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INTRODUCTION 
   In Genesis 16:1, we are reminded that Sarah has not been able to get preg-
nant with Abraham.1 In v. 2, she makes the following proposal to him: Be-
hold, the Lord has prevented me from bearing. Have intercourse with my 
maidservant; perhaps I will be built from/through her.2 The expression ’ib-
baneh mimmenna [I will be built from/through her] is an unusual one. In 
Genesis 30:3 we find the same expression, coupled with another even more 
unusual one. When Rachel cannot become pregnant, she gives her maidser-
vant Bilhah to Jacob with the following words: Here is my maidservant 
Bilhah; have intercourse with her, and she will give birth on my knees, and I 
too will be built from/through her. These are the only two places in the He-
brew Bible where the expression I will be built from/through her appears.  
   The relationship between a woman’s “giving birth on another woman’s 
knees” and her “being built from/through her” is an interesting one which I 
hope to address in another article. However, the latter phrase appears by itself 
in Genesis 16:2, and it therefore appears reasonable to try to understand that 
phrase by itself. It seems clear that, since one woman cannot literally “build” 
another woman, the phrase must have an idiomatic meaning.  
   In this article, I will review the traditional Jewish commentators’ under-
standing of a woman’s “being built,” and I will provide additional evidence 
in support of their view. I will also review the accepted modern explanation 
of how a woman might be built “from/through her maidservant.” We will see 
that this explanation is seriously flawed, and that the proposal offered by the 
Jewish commentator Sforno may be the basis for a better explanation. 
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THE MEANING OF I WILL BE BUILT 

   Among traditional Jewish commentators, Rashi, Ibn Ezra, Ramban and 
Sforno all assume that the expression “I will be built” has the idiomatic 
meaning of “I will become able to get pregnant myself and have my own 
child(ren).” Most of these commentators apparently felt that the idiomatic 
meaning of this expression was so well understood and accepted by readers 
of the text that they felt no need to offer an explanation for it. Ibn Ezra alone 
proposes such an explanation; he writes that the word ’ibbaneh is derived 
from the noun ben [son], and perhaps it is appropriate because the son (child) 
is a sort of “building” which is erected on the “foundation” of the father (par-
ents).  
   Traditional Jewish commentators were able to compare biblical Hebrew 
with two other Semitic languages: Aramaic and Arabic. Modern commenta-
tors can also compare it with several additional languages that were spoken 
and written in the Near East in the second and first millennia BCE. These 
modern commentators have discovered that in Akkadian, a major Mesopota-
mian Semitic language of that period, the root b.n.h. is used to refer not only 
to erecting physical structures but also to having children. Already in 1888, 
Franz Delitzsch wrote that in the ancient Near East procreation was often 
referred to as building, and gives examples of this.3 Hermann Gunkel (1910)4 
agrees that the Akkadian root has the meanings “to build, create, procreate,” 
and notes that the Gesenius-Buhl dictionary explains ’ibbaneh as a verb cre-
ated from the noun ben, i.e. it is a “denominative verb” as Ibn Ezra suggest-
ed.5 Finally, E.A. Speiser (1964) translates the phrase in both Genesis 16:2 
and 30:3 as maybe I shall reproduce through her, showing that he too be-
lieves the Akkadian meaning “engender” or “procreate” is reflected in this 
Hebrew expression.6  
   Thus, the evidence from Akkadian supports the idea that in Genesis 16:2 
and 30:3 the Hebrew verb “build” refers to procreation and the meaning of 
the phrase is, “Perhaps I will be rendered able to give birth to a child.” Alt-
hough it is possible to see a word-play here with the Hebrew word ben [son], 
whether or not the verb is a denominative form derived from the noun ben 
does not affect the meaning of the phrase.7 
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ANOTHER BIBLICAL VERSE THAT REFERS TO A WOMAN “BEING BUILT” 

