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Endangering Sarai in Egypt

Introduction

Trading Your Wife for Your Life?

Bereshit 12 describes the first trials Avram and Sarai face after arriving in Canaan.
When heavy famine forces them to leave Israel, they travel to Egypt. On the way, Avram
realizes that Sarai's beauty is a threat to his life, as the Egyptians will have no qualms
about killing him in order to marry her. He, thus, requests that she pass herself off as his
sister so that he will be saved.
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(10) There was a famine in the land. Abram went down into Egypt to live as a foreigner
there, for the famine was severe in the land. (11) It happened, when he had come near
to enter Egypt, that he said to Sarai his wife, “See now, | know that you are a beautiful
woman to look at. (12) It will happen, when the Egyptians will see you, that they will
say, ‘This is his wife.” They will kill me, but they will save you alive. (13) Please say that
you are my sister, that it may be well with me for your sake, and that my soul may live
because of you.”

Almost every line of the story raises questions regarding the propriety of Avram's conduct:

he have trusted in God and stayed put?

e "37722 '"w91 an'n1" — Was it proper to go to Egypt if doing so would endanger Sarai? How could Avram
try to save his own life by suggesting that Sarai present herself as available, given the possibility that she
would be taken by the Egyptians?

e "7712y2 7 20" JynY" — These words are almost identical to those used when Paroh enriches Avram,
"A71aya 2'en onar'” (v.16). Did Avram actually suggest that Sarai endanger her honor so that he could
benefit from material gifts?

e "nx mnx X3 X" — Is lying allowed in such circumstances? Did it not put an obstacle in front of the
Egyptians, leading them to sin? Additionally, if Paroh acted innocently, and truly believed that Sarai was
unmarried, why was he punished by Hashem?

Did Avram Have a Plan?

Two other aspects of the story make one wonder what Avram was thinking. En route to Egypt, Avram tells
Sarai "Behold, now | know that you are beautiful", perhaps suggesting that he had never before realized this.
Is it possible that Avram was really oblivious to this fact until now, and that, had he known earlier, he never
would have taken this course of action?
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Furthermore, why did Avram specifically request that Sarai pretend that she is his sister? Was this simply the
easiest way of disguising Avram's status as husband while still explaining why they were traveling together?
Or, was there some other advantage to being viewed specifically as siblings? Was Avram looking to save
only himself, or was this part of a ruse whereby he hoped to save Sarai as well?

Déja Vu

Another troubling aspect of the story is the fact that an almost identical incident occurs in Bereshit 20, when
Avram moves to Gerar. There, too, Sarai passes herself off as Avram's sister just to be taken by the king.
Given the near disastrous results the first time around, how could Avram repeat the same error? Did he not
learn from his mistakes, or did he have reason to believe that his actions would produce better results the
second time around?
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Endangering Sarai in Egypt
Exegetical Approaches

This topic has not yet undergone editorial review
- Overview
The commentators' evaluations of Avram's actions in Egypt vary widely. The vast majority, no doubt |
hesitant to view Avram's earliest recorded actions negatively, attempt to justify his behavior. Most of these
assume that Avram had not meant to endanger Sarai at all. Radak, thus, asserts that Avram acted ‘
unintentionally; he was simply unaware of the danger that his wife's beauty would bring to them in Egypt.
R. Nissim, in contrast, portrays a very aware and calculating Avram, who had devised a ruse to avoid the
potential danger, though it proved to be unsuccessful.

A third group of commentators maintain that Avram knowingly endangered Sarai's honor, but this was
justified due to his desire to save his own life. According to this position, preservation of human life
trumps all other considerations. Finally, Ramban and Cassuto each fault Avram for his actions in this

| story, criticizing his lack of faith in Hashem. Ramban deplores both Avram's decision to leave Israel and
the endangering of Sarai, while Cassuto criticizes his deceiving of Paroh and the Egyptians.

