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Rebecca and Hagar:  

Two Biblical Women through the Lens of Ancient Law 
Miryam Brand 

Rebecca and Choice: Genesis 24 
 

…Then Laban and Bethuel answered, “The matter was decreed by the LORD; we cannot 

speak to you bad or good. Here is Rebekah before you; take her and go, and let her be a 

wife to your master’s son, as the LORD has spoken.” … Then he and the entourage under 

him ate and drank, and they spent the night. When they arose next morning, he said, “Give 

me leave to go to my master.” But her brother and her mother said, “Let the maiden remain 

with us some ten days; then you may go.” 

He said to them, “Do not delay me, now that the LORD has made my errand successful. Give 

me leave that I may go to my master.” And they said, “Let us call the girl and ask for her 

reply.” 

They called Rebekah and said to her, “Will you go with this man?” And she said, “I will.” 

So they sent off their sister Rebekah and her nurse along with Abraham’s servant and his 

entourage. 

And they blessed Rebekah and said to her, “O sister! May you grow into thousands of 

myriads; May your descendants seize The gates of their foes.” Then Rebekah and her maids 

arose, mounted the camels, and followed the man. So the servant took Rebekah and went 

his way. 

Isaac had just come back from the vicinity of Beer-lahai-roi, for he was settled in the region 

of the Negeb. And Isaac went out to meditate in the field toward evening and, looking up, 

he saw camels approaching. Raising her eyes, Rebekah saw Isaac. She alighted from the 

camel and said to the servant, “Who is that man walking in the field toward us?” And the 

servant said, “That is my master.” So she took her veil and covered herself. 

 

The Veil - Middle Assyrian Laws (12th century BCE) 

41: If a seignior wishes to veil his concubine, he shall have five (or) six of his neighbors 

present (and) veil her in their presence (and) say, "She is my wife," (and so) she becomes his 

wife. A concubine who was not veiled in the presence of the men, whose husband did not 

say, "She is my wife," is not a wife; she is still a concubine. If a seignior died (and) his veiled 

wife has no sons, the sons by concubines become (legitimate) sons; they shall receive a 

share (of the estate). 

(Note: in this collection of laws, all “legitimate” women are veiled, including single ones – 

concubines and prostitutes are not.) 
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Hagar – What did Sarai Expect? 
 

The Set-Up and the Prophecy: Genesis 16 
 

הּ   ה לוֹ וְלָׂ ם לאֹ יָׂלְדָׂ ת אַבְרָׂ רַי אֵשֶׁ ר׃וְשָׂ גָׂ הּ הָׂ ית וּשְמָׂ צְרִׁ ה מִׁ פְחָׂ ת   שִׁ דֶׁ לֶׁ י יְהוָׂה מִׁ רַנִׁ נֵה־נָׂא עֲצָׂ ם הִׁ ל־אַבְרָׂ רַי אֶׁ ר שָׂ וַתאֹמֶׁ

י׃ רָׂ ם לְקוֹל שָׂ שְמַע אַבְרָׂ נָׂה וַיִׁ מֶׁ נֶׁה מִׁ בָׂ י אוּלַי אִׁ תִׁ פְחָׂ ל־שִׁ ית   באֹ־נָׂא אֶׁ צְרִׁ ר הַמִׁ גָׂ ת־הָׂ ם אֶׁ ת־אַבְרָׂ רַי אֵשֶׁ קַח שָׂ וַתִׁ

קֵ  הּ מִׁ תָׂ פְחָׂ ה׃שִׁ שָׂ הּ לוֹ לְאִׁ ישָׂ ם אִׁ הּ לְאַבְרָׂ תֵן אֹתָׂ ץ כְנָׂעַן וַתִׁ רֶׁ ם בְאֶׁ ת אַבְרָׂ בֶׁ ים לְשֶׁ נִׁ ר שָׂ שֶׁ ר וַתַהַר   ץ עֶׁ גָׂ ל־הָׂ וַיָׂבאֹ אֶׁ