   In their attempts to understand a woman’s “being built,” both Speiser and 
Weinfeld call attention to the biblical idiom “building a house,” an idiom 
which may be related to the double meaning of the root b.n.h. in Akkadian.8 
In the Hebrew Bible, “building a house” is an idiomatic way of saying 
“building a family,” “a line of descendants” or “a dynasty.” For example, in I 
Samuel 2:35 the Lord tells Eli the priest that He intends to replace Eli with 
someone else whose descendants will continue on after him as priests; He 
says uvaniti lo bayit ne’eman [I will build for him an enduring house – 
NJPS]. The Lord uses the same phrase in I Kings 11:38 to tell Solomon what 
he may expect if he follows in His ways as David his father did. In Ruth 4:11, 
the people of Bethlehem bless Boaz by saying: “... May the Lord make the 
woman who is coming into your house like Rachel and Leah, both of whom 
built the house of Israel!” However, the phrase used in Genesis 16:2 and 30:3 
is different from the idiomatic phrase “build a house.” In our verses, the verb 
b.n.h. appears in the niphal [passive] stem and is used by a woman who seeks 
to be built, i.e. she herself wishes to be the object of the verb “to build.”  
   There is, however, one biblical verse in which the verb is used almost ex-
actly in the same way as it is in our verses in Genesis. In Jeremiah 31:4, Jer-
emiah quotes the Lord as saying: ‘od evnech venivnet betulat yisrael [Again 
will I build you, and you shall be built, O Virgin Israel]. In this verse, the 
verb “build” occurs idiomatically; furthermore, it speaks not of the building 
of a house, but of the Lord’s promise to build a woman, “Virgin Israel,”9 and 
immediately afterwards the Lord promises the woman that she will “be 
built,” using the verb in the niphal stem. None of the commentators I re-
viewed refer to this verse in connection with Genesis 16:2 or 30:3. 
   In his 2004 commentary on Jeremiah, Jack Lundbom notes that Jeremiah 
sometimes uses the same verb in both active and passive stems alongside one 
another as a stylistic trait designed to strengthen the active verb (see also Jer-
emiah 17:14 and 31:18).10 However, it is also possible this is simply a rhetor-
ical device to increase the stateliness of a sentence or poetic colon.11 But in 
any case, what is the meaning of this promise that the Lord will build Virgin 
Israel and that she will be built? Radak (Rabbi David Kimhi, a traditional 
Jewish commentator from 13th century Provence) explains this verse as fol-
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lows: “The scattered congregation is like a destroyed building whose stones 
and timbers have been scattered; when the building is rebuilt, they [i.e. the 
Israelites] will be gathered together.” In remarkably similar words, Lundbom 
writes that “The scattered nation is like a demolished building, whose stones 
and bricks are strewn all over the ground. But here [the Lord’s] building ac-
tivity means increased population (30:19), prosperity, and a return to com-
munity life in the homeland.”12 Both Radak and Lundbom understand the 
components of the “structure” to be the individual members of Israel who 
have been torn apart from one another. However, Radak takes the “being 
built” as a metaphor for the exiles’ return to their land, whereas Lundbom 
sees it as a wider metaphor for increased population, normalcy and prosperity 
in the land. Jeremiah 31:1-5 seems to support Lundbom’s wider interpreta-
tion; the Lord promises more than simply returning the exiles to their land. 
   Lundbom’s comments note that the “being built” will certainly rest upon an 
increased population. By recognizing that a woman’s “being built” is an idi-
om for her becoming able to get pregnant, we see that the prophet’s use of the 
verb b.n.h. in both the qal and niphal stems is not simply intended as a gen-
eral rhetorical device designed for emphasis; it is specifically intended to 
evoke the idea of high fertility. The prophet is using the idiom of Virgin Isra-
el’s “being built” to convey a promise that the devastated population of Israel 
will be restored through heightened fertility which the Lord will grant to Isra-
el. The use of the idiom “building a woman” and her “being built” in this 
verse provides additional support for understanding the phrase “I will be 
built” in Genesis to mean “I will become fertile and bear a child.” 
 
“PERHAPS I WILL BE BUILT FROM/THROUGH HER” 

   Now that we have seen the evidence for what it means for a woman to “be 
built,” how might she be built “from/through her maidservant?” Of the tradi-
tional Jewish commentators I reviewed, only Rashi and Sforno suggest an-
swers to this question. Rashi offers a moral explanation: by elevating the 
maidservant in status and accepting her as a second wife in return for her 
producing a child for her husband, the wife will subsequently merit becoming 
pregnant herself due to her magnanimous behavior. In addition, both Rashi 
and Sforno offer a second possible explanation which might be understood 
either physically or psychologically. The success of the husband with the 
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maidservant may somehow “prime” the husband (per Rashi) or the wife (per 
Sforno) to be able to successfully create a child together.  
   Modern commentators have access to thousands of texts from the ancient 
Near East which were not available to the traditional Jewish commentators; 
some of these texts come from the second millennium BCE when our patri-
archs and matriarchs are thought to have lived. Modern commentators be-
lieve that several of these texts provide a key to understanding how a wife 
might be “built from/through her maidservant.” In chronological order, the 
relevant texts are: the Lipit-Ishtar law code (found at Nippur in southern Iraq, 
dated to the first half of the 19th century BCE); an Old Assyrian marriage 
contract from about the same time; the Code of Hammurabi, the first law 
collection from the ancient Near East to be discovered (18th-17th centuries 
BCE Babylon); and two adoption agreements from Nuzi, a city located in 
northwestern Iraq (15th-14th centuries BCE). I will review these texts and the 
conclusions that the modern commentators draw from them, and then we will 
discuss to what extent these conclusions appear valid. 
   Law #25 of the Lipit-Ishtar code reads: “If a man married a wife (and) she 
bore him children and those children are living, and a slave also bore children 
for her master (but) the father granted freedom to the slave and her children, 
the children of the slave shall not divide the estate with the children of their 
(former) master.”13 This law shows that the question of the division of an 
inheritance between the children that a man had with his wife and those he 
had with a slave was an important one, just as it is important to Sarah (Gene-
sis 21:10). According to this law, by freeing the slave and her children the 
husband could avoid the slave’s child sharing in the inheritance with his 
wife’s child.14 