Endangered Unwittingly

Avram never intended to place his wife in danger and had not thought that she would be taken to Paroh's
palace. This position subdivides regarding what Avram was thinking in acting as he did:

Unaware of Danger

Avram simply did not recognize that going down to Egypt would endanger Sarai until it was too late.

Bavli Bava Batra, Bereshit Rabbah, Tanchuma,! Rambam, Radak, Akeidat Yitzchak, Abarbanel?

Descent to Egypt — Most of these commentators assert that Avram left the land promised to him by
Hashem only because the severe conditions brought about by the famine left him no choice.® As such, his
actions are not problematic. Both Radak and Abarbanel further stress that Avram planned to leave only
temporarily and was, thus, not rejecting Hashem's chosen land.

" AYT X) " — Most of these sources define the word "x" in this verse as "now".% Avram had either truly
never noticed Sarai's beauty beforehand,® or only first appreciated its ramifications now, when contrasting
Sarai with the Egyptians.® It was, thus, only upon entry into Egypt, that Avram recognized that there was
potential danger.” Radak and Abarbanel maintain that had he known sooner, Avram would never have gone
down.

"1 Ank MR 201" — According to Radak, Akeidat Yitzchak, and Abarbanel, in these words, Avram is
pointing to the dangers that faced both him and Sarai — for him, death, and for her, an equally terrible fate, to
be left alive so as to be raped.
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"go) an'ni” — Is his life more important? Radak explains that Avram thought that Sarai would be in worse
danger if he were dead rather than alive. Although the Egyptians might take her either way, Avram's
presence would shame them into minimizing their base actions, whereas his death would leave Sarai at the
mercy of their whims.®

Why a sister specifically? Radak might maintain that Avram thought he could best watch over Sarai if
others believed that they were related (but not married). This way they could live together, and their kinship

would help ensure that the Egyptians acted with at least a modicum of conscience.®

Lying and leading Egypt to sin — Most of these commentators would likely maintain that lying is not
problematic if it will help save a life, and that telling the truth would not have stopped the Egyptians from
sinning anyway.10 Akeidat Yitzchak suggests that even Paroh agreed that the ruse was valid in light of the
Egyptians' reputation, and that he complained only that Avram had not disclosed the truth to him on an
individual level.

"3712v2 "7 20" lyn'" — Asking for riches? Radak, Akeidat Yitzchak, and Abarbanel explain that this clause
is parallel to and defined by the immediately following one, "y7722 'wioa nnni”. " It is inconceivable that
Avram would desire to get rich off the shame of his wife.'2 Moreover, he had no need of riches, being
independently wealthy. The only reason he even accepted Paroh's gifts was his fear of displeasing him."?

Why punish Paroh? Radak and Akeidat Yitzchak suggest that the plague should be viewed as a deterrent
that prevented Paroh from touching Sarai, rather than a punishment for doing wrong. '

Why does Avram repeat his actions in Gerar? The repeated actions in Gerar are difficult for this position

as it would be hard to say that there, too, Avram was taken by surprise.15

Vs
Hoped to Avert Danger

Avram's actions were part of a calculated plan which was meant to protect Sarai and prevent her from being
forcibly taken by the Egyptians.

Bereshit Rabbah,Tanchuma, Rashi, Ba'alei HaTosafot, Ran, Abarbanel, Sforno, Shadal, R. S"R Hirsch,
Malbim, Hoil Moshe

The Plan
¢ Prolong marital negotiations — Most of these commentators assert that Avram meant to act as Sarai's
guardian who could negotiate her nuptials,'® and planned to ask for such a high dowry that no one would
be able to meet it. During the prolonged discussions, Avram would be able to get provisions enabling
him to return to Israel before any harm was brought to Sarai.’”

