepens. Who is Lot that his request should abrogate 

judgement for Zoar? Hardly the to-be-congratulated scheming 'card player' depicted 

by Gunn (1993: 184-85). This mystery will lie unresolved until v 29. Secondly, for 

Abraham to be deemed a failure as an intercessor here, it must first be assumed that he 

wanted the cities of the plain to be saved at any cost, and that their destruction 

indicates that he did not succeed in that task. But however difficult the discerning of 

Abraham's aim has proved to be, it is clear that Abraham never denies that the wicked 

should be punished; if Sodom contains no righteous people, its fate is sealed. Abraham 

does not fail to achieve that aim because he never intends to achieve it. Lot, however, 

has saved a city which appears to fully deserve its punishment; ironically, injustice 

there is to go on simply because of Lot's exaggerated weakness and his overwhelming 

desire to preserve his own life (and, perhaps, 'life-style'; so Gunn, 1993: 184). 

VI. The Destruction of Sodom (19:23-29) 

A. 'Sulphurous fire' 

A description of the destruction follows the report of Lot's safe arrival in Zoar. 

At this point the temporal consistency of the narrative sequence is lost, Lot's story 



being put to one side for a moment as the destruction is described. A more consistent 

temporality could be achieved if the text was re-arranged as follows: 

1) 19:23 19:26 19:30ab: Lot in Zoar, Lot's wife, Lot leaves Zoar 

2) 19:24-5: Destruction 

3) 19:27-9: Abraham's view of the destruction, reason for Lot's 
salvation 

4) 19:30c-38: Lot and daughters 

However, the effect of the temporal shifts in the canonical text is to emphasise the 

multi-scene account of the destruction, with the safety of Lot, the once dominant 

narrative plot, demoted by its broken interspersion with flicking reports on Abraham, 

YHWH's reason for saving Lot and the destruction of the cites. Anomalies do 

occur-the narratives concerning both Lot's wife and of Zoar can be read as they 

stand as out of sequence, thereby raising questions about their respective fates; here, 

the effect will be emphasised with the temporal distortions noted but not smoothed 

out. 

Both Loader (1990:116-17,138) and Fields (1997:158-71) have argued that 

in considering the biblical afterlife of the Sodom narrative, there are two main strands 

of development: alongside the 'sin of Sodom' already mentioned (see pages 264-70) is 

the paradigmatic application of the stereotypical language and imagery of its 

punishment to God's potentially sudden and spectacular destruction of cities or places 

which then become 'as Sodom'. Sulphur (n'\)~~ and fire (rtJ~) rain down from the 

skies onto Sodom and Gomorra and all the plain, destroying the cities, inhabitants, and 

vegetation (v. 25; for the pairing of rtJ~l n'\)~~ see Ps. 11 :6; Ezek. 38:22; rtJ~, 'fire', 

alone occurring in Ezek. 28:27; 39:6; and Lam. 1: 13; with n'\)~~,., 'sulphur', occurring 

alone in Deut. 29:22; Isa 30:33; 34:9; Job 18: 15). Hamilton suggests that rather than 

the traditional 'fire and brimstone' these two actually form a 'hendiadys-hence 

sulphurous fire (NAB) or "burning sulphur" (NIV)' (1995:47; also Speiser, 
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1964:141).164 The verb 'to overthrow' (":J"::l~~1) is used here to describe the results of 

the destruction, often appearing in later texts in connection with the fate of Sodom (cf. 

Deut. 29:23~ Isa. 1:7~ 13:19; Jer. 49:16; 50:40; Amos 4:11; Lam. 4:6), sometimes 

clearly as 'figurative' (Isa. 30:33; W. Brueggemann, 1982:165). Clearly then attempts 

to explain what happens to Sodom as the result of natural phenomena related to the 

Dead Sea area such as, for example, Driver's 'eruption of petroleum, occasioned by an 

earthquake' (1909:202) are misguided (so Westermann, 1985:306). 

The peculiar construction here, ilb'~ n~~ ... "~~;:1 ilb"l, is held by Dillmann to 

indicate the presence of YHWH both in the men/angels as the agents who send the 

sulphur and fire and in the heavens as their source (1892:273-74).165 Too much should 

not be made of any perceived distinction, however; for Hamilton, 'the clear impression 

created by the addition of this phrase, if in any way it contributes meaningfully to the 

narrative, is that Yahweh hurled blocks of burning sulphur on the cities' (1995:47-

my italics). In this light, Westermann suggested reading-'Yahweh then rained on 

Sodom and Gomorrah-brimstone and fire from Yahweh in the heavens' 

(1985 : 296)-seems appropriate. Since the angels have also now left the scene, leaving 

Lot attempting to get to Zoar, there is little difficulty now seeing YHWH in the 

heavens, returned from the visit to Abraham and the investigation into the conduct of 

Sodom (thus resolving the problem seen in Dillman's view of the angels by Skinner, 

that YHWH was both above and below, 1910:309). But in all the destruction which 

takes place, the narrative has been careful to stress, not one single 'righteous man' 

died. According to the model of judgement operative here, the corporate patriarchal 

one, YHWH is just. 

164 W.E. Watson defined hendiadys as 

the expression of a single but complex concept by using two separate words, usually 
nouns .... The two words may be collocated, be joined with a copula or be in apposition. 
Hendiadys is used very often in Hebrew... and the reader should be always on the 
lookout for its occurrence in the tex1. The important aspect of hendiadys is that its 
components are no longer considered separately but as a unit in combination. 
(1978:324-25). 

165 Calvin records his disagreement with those in his own day who saw this construction as 
portraying the trinity at work (1965:512). 
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B. Lot's Wife Looks Back 

The description of the destruction is followed by the now proverbial story of 

Lot's wife. As Lot arrived at Zoar, his wife behind him looked back, and was instantly 

turned into a pillar of salt. Although not explicitly addressed to her, the warning to 

Lot not to look back apparently includes his family as well. Coats assumes that she has 

actually heard the instructions, (1983: 145), but Gunn prefers to see her as 'the woman 

subsumed in her husband who is expected to obey' (1993: 187). Her loss at this late 

stage functions both to emphasise that Lot and his family were being rescued 'from the 

very brink of the abyss' (Westermann, 1985:307) and creates the space for the 

subsequent account of the sexual relationship between Lot and his daughters after the 

destruction of the valley (19:30-38~ cf Coats, 1985:124). 

No explicit reason is given as to why she looked back, but the implication is 

that she, rather like Lot with his dawdling, was not able to let go off her attachment to 

the city of Sodom, and so could not leave her home, the city, and the bounteous valley 

behind her. For Driver, she is 'the type of those who, in whatever age, "look back" 

with regretful longings upon possessions and enjoyments which are inconsistent with 

the salvation offered to them' (1909:202). Gunn, however, notes the different 

responses of male and female readers of this text to Lot's wife, recording the poetry of 

K. Batey and A. Akhmatova which sees her positively. Indeed, for Gunn, Lot's wife 

as 'salt' is the fundamental point (or, perhaps, failing) of the narrative, indicating the 

presence of unmentioned women and children in Sodom (1993: 188-89). Set over 

against this positivity, is the desire of (usually male) exegetes through the ages to 

explain her death as resulting from her own great wickedness~ a note to Genesis 

Rabbah, for example, records that when the angels visited Lot, 'she went about to all 

her neighbours and asked them, "Give me salt, as we have guests," her intention being 

that the townspeople should become aware of their presence' (51 :5). 

Yet in this exegesis, the presence of women is Sodom and their inability to 

count as righteous is fully recognised (see pages 218-21, 262-64). In the light of 
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YHWH's subsequent destruction of Sodom's women and children through the 

consistent application of a patriarchal corporate judgement, many more 'innocent' 

women then Lot's wife may have died; her 'crime' is differentiated from theirs only 

because she actually does something-a small thing really-in looking back which may 

mean that she is personally culpable. There is no need to ascribe great crimes to her at 

all because Gunn is fundamentally correct; she is simply to be seen as one involved in a 

catastrophe most likely not of her own making (she could be wicked, I suppose), who 

subsequently loses her life because of her unexplained disobedience to YHWH's 

instruction to her husband. Gunn might argue that this is unjust, but that simply raises 

what is for me the fundamental point of the narrative: what does it mean to be just? 

By the lights of the model of judgement operating here, the destruction by YHWH of 

the 'innocent' women (including perhaps Lot's wife), children, and babies of Sodom 

on the grounds that all of their men folk are wicked is wholly an act of divine justice. 

C. Abraham Learns of Sodom's Fate 

The text now returns to the person with whom it began, Abraham. And to his 

discussion with YHWH. Lot's catastrophies-his loss of wife, possessions, and 

station-are all implicitly contrasted with Abraham who is physically unaffected by the 

events on the plain. Abraham is changed, however, through his learning of one 

potential future for his descendants as he sees the consequences of Sodom's guilt and 

judgement. It may be that the temporal indicators here are intended to indicate the 

passage of a night during the destruction, but it seems more likely that Abraham rose 

early to return to the place overlooking Sodom where he had argued with YHWH (cf. 

18: 16, 22). There he expected to see whether or not YHWH's investigation had 

resulted in the sweeping away of the city or the discovery of a righteous person within 

the city on whose behalf it could be spared. Abraham, even with some knowledge of 

the wickedness of the men of Sodom, would probably have been more likely to expect 
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the cities to be spared; his dialogue with YHWH demanding a good probability that the 

righteous existed for its intelligibility. 

But on arriving at the viewpoint, he discovered a smoke-covered and ruined 

land. At that moment, he knew-or at least thought he knew-that Sodom was wholly 

evil. The wicked had received the punishment that Abraham and YHWH had agreed 

was their due, and the righteous one needed to save the city did not exist. But of 

course, Abraham's lack of clarity as to the gender of the righteous one means that 

while he is no doubt sure that he understands what has happened, he might not actually 

do so. If he believes that YHWH found no righteous women in Sodom, he would be 

wrong, because the deity never looked for them. Nevertheless, Abraham will assume 

that YHWH had carried out his judgement with justice (even if he does not know the 

exact details). And Abraham must also think here that Lot is dead; after all, if he was 

righteous, he would have saved the city and if not, then he should also have incurred 

punishment. Abraham himself is not told that Lot is saved, but the ensuing narrative 

comment (v. 29) and the narrative of 19:30-38 may be held to indicate that Abraham 

and Israel (through the writers of its texts) came eventually to know that Lot had been 

saved and why. 