׃  הּ בְעֵינֶׁיהָׂ רְתָׂ ה וַתֵקַל גְבִׁ תָׂ רָׂ י הָׂ א כִׁ  וַתֵרֶׁ

ם  ל־אַבְרָׂ רַי אֶׁ ר שָׂ י   וַתאֹמֶׁ שְפֹט יְהוָׂה בֵינִׁ ה וָׂאֵקַל בְעֵינֶׁיהָׂ יִׁ תָׂ רָׂ י הָׂ א כִׁ ךָ וַתֵרֶׁ י בְחֵיקֶׁ תִׁ פְחָׂ י שִׁ י נָׂתַתִׁ נֹכִׁ יךָ אָׂ לֶׁ י עָׂ סִׁ חֲמָׂ

בְרַח וּבֵינֶׁיךָ׃  רַי וַתִׁ ךְ וַתְעַנֶׁהָׂ שָׂ יִׁ הּ הַטּוֹב בְעֵינָׂ י־לָׂ תֵךְ בְיָׂדֵךְ עֲשִׁ פְחָׂ נֵה שִׁ רַי הִׁ ל־שָׂ ם אֶׁ ר אַבְרָׂ ׃  וַיאֹמֶׁ נֶׁיהָׂ פָׂ  מִׁ

ךְ שוּר׃ רֶׁ ן בְדֶׁ עַיִׁ ר עַל־הָׂ דְבָׂ ם בַמִׁ הּ מַלְאַךְ יְהוָׂה עַל־עֵין הַמַיִׁ אָׂ מְצָׂ י   וַיִׁ נָׂה תֵלֵכִׁ את וְאָׂ ה בָׂ זֶׁ רַי אֵי־מִׁ פְחַת שָׂ ר שִׁ גָׂ וַיאֹמַר הָׂ

י בֹרַחַת׃  נֹכִׁ י אָׂ רְתִׁ רַי גְבִׁ פְנֵי שָׂ ר מִׁ  וַתאֹמֶׁ

הּ מַלְאַךְ יְהוָׂה ש ר לָׂ ׃וַיאֹמֶׁ יהָׂ י תַחַת יָׂדֶׁ תְעַנִׁ רְתֵךְ וְהִׁ ל־גְבִׁ י אֶׁ ת־זַרְעֵךְ וְלאֹ   וּבִׁ ה אֶׁ ה אַרְבֶׁ הּ מַלְאַךְ יְהוָׂה הַרְבָׂ ר לָׂ ויַאֹמֶׁ

פֵר מֵרֹב׃ סָׂ נְיֵךְ יִׁ ל־עָׂ מַע יְהוָׂה אֶׁ י־שָׂ עֵאל כִׁ שְמָׂ את שְמוֹ יִׁ רָׂ ה וְיֹלַדְתְ בֵן וְקָׂ רָׂ נָׂךְ הָׂ הּ מַלְאַךְ יְהוָׂה הִׁ ר לָׂ א  ...׃ וַיאֹמֶׁ קְרָׂ וַתִׁ

י׃  י אַחֲרֵי רֹאִׁ יתִׁ אִׁ ה הֲגַם הֲלֹם רָׂ מְרָׂ י אָׂ י כִׁ ה אֵל רֳאִׁ יהָׂ אַתָׂ נֵה  שֵם־יְהוָׂה הַדֹבֵר אֵלֶׁ י הִׁ א לַבְאֵר בְאֵר לַחַי רֹאִׁ רָׂ עַל־כֵן קָׂ

ד׃ רֶׁ דֵש וּבֵין בָׂ ר־  בֵין־קָׂ ם־בְנוֹ אֲשֶׁ ם שֶׁ א אַבְרָׂ קְרָׂ ם בֵן וַיִׁ ר לְאַבְרָׂ גָׂ ד הָׂ עֵאל׃ וַתֵלֶׁ שְמָׂ ר יִׁ גָׂ ה הָׂ  יָׂלְדָׂ

 

So Sarai, Abram’s wife, took her maid, Hagar the Egyptian—after Abram had dwelt in the 

land of Canaan ten years—and gave her to her husband Abram as concubine. He cohabited 

with Hagar and she conceived; and when she saw that she had conceived, her mistress was 

lowered in her esteem. 