» Pass Sarai off as married — Chizkuni, instead, suggests that Avram told the Egyptians that Sarai was
indeed married but that her husband was overseas. Unable to kill her spouse, and fearful of committing
adultery, they would leave Sarai alone.’®

e Hide Sarai — According to Bereshit Rabbah, Tanchuma, and Rashi, Avram was hoping to hide Sarai

during their stay.™

Descent to Egypt — All of these sources justify Avram's decision, but for different reasons:
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o Test from Hashem — Rashi, Ran, and Malbim count the famine as one of Avram's ten trials,?° asserting
that Hashem was testing whether Avram would complain when forced out of the land. As such, they
assume that Hashem intended that Avram leave and viewed his acceptance of the situation as a show of
faith, rather than a lack thereof.?’
¢ No reliance on miracles — R. Hirsch and Malbim maintain that one is not supposed to rely on
miracles,?? but must make whatever efforts one can to deal with a problematic situation.23
e Caring for others — The Ran suggests that had Avram needed to care only for himself and Sarai, he
would likely not have descended to Egypt, but since he felt responsible for many others and desired to
continue his hospitable ways, he chose to go down.
* Plan to save Sarai — Ran points out, though, that even the necessity to escape death from famine can
neither explain nor justify a decision to endanger Sarai's honor, leading him to conclude that Avram
descended with a ruse which he thought would prevent any problems.

.. AYT X3 Mn" — These commentators split, with some?* suggesting that "x)" means "now",?® and others

viewing the term as a figure of speech or a sign of emphasis.?® If the latter, Avram is simply saying, "behold,
| know you are beautiful..." as a preface to the discussion of this fact's ramifications.

"1n' NN MR 2021" — Ran and R. Hirsch assert that Avram is equating the potential fates of both himself
and his wife; Avram will die, and Sarai will be left alive to have her honor harmed. When he requests that
Sarai pose as his sister, his purpose is to save them both.

"1y 7 av jwn" — Asking for riches? Most of these commentators could say, like Sforno, that Avram
is referring to the dowry that he plans to ask of the Egyptians who seek to marry Sarai.?” Malbim defends
this reading by pointing out that the word "7212ya" means "on your behalf", rather than "because of you"
("7732"). %

"go) nn'ni" — Is his life more important? Avram was not planning on saving himself at Sarai's expense,
but rather trying to save both.

Why a sister specifically? For most of these commentators, Avram chose to pass himself off as Sarai's
brother since only such a relative could negotiate her dowry and push off potential suitors.

Lying and leading Egypt to sin — This position would likely suggest that in cases of potential loss of life,
lying is permissible. In addition, according to most of these commentators, since Avram's goal was to deflect
potential suitors, there is no issue of leading others into sin.

Why punish Paroh? According to Chizkuni, Paroh believed that Sarai was married and nonetheless took
her. The fact that he did not know that Avram specifically was her spouse is irrelevant.

Why does Avram repeat the actions in Gerar? Since Avram's plan was actually a logical one which could

have worked in most situations, it made sense to try again.29

e
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Knowingly Endangered

Avram knowingly looked to save himself rather than Sarai despite the potential danger to her honor. This
was justified since preserving human life is more important than preventing forced sexual activity in a case
where relations are not a Torah offense.

Pirkoi b. Bavoi, R. Saadia Gaon, Ralbag

"1go) nn'ni" — Is Avram's life more important? Although these commentators agree that Avram was
placing his life before the honor of his wife, they differ in the justifications they offer for this:

* Preservation of life most important — Pirkoi b. Baboi asserts that all other transgressions can be
violated in order to save a life.3% Even potential danger to life overrides a potential prohibition of
relations,3! in a case where the prohibited act is being coerced.32

* Divorce removed prohibition of sexual relations — R. Saadia Gaon, instead, posits that Avram had
divorced Sarai in anticipation of the Egyptian desires, thus ensuring that neither she nor the Egyptians
transgressed any prohibition. R. Saadia's Avram is mainly concerned with preventing others from
sinning, rather than looking out for the emotional welfare of his wife.