   Sarna refers to an Old Assyrian marriage contract, which states: “Laqipum 
has married Hatala, daughter of Enishru... If within two years she (Hatala) 
does not provide him with offspring, she herself will purchase a slavewoman, 
and later on, after she [the slavewoman] will have produced a child by him, 
he may then dispose of her by sale wheresoever he pleases.”15 Here we have 
a similar situation to that of Sarah and Rachel, but with the following differ-
ences: the childless wife must purchase a new slave for her husband, and af-
ter the slave gives birth the husband may sell the slave and keep the child as 
his own. Again, the concern in this contract appears to be providing the hus-
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band with an heir.16 The contract doesn’t deal with what happens if the wife 
subsequently gives birth to a child of her own. 
   As noted by Gunkel, the Hebrew Bible documents the practice of a young 
woman taking her  personal female slave into her marriage.17 He writes that 
such slaves were not, like other female slaves, sexually “at the disposal” of 
the husband, and our matriarchs’ acts of inviting their husbands to have inter-
course with their maidservants support this. In this Old Assyrian marriage 
contract, the wife may be required to buy a new slave because she didn’t en-
ter the marriage with a slave/maidservant who belonged to her.  
   The Code of Hammurabi, discovered in 1901, was the first indication that 
our matriarchs’ proposed solution to the problem of a childless wife existed 
elsewhere in the ancient Near East. Paragraph 146 of the Code describes not 
only the childless wife and our matriarchs’ solution, but also the situation of 
the maidservant who “claims equality” with the wife. The law states: “When 
a seignior [per the ANET translator, this means a free man of higher rank] 
married a hierodule [Speiser explains that a “hierodule” is a priestess who 
was free to marry but not to bear children18] and she gave a female slave to 
her husband and she [the slave] has then born 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.”19  
   The situation described in this law is very close to the situation in Genesis 
16 (except that, as Speiser points out, neither Sarah nor Rachel are priestesses 
who are not allowed to have children). The issue explicitly dealt with is not 
the right of inheritance, but the attitude of the slave toward her childless mis-
tress after having given birth to a child. The way the law is worded implies 
that originally the slave belonged to the wife alone and had a different, higher 
status than other slaves, since she was not originally marked as a slave and 
counted among them; perhaps in Genesis this difference is indicated by use 
of the word maidservant [shifḥah or ’amah]. Presumably the slave would 
have retained her higher status had she not claimed equality with her mis-
tress; however, having done so, the wife may reduce her to basic slave sta-
tus.20 Certain modern commentators have argued that Abraham and Sarah’s 
actions in Genesis 16:6 follow the provisions of this law.21 
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   Gunkel proposes an ingenious application of the meaning of this law to 
Genesis. He writes that Sarah and Rachel hope to obtain children by substi-
tuting another “wife” for themselves and “adopting” the children. According 
to him, Genesis 30:3 describes the adoption ceremony, a “barbaric” act in 
which the maidservant literally gives birth on the knees of the wife, symbol-
izing that the newborn actually came out of the wife’s womb.22 In other 
words, Gunkel suggests that Sarah and Rachel are engaging in a form of sur-
rogacy, in which their slave-girl “stands in” for them as an egg-donor and 
carrier. Although Gunkel refers to this as “substitution of another wife and 
adoption,” it is really much more than this; he is suggesting that the childless 
wife is actually deemed to have given birth to the child, and that she is con-
sidered in fact to be the child’s mother. Although this view seems to me to be 
pure speculation with little connection to the Hammurabi law, we will see 
that it receives additional support in the eyes of modern commentators from a 
document from Nuzi that will be described below.  
   Despite the fact that none of our modern commentators cite them, Para-
graphs 170 and 171 of Hammurabi’s Code are also relevant to us. They read 
as follows: 
“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. 
171: However, if the father during his lifetime has never said “My children!” 
to the children whom the slave bore him, after the father has gone to (his) 
fate, the children of the slave may not share in the goods of the paternal estate 
along with the children of the first wife; freedom for the slave and her chil-
dren shall be effected…”23  
   Yet again, the concern of these laws is determining the father’s heirs. It is 
difficult to imagine that these laws base the difference in treatment of the 
slave’s children regarding the inheritance simply on whether the father ever 
called them “my children.” This would inevitably lead to litigation in which 
the various children would argue about whether the father had ever, privately, 
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said those words to the children of the slave. Another possibility is that the 
expression “saying ‘My children!’” signifies some sort of public, legal rais-
ing of the slave’s children to the same heir-status as the wife’s children. If so, 
this would indicate that a ceremony of some sort (analogous to an “adoption” 
ceremony) existed in this culture. 
 
