Sarah - Wife, Mother and Queen

Sarah as Sister – A Commandment Hierarchy
Genesis 12:13 - Say, I pray thee, thou art my sister: that it may be well with me for thy sake; and my soul shall live because of thee.

Genesis 12:15, New International Version - And when Pharaoh's officials saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh, and she was taken into his palace.

Genesis 12:15-19, Amplified Bible - The princes of Pharaoh also saw her and commended her to Pharaoh, and she was taken into Pharaoh's house [harem].  And he treated Abram well for her sake; he acquired sheep, oxen, he-donkeys, menservants, maidservants, she-donkeys, and camels.  But the Lord scourged Pharaoh and his household with serious plagues because of Sarai, Abram's wife.  And Pharaoh called Abram and said, What is this that you have done to me?  Why did you not tell me that she was your wife?  Why did you say, She is my sister, so that I took her to be my wife?  Now then, here is your wife; take her and get away [from here]!

Abraham 2:24-25 - Let her say unto the Egyptians, she is thy sister, and thy soul shall live.  And it came to pass that I, Abraham, told Sarai, my wife, all that the Lord had said unto me—Therefore say unto them, I pray thee, thou art my sister, that it may be well with me for thy sake, and my soul shall live because of thee.
Joseph Smith - Happiness is the object and design of our existence; and will be the end thereof, if we pursue the path that leads to it; and this path is virtue, uprightness, faithfulness, holiness, and keeping all the commandments of God.  But we cannot keep all the commandments without first knowing them, and we cannot expect to know all, or more than we now know unless we comply with or keep those we have already received.  
That which is wrong under one circumstance, may be, and often is, right under another.  God said, "Thou shalt not kill;" [Exodus 20:13] at another time He said, "Thou shalt utterly destroy" [Deuteronomy 20:17].  This is the principle on which the government of heaven is conducted—by revelation adapted to the circumstances in which the children of the kingdom are placed.  Whatever God requires is right, no matter what it is, although we may not see the reason thereof till long after the events transpire.  
If we seek first the kingdom of God, all good things will be added.  So with Solomon: first he asked wisdom, and God gave it him, and with it every desire of his heart, even things which might be considered abominable to all who understand the order of heaven only in part, but which in reality were right because God gave and sanctioned by special revelation.  (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 255, emphasis added.)
Alma 18:22-23 - Ammon being wise, yet harmless… And thus he was caught with guile [Guile = Deceitful cunning; craft and treachery].  
Alma 43:30 - And he also knowing that it was the only desire of the Nephites to preserve their lands, and their liberty, and their church, therefore he thought it no sin that he should defend them by stratagem [Strategem = A cleverly contrived trick or scheme for gaining an end].
Sarah as Sister, Legal Status

Kent Brown - It was not until the discovery of ancient Hurrian legal texts at the site of Nuzi, a city east of Ashur, the capital of ancient Assyria [now Syria and Iraq], that we obtained a clearer background for this incident.

The Hurrians were people who flourished about the time of Abraham, and later.  Their kingdom included the land of Haran in which Abraham and Sarah lived for a number of years before moving to Canaan (Genesis 11:31).  Interestingly, only in stories dealing with Sarah and Rebecca do we find the claim made that the wife was also a sister to her husband (Genesis 12:10-20).  Rebecca … spent her youth growing up in Haran, no doubt in contact with Hurrians.

The contact is important when we learn that under Hurrian law women were frequently adopted as sisters by their husbands either before or during the marriage ceremony.  Such a dual status, both wife and sister, had important consequences for a woman.  It guaranteed to her special legal and social protections and opportunities which were simply not available to women in any other culture of the Near East.  Because Sarah had lived within the Hurrian culture for a number of years, it is not unlikely that she enjoyed this status in her marriage, a status common among Hurrians.  Therefore, Abraham’s claim that Sarah was his sister upon their entry into the land of Egypt is not far-fetched in the least.  Further, it is possible that Terah, Abraham’s father, had adopted Sarah before her marriage to Abraham and that this is the meaning of the passage in Genesis 20:12.  This particular practice, on the part of a prospective father-in-law, is documented from the Nuzi tablets.  
In Genesis Abraham is said to have insisted that Sarah was his sister because he feared for his life.  The incident is clarified in the book of Abraham where we learn it was revealed to Abraham that Sarah would maintain that she was his sister (Abraham 2:21-25).

This placed the burden on Sarah.  Would she risk her own rights as wife in order to preserve the life of her husband as the Lord had asked?  Indeed, Sarah’s visit to Egypt became a period of intense trial for her.  Even though the Lord protected her from the pharaoh’s intent to make her his wife — and protected her virtue — the pharaoh was nevertheless allowed to take her into his household (Genesis 12:15-20).  We see, then, that Egypt represented at the same time a haven from the famine and a place of testing for Sarah.  (“Biblical Egypt: Land of Refuge, Land of Bondage,” Ensign, Sep.  1980, p. 45, emphasis added.)
But Why Did The Lord Do This?