Descent to Egypt — Ralbag lauds Avram's decision to escape the almost certain death due to famine, rather
than stay in Israel and trust that Hashem would save him.33 Since commandments were given to live by,
temporarily leaving the land to save one's self is seen as an act to be emulated.®*

"....ayT N2 "an" — Ralbag does not read any significance into the word "x3", and he assumes that Avram
had always recognized Sarai's beauty. Avram is simply remarking upon it now in the context of the danger
that this fact brings to his life.3°

" nK MR 01" — According to Ralbag, the two parts of the phrase are a contrast to each other. Avram
is telling Sarai that the Egyptians will kill him, leaving her alive, emphasizing that the danger is only to him
rather than to Sarai.

Why a sister specifically? According to R. Saadia, Avram referred to Sarai as his sister specifically due to
the ambiguity in the word's meaning. Since it has a secondary definition of relative, Avram did not actively
lie.3¢ According to the others, there was no special need for Avram and Sarai to claim a sibling relationship,
but the ruse would easily enable them to continue living together

Lying and leading Egypt to sin
* Lying permissible — Ralbag would likely say that lying is permissible in face of danger to one's life, even
if it causes a stumbling block for another.
« No deception — In contrast, R. Saadia Gaon claims that not only did Avram not lie,’ his actions were
actually intended to keep the Egyptians from sin:

e Ambiguous meaning — Avram chose to refer to Sarai as his "sister", a word which has a dual
meaning, and can refer not only to one's sister but also to one's relative. In cases of danger to life,
such ambiguity (despite the modicum of inherent deception) is allowed. Moreover, Avram hoped that
in presenting Sarai in this manner he would save the Egyptians from punishment, for if they did take
Sarai, at least they would only be sinning inadvertently, rather than intentionally.
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¢ Divorce — R. Saadia also raises the possibility that Avram did not deceive the Egyptians at all. Avram
had have given Sarai a divorce,3® and thus they were in truth not married, and Sarai was legally
available for the taking.

"J1ava 7 av Jynt" — Asking for riches? Ralbag seems to suggest that Avram is alluding to presents or
honor that would be given to him by the Egyptians who desired Sarai. He does not address the issue of the
insensitivity of such an action.

Why punish Paroh? According to R. Saadia, Paroh was not punished. The words "nv19 nx 'n vax1" mean
that Hashem warned Paroh that He might plague him, but not that He actually did so.°

Why does Avram repeat the actions in Gerar? According to Pirkoi b. Baboi, and Ralbag, since
preservation of life trumps all, it is not surprising that Avram acted similarly any time he found himself in a
life-threatening situation.

e

Avram Sinned

Avram's actions in descending to Egypt and endangering Sarai were problematic, and Avram was punished
for them.

Ramban, Zohar, U. Cassuto*?

Descent to Egypt — Ramban views Avram's decision to leave Israel as an expression of lack of faith in
Hashem.*! He claims that Avram was, in fact, punished severely for his actions, and the decree of slavery in
Egypt was a direct outcome of this story.#?> As evidence, he points to the many parallels*® between the two
episodes,** suggesting that the enslavement was a measure for measure punishment for Avram's deeds.

"1gio) nn'ni" — Is Avram's life more important? Ramban and Cassuto fault Avram for trying to save himself
at the expense of endangering Sarai, claiming that Avram should instead have trusted in Hashem to save
them both.4°

."AVYT X2 NIn" — Ramban maintains that the word "x3" describes any fact which is a continuous truth,*®
pointing to its usage in Bereshit 16:2 and 19:8. The phrase does not connote that Avram first came to
recognize Sarai's beauty upon entry into Egypt, but rather that he had known it all along.

"1n' NN MR 2001" — Cassuto suggests that, in these words, Avram is alluding to two evils, that he will be
killed, and worse, that Sarai will be left alive, without his protection, to be raped.

Why a sister specifically? Cassuto maintains, like the Ran above, that Avram was hoping to pass as
Sarai's guardian so as to negotiate her nuptials and thus deflect potential suitors. In contrast to the Ran,
though, he views this ruse as problematic, asserting that Avram should not have trusted in his own
cleverness (which in the end failed him), but in Hashem.