THE EVIDENCE FROM NUZI 

   Speiser cites a Hurrian text from Nuzi, discovered in the late 1920s in a city 
in northwestern Iraq in the same area from which Abraham and Sarah are 
said to have come, a text which he believes is “of outstanding significance for 
our present purposes.”24 Hurrian is a non-Semitic language in which Speiser 
was an expert. The text is an adoption agreement. He translates the beginning 
of it in ANET as follows: “The tablet of adoption belonging to [Zike], the son 
of Akkuya: he gave his son Shennima in adoption to Shuriha-ilu… If Shuri-
ha-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.”25 In his commentary on Genesis, 
Speiser cites his translation of the continuation of the text, which he feels to 
be the portion relevant to our verses in Genesis: “If Gilimninu [Speiser’s re-
vised rendering of “Kelim-ninu”] bears children, Shennima shall not take 
another wife. But if Gilimninu fails to bear children, Gilimninu shall get for 
Shennima a woman from the Lullu country (i.e., a slave girl) as a concubine. 
In that case, Gilimninu herself shall have authority over the offspring...”  
   Speiser writes that the phrase “… Gilimninu herself shall have authority 
over the offspring…” means that she would have “all the legal rights to the 
offspring. This must be the exact bearing of the term ’ibbane (‘I shall repro-
duce/ be built’)…” in Genesis 16 and 30. Thus for Speiser, “all the legal 
rights to the offspring” implies that the wife will be considered to have repro-
duced, that the child is considered the wife’s, and therefore by implication 
that the slave girl was merely “standing in,” i.e. functioning as a surrogate, 
for the wife with the husband. This, then, would serve as evidence that Gun-
kel’s view of the meaning of the phrase I will be built from/through her is 
correct. According to Speiser, Sarah’s suggestion to Abraham is not simply 
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something she came up with on her own, but is “in conformance with the 
family law of the Hurrians, a society whose customs the patriarchs knew in-
timately and followed often.” He explains the phrase in Genesis 30:3 in the 
same way. Like Gunkel, Speiser also sees the phrase “give birth on my 
knees” as a type of formal “adoption” procedure, although he doesn’t take the 
phrase literally.26 