And Sarai said to Abram, “The wrong done me is your fault! I myself put my maid in your 

bosom; now that she sees that she is pregnant, I am lowered in her esteem. The LORD 

should decide between you and me!” Abram said to Sarai, “Your maid is in your hands. Deal 

with her as you think right.” Then Sarai treated her harshly, and she ran away from her. 

A messenger of the LORD found her by a spring of water in the wilderness, the spring on the 

road to Shur, and said, “Hagar, slave of Sarai, where have you come from, and where are 

you going?” And she said, “I am running away from my mistress Sarai.” 

And the messenger of the LORD said to her, “Go back to your mistress, and submit to her 

harsh treatment.” And the messenger of the LORD said to her, “I will greatly increase your 

offspring, And they shall be too many to count.” 

The messenger of the LORD said to her further, “Behold, you are pregnant and shall bear a 

son; You shall call him Ishmael, for the LORD has paid heed to your suffering… 

And she called the LORD (i.e. the messenger of the LORD) who spoke to her, “You Are El-

roi,” ( “God of Seeing.” by which she meant, “Have I not gone on seeing after my being 

seen!” Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi. It is between Kadesh and Bered. 

Hagar bore a son to Abram, and Abram gave the son that Hagar bore him the name Ishmael. 
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Ancient Near Eastern Parallels 
 

Nuzi tablets 

The tablet of adoption belonging to [Zike], the son of Akkuya: he gave his son Shennima in 

adoption to Shuriha-ilu, and Shuriha-ilu, with reference to Shennima, (from) all the lands . . . 

(and) his earnings of every sort gave to Shennima one (portion) of his property. 

If Shuriha-ilu should have a son of his own, as the principal (son) he shall take a double 

share; Shennima shall then be next in order (and) take his proper share. As long as Shuriha-

ilu is alive, Shennima shall revere him. When Shuriha-ilu [dies], Shennima shall become the 

heir. Furthermore, Kelim-ninu has been given in marriage to Shennima. If Kelim-ninu bears 

(children), Shennima shall not take another wife; but 

if Kelim-ninu does not bear, Kelim-ninu shall acquire a woman of the land of Lullu as wife for 

Shennima, and Kefim-ninu may not send the offspring away. Any sons that may be born to 

Shennima from the womb of Kelim-ninu, to (these) sons shall be given [all] the lands (and) 

buildings of every sort. [However], if she does not bear a son, [then] the daughter of 

Kelimninu from the lands (and) buildings shall take one (portion) of the property. 

Furthermore, Shuriha-ilu shall not adopt another son in addition to Shennima. Whoever 

among them defaults shall compensate with 1 mina of silver (and) 1 mina of gold. 

 

Code of Hammurabi (c. 1755–1750 BCE) 

146: When a seignior married a hierodule and she gave a female slave to her husband and 

she has then borne children, if later that female slave has claimed equality with her mistress 

because she bore children, her mistress may not sell her; she may mark her with the slave-

mark and count her among the slaves. 

I47: lf she did not bear children, her mistress may sell her. 

 

Nimrud (Neo-Assyrian period; c. 648 BCE) 

Amat-Ashtarti, the woman over the new palace at Calah, gives her daughter Subietu to Mili-

ramu, the son of Abdi-Asuzi…(dowry information). 