Lying and leading Egypt to sin — Cassuto views this as Avram's main sin. He should have had faith in
Hashem's salvation rather than resort to trickery and his own ability to outwit the Egyptians. Cassuto asserts
that, in the end, Avram's plan totally backfired. His fear that the Egyptians might take Sarai never
materialized, and what he had not planned for, that Paroh might be interested in his wife, did occur. In the
https://alhatorah.org/Endangering_Sarai_in_Egypt/1/en 7112



10/27/25, 10:00 AM Endangering Sarai in Egypt/1/en — AlHaTorah.org

end, it was Avram's lie itself that endangered Sarai. Passing himself off as Sarai's brother is what enabled
Paroh to take his wife.4’

"3ava 7 av Jyn'?" — Asking for riches? Ramban minimizes the possible negative connotations of
Avram's words by explaining that the good refers to the provision of sustenance during the famine, not
riches. In addition, in paraphrasing Avram's thoughts, Ramban puts them into plural language, thereby
having Avram include Sarai as a beneficiary of this "good".*® Cassuto alternatively suggests that the good
that Avram speaks of refers to the saving of his life.

Why punish Paroh? According to both Ramban and Cassuto, Paroh took Sarai without first asking about

her marital status, and as such was responsible for his actions.%®

Why does Avram repeat the actions in Gerar? Due to this point, Ran rejects Ramban's criticism of Avram,
asking how is it possible that Avram, after being punished, would have repeated his sin just a few chapters
later. Ramban, in his Derashat Torat Hashem Temimah,® anticipates this objection and suggests that Avram
never knew for what he was being punished in the Covenant of the Pieces, and as a result he repeated his
error.

" The Midrash also mentions Avram's attempts to protect Sarai by hiding her in a box, combining this
approach with the one below.

2 Abarbanel combines this approach with the others below.

3 In explaining the necessity, Tanchuma and Abarbanel point to the harshness of the famine, while Radak
and R. Yitzchak Arama note the many members of his household and the numerous cattle for which Avram
needed to provide. Abarbanel brings evidence for this assertion from the opening verse of the story which
emphasizes that Avram left only "yaxa ayn 127 2". Had the situation been less severe, Avram would not
have gone down. To further support this positive evaluation of Avram's decision to leave the land, both
Akeidat Yitzchak and Abarbanel points to the discussion in Bavli Bava Kamma which sees Avram's actions
as worthy of emulation.

4 Radak is somewhat of an exception. Though he agrees that the word means "now", he suggests that in
this case it is simply being used as a figure of speech (similar to its usage in Bereshit 19:2 and 18). Thus,
according to him, one should not conclude from this statement that Avram had never before recognized that
his wife was beautiful. See X3 for more about the usage of the word in Tanakh.

5 Bavli Bava Batra, Tanchuma, and Rambam understand the verse in this way, suggesting that due to
Avram's great modesty he had never looked carefully at his wife. Tanchuma maintains that he only did so
now because he happened to see her reflection in a river, "shining like the sun".

6 See R. Zeira in Bereshit Rabbah, Radak, Akeidat Yitzchak, and Abarbanel. Abarbanel asserts that until
now Avram had not thought that there was anything extraordinary about Sarai's beauty, since there were
other women who were comparable to her in Canaan. Only upon arrival in Egypt, when he found himself
surrounded by "dark-skinned and ugly" people, did he realize that she might be deemed beautiful by the
locals. Akeidat Yitzchak instead posits that Avram only realized the full extent of the moral depravity in Egypt
when he was about to enter the country.