But the canonical reader will know now the mystery of Lot's salvation from 

Sodom. The text notes that 'when God destroyed the cities of the Plain, God 

remembered Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow, when he 

overthrew the cities in which Lot had settled'. In the history of exegesis, two main 

interpretive options have been offered for this verse: 'And YHWH remembered 

Abraham' (C;:r'J~B.~~-n~ C';:t"?~ .,.~~~]) may mean that YHWH remembered the patriarch 

himself, saving Lot for his sake alone (so e.g., Coats, 1983: 145) or it may mean that 

YHWH remembered the words exchanged with Abraham overlooking Sodom and 

saved Lot because of the argument (e.g., Wenham, 1994:59-60).166 If the words are 

166 Two other variations have been suggested here: first. Hershon suggests that Lot is savcd 
because of the good that he has done for Abraham in the past (1885: 110); namely, not revealing 
Sarah's identity in Egypt. But the text expressly states that YHWH rcmembers Abraham, and not Lot. 
Gi\'cn the alternatives. it seems unnecessary to stretch that far back into the patriarch's narrati\'c past. 
and so this option is rejected here. Alternatively, Sarna suggest that while Lot is righteous ('he was 
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taken on their own, there is no way to decide between these options, but by this point 

in any exegesis, reaching a decision is fairly straightforward. For the second option to 

be chosen, Lot's escape must be attributable to Abraham's intervention-he must be 

either a righteous man (or even Wenham's individual who is 'relatively righteous,' 

1994:42) or perhaps a 1~ who YHWH must remove so as to punish only the men of 

Sodom (so Mafico, 1983: 16). I have argued that these reading cannot stand (see 

pages 229-33 and 249-53) and that Lot's salvation is not the result of the dialogue 

between YHWH and Abraham-that argument should actually have resulted in either 

Lot's salvation with the city or his destruction with the city. Neither of these has 

happened; the city is destroyed, yet Lot is still saved. Partially, of course, a case may 

be made for his flawed hospitality or his rejection of the men of Sodom having some 

influence on his escape. If he had not offered hospitality, however incorrectly, he 

would have been swept away. If he had not been rejected by the men of Sodom, he 

would still be with them in their punishment. But also his actual willingness to leave 

the city, though reluctant, plays its part. If he had stayed, he would have been 

destroyed with the city (cf 19:12). But these are all situational factors which only help 

Lot to escape-none of them in itself would have saved Lot, it being only the forceful 

encouragement of the visitors to flee that ultimately save Lot in contrast to his sons-in­

law who-though in a very similar position to Lot, having been told to flee-are 

destroyed. In such a context, the words, 'YHWH remembered Abraham,' can only 

refer to the salvation of Lot for the sake of his kinsman. The argument of Gen. 18:23-

32 is thus irrelevant-here it is Abraham's kinship with Lot that is in the forefront. 

Turner has argued that if Abraham had but known that Lot would be saved in 

this way, he would not have spoken to YHWH at all, having already got what he really 

wanted (1 990b : 101). But Abraham's motives are much more complex than Turner 

allows. Lot is not Abraham's heir and has essentially made himself irrelevant to the 

certainly superior to his neighbours') his salvation resulted not from his own merit but from that of 
Abraham (1966:150; similarly, Calvin, 1965:516-17). Since I have argued that Lot is far from 
righteous as far as the violence of Sodom is concerned, Sarna's option can also be rejected here. 
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promise made to Abraham by YHWH. But, nevertheless, as Abraham went to save his 

kinsman in Gen. 14, so YHWH saves Lot again because of his kinship with Abraham. 

The only question that remains is whether or not Lot will return to Abraham and the 

promise after such calamity. 

VII. The Origins of Moab and Ammon (19:30-38) 

A. The Last People on Earth 

The final section of the Sodom narrative is concerned with the actions of Lot 

which follow the destruction of the cities of the plain. On one level, the length of this 

section of the narrative is out of all proportion to its importance to the reading offered 

here, but on another level, the final episode of Lot's journey away from the promised 

land is of considerable significance to Abraham and the subsequent story of Israel. 

In v. 30 the reader discovers that Lot, perhaps in response to the loss of his 

wife, has left Zoar. Did he do so before or after the destruction of the valley? Is Zoar 

still in existence? Wenham, for example, sees Zoar as having been saved, Lot having 

left after the destruction (1994: 5 8-61; cf also Rashi, 1900: 82). He argues that the 

daughters subsequent need for intercourse with their father reflects a situation in which 

they see no eligible men who may become their husbands (cf also Keil-Delitzsch's 

'Not that they imagined the whole human race to have perished ... but they were afraid 

that no man would link himself with them, the only survivors of a country smitten by 

the curse of God,' 1980:237). 

But the fact that Abraham sees only destruction from his vantage point 

overlooking the region (19:27-28), and no oasis of salvation at Zoar leads me to prefer 

the alternative reading in which Zoar has been destroyed. The actions of the two 

daughters can then be easily explained as resulting from their fear that they are the last 

humans left alive after the destruction ofZoar and the valley, in Gunkel's words, as the 

survivors ofa 'universal catastrophe' (1997:217; cf also Hershon's 'as in the time of 
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the deluge', 1885:111; also cf Rashkow, 1998:103; Skinner, 1910:313). Lot's leaving 

of Zoar with his daughters then is out of its exact temporal sequence and reflects the 

pre-destruction scene after the loss of his wife. Afraid to stay in Zoar, the place where 

he was to be safe but where his wife has now died, Lot finally makes for the hills. No 

longer trusting in the words of the one who would save him (v. 21) and with his feeble 

protestations of weakness forgotten, Lot makes it to safety in the hills before 

destruction comes, and takes refuge in a cave. 167 Zoar, however, is destroyed; the one 

whose intercession once promised to save it now having abandoned it to divine justice. 

Lot has now lost almost everything, and his distancing from Abraham and the promise 

is nearly complete. As Wenham puts it: 

Lot, the rich rancher who had so many flocks and herds that he had to 
separate from Abraham (13: 8-11), chose to live in the fertile Dead Sea 
valley, which has been destroyed and with it all his other relations [sic] 
and property. He and all that he has can be accommodated in a cave. His 
ruin can hardly be more complete (1994:60). 

B. The Incestuous Conception of Moab and Ben-Ammon 

But clearly it can. Believing that humanity has been destroyed, and therefore 

acting in order both to survive personally and to perpetuate their race, the eldest of the 

two daughters suggests that they must get their father drunk so that they might 

become pregnant by him.168 Although perhaps in some senses a worthy aim, their 

decision reflects a certain lack of trust in the message of the angels who were clear that 

it was only Sodom (and the valley) which was to be destroyed. This lack of trust in the 

one who was represented by the angels serves to indicate the daughters's distance from 

167 Rashkow's comment about the sexual connotations of the cave in both psychoanal~1ic and 
linguistic terms is probably unnecessary (1998: 102). After all. as Freud himself is once reported to 
ha\'c said. when asked by a student about the significance of the big cigars he smoked. 'sometimes a 
cigar is just a cigar'! 

168 In rabbinic tradition. howevcr, thc initiative shown by the daughters is lessened 
somewhat by their argument that Lot desired his own daughters: 'R. Leyi said. Whoever is inflamed 
by sexual desire will, in the end, be made to eat his own flesh' (Gen. R. 51 :9: citing Pro\". 18: 1). 
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YHWH, matching that of their father (as young virgins, it is not even clear that they 

would have ever been anywhere but Sodom. Lot has been living there for at least 

thirteen years, and probably many more). Their remedy may also indicate a certain 

affinity to the men of Sodom, even to their unself-conscious naming of their infants 

with words which openly declare their incestuous parentage (so Keil-Delitzsch, 

1980:237-38; cf Isa. 3:9). In effect the daughters's actions reflect a mind-set which is 

altogether different to those who will be Abraham's true descendants, walking on the 

way of YHWH doing righteousness and justice; in itself initiative is not necessarily a 

laudable quality. 

Their scheme works perfectly. Although Lot may not know what is happening, 

that does not alter his culpability at all. The distancing of Lot's family from YHWH, 

begun in Genesis 13, is now complete. Lot's sons/grandsons and their descendants 

are not to be C')~ in a foreign land as he was in Sodom, nor will they return to 

Abraham as part of the nation which his descendants will become in line with the 

promise of YHWH; Lot's descendants will not live under his name, but rather under 

the names of his sons. The first born daughter 'bore a son, and named him Moab; he 

is the ancestor of the Moabites to this day. The younger also bore a son and named 

him Ben-ammi; he is the ancestor of the Ammonites to this day' (19:37-38; NRSV). 

They will be two foreign peoples who will live alongside the chosen people, the 

descendants of Abraham through Isaac. 

Gunkel's noting of the neutral tone of this passage, leading to his attribution of 

it to a Moabite source, hits an important canonical note. The delicate balance which 

results between the dual elements of foreignness (incestuously conceived) and familial 

connection (through Lot, however, distantly removed now) will now be enshrined in 

the history of Israel as the end result of Lot's move away from Canaan through Sodom 

to, finally, Moab and Ammon. On occasions, foreignness will predominate, with 

rivalry and war between Israel and Moab and Ammon (e.g., Deut. 23:3; Isa. 16:6; Jer. 

48:26~ Ezek. 25:3, 6; Zeph. 2:8-10). But on others the nations comprised of the 
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descendants of Lot will once again be close to Israel and its God. In Deut. 2:9,19, 

Israel is told the following: 

Do not harass Moab or engage them in battle, for I will not give you any 
of its land as a possession, since I have given Ar as a possession to the 
descendants of Lot' (2:9)... 'When you approach the frontier of the 
Ammonites, do not harass them or engage them in battle, for I will not 
give the land of the Ammonites to you as a possession, because I have 
given it to the descendants of Lot' (2: 19; both NRSV). 

