PHARAOH AND ABRAM:  

CONTEXT FOR EXAMINATION OF THE BOOK OF ISAIAH

Pharaoh stands out in the history of Israel as a symbol of corrosive power and acquisitiveness.  As head statesman of the superpower of his day, Pharaoh dominates, economically and militarily, the world which is known to the Israelites.  The Pharaonic system of power intersects Israel in ways which corrupt and enslave her people.  God’s people today continue to struggle against the manipulations and the persuasions of the powers of the world.  By the time Isaiah writes his prophetic warnings, the corrupting influence of Pharaoh on God’s people has become pervasive in the world’s new superpower, Israel.

YAHWEH’S PROMISE TO ABRAM
The story begins with Abram in Gen. 12.  The promise of God to Abram is the foundation of Jewish and later Christian theology.  This theology has three major themes: creational monotheism, election, and eschatology.  The promise reads:

1 Now the Lord said to Abram, "Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show you. 2 I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. 3 I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed."
The children of Abram inherit this promise from the only God, creator of the cosmos, which points to a future in which their God will redeem his creation.  The promise touches the three theological themes which repeat throughout the scriptural history of Israel and reverberate in the collective memory of the chosen people.

ABRAM’S LACK OF FAITH

A few verses later, in the midst of a famine, Abram leaves the land promised from Yahweh to eat the bread of Pharaoh.  Because Egypt resided in the fertile valley of the Nile River, there was always bread in Pharaoh’s house.  The nations outside of Egypt depended on seasonal rains for crop irrigation, but Egypt could rely on the seasonal tides to produce bountiful harvests.  When there is famine elsewhere, it was commonly known that there is always bread in Egypt.
10 Now there was a famine in the land. So Abram went down to Egypt to reside there as an alien, for the famine was severe in the land.
As Abram enters the land of Egypt, we have the first recorded interaction of Yahweh’s people with Pharaoh and the first evidence of the corrupting influence of Pharaoh’s kingdom.  Putting aside God’s promise to make him a great nation, Abram’s self-preservation instinct kicks in as he simultaneously compliments Sarai and instructs his wife to lie.
11 When he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, "I know well that you are a woman beautiful in appearance; 12 and when the Egyptians see you, they will say, "This is his wife'; then they will kill me, but they will let you live. 13 Say you are my sister, so that it may go well with me because of you, and that my life may be spared on your account."
The instruction to lie is a symptom of the greater corruption, namely the ditching of God’s promised future for the more apparent security of life under Pharaoh’s system.  Abram’s choice is an example of the choice that God’s people are called to make often in their history:  
I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the Lord your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him; for that means life to you and length of days, so that you may live in the land that the Lord swore to give to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.   (Deuteronomy 30:19, 20)

The choice is made almost daily by God’s people.  We often are even faced with this choice multiple times every morning and evening.  Do we hold on to faith in God’s promises of abundant life in his kingdom or do we opt for the ready security of a so-called life in Pharaoh’s kingdom?  It is this choice which Jesus re-presents when he invites us to lose our life so that it may be saved.  Or conversely Jesus asks, “What good is it to gain the whole world and lose your soul?”  When faced with scarcity and death in the kingdom of the world, the memory of God’s faithfulness and promise of life is short.  The temporal security that accompanies a quiet submission to Pharaoh is attractive.  The effect of faith in Pharaoh is corrosion of one’s soul and complicity with enslavement to a system of dominating, death-rendering power “over” its subjects.   Contrast this power “over” with the “lording” of our King Jesus:
But he said to them, "The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; and those in authority over them are called benefactors.  But not so with you; rather the greatest among you must become like the youngest, and the leader like one who serves.  For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one at the table? But I am among you as one who serves.  (Luke 22:25-27)

In this first demonstration of Abram’s lack of faith, Abram escapes famine, but becomes ensnared by the promises of Pharaoh which can only be a distortion of Abram’s potential life in the land promised by Yahweh.  We have no way of knowing “what may have been” if Abram stayed in the promised land.  For all I know, Egypt may have been an instrument of God for preserving Abram and his potential.  What we can say with some confidence is that this blessing of temporal provision, whether by Yahweh’s hand or not, becomes a burden to Abram and a curse to Pharaoh.  The line between being blessed and becoming a slave (or a manager of slaves… less different than we might at first think) is thin in Egypt.
ABRAM’S FAITH IN PHAROAH CEMENTED

As the story progresses, Sarai is noticed by Pharaoh’s middlemen and taken into Pharaoh’s house.  Abram continues to slide down Pharaoh’s slippery slope as his compromise with Pharaoh’s kingdom is rewarded not only with food, but also with affluence.
14 When Abram entered Egypt the Egyptians saw that the woman was very beautiful. 15 When the officials of Pharaoh saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh. And the woman was taken into Pharaoh's house. 16 And for her sake he dealt well with Abram; and he had sheep, oxen, male donkeys, male and female slaves, female donkeys, and camels.
Note that the pattern (ABCB’A’) of the enumeration of Abram’s acquisitions may place an emphasis on the male and female slaves, and therefore an emphasis on the depths to which Abram sank while in Egypt.  


A  “he had sheep, oxen,”



B  “male donkeys,”




C  “male and female slaves,”



B’  “female donkeys,”


A’  “and camels.”