If Subietu does not bear sons he shall take a handmaid. She (the wife) shall deposit her 

shares and her (…). Sons shall she (the handmaid) bring into being as her sons. She (the 

wife) shall not curse, strike, nor be furious and treat her (the handmaid) improperly. Subietu 

with Milki-ramu shall not be at enmity. If Milki-ramu is at enmity with her and he divorces 

her, then he is to give (the dowry back). 
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Biblical Parallel: Bilhah (and Zilpah) 
 

Genesis 30:3-8 

נָׂה׃ מֶׁ י מִׁ נֹכִׁ נֶׁה גַם־אָׂ בָׂ רְכַי וְאִׁ יהָׂ וְתֵלֵד עַל־בִׁ ה באֹ אֵלֶׁ לְהָׂ י בִׁ תִׁ נֵה אֲמָׂ ר הִׁ ה    וַתאֹמֶׁ שָׂ הּ לְאִׁ תָׂ פְחָׂ ה שִׁ לְהָׂ ת־בִׁ ן־לוֹ אֶׁ תֶׁ וַתִׁ

יהָׂ יַעֲקֹב׃ ד לְיַעֲקֹב בֵן׃ וַ   וַיָׂבאֹ אֵלֶׁ ה וַתֵלֶׁ לְהָׂ ה   תַהַר בִׁ רְאָׂ י בֵן עַל־כֵן קָׂ ן־לִׁ תֶׁ י וַיִׁ מַע בְקֹלִׁ ים וְגַם שָׂ י אֱלֹהִׁ נַנִׁ חֵל דָׂ ר רָׂ וַתאֹמֶׁ

ן׃  י לְיַעֲקֹב׃  שְמוֹ דָׂ חֵל בֵן שֵנִׁ פְחַת רָׂ ה שִׁ לְהָׂ ד בִׁ חֵל נַפְתוּלֵי   וַתַהַר עוֹד וַתֵלֶׁ ר רָׂ י גַם־ וַתאֹמֶׁ ם־אֲחֹתִׁ י עִׁ פְתַלְתִׁ ים נִׁ אֱלֹהִׁ

י׃  לִׁ א שְמוֹ נַפְתָׂ קְרָׂ י וַתִׁ  יָׂכֹלְתִׁ

She (Rachel) said, “Here is my maid Bilhah. Consort with her, that she may bear on my knees 

and that through her I too may have children.” So she gave him her maid Bilhah as 

concubine, and Jacob cohabited with her. Bilhah conceived and bore Jacob a son. 

And Rachel said, “God has vindicated me; (Heb. dananni, connected with “Dan”) indeed, 

[God] has heeded my plea and given me a son.” Therefore she named him Dan. 

Rachel’s maid Bilhah conceived again and bore Jacob a second son. And Rachel said, “A 

fateful contest I waged (Heb. naphtule … naphtalti, connected with “Naphtali”) with my 

sister; yes, and I have prevailed.” So she named him Naphtali. 

 

Ishmael -- Inheriting with Isaac 
 

Genesis 21:9-10 

 

ם מְצַחֵק׃  הָׂ ה לְאַבְרָׂ ר־יָׂלְדָׂ ית אֲשֶׁ צְרִׁ ר הַמִׁ גָׂ ן־הָׂ ת־בֶׁ ה אֶׁ רָׂ א שָׂ י   וַתֵרֶׁ ת־בְנָׂהּ כִׁ ה הַזאֹת וְאֶׁ מָׂ אָׂ רֵש הָׂ ם גָׂ הָׂ ר לְאַבְרָׂ וַתאֹמֶׁ

ק  צְחָׂ ם־יִׁ י עִׁ ם־בְנִׁ ה הַזאֹת עִׁ מָׂ אָׂ ן־הָׂ ירַש בֶׁ  : לאֹ יִׁ

Sarah saw the son whom Hagar the Egyptian had borne to Abraham playing (מצחק) . She 

said to Abraham, “Cast out that slave-woman and her son, for the son of that slave shall not 

share in the inheritance with my son Isaac.” 

 

Parallel: Code of Hammurabi on Inheritance 

170: When a seignior's first wife bore him children and his female slave also bore him 

children, if the father during his lifetime has ever said "My children!" to the children whom 

the slave bore him, thus having counted them with the children of the first wife, after the 

father has gone to (his) fate, the children of the first wife and the children of the slave shall 

share equally in the goods of the paternal estate, with the first-born, the son of the first 

wife, receiving a preferential share. 

 

 