   However, the provision that the wife “shall have authority over the off-
spring” may not mean that the child is considered the wife’s child rather than 
the biological mother’s. “Authority over the offspring” might simply mean 
that the wife, rather than the biological mother, is the one authorized to make 
decisions about and give commands to the child. This would be far from im-
plying that the slave functioned as a surrogate for the wife, or that the wife is 
now considered to have given birth to a child. As with most of the other doc-
uments we have considered, this text seems to be concerned with providing 
the husband with an heir, and not at all with his wife’s status as a mother. The 
wife’s “authority” might be expressly stated in this specific agreement to 
protect her status in the household. Remember that in the first part of the 
agreement, this wife was given to the husband as part of the deal; without 
clearly specifying that the wife would have this authority, the husband and 
the slave as biological mother might argue that they alone have “authority” 
over the children. On the other hand, the stories in Genesis 16 and 30 seem to 
be concerned primarily with the wife’s childless status and her stated desire 
“to be built.” In Rachel’s case, this is clear; the question of an heir is not a 
problem since Jacob already has heirs. For Abraham, the question of an heir, 
while he himself brings it up in Genesis 15:2, is not explicitly raised in Gene-
sis 16. 
   A second adoption agreement found at Nuzi is also relevant to us. It reads: 
“The tablet of adoption belonging to Nashwi, the son of Ar-shenni: he adopt-
ed Wullu, the son of Puhi-shenni. As long as Nashwi is alive, Wullu shall 
provide food and clothing; when Nashwi dies, Wullu shall become the heir. If 
Nashwi has a son of his own, he shall divide (the estate) equally with Wul-
lu… Furthermore, he [Nashwi] gave his daughter Nuhuya in marriage to 
Wullu, and if Wullu takes another wife he shall forfeit the lands and build-
ings of Nashwi.”27  
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   Like the Old Assyrian marriage contract, the two Nuzi tablets are not laws 
but contracts (of adoption). The adopting man has no sons of his own, and the 
purpose of the agreement is to ensure that the adopting man will have a son 
to care for him in his old age28 and eventually an heir. As part of the deal in 
both of these cases, a wife (in one case, the daughter of the adopting man) is 
given to the adopted son, so as to ensure grandchildren and thereby further 
disposition of the adopting man’s estate. If necessary, to accomplish this the 
wife may acquire a slave woman to provide grandchildren. Only one of these 
agreements specifies that the wife will “have authority over” the children, so 
this provision may not have been something generally true in such cases. The 
question of who will inherit if the wife subsequently bears children is not 
dealt with in these agreements. 
 
ASSESSING THE ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN DOCUMENTS 

   First of all, what can we validly conclude from all of these documents? 
These laws and agreements are very few in number, and unless many addi-
tional ones with similar provisions are found to exist, it hardly seems valid to 
infer that the provisions they contain reflect generally binding procedures or 
customs. Contrary to what many of the modern commentators seem to as-
sume, our patriarchs and matriarchs were not “subject” in some way to these 
laws or bound by the specifics of the contracts attested by these tablets, 
which could presumably vary with the desires of the contracting parties.  
   At most we can say that certain issues and concerns, and various ways of 
dealing with them, were current in various Near Eastern societies during the 
second millennium BCE. We can certainly agree with Sarna that the custom 
of an infertile wife providing her husband with a concubine in order to bear 
him children is well-documented in the ancient Near East.29 We can further 
say that the actions of our patriarchs and matriarchs, who according to tradi-
tion emigrated from that area of the world to Canaan, may have reflected 
some of these same issues, concerns and options. However, our patriarchs 
and matriarchs may well have made use of other options that differ from the 
options given in the documents we have reviewed. Thus, in analyzing the 
meaning of what is happening in Genesis 16 and 30, we are not bound by any 
of the specifics found in the ancient documents. Our biblical texts may simp-
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ly be two more pieces of evidence showing us yet other concerns and options 
alongside those evidenced by the documents discussed above. 
   Secondly, the figurative phrase I will be built from/through her might theo-
retically be explained in three possible ways. It may mean that if the wom-
an’s husband sires a child with a maidservant who is her property:  
1. Her own fertility will somehow be “built” up, i.e. boosted, to the point 

that she herself will be able to get pregnant and have a child, as the tradi-
tional Jewish commentators assume. 

2. She will be considered to have acquired the status of motherhood, or 
simply a higher social status in some other way (even though the child 
will not be considered hers). 

3. She will actually become a mother, but through some sort of surroga-
cy/adoption procedure, as the modern commentators argue.  