As nations, both Moab and Ammon will partake of the promise that all of the nations 

will be blessed in Abraham (cf Gen. 12:1-3). But alongside this universal level of 

blessing stands a further irony which will once again tie the descendants of Lot back 

into the life of Israel. For Ruth, daughter of Naomi, is a Moabitess, a descendent of an 

incestuous union between Lot and one of his daughters in a cave overlooking the 

destroyed valley. And she is linked, through her own son abed and his son Jesse, to 

the one who would one day reign as king over Israel, David (Ruth 4: 21-22). And 

ultimately, through the Davidic line to the messianic figure of whom Isaiah writes: 

For a child has been born for us, a son given to us; authority rests upon 
his shoulders; and he is named Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 
Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. His authority shall grow continually, 
and there shall be endless peace for the throne of David and his kingdom. 
He will establish and uphold it with justice and with righteousness from 
this time onward and forevermore (9:6-7; NRSV). 

A shoot shall come out from the stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow 
out of his roots. The spirit of the LORD shall rest on him, the spirit of 
wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of 
knowledge and the fear of the LORD. His delight shall be in the fear of 
the LORD. He shall not judge by what his eyes see, or decide by what his 
ears hear; but with righteousness he shall judge the poor, and decide with 
equity for the meek of the earth; he shall strike the earth with the rod of 
his mouth, and with the breath of his lips he shall kill the wicked. 
Righteousness shall be the belt around his waist, and faithfulness the belt 
around his loins (11:1-5, NRSV-my italics). 
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VIII. The Way Forward: Old Testament Texts in the Light of the Suggested Canonical 

Exegesis of Genesis 18-19 

A. Where to from here? 

Towards the end of his Theology of the Old Testament, W. Brueggemann 

concludes that 'Israel characteristically presents itself, in "theodic" texts, as the great 

advocate and champion of justice, on which YHWH has reneged' (1997:739), no 

doubt following on from his earlier characterisation of Abraham as YHWH's teacher 

(1982: 168). But in the light of the conclusions reached in the preceding exegesis, it 

seems that Brueggemann is only half right. Yes, Israel does confront its deity about 

justice in the world, but what Brueggemann has missed are the elements of education 

and the polyvalence of justice as they are involved in YHWH's relationship with 

Abraham and Israel~ it is certainly not the case that justice is simple and YHWH simply 

reneges on carrying it out. Rather justice is complex and YHWH is totally 

consistent-at least in Genesis 18-19-in carrying out whichever model of justice 

happens to be in view. Israel's task is to wrestle with what justice can mean in such a 

situation. 

Our consistent failure to recognise the diverse expressions of justice in the 

biblical texts usually leads to our reading whichever model suits us best into the text. 

As Kaminsky notes, much of modern scholarship on this topic is 'tainted' with the 

Enlightenment's assumption that individualism is best (1995: 16-29, 179-89~ 1997), 

leading either to the open rejection of corporate notions or their re-interpretation in 

terms of individualism. By recognising both corporate and individual notions as 

available here and refraining from prior judgement, however, this tainted choice has 

hopefully been avoided, and the way opened for an exploration of the models of 

judgement used in the wider biblical material and a critical investigation of their inter­

relationships: Do they simply sit side-by-side? Are they mutually critical? Or is there 

an answer beyond the mere fact of difference? 
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There is no doubt that knowledge and practice of justice is of fundamental 

importance to Israel: after all, is that not what YHWH's decision to inform Abraham 

about the outcry is all about? In subsequent texts, it becomes clear that while YHWH 

will continue to act as judge in some situations over Israel (e.g., Exodus 32-34; 

Numbers 14) and the nations (e.g., Amos 1:3-2:3), the deity has in part delegated the 

application of divine justice to the judges of Israel. As Moses reminds Israel: 

I charged your judges [at Horeb]: "Give the members of your community 
a fair hearing, and judge rightly between one person and another, whether 
citizen or resident alien. You must not be partial in judging: hear out the 
small and the great alike; you shall not be intimidated by anyone, for the 
judgement is God's" (Deut. 1: 16-17-my italics ).169 

When Israel becomes a monarchy, it is the king who now has this responsibilitY,170 and 

the results of success or failure in carrying it out are summarised here in the words of 

YHWH to Jeremiah: 

Go down to the house of the king of Judah, and speak there this word, 
and say: Hear the word of the LORD, 0 King of Judah sitting on the 
throne of David-you, and your servants, and your people who enter 
these gates. Thus says the LORD: Act with justice and righteousness, and 
deliver from the hand of the oppressor anyone who has been robbed. And 
do no wrong or violence to the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed 
innocent blood in this place. For if you will indeed obey this word, then 
through the gates of this house shall enter kings who sit on the throne of 
David, riding in chariots and on horses, they, and their servants, and their 

169 Samuel sums up his career as judge as follows: 

"I have led you from my youth until this day. Here I am; testify against me before the 
LORD and before his anointed [Saul]. Whose ox have I taken? Or whose donkey have 
I taken? Or whom have I defrauded? Whom have I oppressed? Or from whose hand 
have I taken a bribe to blind my eyes with it? Testify against me and I "ill restore it to 
you" (I Sam. 12:1-3; NRSV). 

The people of Israel agree with Samuel's summary and reply: "You have not defrauded us or 
oppressed us or taken an~1hing from the hand of anyone" (I Sam. 12:~: NRSV). 

170 2 Sam. 8:15 records that 'David reigned over all Israel: and ... administered justice 
(~~r~i~)and equity (;"lP''J~) to all his people'. On meeting King Solomon. Sheba says: "Blessed be the 

LORD your God. who has delighted in you and set you on the throne of Israel! Because the LORD 
100'cd Israel forever. he has made you king to execute justice (~~~i~) and righteousncss (;"lP''J~~)'' (1 

Kgs 10:9; NRSV). 
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people. But if ~ou will not heed these words, I swear by myself, says the 
LORD, that this house shall become a desolation (Jer. 22: 1-5; NRSV). 

Israel must walk on the way of YHWH in order to be blessed itself and in order that 

the blessing which is to come upon the nations through Abraham may happen (cf e.g., 

Muilenberg, 1961; Whitelam, 1979). If its appointed judge or judges cannot keep 

Israel on the way, then either YHWH or the prophets will call them back to doing 

righteousness and justice (e.g., Nathan to David, 2 Sam. 12:1-12; Elijah to Ahab, 1 

Kgs 21:17-19; etc.). 

Justice is essential for two reasons apart from the concrete consequences for 

Israel and the nations: first, it is the very nature of YHWH: 'For the LORD your 

[Israel's] God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, 

who is not partial and takes no bribe, who executes justice for the orphan and the 

widow, and who loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing' (10: 16-18; cf 

also e.g., Ps. 89: 14: 'Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your [YHWH's] 

throne'). This assertion is continually made until the point, when uttered by Elihu to 

Job, it even brings divine condemnation on its speaker: 

Therefore, hear me, you who have sense, far be it from God that he 
should do wickedness, and from the Almighty that he should do wrong. 
For according to their deeds he will repay them, and according to their 
ways he will make it befall them. Of a truth, God will not do wickedly, 
and the Almighty will not pervert justice (34:10-12; NRSV; cf 42:7). 

Second is the relationship between justice and creation: 'At the set time that I appoint I 

will judge with equity. When the earth totters, with all its inhabitants, it is I [the divine 

judge] who keep its pillars steady' (ps. 75:2-3; NRSV). This move to chaos through 

the practising of injustice is also reflected in the wisdom view of the role of the king: 

'By justice a king gives stability to the land' (prov. 29:4a).171 

111 Cf. also 'It is an abomination to kings to do evi1, for the throne is establisbed by 
ripteousness. (Prov. 16: 12; NRSV). 
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Yet the actual application of this justice can no longer be set against a defining 

moment in Gen. 18 :25 and the Sodom narrative. There YHWH carries out-

consistently-a very specific kind of justice, but does not decry the other possible 

options or insist that the model of justice applied there is universal. It is left to 

Abraham and Israel to work out what has happened. In taking this thesis forward, an 

investigation of the subsequent history of Israel and the way in which YHWH judges 

must be carried out. Cases of judging by the deity in each of the four models­

patriarchal corporate, patriarchal individual, egalitarian corporate, egalitarian 

individual-must be investigated and any elements of support or criticism offered by 

YHWH for examples of human justice must be noted. Important here are each of the 

four following passages; the first two reflect corporate ideas and the second two 

individualistic (all NRSV): 

You shall not bow down to [idols] or worship them; for I the LORD your 
God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to 
the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing 
steadfast love to the thousandth generation of those who love me and 
keep my commandments (Exod. 20:5-6). 

Run to and fro through the streets of Jerusalem, look around and take 
note! Search its squares and see if you can find one person who acts 
justly and seeks truth-so that I may pardon Jerusalem (Jer. 5: 1). 

The word of the LORD came to me [Ezekiel]: Mortal, when a land sins 
against me by acting faithlessly, and I stretch out my hand against it, and 
break its staff of bread and send famine upon it, and cut off from it human 
beings and animals, even if Noah, Daniel, and Job, these three, were in it, 
they would save only their own lives by their righteousness, says the Lord 
GOD (Ezek. 14:12-14). 

The word of the LORD came to me: What do you mean by repeating this 
proverb concerning the land of Israel, "The parents have eaten sour 
grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge"? As I live, says the Lord 
GOD, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel .... [I]t is only 
the person who sins that shall die (Ezek. 18: 1-4). 
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How, for example, do the ideology of the covenant and the ideology of the remnant 

support or subvert each of the multiple strands within the Old Testament's complex of 

judicial models? 