Gaye Strathearn - Why did Abraham, even though he was insignificant in comparison to the mightiest man of his time [Egypt’s pharaoh], have such a profound influence on the history of the world?  It seems that Jehovah was setting the scene to make a statement not only to Pharaoh but also to all of Egypt and to all who read of this event that He wanted them to understand His power and sphere of influence.  Therefore, He orchestrated the circumstances around Abraham's introduction to the Egyptian Pharaoh.  As Abraham's sister, Sarah provided that introduction, but that was only the first step in a powerful set of events.
… In antiquity, other nations considered Egypt the center of medical science.  The fame of Egyptian physicians commanded international respect.
… In the account in the Genesis Apocryphon [ancient document], it appears that Pharaoh summoned both groups [religious advisors and physicians] to his aid, yet both of them failed.  Egypt, with all of its medical knowledge and religious powers, was not able to provide any relief for its Pharaoh.  With no other recourse available to them, Pharaoh's servant, Hirqanos, came and "begged .  . .  [Abraham] to pray over the king" and to "lay … [his] hands upon him that he might live".

… It was not until the dawning of the Christian era, and hence the return of the Melchizedek Priesthood through the Savior, that the practice was generally associated with the healing of the sick.  But Latter-day Saints know that Abraham did hold the Melchizedek Priesthood.  The Doctrine and Covenants tells us that he received it from Melchizedek (see D&C 84:14).  Therefore, it is certainly not out of place to find in the Genesis Apocryphon that Abraham lays … his hands upon the head of Pharaoh to heal him from the plagues sent by the Lord.
… The prophet Abraham stands uncontested in history as the father of three monotheistic [one-god] religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.  While the people in the world around him worshipped [many] deities, Abraham stood firm in his commitment to Jehovah.  Whenever Abraham journeyed throughout Chaldea, Canaan, or Egypt, he proclaimed the power of Jehovah.  His allegiance did not shift from one country to another.  In examining the controversial incident in Egypt, the book of Abraham and the Genesis Apocryphon help us to see Abraham continuing his missionary activities.  When Abraham responded to God's commandment to call Sarah his sister, he acted with immediacy and unquestioned obedience.  One of the great characteristics of such individuals as Abraham, Nephi, and Peter was their commitment to God's current commandments, not just his previous ones.  As we go through life, we also encounter times when we are given commandments that seem strange or that are difficult to understand.  We may not always see their immediate purpose, but if we respond as Abraham did, then we can also experience the power of God in our lives and in the lives of those around us.  Surely that is one of the great lessons to learn from our mighty ancestor, Abraham.  (From her chapter in Thy People Shall Be My People and Thy God My God: The 22d Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium, p. 157-162)
Sarah’s Trial and Triumph

E.  Douglas Clark - But it was Sarah who had faced the most difficult dilemma in Egypt: If she honored both Abraham's request (by feigning maidenhood) and her marriage vows (by refusing Pharaoh's advances), she faced certain death.  The alternative was simply to accept her new role with its dazzling wealth and influence.  Sarah proved her loyalty at the peril of her life, and was – as were Abraham and Isaac – finally rescued by God.  Her sacrifice demonstrated her equality with Abraham and their mutual dependence.  (Encyclopedia of Mormonism, p. 8)
Hugh Nibley - Of course, Pharaoh wanted to have Sarah for his wife, but Abraham and Sarah had made a covenant to each other, and Abraham in this story [in an ancient document called the Genesis Apocryphon] is outside the palace walls all night and prays to God to spare Sarah.  And Sarah finds herself on the king's bed.  Now, this is a bed (it's the standard bed).  It's also an altar, the standard form of Egyptian altar.  It is also an embalming table.  You can use it for all these things.  It is also a table for birth.  We have many representations where queens give birth.  Queen Hatshepsut, for example, is being born, and her mother is on one of these beds.  So this is where life is conceived, where it begins, where it ends.  Everything happens on a couch, always shaped like the lion here.  It's the lion couch that represents the processes of destruction in the earth, represents the second principle where everything returns back to the earth.  It's the fierce lion that consumes all things.  
So he [Abraham] prayed outside and she prayed inside, with the understanding that if she didn't submit to Pharaoh, she would be put to death (that was the understanding).  You don't refuse Pharaoh that way.  So she prayed and Abraham prayed.  Just as Pharaoh was to approach her, an angel came to the rescue at the last minute, exactly as he came to the rescue of Abraham at the last minute ...  The angel comes with a whip, and he forbids Pharaoh to take another step.  The Bible tells us this Pharaoh and all his house became barren, including animals, until he had finally delivered Sarah and returned her to Abraham.  Then he sent Abraham out of the land loaded with royal gifts as a prince.  He recognized him as a prince.  Especially, he recognizes Sarah.  He sends her out as a queen with a crown and a robe, and all the rest of it.  (Ancient Documents and the Pearl of Great Price, p. 11)
Sarah’s Longest Trial -