Does the evidence we have enable us to prefer or exclude any of these op-
tions? 
   We previously concluded that the idiom I will be built means “I will be 
rendered personally able to become pregnant and bear a child.” The use of 
the verb in this way in Jeremiah 31:4 makes this even clearer, since the 
Lord’s promise certainly does not involve any surrogacy; the people of Israel 
themselves will repopulate the land. This argues in favor of option #1. 
   In addition, we cannot conclude based on the documents cited above that 
Sarah or Rachel in some way “adopted” their maidservants’ children. The 
documents show only that “adoption” was a legal procedure involving a tab-
let or some other formal legal act in which a childless man engaged another 
man as his son, or possibly in which a father legalized the heir-status of chil-
dren born to him by a slave. As to the latter possibility, the biblical texts give 
no indication that any legal ceremony occurred or is required of the fathers; 
the children are automatically considered the fathers’ children and heirs, 
something which Genesis 21:10-11 assumes. Furthermore, the documents 
provide no evidence that women legally “adopted” children. Specifically in 
Sarah’s case, when Ishmael is born the text gives no indication of any formal 
act whereby Sarah “adopts” him; if “giving birth on the wife’s knees” signi-
fies a formal act of adoption, as Gunkel and Speiser believe, we would have 
to assume that Genesis 16:2 is a truncated form of Genesis 30:3 and that 
“giving birth on the wife’s knees” is implied in the former verse as well. 
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Thus, Gunkel’s and Speiser’s idea that the matriarchs somehow legally 
adopted their slaves’ children is difficult to maintain. It seems that option #3 
is not contemplated here, but simply perhaps that the child would informally 
be considered hers or that she would be elevated in status by her maidservant 
having produced an heir (option #2). 
   However, even this possible view conflicts with the story in Genesis 16. 
The ancient Near Eastern documents give examples of two possible actions 
the father might take in order to deal with the insolence of his wife’s hand-
maid who has borne him a child: he could sell her and retain her child, or 
give her back to the wife to demote to regular slave status. In Genesis 16, the 
case is different: Hagar is insolent towards Sarah before Hagar even gives 
birth. It seems that Sarah’s status in the camp (option #2) has, if anything, 
deteriorated. Abraham returns Hagar to Sarah’s control, upon which Sarah 
certainly doesn’t act as if the unborn child will be counted as her own (option 
#3)! Instead of demoting Hagar to slave status, in v. 6 we are told that Sarah 
physically abuses her (vatte‘anneha), a word which Speiser himself notes 
literally means “applied force to her, treated her with violence;”30 such treat-
ment might well endanger the fetus. If Hagar was acting as a surrogate for 
Sarah, the only possible explanation for Sarah’s behavior would be that her 
anger over Hagar’s insolence overwhelmed even her desire to be counted as 
having produced a child as an heir for Abraham. This is possible, but not very 
likely; surely it would have made more sense for Sarah to have waited until 
the child was born before taking her anger out on Hagar!  
   Furthermore, according to the story of Ishmael’s and Hagar’s expulsion in 
Genesis 21, the text assumes that Sarah does not “have authority over” Ish-
mael; nor does Sarah relate to Ishmael as her own. When Sarah sees Ishmael 
behaving in a way that angers her, she apparently doesn’t have the “authori-
ty” to discipline him herself.31 Furthermore, she appeals to Abraham to cast 
out that slave-woman and her [emphasis mine] son so that Ishmael will not 
be an heir alongside Isaac (Genesis 21:10). The Near Eastern documents in-
dicate two possible actions the father might take in order to prevent a slave’s 
child from being one of his heirs: he could choose not to undertake the possi-
ble legal procedure required to raise the child to heir-status, or he could free 
the slave and her child. We have already seen that the biblical texts give no 
indication of any legal procedure being required to raise the child to heir-
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status. On the other hand, in Genesis 21 Abraham follows Sarah’s demand 
and expels both Hagar and Ishmael from his camp. Although this does have 
the effect of freeing the slave and her child, the text does not see it in those 
terms but as an option available to Abraham which is an extremely negative 
act, different from that evidenced in Lipit-Ishtar law #25. It is certainly possi-
ble that, if Hagar was Sarah’s surrogate, Sarah out of hatred demanded the 
expulsion of the son “considered” her own because she had now produced an 
heir herself. However, there is a simpler explanation which avoids the prob-
lem of Sarah demanding that a child “considered” her own be expelled, and 
at the same time makes sense of Sarah’s beating Hagar when Hagar was still 
pregnant; namely, that Ishmael was not counted as Sarah’s child, and thus 
that Hagar had not functioned as a surrogate for Sarah.  
   In Genesis 30:3 too, it is not clear that surrogacy and consideration of the 
child as the wife’s is implied by the phrase I will be built from/through her. 
True, in Genesis 30:5-8 it becomes clear that the text considers Bilhah’s chil-
dren Dan and Naphtali to be Rachel’s children, and Rachel names them. 
However, in Genesis 30:3 we also have the second unusual phrase she will 
give birth on my knees; perhaps it is this phrase that refers to a surrogacy sit-
uation. Note also that in that verse, Rachel says that she [Bilhah] will give 
birth on my knees, and I too [my emphasis] will be built from/through her. It 
is at least possible that the “too” implies that Rachel envisions herself as hav-
ing children like Bilhah, i.e. out of her own body. Indeed, Rachel does subse-
quently get pregnant herself, and this may be what I will be built is referring 
to in this verse. 
   For all of these reasons, options 2 and 3 for the possible meaning of I will 
be built from/through her, and specifically the generally accepted modern 
explanation of surrogacy and adoption as presented by Gunkel and Speiser, 
do not seem supported either by the Near Eastern documents we have dis-
cussed or by the biblical texts. Our matriarchs hope that in some way as yet 
unexplained, the pregnancy of their maidservants will boost their own per-
sonal fertility. 
 
