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The book under review represents a full-scale literary analysis of the separation of Abram and 

Lot in Genesis 13 and of the reception history of the episode in early Jewish and Christian 

literature. Dominant scholarly interpretations understand Lot’s role in the narrative as 

Abram’s potential heir, and Lot’s function as an ethical contrast to the righteous Abram (5 et 

passim). Rickett, however, claims that this type of interpretation is not only one-sided but also 

lacks an adequate analysis of the language of “brotherhood” (ix). 

 In his short but well-organized introduction Rickett raises the following three 

interconnected questions: (1) Do the understandings that Lot serves as the first potential heir 

and/or as the unrighteous counterpart to righteous Abram best reflect the way the text 

characterizes Lot’s purpose and function in the Abraham narrative? (2) If they are not inherent 

in the text, then what is the origin of these readings and how can a study of the early Jewish 

and Christian reception of Gen 13 help identify that origin? (3) If these common assumptions 

do not reflect the focus of the text, then how are Genesis 13 in general, and Lot and his 

purpose and function, in particular, to be understood? 

 In chapter one Rickett demonstrates that there is no textual evidence in Genesis 

explicitly stating that Lot is Abram’s presumed heir. On the contrary, Lot is primarily 

identified as both Haran’s son and Terah’s grandson (11:31), namely, as being part of Terah’s 

household, from which God commands Abram to leave (12:1). Throughout Gen 11-14, Abram 

never adopts Lot nor considers him his potential heir. In other words, Abram was not 

supposed to take Lot with him. 

 Chapter two clarifies that Lot is not an ethical counterpart to the righteous Abram. A 

series of Lot’s actions in Gen 13, such as his “lifting up his eyes” and his choice of the plain 

of Jordan for himself, has been interpreted as literary hints to his selfishness, short-

sightedness, and unrighteousness. On the basis of other occurrences of these phrases in the 

Bible, Rickett demonstrates that they do not necessarily have negative connotations (37). Lot 

is, accordingly, not a foil to righteous Abram but, at worst, an ethically ambiguous character. 

 What then is the origin of the conventional negative opinion on Lot? This is 

answered in chapters three to five. Chapter three deals with the earliest scriptural retellings in 

the Second Temple Period, including the Septuagint, Jubilees, and Genesis Apocryphon. 

According to Rickett, these texts commonly tend to safeguard Abram by changing wording, 
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adding interpretive information, or omitting problematic portions (69; 89). As a result, Lot is 

characterized as an unrighteous outsider. 

 Chapter four analyzes later Jewish retellings of the Bible, such as Philo, Josephus, 

the Targums, and the midrashic literature, all of which realize the problems surrounding the 

situation (sc. Lot’s presence, the strife between the herders, the offer of land to Lot, etc.). The 

midrashic literature—mainly Genesis Rabbah, Pesikta Rabbati, Midrash Tanḥuma, and the 

Babylonian Talmud—establishes the dichotomy between Abram as an exemplar of Torah 

obedience, and Lot as an exemplar of Torah rejection. As long as the wicked Lot was around, 

the word of God could not reach Abraham (112).  

 In chapter four, Rickett also conducts a comparative study between the story of 

Abram and Lot’s separation, and Ruth 1. Rickett successfully demonstrates a striking contrast 

between Lot and Ruth regarding the reception of the Torah (120-21). 

 Chapter five is dedicated to the analysis of early Christian reception, especially 

patristic interpretation and early Christian art (with brief surveys of the New Testament and 

the later Medieval and Renaissance reception). Similar to the Jewish interpretations, the 

Church Fathers (Julius Africanus, Origen, Ephrem, Jerome, Ambrose, John Chrysostom, and 

Augustine) generally attempt to safeguard Abram by highlighting his good deeds. By contrast, 

compared to the depiction of Lot as an unrighteous character in the Jewish interpretations, 

Christian interpreters leave room for a more positive evaluation: “Lot is a mixture of virtue 

and vice” (147). One of the most typical examples of this ambivalent perspective is from John 

Chrysostom (134-40), according to whom Lot is a righteous person, although he not only 

failed to repay Abram for his generosity but also made a bad decision to reside near Sodom.  

 Chapter five also discusses a fifth-century mosaic in the nave of the Santa Maria 

Maggiore Basilica in Rome, which reflects some interpretive elements found in neither the 

biblical text nor the early retellings. The artist includes the children of both Abram and Lot 

and depicts Lot’s destination as a city and Abram’s as a basilica or sacred space, so that the 

viewers of the mosaic can visually differentiate between the line of Abram and that of Lot 

(145-46). In the New Testament, Lot is explicitly mentioned by name in two places (Luke 

17:20-37 and 2 Pet 2:6-9), in both of which he is undoubtedly considered a righteous person, 

because there, God’s rescue of believers is compared to God’s rescue of Lot as an archetypical 

Christian (150). 