Equally, the contextuality of lament texts such as Psalm 13 must be re­

assessed. Brueggemann may see 'How long, YHWH' as a pushing of the deity to act, 

but I suggest that one answer by the deity to such a question could well be to say, 

'well, that is the result of what Abraham (or whoever) wanted, to spare the wicked­

who go on being wicked-with the righteous. Don't complain to me when I give you 

the kind of justice you asked for!' When Israel cries out for justice, what exactly does 

it want? Obviously, the detailed study of the use of different models of justice within 

the Old Testament is a considerable task far beyond the scope of this thesis, but here I 

want to briefly pursue two questions as pointers to some of the answers which may 

arise: What is to be made of Job's complaint that YHWH kills the righteous with the 

wicked in the light of my reading of Genesis 18-19? And does the Old Testament rest 

with simply incompatible, though implicitly mutually critical, notions of YHWH's 

justice? 

B. Job and the Interplay Between Models of Justice 

On pages 213 -14 a number of different 'just' judgements were noted: 

(Context A) 

(Context B) 

(Context C) 

(Context D) 

(Context E) 

(Context F) 

the innocent become as the guilty and all are punished 

the guilty become as the innocent and all are reprieved 

the righteous are vindicated, the wicked are punished 

a group of innocent people is vindicated 

a group of guilty people is punished 

an innocent/guilty individual is vindicated/punished 

These different contexts can be sub-divided into two distinct groups: A-C and D-F. 

What makes them distinct is the fact that contexts D-F are treated identically by both 

corporate and individualistic models of judgement. If everyone in a set group is either 



guilty or innocent or if an individual has been found guilty or innocent of a particular 

crime, then both modes of judgement cohere in their punishment of the guilty and 

vindication of the innocent. It is only when a group becomes mixed-or when 

numerous events within the life-span of one individual are being considered-that 

these models of judgement become separated and contradictory. In such an instance, 

the individual model relies on strict differentiation for it to be properly carried out 

correctly-it can therefore be unjust-but in contrast, the corporate model is always 

'just', the proportion of just to unjust in any given group being completely irrelevant to 

its actual judgements. With this in mind, let us briefly consider Job. In 

Job's problem is that he believes that he is being punished when he is righteous, 

a fact testified to even by the deity (1 :8~ readers are, of course, aware that the situation 

does not involve divine judgement-Satan has rather been given permission to 'test' 

Job-but it is highly significantly that Job is thinking in terms of a judgement). His 

friends claim that this cannot be so and that he must have sinned (though Eliphaz 

almost immediately implies another possibility when he notes that the sons of the fool 

are 'far from safety', 5:4; perhaps Job's father sinned). Job, in response to the friends, 

challenges YHWH to let him present his case, and asserts that YHWH 'destroys both 

the righteous and the wicked' (9:22). When YHWH finally appears out of the 

whirlwind (38-41), Job admits that he spoke of that which he did not understand (42:1-

6), yet Job's previous words are then characterised by YHWH as correct (42:7). 

Three points-at least-must be accounted for: Job is righteous throughout~ Job has 

spoken rightly ofYHWH in that the deity 'destroys both the righteous and the wicked' 

(9:22; cf 42:7); nevertheless, Job admits that he has spoken of what he does not fully 

understand and repents (42: 1-6). 

One option worth exploring further is the effect of the interplay between 

different models of judgement within Job, particularly perhaps because he is a patriarch 

In Obviously. givcn the historical effect and complexity of this text. not to mention the vast 
amount of secondary literature (for which see Clines. 1989). what follows is thus a vcry tcntative foray 
which I ncyertheless am unable to rcsist engaging in here. 
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like Abraham. I have already pointed out that YHWH can punish the righteous and it 

be called 'just' in a scenario involving a corporate judgement: Why then does Job 

defend himself and charge YHWH when his own punishment does not necessari ~l' 

mean that he himself is guilty? The answer suggested here is that Job is operating 

with a particular view of judgement; namely, one in which YHWH cannot punish the 

righteous because that would be unjust. If this is correct, then it is possible to attribute 

one of two world-views to Job: The first is that Job is simply thinking of a 

individualistic justice in which his own punishment despite his innocence can only 

indicate that YHWH is unjust. But remembering the overlap between individualistic 

and corporate models in contexts D-F above with regard to injustice, a second 

possibility arises; Job is thinking of himself in terms of a corporate judgement, but sees 

himself as the totality of the entity being judged, as 'one'. Further research may make 

one of these options more likely that the other (perhaps 9:22 itself counts against the 

latter), but, regardless, it should be noted that if Job is correct in his diagnosis of his 

situation as being one involving the corporate judgement of an individual, then both 

judgements would agree, and, in Job's eyes, YHWH would be rendered unjust by his 

suffering. 

But the discussion of overlapping models of justice in this thesis also raises the 

possibility that YHWH is dealing with Job just as he has dealt with Abraham. When 

YHWH appears out of the whirlwind, Job admits that he has spoken of things he does 

not fully comprehend as Abraham and Israel do not fully comprehend what has 

happened in Genesis 18-19; justice is not so straight-forward as Job and Abraham 

think. As far as it goes, Job has spoken truthfully of a YHWH who is capable of 

killing the righteous with the wicked in corporate judgements. Job's 'error' is either to 

have assumed (incorrectly) that such killing must be understood within an 

individualistic model of judgement or to have assumed that he is being judged 

corporately as a single person, that he stands alone in his context. It is not, however, 

necessary to go on to show that Job is being judged because of someone else's sin (the 

reader knows he is actually being tested)~ the point here is simply that such a 'just' 
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judgement is possible and that for Job to charge YHWH with unjust behaviour without 

taking consideration of this alternative is to have spoken of things of which he is not 

fully aware. But once again, YHWH does not point out the actual error of Job's 

ways, although unlike Abraham the latter at least knows that he has a problem, a very 

useful step beyond Abraham's position. But like Israel-and the rest of us-he will 

still have to work out for himself what exactly it means for the 'judge of all the earth' 

to do justice! 

C. Towards a Resolution? 

In the light of the importance of divine justice for Old Testament theology, the 

possibility that the biblical texts simply present four (or more) incompatible models of 

justice is perhaps troubling. What is being demonstrated by such a presentation? One 

possibility is simply that judgement is always contextual, that there is no one right 

model for all times and all places. A future study of the use of these models and their 

relationship with each other would be of great help is defining the contours of this 

aspect of divine justice. But a second possibility arises from two related aspects of 

justice in the Old Testament: messianism and resurrection. 

Messianism (in the sense of a utopian present or future) is a much discussed 

topic in Old Testament study, and here I simply want to suggest that texts like the 

following clearly imply that simply having four models of justice co-existing side-by­

side is not the end of the matter: 

His delight shall be in the fear of the LORD. He shall not judge by what 
his eyes see, or decide by what his ears hear~ but with righteousness he 
shall judge the poor, and decide with equity for the meek of the earth~ he 
shall strike the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of his 
lips he shall kill the wicked. Righteousness shall be the belt around his 
waist, and faithfulness the belt around his loins (Isa. 11 :3-5). 

When the oppressor is no more, and destruction has ceased, and 
marauders have vanished from the land, then a throne shall be established 
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in steadfast love in the tent of David, and on it shall sit in faithfulness a 
ruler who seeks justice (~~~~ ~:f') and is swift to do what is right ('0~ 
P'J~; Isa. 16: 1-5). . 

Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul 
delights; I have put my spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the 
nations. He will not cry or lift up his voice, or make it heard in the street; 
a bruised reed he will not break, and a dimly burning wick he will not 
quench; he will faithfully bring forth justice. He will not grow faint or be 
crushed until he has established justice in the earth; and the coastlands 
wait for his teaching (lsa. 42: 1-4). 

But if divine justice is to be defined as anything other than the collection of 

models used by YHWH, then the question arises as to what will be done about the 

judgements already practised by YHWH which are now to be defined as unjust. If, for 

example, an egalitarian individualism is the messianic mode of judgement as we, in our 

individual-oriented way, usually seem to assume, then what about the destruction of 

the women and babies of Sodom? Are they simply to be written off as the price paid 

for Israel learning-eventually-what justice really is? A pointer-and that is all it 

really is-to this not being the case is found in the reference to resurrection in the book 

of Daniel: 

At that time Michael, the great prince, the protector of your people, shall 
arise. There shall be a time of anguish, such as has never occurred since 
nations first came into existence. But at that time your people shall be 
delivered, everyone who is found written in the book. Many of those who 
sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and 
some to shame and everlasting contempt. Those who are wise shall shine 
like the brightness of the sky, and those who lead many to righteousness, 
like the stars forever and ever (Dan. 12:1-3; NRSV-my italics). 

It is surely significant that users of these texts as scripture have tended to add 

texts to them: for Christians, the New Testament, for Jews, the rabbinic texts. In both 

sets of texts, however, resurrection plays an important role and, in a Christian biblical 

theology of justice at least, this notion must inevitably be incorporated into the four­

model scenario developed in this thesis. In his small book on Jewish theological 
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responses to the holocaust, D. Cohn-Sherbok has noted that, for various reasons 

bound up with the philosophy of modernity, 

Jewish holocaust theologians have refrained from appealing to the 
traditional belief in other-worldly reward and punishment in formulating 
their responses to the horrors of the death camps. Yet without this belief, 
it is simply impossible to make sense of the world as the creation of an 
all-good and all-powerful God. Without eventual vindication of the 
righteous in paradise, there is no way to sustain the belief in a 
providential God who watches over his chosen people .... If death means 
extinction, there is no way to make sense of the claim that He loves and 
cherishes all those who died in the concentration camps, for suffering and 
death would ultimately triumph over each of those who perished. But if 
there is eternal life in the world to come, then there is hope that the 
righteous will share in a divine life. Moreover, the divine attribute of 
justice demands that the righteous of Israel who met their deaths as 
innocent victims of the Nazis will reap an everlasting reward (1989: 128-
29). 