7 Akeidat Yitzchak asserts that Avram had weighed the relative dangers of staying in Canaan (almost definite
death due to famine) and what he deemed as only an unlikely possibility that there would be danger in
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Egypt, and that he had unfortunately underestimated the latter. He points to the four lepers of Melakhim Il 7
for another case where people weighed the likely death resulting from hunger against the potential hazards
of entering enemy territory and similarly opted for the latter.
8 |n this, Radak is similar to the approach below that suggests that Avram's actions were aimed at protecting
Sarai.
9 See above that Radak assumes that the Egyptians' embarrassment in front of others might not prevent
their licentious actions entirely, but would at least put them in check. Abarbanel, instead, follows in the path
of the Ran, asserting that Avram planned to portray himself as Sarai's guardian, in charge of her nuptials,
enabling him to prevent her from being taken by potential suitors. For elaboration, see below.
10|t would have led instead to the murder of Avram and the subsequent seizing of Sarai. Though the
specific sin of adultery might be eliminated, the alternatives are not better.
1 Compare Devarim 5:30, Devarim 6:24 and Yirmiyahu 38:20 where the two phrases are similarly paired
and seem to be equivalent in meaning. The difficulty for this position is the fact that the very same words,
"A71aya 2'0'n DNax'M", appear several verses later where they refer to the giving of riches to Avram.
12 As proof of the absurdity of the possibility, Radak points to the story of Sedom where Avram had a
legitimate conqueror's rights to all of their possessions but nonetheless refused to take them.
13 According to Abarbanel, even in the end, Avram does not accept gifts from Paroh. He asserts that the
referent of the words, "n11aya 2'0'n olax'" is actually Hashem (mentioned in the next verse) and that the
verb in the clause is in the past perfect tense. As one might question why the text would be sharing this
information now, Abarbanel answers that the verses are simply saying that Hashem had previously given
Avram wealth due to Sarai's righteousness, and here too, He is plaguing Paroh on her behalf.
14 Akeidat Yitzchak adds that although Paroh would not have touched Sarai had he known that she was
married, Hashem did not prevent him from taking her "In2ma nw non97 '1". Hashem preferred to teach all
how He protects His loyal followers.
5 Radak and Abarbanel, who maintain that Sarai's beauty was only in contrast to the Egyptians, could
suggest that Avram did not think it would be a problem elsewhere. Nonetheless, one might imagine that
after the near disaster in Egypt, Avram would have been wary of a repeat scenario.
16 See B. Eichler, "On Reading Genesis 12:10-20" in Tehillah le-Moshe: Biblical and Judaic Studies in Honor
of Moshe Greenberg, ed. M. Cogan et al. (Winona Lake, 1997): 32-38, who brings much evidence from the
Ancient Near East for such guardian roles of brothers.
7 If some potential suitor became problematic, Avram figured he would simply return to Israel. He had
never thought of the possibility that it would be Paroh himself who would desire Sarai and simply take her
without any discussion.
'8 The working assumption of this theory is that the Egyptians had no qualms about committing murder but
were very hesitant to touch a married woman.
19 See Jubilees 13:10-16 and the Genesis Apocryphon, which have Avram in Egypt for a full five years
before Sarai was taken, suggesting that he was actually successful in protecting his wife for that long. The
Torah does not mention the duration of Avram's stay, but it also does not contradict this possibility.
20 See also R. Pinechas and R. Yehoshua b. Levi in Bereshit Rabbah.
21 Ran further argues that since Hashem would not have tested Avram if he were to fail, one must conclude
that Avram's actions were not sinful.
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22 Malbim also points out that Avram was humble enough not to expect that Hashem would bring a miracle
on his behalf. To further defend Avram, he adds that Avram was planning on moving to Egypt only
temporarily, so it is not as if he was uprooting himself totally from Hashem's Promised Land.
23 R. Hirsch adds that it is easy for a modern person to argue that Avram should have trusted in Hashem,