 To answer the third question, chapter six examines some other “brother” stories in 

Genesis, namely, the stories of Cain and Abel, Noah and his sons, Ishmael and Isaac, Jacob 

and Esau, Jacob and Laban, and Joseph and his brothers. According to Rickett, the themes 

“brotherhood” and “separation,” which we can always find in these stories, are inextricably 

linked (158). Isaac, for example, could live together with Abram in the land God promised, 

but not with Ishmael. In other words, the relationships between brothers in Genesis are more 

distant than those between fathers and their sons. Additionally, brothers such as Ishmael and 
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Esau, are not necessarily characterized as being bad: They are ambiguous characters with both 

positive and questionable qualities (178). 

 In conclusion, despite being Abram’s nephew, Lot is assigned the role of Abram’s 

“brother,” as a substitute for his deceased father Haran. This can be deduced from the fact that 

the Moabites and Ammonites are presented as Lot’s descendants, not Haran’s (Gen 19:37-38). 

Accordingly, Lot functions as neither Abram’s potential heir in Gen 13 nor as an ethical 

contrast, but as an “unchosen brother” (181-82). Since, unlike descendants, brothers are 

ineligible for God’s promises and cannot dwell with each other, Lot as Abram’s “brother” is 

an outsider who eventually has to leave. 

 As demonstrated, Rickett’s understanding of Lot is fresh and insightful. He explains 

that his purpose is not to elucidate things such as historical contexts, cultural background, or 

source-critical issues (xi). Rather, based on the method of narrative criticism, Rickett attempts 

to work with the texts in their finished form, taking them as holistic narrative units (2). 

Pursuing historical contexts, cultural background, or source-critical issues is certainly 

important, but these manners of reading see, in a sense, the Bible without sinking to the 

depths of its meaning. Rickett is brave enough to put himself in the midst of the long history 

of biblical interpretation, and to introduce his novel ideas as if on an equal footing with Philo, 

Rabbi Judah, or Ambrose, namely, the very exegetes whom he confronted and with whom he 

struggled in this book. This approach is undoubtedly impressive. 

 It is therefore regrettable that I must highlight two methodological issues. First, 

Rickett’s analysis of the midrashic literature is somewhat problematic: He treats all of the 

midrashic literature as a uniform corpus, rather than a diverse collection of texts. For 

example, regarding “the striving herders,” Rickett introduces the interpretations of Genesis 

Rabbah and Pesikta Rabbati (101-3); however, he depends on not only these two texts but also 

the Babylonian Talmud, Midrash Tanḥuma, and a relatively minor midrashic work Aggadat 

Bereshit, in order to discuss “Lot’s desire for Sodom” (106-9). Thus, albeit relying on 

different texts, Rickett provides general conclusions by stating that, “[t]he midrashic literature 

highlighted both the inability of his [sc. Lot’s] seed to mix with Abram’s and the inability of 

God to speak with Abram while Lot was still present” (185). It is no wonder, then, that Rickett 

can draw whatever interpretation he wants from the midrashic literature, because it contains a 

substantial variety of interpretations, which are sometimes mutually contradictory. The label 

“midrashic literature” itself is certainly helpful as an umbrella term, yet Rickett could have 

focused more delicately on the individual texts, without harmonization. 

 The second problem is the way in which Rickett introduces the New Testament’s 

understanding of Lot. Since Rickett basically discusses the texts chronologically (e.g. the first 

half of chapter four, where he starts his discussions with Philo and ends with the midrashic 

literature), it is confusing that he refers to the New Testament only after the analysis of 

patristic interpretation and a fifth-century Christian mosaic. The reason for this disorder is that 
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according to Rickett, he simply wants to demonstrate how significantly the interpretive 

decisions of the later Christian writers are affected by the New Testament Scriptures (124). In 

other words, he has no interest in positioning the New Testament itself in the history of 

interpretation; however, in my opinion, the New Testament should be treated as one of the 

examples of the Jewish/Christian reception of Genesis. Moreover, Rickett should have 

divided his chapters, not on the basis of the different religions, but of chronology, arranging 

the New Testament somewhere between Josephus and the Targums in chapter four, in which 

later Jewish interpretations are mainly discussed. 

 Despite the criticism, this book successfully presents a new interpretation of the 

narrative of Abram and Lot in Genesis 13. I hope the author and his followers will apply a 

similar approach to other parts of Genesis or other books of the Bible. 
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