Although Cohn-Sherbok's argument rests firmly upon an egalitarian 

individualistic model of judgement-which future study of the scriptures in the light of 

this thesis might not confirm as being the messianic model of justice-it nevertheless 

points out some of the problems involved in the theodicy question and the role of 

corporate and individualistic models of justice. YHWH can only fence with Israel for 

so long about the question of 'justice' because one day, the messianic ideal assures us, 

it will have to be enacted for real~ for YHWH to remain just at that point all of those 

who have suffered in educative examples of judgements now designated as 'unjust'­

perhaps including such as that of Sodom-must be recompensed by the deity in order 

for YHWH, the Judge of all the Earth, to finally do justice. 
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Conclusion 

A Critical Appraisal of the Canonical Approach 

I. Insights gained into the Canonical Approach Through Praxis 

A. Setting the Scene 

My principal aim has been to critique the praxis of the canonical approach of 

Brevard S. Childs. But in the execution of that project, its conception has changed 

considerably over the time period involved. Initially, my intention was to offer a 

biblical theology of the 'God as Judge' in both Old and New Testaments as it would 

appear in Childs's approach. I was to take established interpretations of the Sodom 

narrative of Genesis 18-19 and the passion narrative in John's Gospel (18:28-19:30), 

and my 'original' contribution was to be a critical consideration of the relationship 

between the two Testaments as delineated by a study of that particular aspect of the 

deity (a project that has had to be deferred). As I researched the Sodom narrative 

more thoroughly, however, I discovered that there was no established interpretation 

which did justice to the peculiarities of the canonical approach; each could be faulted 

for failing to take account of one or more of Childs's demands. This led to a shift of 

concentration away from a 'biblical theology' towards the more textual aspects of the 

canonical approach as they appeared within a reading of the Sodom narrative itself. In 

what follows, I hope to draw some critical conclusions about this approach to reading 

the biblical text of the canonical approach based upon my experience of reading 

Genesis 18-19 as recorded in chapters 5 and 6. 
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B. Historical Information and the Presupposed Knowledge of the Canonical 

Reader 

Perhaps the most fundamental problem which has arisen during my exegetical 

work on the Sodom narrative relates to the difficulty of deciding when to incorporate 

historical background knowledge and when to discard it. Does the narrative of 

Abraham's dialogue with YHWH in Gen. 18:23-33, for example, require either an 

exclusively corporate (von Rad) or individualistic (Ben Zvi) model of judgement as an 

essential background or may the availability of both be assumed (my own position)? 

Of a different but related order is the question of whether or not the first section of 

YHWH's soliloquy requires as background the knowledge that the deity has decided to 

destroy Sodom (as Westermann states). Each of these questions requires a decision 

about how history and historical knowledge will be used to illuminate the text. But 

what guidance does the canonical approach provide the exegete in making these 

decisions? 

In Childs's own statements concerning the role of historical criticism, it is clear 

that historical background knowledge is expected to contribute a great deal to how his 

approach views the biblical text. This is perhaps not surprising given his start in 

biblical studies in the forties and fifties~ Childs is very aware of his own historical 

critical training and the vast amounts of knowledge generated by its methodologies. I 

have already discussed the difficulties of Childs's wish to use diachronic studies to 

illuminate the final form preliminary to my exegesis of the Sodom narrative and 

rejected such an insistence on knowledge of the diachronic growth of the text as 

necessary for a canonical approach (see pages 88-92). Nevertheless, my experience of 

reading the Sodom narrative makes it clear that there is no easy line of demarcation 

between the illumination provided by the diachronic and that provided by such simple 

background knowledge as prevailing juridical models. If one accepts Provan' s 

description of Childs's use of the diachronic as involving the skewing the canonical 

form (rather than as a 'canonical approach' in a Carr mode), then it must also be 
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acknowledged that the addition of any other kind of historical information inevitably 

results in a similar skewing. 

The essential problem arises from Childs's view of the canonical process itself. 

Childs's has argued that the final form of the text was formed by self-effacing tradents 

who so worked on the texts as to loosen them from their historical moorings (since 

Childs regards certain texts as only achieving a canonical setting with the finalising 

decision, this process was completed only by 'canonisation proper'). This process also 

involved the necessary loss, even deliberate suppression, of presupposed reader 

knowledge as texts were combined and their semantic content altered; in effect, the 

readers in view changed as the texts themselves were changed. What has become 

obvious in this thesis, therefore, is that a problem is created by Childs's view of the 

canonical process with regard to the standpoint of the 'correct' audience of the 

canonical text and therefore with the addition of any pieces of historical background 

knowledge presupposed by the final form of the text. Who exactly are the users of the 

final form supposed to be? Are they the original Israelites or readers who require the 

knowledge of such readers? Are they the first-century canonisers or again readers 

who require the knowledge of such readers? Or are they modem Christian or Jewish 

readers? Just what sort of background knowledge does the canonical text require of 

its reader in order for them to read it as it stands? Or, to put it another way, when is a 

text skewed and when is it illuminated! 

When Westermann posits that YHWH in Gen. 18: 17-19 has already decided to 

destroy the city solely on the grounds that post-exilic readers would have read the text 

that way, is that a mandatory assumption for later readers, especially one like myself 

who is more concerned with the Sodom narrative as narrative? In Childs's own 

reflection on the addition of historical knowledge to the Elijah narrative (1980), he 

asks what exegetes should do with our vastly improved historical critical knowledge 

about Canaanite sacrificial practice when interpreting the narrative of Elijah's battle 

with the priests of Baal on Carmel. (1 Kings 18 has no details about the Baal altar but 

describes in great detail the altar constructed by Elijah with its twelve stones and so 

300 



on.) Childs concludes that this historical material may only be added when it does not 

obscure the story being told. 

But the addition of that type of information is much more subtle than Childs 

allows. Westermann's view of the text as post-exilic (which in the terms of Childs's 

canonical approach may perhaps also be transposed to the text as passing through a 

post-exilic phase) does not involve the addition of the large chunk of information 

about Canaanite sacrificial practice which Childs rejects for the Elijah narrative, but 

rather entails a subtle twist in the presuppositions of the reader and therefore in the 

shape of the narrative as it appears in chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis (though of course 

Westermann could also claim that it is I who have twisted his story). Similarly, a 

resolution of my posited incoherence of Abraham's speech is available to any exegete 

who is able to insist on other historical grounds that this text needs to be read against 

either exclusively individualistic or corporate thought. 

Childs's view of the canonical process does not, it seems to me, provide a set 

of guidelines by which these decisions can be made (cf also Sibley Towner's 

comments on Daniell, 1988:293-95). When Childs argues that 1 Corinthians should 

be read without reference to the actual identities of Paul's opponents as recreated by 

modern socio-historical investigation because the canonical text does not record that 

information, and shifts the semantic centre of the letter from (the historical critic's 

presumed) 1 Cor. 14 to 1 Cor. 15 (1984a:274-76), he merely completes the circle here. 

On what basis does Childs decide that such information is unnecessary for 1 

Corinthians but IS necessary in the case of the Canaanite material in the Elijah 

narratives? When should historical information be either incorporated as illumination 

and when should it be rejected as 'swamping' the text? Equally, if the semantic 

meaning of most, if not all, of these texts has been altered by their placement within the 

final text as Childs has claimed, the exegete must also reckon with the effects of 

canonical harmonisation (whether deliberate or accidental) upon these texts and ask, 

should the original meaning of the text even be allowed to survive? Even if 

Westermann, or von Rad, or Ben Zvi were to be correct about the original meaning of 
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the Sodom narrative, would they necessarily be correct in imposing that meaning upon 

the words as they now appear in the final form? Or should their particular 

interpretations be consigned to the scrap heap of ex-meanings discarded by the 

canonical process? (I can't help thinking that Childs's own argument that Sanders's 

recreation of the canonical process ignores the wishes of the tradents is encountered 

afresh when his insistence on our taking account of a text's original meaning effectively 

countermands its new canonical meaning.) The point of such criticism is not, however, 

to suggest that exegetes must somehow attempt to read these texts without eyes alert 

to historical information; they, of course, have very little choice in the matter. Rather, 

it is the lack of a rigorous procedure within the canonical approach constraining their 

decisions which is significant here. 

It seems likely that there are no rules which can definitively be used to decide 

which information is in or out; Moberly's assertion that there is no one way to apply 

historical criticism to a canonical approach is undoubtedly correct (1983 :23). Two 

extremes are definitely to be avoided: that of asserting that no historical critical 

information that is not in the text may be added and that of de-canonising the text and 

reading it against a detailed historical critical construct. In practice of course neither is 

really possible-information is always added, but never enough to read the text as it 

really was read and understood. In between these two points lies a spectrum of 

readings in which historical critical information is incorporated and semantic shifts in 

texts because of the effects of canonisation are recognised, both to a greater or lesser 

degree. The line between illuminating or distorting the final form is not ultimately a 

question of rule following and a hard text but rather one of the effect of that exegesis 

upon those who encounter it. If it is convincing and satisfying-and this does not have 

to mean inoffensive or culturally conforming-it is likely to be accepted as a correct 

application of historical criticism to the canonical text. If it is judged distracting and 

irrelevant by the community of the texts, it will be rejected. Only its acceptance over 

time will clarify such questions. 
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C. A 'Thick Text' or a Number of 'Thin Texts' 

Deciding to what depth the text should be investigated, what kind of extra­

textual material invoked, and whether a particular piece of historical information 

should be incorporated or discarded is all part of the task of the canonical exegete, but 

these choices are highly unlikely to be made identically across cultural and temporal 

boundaries. Because these decisions do not necessarily lead to a mutually reinforcing 

plurality but rather have in this case led to a number of contradictory readings (contrast 

my reading with those of Ben Zvi and von Rad), the canonical approach is left not with 

a 'thick text' in which partial illumination of a singularity takes place, but rather with a 

series of 'thin texts' which then function as Scripture within contextually differentiated 

Christian or Jewish communities, albeit with the-at least potentially-humbling 

proviso that they are not the 'whole story'. To be sure, Childs does acknowledge that 

community readings change over time (i.e. as their temporal context changes), but he 

does not appear to consider what may occur to two communities sat side-by-side 

temporally but a vast distance apart culturally and socially. This view of the canonical 

text as a thin text which may be radically altered by illumination, whatever its source, 

rather than as the single coherent thick text which Childs presumes to exist, has the 

effect of highlighting the context of the exegete and his or her sources of inspiration in 

the production of canonical meaning. It may also result in a number of different 

'Gods' rather than aspects of one 'God'. 173 

173 A possible example of this may be drawn from the recent work of Staley. In his early 
work, Staley had presented an Iserian reader response to the Gospel of John, constructing its ideal 
reader and outlining that reader's interpretation of the text (1988). But he was bothered by the 
apparently passionless nature of John's passion narrative, with its remarkably serene crucifixion 
scene. No doubt this point was highly influential in the use of the Gospel by early Docetic Christians, 
John's Jesus appearing almost divine in his self-control. (Of course, John's Gospel does not require a 
Docetic interpretation.) But at some point Staley became aware that one feature of first centur) 
crucifixions was the sight of dogs around the crosses, lapping up the blood of the victims. With the 
addition of this gruesome historical information to the exegetical pot. Staley's view of the passion 
narrative as serene and 'docetic' was changed. But in Fishian terms, the additional information 
changed the shape of the text itself and, perhaps, the very image of the divine it contains. 
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In the reconstruction of Childs's approach in Chapter 2, I noted that historical 

criticism was expected to keep control over the effects of social location on the 

exegete (see page 131). By involving Old and New Testament specialists in his 

project, anachronism was to be removed from the readings which arise from the 

canonical approach. But now, the likelihood that historical knowledge will form such 

a strict control on exegetes and their canonical text( s) seems considerably less certain. 