ISN’T SARAH ALREADY POST-MENOPAUSAL IN GENESIS 16? 

   There is one additional possible problem with understanding the expression 
I will be built to mean that the wife herself will become pregnant and have a 
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child, at least in Sarah’s case. According to Genesis 17:17, Sarah is ten years 
younger than Abraham. They set out for Canaan when Abraham is 75 (Gene-
sis 12:4). Sarah makes her proposal to Abraham ten years after they arrive in 
Canaan (Genesis 16:3), which means that Sarah is at least 75 years old at this 
time (cf. Genesis 16:16). Presumably, Sarah is already post-menopausal. 
How could Sarah have any hope that giving Hagar to Abraham to bear a child 
could build her own fertility to the point that she could have a child herself? 
After all, in Genesis 18:11 (when Abraham is 99 and Sarah is therefore 89 – 
cf. Genesis 21:5), Sarah laughs precisely because she is convinced that, being 
post-menopausal, there is no way she will ever have a child.  
   The traditional Jewish commentators I reviewed do not find a problem 
here; perhaps they feel that, just as in those days 150-200 years was a normal 
life expectancy for men, women might still be having their periods at age 75. 
Rashi’s and Sforno’s explanations of how Abraham’s success with Hagar 
might “prime” him (or Sarah) and thereby result in Sarah’s becoming preg-
nant seem to assume that Sarah was not yet post-menopausal. 
   Another way of explaining Sarah’s apparent pre-menopausal status is of-
fered by the Documentary Hypothesis of modern biblical criticism. The hy-
pothesis maintains that these stories were originally part of two separate nar-
rative documents, J (Genesis 16) and E (Genesis 21:9-21), which were later 
edited together. After this, the Priestly (P) document was added, and this is 
the source of the information about the ages of the characters at various times 
(see above). According to this hypothesis, it is possible that in the story pre-
served in Genesis 16, the narrative originally assumed that Sarah was still of 
childbearing age. As evidence for this view, we should note that in Genesis 
16:1 the text doesn’t say (as it does in 18:11) that Sarah was post-
menopausal, and for that reason she couldn’t bear a child; it simply says that 
she didn’t bear a child. Even the editor who combined J and E would have 
had no problem: in the Genesis 16 story, however old Sarah was, she was 
considered still to be of childbearing age, whereas by the time of the Genesis 
18 story, she was no longer so. Of course, this leaves open the question of 
why the later editor who combined JE with P didn’t seem to be bothered by 
Sarah’s advanced age. Perhaps it was for the same reason that the traditional 
Jewish commentators weren’t bothered by it.32  
 



EPHRAIM LANDAU 

JEWISH BIBLE QUARTERLY 

54 
CONCLUSION 

   In this article, I have presented evidence that the phrase I will be built most 
probably means “I personally will become able to bear a child.” I have also 
shown that the modern view of the meaning of from/through my maidservant 
(namely, that it implies surrogacy and adoption) agrees with neither the Near 
Eastern documents cited nor with the biblical text. If so, why or how might a 
wife become able to bear a child from/through her maidservant’s getting 
pregnant with the wife’s husband? 
   There is in my view a possible explanation which is very close to the ex-
planation offered by Sforno. As will be recalled, Sforno writes that Abra-
ham’s success with Hagar may have somehow “primed” Sarah, rendering her 
able to become pregnant. The question that Sforno does not address is: exact-
ly how did this work? I would suggest that the belief that a woman’s barren-
ness could be reversed in this way may have originally been a form of sym-
pathetic magic. The very act of the husband’s successfully impregnating his 
wife’s maidservant was believed to “build” the wife’s fertility, transferring 
that capability to her as well. This is something that does not appear in any of 
the ancient Near Eastern documents we have examined, where the purpose of 
giving a maidservant to the husband is solely to produce an heir, not to render 
the wife fertile. It is this magical power that lies at the origin of the phrase 
“being built from/through” a maidservant, and the original stories in Genesis 
16 and 30 before they were incorporated into the Bible may well have as-
sumed this magic as having been operative.33 

   However, the biblical text as we have it does not give any indication that it 
sees what is happening either in the case of Sarah or in the case of Rachel as 
magical. The text retained the ancient phrase as expressing the hope that the 
wife would somehow be rendered fertile, without any thought as to its possi-
ble origin in a magical procedure. To the contrary, in Sarah’s case the text 
focuses on the fact that it is the Lord’s promise to Abraham and Sarah, and 
His keeping of that promise, which causes Sarah to eventually become preg-
nant and bear Isaac (Genesis 21:1). Her pregnancy is not a result of any mag-
ical procedure, but rather of the Lord’s decision and will. 
 