since, from history, one knows that He always cares for the righteous and would never forsake them. Avram,
though, did not yet have that experience, as there had been no "Avrahams" before him. It was only through
trials like this one that we were all able to learn this lesson.
24 See Tanchuma, Rashi, and others that the word "NX1" means "now". For analysis of the word in Tanakh,
see XN).
25 Thus, Avram's words reveal that he first appreciated Sarai's beauty, or the danger it brought, only upon
entry into Egypt.
26 See Ran, Shadal, R. Hirsch, and Malbim.
27 See similarly Ma'asei Hashem, Malbim, and R. Hirsch. In contrast, Abarbanel and Shadal, like Radak
above, equate the term with the immediately following phrase "37722 w91 nn'ni", while Ran asserts that the
good refers to the fact that the plan will ensure that the Egyptians allow him to stay in the land rather than
expel him.
However, Rashi says that the phrases refers to getting gifts. He is likely motivated by the parallel words in
verse 16 which are explicitly followed by a list of gifts. He does not address the problem of how Avram could
really say to Sarai that he wanted to be enriched via her loss of honor.
28 Avram will remain alive because of Sarai's deeds, but he will accept gifts only on her behalf, as part of the
nuptial negotiations.
29 One might suggest that, regardless, Avram should have learned to be wary of the possibility that the king
would take her and should have planned accordingly.
30 Pirkoi b. Baboi is partially motivated by a polemic with the Karaites who denied the principle that salvation
of life allows one to disregard certain commandments. See S. Stuber, ""7wm% nn1ax "2 — N'wxI2 'waon
NIXIXN", in AN D TIN 217 72 190 (Jeruslaem, 1992): 139-140 who discusses this point.
31 Ralbag similarly asserts that Avraham did not sin because if Sarai were taken, any sexual act would be
one of coercion, leaving her innocent and still allowed to her husband. Thus, it would a "mercy of idiocy" to
risk his own life to spare potential danger to her.
32 One might question this assumption from Bavli Sanhedrin 74a which asserts that preservation of life
overrides all commandments except the cardinal sins of murder, idolatry, and illicit relations. Pirkoi b.Baboi
would apparently respond that this does not apply to a case where it is uncertain that a prohibition will be
violated.
33 Abarbanel explicitly combats the position of Ramban below which views Avram's actions as problematic.
34 R. Saadia Gaon similarly points to this as an example of Avram's successful passing of Hashem's trials.
After witnessing Hashem seemingly renege on His promise, "l will bless you," Avram does not complain but
rather patiently descends to Egypt, evidence of his great faith
35 See above that Abarbanel combines this approach with the one above, that Avram was unaware of the
danger to Sarai. He thus understands the word "x3" to mean "now", suggesting that only upon arrival in
Egypt did Avram recognize how his wife's beauty contrasted with that of the local women.
36 See below for elaboration.
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37 R. Saadia claims explicitly that his remarks are a reaction to the "heretics". S. Stuber, in his article, "'waon
NIXIXN "7UINT DNNAX "2 — N'WUXRIA", in RN D TIN 217 721 190 (Jeruslaem, 1992): 129-146, identifies these
heretics as the surrounding Muslims. They claimed that this story was a forgery inserted into the Torah, for it
is inconceivable that a prophet could lie. To combat these claims, R. Saadia goes out of his way to show how
Avram did not in fact lie. Probably due to this polemic, it is this point, rather than the moral issue of leading
Sarai into danger, that R. Saadia Gaon deals with at length.
38 He compares this to sailors in his own time who would grant a conditional divorce to their wives to prevent
problems if they were lost at sea.
39 He writes, "nXINN2 X7X 7191 1'X NYI9 DX N yark" R. Mubashir Halevi questions R. Saadia's need to
take the words out of their literal understanding and suggests instead that Paroh deserved punishment
simply for the pain he caused Sarai and Avram when he forcibly took Sarai.
40 While the Ramban focuses on the problematic decision to go down to Egypt and endanger Sarai, Cassuto
emphasizes Avram's lack of faith once in Egypt that led him to lie in order to save his wife.
41 Cassuto does not fault Avram on this point, asserting that he did so against his will, only due to the