With no clear guidelines as to when to include historical knowledge and when to 

regard it as properly discarded, a grey area is left in which exegetes make their own 

decisions about the relevance of historical data. 

My own preference has been to consider the canonical approach as a largely 

modern project with a passing nod to the periods of the canonical process and of the 

first century CEo It is partially this which allows me to regard both corporate and 

individualistic models as available to Abraham, regardless of their availability to the 

ancient Israelites. (Careful readers will have noticed, however, that I also invoked 

Kaminsky's historical arguments at that point. But did I need to?) I also used models 

derived from canonically later texts to inform earlier readings (e.g., Matthews's 

'protocol of hospitality' , gleaned from Judges 4). Was that legitimate? And I assumed 

that canonical readers should be aware of both Hebrew as a language and of many 

aspects of Yahwism, balancing, for example, their awareness of the covenant 

connotations of 'righteousness' over against the fleeting occurrence of the word in 

YHWH's soliloquy (18: 19). In such an early text, many words appear for the first 

time in the Bible and are canonically programmatic, yet they can only be understood in 

the light of later knowledge of Hebrew. 

Alongside these choices must also be placed the role of other sources in 

illuminating my Sodom narrative. First and foremost is my use of Gunkel's diachronic 

study as an exegetical partner. On a number of occasions, I simply dismissed Gunkel's 

conclusions (e.g., on Gen. 18: 17-19). Other times, the tensions identified by Gunkel 

were obvious and required no illumination from the diachronic to see (e.g., the 

problem of the one and the three). But on a few occasions, his work proved \"ery 
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influential in my choices. A good example is my decision to back a rather minority 

position in asserting that Abraham recognised YHWH from the very start (MT. 

Sailhammer, Keil-Delitzsch). Gunkel's assertion that YHWH is not recognised at all 

in Gen. 18: 1-15, but is obviously known in the following text led me to adopt the view 

that Abraham does not recognise YHWH during the narrative precisely because he has 

already recognised the deity at its very beginning. Provan's claim that diachronic 

studies may prove useful seems to be borne out here, but with the caveat that this may 

well prove to be the exception and not the rule. 

But easily the most significant source of 'illumination' for my reading and proof 

that Childs's emphasis on this concept is not misplaced has been the history of exegesis 

on the Sodom narrative. I cannot imagine having developed a reading in which 

Abraham proves incoherent if the two alternatives exemplified by von Rad (corporate) 

and Ben Zvi (individualistic) had not been available to me (although as I shall argue 

shortly, it would not have been impossible).174 Equally, it is very noticeable that 

Abraham's position as the father of three great religions has led to a certain-rather 

problematic-sanctifying of the patriarch over the centuries. Recent studies (including 

especially those by people not religiously committed to these texts) have, however, 

been less concerned to defend him at all costs, another move which has facilitated the 

reading presented here (though I do not actually consider my reading disparaging to 

the patriarch at all; in contrast to the systematic theologian he is usually portrayed as, 

my reading at least recognises his essential humanity in the face of potential 

catastrophe) . 

174 Certainly not every text will have these kinds of alternatives available, but in other 
research carried out on the character of Gamaliel in Acts 5, I also discovered two contradictory 
exegetical traditions in which he was seen alternatively as either a fool and a Jew or as a closet spy 
and Christian (for further discussion. see Lyons, 1997). 

It is tempting to see the current practice of deconstruction in biblical studies as opening the 
way for more confrontations of these alternatives. but in practice one or other is usually much more 
convincing-that is. relevant-to the contextualised reader. Even in my own reading of Genesis 18-

19 here. it has to be admitted both that some will still continue to prefer either the exegesis of von Rad 
or Ben Zvi and that it may well be a rarity that a canonical exegete will choose not to accept one of the 
alternatives and develop a new reading. 
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But the marked effect of this changing attitude to Abraham on the exegesis 

raises the question of the reader's cultural location and, here, his (my!) autobiography. 

Although Calvin was asked the question, what about the children of Sodom, his 

response that they were all 'execrable' is one I cannot imagine giving. Perhaps the 

most obvious source of illumination provided by my Self is the way in which the 

'problem' (for me at least) of the women and children of Sodom is developed. Even 

having been around feminism for the last ten years or so, I still do not know exactly 

what 'it' is, yet it seems clear that feminist concerns inform this present work and are 

being worked out in the exegesis as implications of the gender of the language in use. 

My 'feminist' problem-originating in an inability to deal with the role of Lot's 

daughters in Sodom-has certainly exerted a strong pressure to follow the implications 

of the models of justice problem to its conclusion, pushing it from an original two 

options-corporate and individualistic-to four options-adding patriarchal and 

egalitarian variants. The fact that this was a relatively late move in the writing of this 

thesis probably indicates the ease with which I might simply have covered over the 

problem in other circumstances. 

In all these things, it is a question of balancing the sources of illumination, and I 

cannot claim to have got the right answer because other exegetes will weigh the 

evidence differently; at the very least they will now have to deal with my conclusions in 

a way in which I did not, and who knows what that will produce in the long run. The 

real question about the acceptability of this particular interpretation is therefore one of 

its momentary rhetorical persuasiveness as to the moves I have made and its general 

attractiveness to a believing community, rather than its correct application of a 

rigorous methodology. 

D. The Canonical Text as Narrative 

To any reader familiar with the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament narratives the 

following comments may seem obvious, but they nevertheless demonstrate an essential 
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feature of the canonical approach-the nature of narrative itself On a number of 

occasions, I gained the distinct impression that my 'text' was on the verge of collapse, 

that it would not bear any significant interpretative weight. When Lot finds his sons­

in-law, the exegete can hardly help asking whether or not they are blind in view of 

Gen. 19: 11. Equally, the very existence of additional C'~~ in Sodom is left ambiguous 

by Lot's depiction as an alien and the use of the term 'men of Sodom' in 19:4, and 

there is a temptation to pursue this question into the murky depths. 

Two thoughts occurred to me on encountering this aspect of the Sodom 

narrative. First, that these questions do not seem very central, and therefore imply that 

a level exists within the text below which it would be unnecessary or unwise to go in 

deriving significant exegetical information. But assuming that this will always be the 

case is problematic; a canonical exegete investigating theophanies, for example, may 

come to define the very sketchy detail of the relationship between YHWH and the 

angelic figures as highly significant. But second, the fact that this feeling occurred 

more often in my exegesis of Genesis 19 created in me the suspicion that I was placing 

a greater weight upon texts which are not more secure in any textual sense, but which 

are simply more important to me. Why not dismiss the problems with the narrative of 

Abraham's intervention as simply as I have done with the narrative of Lot and his sons­

in-law? Why spend 27 pages explicating a now highly complex Gen. 18:23-25 and 4 

pages on Gen. 19: 12-14? (I suspect that I cannot easily invoke Gunkel's view that 

some narratives are just better than others, though I feel like doing exactly that). 

Nevertheless, it seems likely that each-even perhaps every-narrative is capable of 

being mined for all manner of (strange) detail if aspects of it are pursued to their 

logical conclusion (for example, see Gossai's claim that Lot stayed with his sons-in-law 

in the street all night, thereby demonstrating his indifference to the angelic warning of 

forthcoming destruction). It is the individual exegete who will decide which details are 

significant and to be pursued, but the problem of gaining acceptance of a given reading 

may become more significant, the more 'tenuous' the exegesis becomes. 



A further example of the uncertainties surrounding the canonical narrative is 

derived from my experience of being forced on two occasions to make an 

interpretative decision based upon what may be described as a restriction of the space 

around the text. In rejecting both the Jewish traditions surrounding the appearance of 

the three menIYHWH recorded by Ginzberg (see pages 169-70) and the interpretation 

of Gen. 19:4 as indicating a desire to become acquainted with the two visitors to 

Sodom offered by R. Wright (see page 259, footnote 159), I applied Occam's razor to 

the narrative. I chose to see the text as being as simple as possible and regarded 

cumbersome extra-textual additions as unnecessary. But it is by no means clear that 

this decision is mandatory in a canonical approach. If a subsequent reader is content to 

expend a very little more effort on the space around the text (as, for example, those 

involved with the homosexuality debate have done with Gen. 19: 4), there seems to be 

no difficulty in creating significantly different readings. Furthermore, I am also left 

open to the charge that other elements of the reading presented here are not as simple 

as they could be. 

A final example of the effects of 'narrative' upon the canonical approach relates 

to the role of paradoxical formulations in a canonical approach to biblical theology~ 

how should they be handled? In Genesis 18-19, a problem of this kind is caused by 

YHWH's announcement that Sodom is to be investigated. For some interpreters, this 

cannot be taken seriously because an omniscient YHWH must know the outcome of 

such an investigation-the text is therefore made to conform to an all-knowing 

YHWH with the result that the Sodom narrative becomes simply a test for Abraham; 

the narrative portrayal of a YHWH who does not yet know the outcome is destroyed. 