Later in the story of his people, Abram’s God hears the cries of Abraham’s descendants enslaved in Egypt and sends Moses to save them.  Surely the inclusion of slaves in the house of Abram would have turned the stomachs of the people of the exodus.  It may have served as a warning to these former slaves of the hazards of living under Pharaoh’s rule.
YAHWEH’S FAITHFULNESS IN SPITE OF ABRAM

In v.10 we have Abram jettisoning faith in Yahweh and taking matters into his own hands.  By v.16 Abram has already negotiated a comfortable life of affluence under Pharaoh.  In spite of Abram’s lack, Abram’s God is watching and faithful.  If left to his comforts in Egypt, who knows if Abram would’ve ever become the father of our faith?  If not for God’s faithfulness to keep his promises and his determination to redeem his creation through Abram’s family, we might have only one option for life: conciliatory life under Pharaoh.
17 But the Lord afflicted Pharaoh and his house with great plagues because of Sarai, Abram's wife. 18 So Pharaoh called Abram, and said, "What is this you have done to me? Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? 19 Why did you say, "She is my sister,' so that I took her for my wife? Now then, here is your wife, take her, and be gone." 20 And Pharaoh gave his men orders concerning him; and they set him on the way, with his wife and all that he had.
It is interesting that God afflicts Pharaoh for Abram’s deception.  This is an opportunity to reflect and speculate on the roles of victim and victimizer in society and scripture.  My bent is to suggest that God often stands on the side of people crushed by systems of power and influence and against the powers and people that manage these systems to their advantage.  Abram has a sort of “management” position in this power structure, but in the collective memory of Israel reflecting backwards on Abram’s interaction with Pharaoh, Pharaoh is culpable for the deception and corruption which is motivated by his food monopoly in the face of famine.

ABRAM LEAVES EGYPT

It sometimes pays well to work under the conventions of the Pharaonic system.  I suppose that the higher the value of what one must compromise, the higher the reward for making that compromise.  For Abram, the cost of leaving the promised land and giving his wife to sleep with Pharaoh was greater than just the security of food and escape of death.  After leaving Egypt, Abram “was very rich in livestock, in silver, and in gold.” (Gen. 13:2).  Again, it pays to be complicit with the Pharaonic kingdom.  We can, however, enumerate the hidden relational costs of cooperation with oppressive systems of power:  alienation from our children, alienation from neighbors, alienation from our spouses, alienation from our God, corruption of the creation, co opting of our gifts, talents, and resources.  All of this expense is hidden in the transaction with Pharaoh until after our place in his kingdom is cemented.  Not only can we imagine some marital tension for Abram, we read in the text that he experiences the breaking down of relationships between the managers of his wealth and the mangers of his nephew Lot in chapter 13.
5 Now Lot, who went with Abram, also had flocks and herds and tents, 6 so that the land could not support both of them living together; for their possessions were so great that they could not live together, 7 and there was strife between the herders of Abram's livestock and the herders of Lot's livestock.
Instead of giving over his acquisitions from Egypt, Abram chooses alienation from his nephew Lot.

ABRAM REPENTING

Yahweh approaches Abram in his isolation and restates his commitment to Abram.

14 The Lord said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, "Raise your eyes now, and look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and westward; 15 for all the land that you see I will give to you and to your offspring of Mamre, which are at Hebron; and there he built an altar to the Lord.
forever. 16 I will make your offspring like the dust of the earth; so that if one can count the dust of the earth, your offspring also can be counted. 17 Rise up, walk through the length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you." 18 So Abram moved his tent, and came and settled by the oaks 
Shortly after this covenant renewal, Lot is taken captive in a war between the kings in the valley of Siddim.  Apparently, Abram has experienced a change of heart or repentance.  He must have learned a lesson from his dealings with Pharaoh.  He presumably could have given Pharaoh credit for making him wealthy.  In v. 14 we read, “When Abram heard that his nephew had been taken captive, he led forth his trained men, born in his house, three hundred eighteen of them, and went in pursuit as far as Dan.”  The phrase ‘born in his house’ could mean that these trained and armed men were relatives, slaves, or free men employed in Abram’s ventures.  Regardless of the status of these men, they are still born in ABRAM’S house, Abram’s mini-kingdom.
After routing Lot’s captors and plundering their goods, Abram gives a tenth of the booty to Melchizedek, the priest of God Most High.  He then returns the remaining of his shares to the king of Sodom so that the king of Sodom “might not say ‘I have made Abram rich’” (14:23).  He therefore avoids the seduction of power to which he fell prey under Pharaoh.  In Chapter 15 have further evidence of Abram’s salvation from the Pharaonic obsession with comfort and acquisition in his address to Yahweh prior to the ceremony affirming the covenant made in chapter 12 and reiterated in chapter 13.
1 After these things the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision, "Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great." 2 But Abram said, "O Lord God, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" reckoned it to him as righteousness.3 And Abram said, "You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my heir." 4 But the word of the Lord came to him, "This man shall not be your heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir." 5 He brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them." Then he said to him, "So shall your descendants be." 6 And he believed the Lord; and the Lord 
Abram, once stripped of faith, now believes that his God can and will provide an heir for him in the land of promise.  The change in priorities from acquisition of wealth to acquisition of heir is explicit and affirmed by God.  Abram’s designation of an heir as his “reward” represents the renewed confidence that Abram has in the primacy of relationships in God’s reign.  Abram must have finally read the fine print at the bottom of the contract of employment by Pharaoh.  He seems in the end to opt for the alternative life of relationships under Yahweh over the conventional life of affluence under Pharaoh.