Others Blessed While She Remains Barren
Hugh Nibley - Pharaoh searched in the archives personally for confirmation of his divinity; he was not a god but the servant of the gods; he could not heal the sick; and even in popular tales he performs no miracles.  And yet he was conceded a sort of theoretical divinity.  No wonder he was impressed when, according to the Genesis Apocryphon, Abraham laid hands upon him and healed him!” (Abraham in Egypt, p. 190-191)
Gaye Strathearn – [The Genesis Apocryphon records] Pharaoh's plea and Abraham's response as follows: "But now pray for me and for my house that this evil spirit will be rebuked from us.  So I [Abraham] prayed and I laid my hands upon his head and the plague fell from him and the evil spirit was rebuked and he lived”.  It is significant that Abraham did not initiate this scene with Pharaoh.  Instead, he waited for Pharaoh to approach him.  In fact, this whole episode appears to have been orchestrated so that Pharaoh would seek out Abraham's assistance.

Although the biblical account of this incident does not mention Abraham's praying for the Pharaoh, it is mentioned in the similar account with the king of Gerar, Abimelech.  Here we are informed that "Abraham prayed unto God: and God healed Abimelech, and his wife, and his maidservants; and they bare children" (Genesis 20:17).  Then the plague which Jehovah had sent upon them is explained: "for the Lord had fast closed up all the wombs of the house of Abimelech, because of Sarah Abraham's wife" (Genesis 20:18).  The Genesis Apocryphon gives no indication of the nature of the plague against Pharaoh, and although scholars have suggested numerous hypotheses, it is at least possible, given the corresponding circumstances, that Pharaoh experienced problems similar to those of Abimelech.  (From her chapter in Thy People Shall Be My People and Thy God My God: The 22d Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium, p. 160, emphasis added.)
Teachers’ Note - Although it is not stated in the scriptures, what might have been Abraham’s and Sarah’s emotions at the healing of pharaoh and at the healing of Abimelech and his household of being barren?

Louise Gardiner Durham - In her old age, Sarah gave Hagar, her maid, to Abraham.  Modern revelation indicates that Sarah thereby "administered unto Abraham according to the law" (D&C 132:65), and more recent scholarship has confirmed the widespread legal obligation of the childless wife in the ancient Near East to provide her husband with a second wife.  Tensions flared with Hagar and later Ishmael (Genesis 16:4).  In both cases, Hagar was driven away, first temporarily when pregnant, and then permanently, with her teenage son Ishmael.  Significantly, in both cases, the Lord had Abraham place the resolution of these conflicts in Sarah's hands: "In all that Sarah hath said unto thee, hearken unto her voice" (Genesis 21:12).

The promise that she would bear a son, which had caused Sarah to "laugh…within herself" (Genesis 18:12), was fulfilled in the birth of Isaac.  The scriptures do not indicate whether Sarah knew beforehand of the call to take Isaac to Moriah [to be sacrificed], but she had been prepared.  Her experiences had carved out in her a reservoir of patient faith, and she was capable of complete trust in God.  Sarah was human and real and sometimes even imperfect in wrestling with the burdens of obedience.  Yet she endured.  Ultimately, she entered with Abraham into the exaltation that her motherhood helped prepare for all the house of Israel (D&C 132:34-37).  (Encyclopedia of Mormonism, “Sarah”, p. 1260)
(Sheet compiled by Zan and Misty Larsen)
Presentation Notes

Begin with the two stories of Sarah as sister in Genesis 12:10-20 and Genesis 20: 1-17.  These give the basis for the items being discussed in the lesson.
Divide the class into 5 groups.  Assign each group 1 heading section to discuss and then present.  Remind them that they need to make sure everyone else understands their part, they are teaching this.
Let the groups discuss their part for several minutes, then take turns having the groups present.  Keep track of the amount of time each group can have so you don’t run out of time.

If you have more time that you think you’ll need, comment between groups on points they especially did well, emphasizing parts, etc.

If time permits, show Bible Gateway with the other versions of the Bible.

End with the quote at the bottom of page 3 and your testimony.

Extra Material

Louise Gardiner Durham [full version of the quote used above] - Sarah was the wife of Abraham.  Originally named Sarai (which possibly meant "contentions"), she was renamed Sarah ("princess") when, in her old age, God promised Abraham that she would bear a son.  The fragmentary information available about her paints a picture of great faith manifested in sacrifices not easily made.  Sarah shared equally in Abraham's trials; her experience permits a feminine perspective on the universal obligations of faith, hope, and sacrifice.