The clash between the omniscient YHWH-the all-knowing unchanging 

deity-and the unknowing YHWH-who learns and repents-is one which has been 

played out in theology for millennia. Is YHWH the Aristotelian deity or is YHWH the 

deity of such as Process Theology? Or, as seems most likely canonically, are both to be 

affirmed with approbation reserved for anyone who resolves the problem in either 

direction? Childs himself has castigated Fretheim's study on the suffering of YHWH 
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(l992a:356-58) for straying towards the latter, but concludes himself by stating that 

'the biblical language of depicting God in human form is not an unfortunate 

accommodation to human limitation, but a truthful reflection of the free decision of 

God to identify with his [sic] creation in human form and yet to remain God' 

(1992a:358); a formulation which, despite Childs's 'yes', merely restates the problem: 

does YHWH suffer? 

But perhaps this is as it should be. Given the wide-ranging nature of this 

argument, it seems premature that a canonical reading should attempt to resolve this 

issue textually, by re-interpreting the unknowing YHWH of Gen. 18:20-21 as 

omniscient. That task appears rather to be a later theological one, in which the role of 

a canonical biblical theology would be to delineate the strands of text which show 

YHWH as all-knowing and YHWH as unknowing for subsequent consideration (for 

this problem on another aspect of the deity, see Moberly, 1998; on 'repentance' and 

'non-repentance'). With that in mind, I have read this text as one in which YHWH 

does not know what the answer to the investigation will be, thus making it a genuine 

quest for divine knowledge of the outcry against Sodom. But others have not seen 

things that way (though often influenced by their view of the text as post-exilic rather 

than because YHWH is omniscient) and might consider my formulation of the 

responsibilities of the canonical approach to be an avoidance of the issue. 

The problems of encountering differing levels of stability within the narrative of 

a canonical reader, of choosing which extra-textual material to place around the text, 

and of dealing with paradoxical formulations add further to the possibilities for 

variations in canonical exegesis. Once again, however, it is the lack of rules as to how 

much stability is required, how much space can be left around the text in the canonical 

approach, and how to deal with the paradoxical formulations of the final form which 

mean that actual validation of these readings can only be left to the particular 

community of faith in which the exegete is operating. 
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E. Repeating Tradition and the Creation of New Readings 

A further aspect of the canonical approach rendered problematic by my 

redescription of the 'thick canonical text' as 'thin canonical texts' is Childs's clear 

implication that the reading produced should stand in continuity with those of the 

Christian tradition. Initially this appeared to me to be a rather limiting feature, 

presupposing in some ways a lack of creativity, a view which presumably underlies the 

objections of critics of Childs such as Whybray (1981) and Collins (1990). In 

concluding my thesis, however, I find myself in the rather embarrassing position of 

offering a new reading based upon a canonical approach to the biblical texts. As yet, I 

do not know whether to claim this as a demonstration of the creative potential of the 

canonical approach or of its failure to hold to tradition. Given Childs's own 

characterisation of the approach as illuminating a single thick text, perhaps the latter is 

correct. But two factors should give pause for thought: First, we should now fully 

recognise that the controlling function of the canonical shape (as defined by the 

interpretive community's assumptions) and the freedom inherent in the act of exegesis 

in all its contextuality must go hand in hand, with both contributing to the meaning 

generated wherever that position leads. Second, the pressure which the canonical 

shape places on readings in fact works in my favour in the case of the Sodom narrative. 

In effect, it is my contention that previous exegetes have largely failed to take the final 

form seriously~ for example, those who happily see Gen. 18:23-33 as proposing an 

individualistic judgement despite YHWH's words in Gen. 18: 14a and the 

overwhelming number of subsequent corporate 'injustices' inflicted by YHWH on 

Israel. The emphasis on the canonical shape as restrictive may therefore actually lead 

towards newness and creativity in exegesis rather than towards a stifling repetition. 

And the essentially open-ended nature of human contextuality indicates that while a 

certain 'sameness' may exist about canonical interpretations, they are in fact 'infinite' 

in number. 
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This ability of the canonical approach to force Christian readers to new 

readings has several important implications. Though Sanders has pointed out that 

much of the early Church's use of the Bible was oracular rather than canonical (e.g., 

1987: 168-169~ a view approvingly cited by Barr, 1999:449), it is important to note 

that this relates only to its actual usage~ Kelsey's position that much of the early church 

adopted a canon of scripture still stands. It was in their practice that the text was used 

piecemeal, the correctness or 'orthodoxy' of its everyday application being controlled 

not so much by the canonical shape but rather by the theological sensibilities of its 

users. There are undoubtedly Christian communities today-this may even be the 

norm-who work in the same manner, perhaps through the use of liturgy, lectionaries, 

Bible notes, or the leading of prophetic structures (as with the Pentecostals). Equally 

some presently working in biblical theology have argued for a definition of the 

discipline as one operating in an ecclesiastical setting shaping, ordering and critiquing 

the continuing life of the Christian Community (e.g., Kelsey and Ollenburger), a 

definition which may tend towards the oracular and immediate rather than the 

canonical and mediatory. In these communities, rules for discernment of 'correct' 

interpretations may have biblical (non-canonical?) roots but they may also be 

ecclesiastical or simply sociological in origin; the canonical approach does not, 

therefore, provide the rule of orthodoxy for these groups that Childs claims it 

should. 175 This Barr characterises as the canon's ecclesiastical 'passivity' (1999:448). 

Significantly, however, the rhetoric of these communities (and indeed virtually 

all 'orthodox' churches) explicitly claims that the story of the Creator God and his 

Christ as told from Genesis to Revelation in the canonical scriptures is the 

foundational myth which underlies their theology and praxis. They may operate in an 

175 Whatever the contextual source of an oracular community's rules of discernment. it 
should be understood that contextuality functions rather differently in discernment than it does in the 
creation of the canonical text. The latter is produced out of their contextuality and then used as a rule 
to order the beliefs of the group, thus indirectly affecting their praxis. In the case of discernment, 
contextuality directly affects praxis through its immediate disavowal of unacceptable practices or 
readings. Of course. there is considerable overlap: the canonical shape will impact the criteria which 
govern the acceptability of any readings produced by an oracular community and community rules of 
discernment will result in the non-acceptance of some canonical readings. 
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oracular fashion in their praxis as Sanders suggests, but their self-definition usually 

claims that they operate canonically. A good example of this is provided by the Vigil 

section of the Church of England's Easter Liturgy. Its opening words include the 

following: 'As we wait the risen Christ, let us hear the record of God's saving deeds in 

history, recalling how he saved his people in ages past and in the fullness of time sent 

his Son to be our redeemer' (-,1986:228). Readings are then used in which a 

narrative or prophetic passage is linked with a psalm or song: 

I. Gen. 1: 1-2:2 

II. Gen. 3 

III. Gen. 7:1-5, 10-18~ 8:6-18; 9:8-13 

IV. Gen. 22: 1-18 

V. Exod.14:15-15:1a 

VI. Deut. 31:22-30 

VII. Isa. 54:5-14 

VIII. Isa. 55:1-11 

IX. Job 14:1-14 

X. Baruch 3: 9-15 ~ 32-end 

XI. Ezek. 36:25-28 

XII. Ezek. 37:1-14 

XIII. Rom. 6:3-11; 

(with Ps. 33: 1-9)~ 

(with Psalm 130)~ 

(with Psalm 46)~ 

(with Ps. 16:8-end)~ 

(with Exodus 15)~ 

(with Deuteronomy 32)~ 

(with Psalm 30)~ 

(with Isaiah 12)~ 

(with Psalm 23)~ 

(with Ps. 19:7-end)~ 

(with Ps. 42:1-7)~ 

(with Psalm 126); 

XIV. Mt. 28:2-10 orMk. 16:1-8 orLk. 24:1-12. 

Although the choice of texts is obviously slanted towards its setting within the Easter 

Vigil, it is clear that this sequence of readings is intelligible only in the light of its 

assumption of a canonical form of the biblical text. 

This factor gives the canonical approach a decided advantage in its attempts to 

have its readings appropriated by such communities of faith. Unlike feminist, 

liberationist, and some of the more nihilistic post-modem approaches, the canonical 

approach is able to invoke a community's own belief statements in order to gain a 

hearing and perhaps eventual acceptance, even for those readings which are new and 
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creative. No doubt the sheer inertia of any long-standing interpretation will make this 

process of acceptance a slow one at best, but since, at least in my experience, many 

other readings never even get their foot into the Church door, that is a relatively minor 

problem for the canonical approach. When I first encountered Childs's work in 1993 , 

a friend who was then training for ministry told me that the canonical work of Moberly 

was excellent for preaching. It is this excellence (or the lack of it) which will 

ultimately seal the fate of the canonical approach, but the strategic importance of its 

back door into these communities of faith should not be underestimated. 

F. Reading the Canonical Text Backwards 

It seems beyond doubt that it is inherent in the canonical approach as I have 

described and practised it here that there is no single canonical meaning of the Bible, 

no single biblical 'text'. But an infinite (that is, open-ended) number of texts does not 

mean that absolutely any reading of the canon is freely available to us. Rather the same 

unavoidable contextuality which allows an open-ended number of meanings being 

ascribed to the canon also restricts the kinds of meanings which can be 'discovered' in 

the text. The restricted availability of meanings for the whole of the canon filters down 

into the (still open-ended) number of meanings available to be ascribed to individual 

passages. This is because they each have to survive beyond the confines of their own 

immediate canonical setting. 