severity of the famine. His intentions were to stay there only temporarily ("112%"), and to return to the land
promised him by Hashem as soon as the danger passed.
42 For elaboration, see Ramban's position in Purposes of the Egyptian Bondage.
43 Both stories open with a famine causing those affected to descend to Egypt. Once there, the Egyptians
oppress them, leading Hashem to punish the oppressors via a plague. In the end, both Avram and the
nation leave with great wealth.
The Genesis Apocryphon and Jubilees, interestingly, add another potential parallel between the two stories.
They both suggest that Avram stayed in Chevron for two years and then in Egypt for five years before Sarai
is taken. M. Segal, in his article, "The Literary Relationship Between the Genesis Apocryphon and Jubilees:
The Chronology of Abram and Sarai's Descent to Egypt", Aramaic Studies 8 (2010): 71-88, suggests that the
works are alluding to the similar chronology in the Yosef story. The brothers first go to Egypt after two years
of famine, stay there unharmed for the remaining five years, while only afterwards do their troubles start.
44 Ramban points to R. Pinechas in Bereshit Rabbah who also enumerates the many similarities between
the stories, asserting that Hashem told Avram, "2 1197 70Th nx windi kx". R. Pinechas, however, does not
view Avram's actions as a sin. In fact, Abarbanel points to his words in order to justify Avram's descent,
asserting that Hashem planted the idea in his head so that he could pave the way before his children.
See, though, A. Shammah,"nnxn M1 DX 7w ["anY 7w nfMizan Myl nnimni wiata D*%nn", Megadim
50 (2009):199-220, who suggests that Ramban might have originally agreed with the Midrashic take and
only later changed his stance to view Avram more critically. Thus, when he wrote the first part of his
comments on verse 10, he might have simply been showing how Avram set in motion, on God's bidding,
what was to come. Similarly, in his Derashat Torat Hashem Temimah, Ramban only mentions the sin of
endangering Sarai, and not the descent to Egypt. Thus, Shammah posits that perhaps it was only later that
Ramban added the last few lines ("xun 1'ax onhax D yT"). It should be noted, though, that this section is
found in all the manuscripts of Ramban and does not seem to be a later edition. Thus, if Ramban's view
changed over the years, the change was early enough that it was incorporated in all extant textual witnesses
of his commentary. For more on Ramban's emendations, see Ramban's Updates.
45 |n his Torah commentary, Ramban suggests that Avram asked Sarai to do this during many of their
travels, suggesting that the ruse in and of itself might not have been such a bad idea. Perhaps what troubled
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Ramban was the decision to go to Egypt specifically, since its inhabitants were likely to harm Sarai's honor.
If so, this would explain why Ramban does not criticize Avraham's conduct in the parallel story in the land of
the Philistines.
In his nnmn 'n nun nwT, in contrast, Ramban does not mention the repeated implementation of the plan
and does assume that Avram sinned in Gerar as well. See Shammah, as per the above note, who suggests
that the different works might reflect different stages in Ramban's interpretation of the story.
46 |n Ramban's words: " MyT X1 N1 .22 ANY XINY 017 ['AVN 7V TAN XN D LD NNR TR NN 2T 7 2y
NNY TVI TRN ,NX XN N9 nwx™.
47 Ramban, in contrast, does not fault Avram for this action. He asserts that the Egyptians took Sarai without
asking about her marital status at all, and only afterwards did Avram say that he was Sarai's brother to save
himself from potential death. [He further maintains that Sarai herself did not say anything one way or the
other and simply kept silent on the matter.] Thus, Avram's words in no way caused the near catastrophe, and
Avram did not cause anyone to sin.
48 See Shammah (ibid) who makes this point. He asserts that this more positive reading of Avram's words
reflects Ramban's wavering in his criticism of Avram's actions.
49 These words are parallel to those at the end of the verse, "17722 "¥o1 nn'ni".
50 Cassuto adds that the plagues were more of a warning to keep Paroh from adultery than a punishment.
51 He does not address the issue in his Torah commentary, and he does not even criticize Avram in the
second story.
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