Childless until late in life, Sarah suffered years of travail.  Barrenness was a heavy burden for any woman in Near Eastern cultures but would have been felt as a particularly searing inadequacy by a woman whose husband had received divine promises of endless posterity.

Against this backdrop, Sarah was twice thrust into situations where she had to feign being unmarried in order to protect Abraham - first with Pharaoh (Genesis 12) and then with Abimelech (Genesis 20).  The book of Abraham makes it clear that this was not mere cowardice or prevarication on Abraham's part; it was obedience to divine direction (Abraham 2:22-25).  But this did not simplify Sarah's dilemma.  Already torn between commitment to sacred marriage vows and the apparent certainty of death if she did not play the allotted role, she was required to rely on God for protection during the very hours when his instructions seemed to place her in the jaws of destruction.  As in the ultimate trial with Isaac, it was the joint faith of Sarah and Abraham that ultimately opened the path of deliverance.

Genesis 12:10-20 – New International Version

10 Now there was a famine in the land, and Abram went down to Egypt to live there for a while because the famine was severe. 11 As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, "I know what a beautiful woman you are. 12 When the Egyptians see you, they will say, 'This is his wife.' Then they will kill me but will let you live. 13 Say you are my sister, so that I will be treated well for your sake and my life will be spared because of you."

 14 When Abram came to Egypt, the Egyptians saw that she was a very beautiful woman. 15 And when Pharaoh's officials saw her, they praised her to Pharaoh, and she was taken into his palace. 16 He treated Abram well for her sake, and Abram acquired sheep and cattle, male and female donkeys, menservants and maidservants, and camels.

 17 But the LORD inflicted serious diseases on Pharaoh and his household because of Abram's wife Sarai. 18 So Pharaoh summoned Abram. "What have you done to me?" he said. "Why didn't you tell me she was your wife? 19 Why did you say, 'She is my sister,' so that I took her to be my wife? Now then, here is your wife. Take her and go!" 20 Then Pharaoh gave orders about Abram to his men, and they sent him on his way, with his wife and everything he had.

Genesis 20 – New International Version

1 Now Abraham moved on from there into the region of the Negev and lived between Kadesh and Shur. For a while he stayed in Gerar, 2 and there Abraham said of his wife Sarah, "She is my sister." Then Abimelech king of Gerar sent for Sarah and took her.

 3 But God came to Abimelech in a dream one night and said to him, "You are as good as dead because of the woman you have taken; she is a married woman."

 4 Now Abimelech had not gone near her, so he said, "Lord, will you destroy an innocent nation? 5 Did he not say to me, 'She is my sister,' and didn't she also say, 'He is my brother'? I have done this with a clear conscience and clean hands."

 6 Then God said to him in the dream, "Yes, I know you did this with a clear conscience, and so I have kept you from sinning against me. That is why I did not let you touch her. 7 Now return the man's wife, for he is a prophet, and he will pray for you and you will live. But if you do not return her, you may be sure that you and all yours will die."

 8 Early the next morning Abimelech summoned all his officials, and when he told them all that had happened, they were very much afraid. 9 Then Abimelech called Abraham in and said, "What have you done to us? How have I wronged you that you have brought such great guilt upon me and my kingdom? You have done things to me that should not be done." 10 And Abimelech asked Abraham, "What was your reason for doing this?"

 11 Abraham replied, "I said to myself, 'There is surely no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me because of my wife.' 12 Besides, she really is my sister, the daughter of my father though not of my mother; and she became my wife. 13 And when God had me wander from my father's household, I said to her, 'This is how you can show your love to me: Everywhere we go, say of me, "He is my brother." ' "

 14 Then Abimelech brought sheep and cattle and male and female slaves and gave them to Abraham, and he returned Sarah his wife to him. 15 And Abimelech said, "My land is before you; live wherever you like."

 16 To Sarah he said, "I am giving your brother a thousand shekels [a] of silver. This is to cover the offense against you before all who are with you; you are completely vindicated."

 17 Then Abraham prayed to God, and God healed Abimelech, his wife and his slave girls so they could have children again, 18 for the LORD had closed up every womb in Abimelech's household because of Abraham's wife Sarah.

At God's command, Abraham humbled himself to ask Sarah �as a favor to declare herself to be his sister, �eligible to marry another and thus save his life. 


This is only part of the deference that Abraham had to make to his wife, �and it left no place for his male pride. 


Sarah, on the other hand, with equal humility, �went to Abraham confessing God's hand in her childlessness �and actually begging him to have children by another woman. 


Can one imagine a greater test of her pride? 


When both sides of the equation are reduced, �the remainder on both sides is only a great love.


- Hugh Nibley


(Old Testament and Related Studies, p. 99)