A good illustration of this phenomenon--the failure of a reading to last the 

canonical distance--was supplied by my experience of reading the Sodom narrative 

canonically. As I began to study Genesis 18-19, I sought to find a reading on the text 

which I could use in my then larger project of a 'biblical theology of God as Judge'. I 

began by accepting that the 'individualistic' reading of Ben Zvi et al. was correct. But 

when I came to write a short section on YHWH's justice in the rest of the Old 

Testament, I found that these scholars were implicitly arguing that most of God's 

justice in the Bible was profane~ as one reads the history of Israel, justice is dispensed 



in corporate terms with not the slightest embarrassment. I then moved towards the 

opposite pole of seeing the text as corporate, but I soon discovered that von Rad' s 

new collectivism does not last very long before being utterly swamped by the 'old' 

style collective judgements inflicted on Israel by its deity. At that impasse I 

developed/discovered the reading outlined in chapters 5 and 6, a reading which I will 

now happily defend for its own merit. After all, it does best justice to my canonical 

'text' ! 

What I have been arguing for in the interpretation offered within this thesis is 

perhaps, ultimately, a reading driven by my assumption that an intolerable tension 

should not exist between this text and canonically subsequent ones; in that sense, I am 

reading back to front. The strongest justification for my rejecting the coherence of 

Abraham was not originally its obviousness as a reading of this text, but rather my 

personal discomfort with the implications of the readings of Ben Zvi and von Rad for 

subsequent texts, for the whole of the canonical text itself. I find it difficult to imagine 

how any canonical reader can do otherwise (Ben Zvi and von Rad, of course, are 

reading as historical critics and are not being criticised here). It is one thing to see the 

canonical text as containing paradoxes, even contradictions, but to see it as seemingly 

providing a standard of judgement which it then so comprehensively ignores without 

any apology, I deemed intolerable. Others might not. 

But my response to this tension between Genesis 18-19 and subsequent texts is 

not the only one available. Calvin also struggled with the difficulty of reconciling an 

individualistic judgement with subsequent actions thus rendered unjust and resolved 

the question by refusing to see Gen. 18:25 as providing an eternal standard of justice; 

God must be free to be God and so this text only provides a temporary and localised 

justice (1965:488). Though its acceptance would have perhaps left me within the 

tradition as Childs envisaged his project, I rejected this option on the grounds that I did 

not see Abraham as positively as Calvin, and because I could only see Abraham's 

question as requiring a definitive answer. If YHWH affirmed an answer at all in this 

text, it seemed to me that it must be universally valid. Eventually I discovered an 



alternative reading in which YHWH does not affirm a particular mode of judgement 

but leaves the question of Genesis 18:25 open in rather different fashion. 

This description of my journey with the Sodom narrative raises questions about 

the linearity of the canonical approach. Childs has always acknowledged that the 

exegete begins with his or her own faith~ there is no tabula rasa as one approaches 

Gen. 1: 1. But the actual process of reading seems to involve decisions taken 

retrospectively as the ensuing canonical shape denies earlier accepted readings (and, as 

I also discovered, a constant re-appraisal occurs as earlier texts are re-read and shed a 

changing light on the text in question). A strong element of provisionality is, 

therefore, to be acknowledged as readings progress. This cannot involve a total 

silence from the exegete until such time as all provisionality is removed because that in 

fact never happens. Rather, two stages of acceptance are presumably created: the first 

when a reading is proposed and the second when that reading has survived the test of 

the canonical shape. While it is tempting to assume that a text as long as the Bible will 

only allow a single reading, such a conclusion is to be rejected. Ever-widening 

contexts in which these texts are encountered mean that only a limited (by the 

canonical shape) indeterminacy exists. Knowledge of the deity through this source is 

partial indeed! 

In theory then, the reading of the Sodom narrative proposed here could be 

denied by subsequent exegesis and I could be thrown back with Calvin or even with 

Ben Zvi or von Rad. My confidence that this will not happen (easily at least) is due 

mainly to the ironic nature of my exegesis. YHWH has left open the question of 

justice for subsequent investigation. As texts concerning justice are encountered, their 

content effectively gives form to the answer which will eventually be given to Genesis 

18:25. But because YHWH has refused to answer clearly that question now, any 

subsequent divine pronouncements which appear to define justice will invite the 

suspicion that the deity is once again educating rather than informing. Indeed the 

subversive nature of this reading seems to be well matched to the vexed question of 
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YHWH's justice. After all, if the answer was obvious, theodicy would not be such a 

tricky business. 

The ultimate device for forcing a 're-reading' of the Christian canon is of , 

course, Christ himself Although Childs disagrees with Luther's view of Christ as a 

Sachkritik which simply divides the texts into Law and Gospel, this is largely a matter 

of not wishing to reduce Christ solely to a formula such as 'justification by faith' . For 

Childs, Jesus Christ does function as the true norm of the canon of Scripture and 

though he writes only of re-reading the Old Testament in the light of the full reality of 

the divine contained in both Old and New Testament and not of changing its senslls 

literalis, a considerable temptation will exist for exegetes to change the canonical text 

in the light of Christ, producing a potentially Marcionite attitude to the Old Testament. 

But the implications of that aspect of the canonical approach must await another day! 

G. Ideological Constraints Leading to a Defence of YHWH' s Justice 

With the effective removal of the canonical text from a context in which 

exegetical decisions can be justified with the words 'for the ancient Israelite, this could 

only have meant ... ,' two further implications of the canonical approach arise~ namely, 

that choices about how to interpret particular actions or words must be made, and that 

these choices are themselves open to the ideological influences placed upon exegetes 

by their setting within a community which has a vested interest in the interpretations 

being proposed. In Genesis 18-19 for example, it was my own discomfort with 

subsequent texts defining YHWH as unjust which led to the rethinking of my whole 

approach to the Sodom narrative. Why did I not simply allow the tension between 

YHWH's justice in Genesis 18 and subsequent texts to stand? 

I could perhaps argue that this tension was rendered problematic by the 

canonical shape itself, but that would be inaccurate for two reasons: first, there is no a 

priori reason why the canonical shape should give a consistent portrait about any 

aspect of YHWH (compare the various assessments of the divine Christ in the New 



Testament). Second, the canonical text includes sections in which YH\VH's justice is 

already seen as in tension, perhaps even as being denied (e.g., Job 9:22). If these texts 

can query YHWH's justice, why not this canonical reader? 

The obvious answer is that I have an undeclared (though now obvious) vested 

interest in defending the justice of YHWH, and it is for that reason that I expended so 

much energy in providing an interpretation in which YHWH's justice is defended. 

Much to my chagrin, however, I now realise that what I have actually done is probably 

provide a justification of YHWH's actions as 'just' wherever they occur in the Old 

Testament. Or rather, I have effectively removed the concept ofYHWH as judge from 

the discussion altogether by raising over it concepts such as YHWH as educator and 

YHWH as planner. But once aware of this ideology, why not simply discard it and 

take what comes, read canonically but without the insistence on defending YHWH? 

There are numerous reasons why it is difficult to envisage a canonical approach 

which denies this ideology (or a version of it). Canonical exegetes may not be willing 

to reject the ideology because they are wholly unable to contemplate the concept of an 

unjust deity~ they feel that they must respond with Paul's words, ~" yevot'to (Rom. 

3 :6). Or they may be so enamoured of the gloriousness of YHWH that they forget to 

play Abraham's role in questioning (the justice of?) the deity. Alternatively, they may 

choose to retain the ideology because of the market value of the reading it has partially 

created~ arguing that YHWH is not unjust is unquestionably a popular move with faith 

communities (even if one cannot then easily say that the deity is just). Fear of being 

unpopular, of being rejected, of being unpaid (!), (in former times) of being burnt at the 

stake for the blasphemy of postulating an unjust deity, (and for myself particularly) of 

not having something 'original' on which to write a thesis on Childs's canonical 

approach, all may lead to an implicit acceptance of the necessary justness of YHWH; 

as W. Brueggemann might put it, one may be tempted to 'legitimate the structure' but 

forget the 'embracing of pain' . 

But the occurrence of such an ideology in itself does not reqUIre the 

abandonment of the canonical approach. If that were so, it seems highly unlikely to me 
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that any canonical interpretation would ever be offered. The problem here is one of fit 

between my own readerly ideology and the ideology of my own version of the 

canonical text. How will I react when I encounter passages in which YHWH's justice 

is questioned? Will lover-write them with platitudes or will I be able to 'embrace the 

pain' they demonstrate? Or perhaps most intriguingly, will the reading I have 

proposed here, whatever its ideological origins, be able to generate a new, even 

creative, synthesis on the justice of YHWH? Perhaps I can even now argue that my 

reading does not actually require the ideology that produced it because-having now 

been propounded-it can actually be derived from the text without having to read the 

text backwards. 

H. Reading Against the Canonical Grain 

The final point I wish to consider concermng ideology and the canonical 

approach is that raised by those who see any reading which attempts to work within 

the ideology of a text as inherently flawed, as an abrogation of one's own moral 

responsibility. This view would, of course, be considered irrelevant by those who 

approach the text with the mind of a Barth or a Childs. They are concerned with the 

reflection of God and are unimpressed by the moral abilities of human beings. Not 

unnaturally, this makes them appear highly dangerous, even deluded, to those who 

wish a priori to resist the grain of the text. 

In this thesis, I have attempted carefully to chart a course between these two 

approaches to the canonical text. Initially I resisted at a number of points the urgings 

of others to read against the grain of the canonical text whilst carrying Ollt my 

exegesis. Sometimes it appeared that the only way I could appear to be carrying out a 

critical project would be to do just that. But I argued that it was only through a 

thorough application of the canonical approach that judgements may eventually be 

made as to the nature of its text, of its grain. In effect I immersed myself totally in its 
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grain in order to avoid the later charge that I had sabotaged the project by stepping 

outside the presuppositions of the approach as I was attempting to carry it out. 

But now that the preliminary grain of at least one canonical reading has been 

made apparent in this thesis, I find that I am not in the best position to decide hov,: to 

proceed on this question. Perhaps it is a case of being too close to one's own work, 

of liking its results too much. I have enjoyed the ironies generated by my reading of 

Abraham's speech and as yet I do not know what manner of foolishness may find 

justification in it. (The inevitably partial nature of this reading of only two chapters of 

Genesis also creates difficulties when considering the full implications of the canonical 

text.) But the most likely source of reading against the grain of this text is not yet 

available to me, the response of critics to my arguments. 
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