NOTES 
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1. In Genesis 16, Sarah is still called Sarai and Abraham is still called Avram. For simplicity and 
consistency, I will call them Sarah and Abraham even when discussing the story in Genesis 16. 
2. All translations of biblical verses are mine, unless noted otherwise. 
3. “He who begets is called in Assyrian bâni, ‘my father,’ abû bânija; she who begets bânîtu, 
and that which is begotten binûtu or nabnîtu.” “Assyrian” is the northern form of Akkadian. See 
F. Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, Vol. II, original in 1888 in German, translated by 
Sophia Taylor (Minneapolis: Klock & Klock Christian Publishers, 1978), pp. 15-16. 
4. H. Gunkel, Genesis, third edition, original in German in 1910, translated by Mark E. Biddle 
(Macon GA: Mercer University Press, 1997), pp. 184-5. 
5. Moshe Weinfeld agrees that “I shall be built” is a denominative verb created from the noun 
ben. See M. Weinfeld, Sefer Bereishit, Vol. 1 of Tanach ‘im Perush Shalag (Hebrew) (Tel Aviv: 
Gordon, 1975), pp. 84-86. Compare Robert Alter’s translation “I will be sonned,” see R. Alter, 
Genesis (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1996), p. 67. 
6. E.A. Speiser, Genesis, Anchor Bible (Garden City NY: Doubleday, 1964), pp. 116-121. 
Speiser rejects any grammatical connection between b.n.h. and ben, seeing in the use of this verb 
only a word-play; the verb still means “I will be built” and thus is not actually to be understood 
as “I will have a son.” See also N. Sarna, The JPS Torah Commentary – Genesis (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 1989), p. 119, who also agrees with the meaning in Akkadian. 
7. As an additional example of this use of the verb b.n.h., the editors of JQR noted that in the 
very first use of the verb in the Bible, Genesis 2:22, the Lord “builds” one of Adam’s ribs into a 
woman. The use of this verb, rather than the normal verbs used for “make” or “create” (‘asah, 
bara’ or yatzar), may have been chosen to allude to the procreative ability of woman. I extend 
my appreciation for this observation. 
8. Speiser op. cit. cites this idiom in Deuteronomy 25:9 in his discussion of Genesis 16:2 and 
30:3. Similarly, Weinfeld op. cit. cites Deuteronomy 25:9 and Ruth 4:11 in this connection.  
9. “Virgin Israel” is the people of Israel personified as a woman, a recurring metaphor in the 
Book of Jeremiah. See J. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 
2004), pp. 411, 416.  
10. Ibid. 
11. Ibid. Lundbom cites Stanley Gevirtz, who refers to this “sequential arrangement of active and 
passive stems or forms of the selfsame verb.” Gevirtz doesn’t indicate that this usage is intended 
to strengthen the active verb. He describes it as a rhetorical device manifesting itself both in the 
prose of the Amarna letters, and also in parallel uses of the qal and niphal stems of the same verb 
in both biblical and Ugaritic poetic bicola (e.g., Isaiah 60:16 and Psalms 24:7, 38:12 and 69:15). 
See S. Gevirtz, “Evidence of Conjugational Variation in the Parallelization of Selfsame Verbs in 
the Amarna Letters,” JNES 32:1/2 (Jan-Apr 1973), pp. 99-104. 
12. Lundbom, op. cit. 
13. Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament (“ANET”), edited by James B. 
Pritchard (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950), pp. 159-160. 
14. A second law in the Lipit-Ishtar code, #27, is also relevant to us. It deals with the case of a 
man with a childless wife who has had children with a harlot. The children are to be counted as 
his heirs, the man is required to support the harlot, but as long as his wife is alive the harlot may 
not live in the house with his wife. Again, the primary concern of this law seems to be determin-
ing the man’s heirs. We should also note that the law appears to protect the feelings or status of 
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the wife; the harlot is not allowed to live in the same house as long as the wife is alive. See Sar-
na, op. cit. and ANET op. cit. 
15. The Ancient Near East Volume II: A New Anthology of Texts and Pictures, edited by James 
B. Pritchard (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), p. 72. 
16. As opposed to Lipit-Ishtar law #27, this contract does not address the feelings or status of the 
childless wife, which appears to be the primary concern in Genesis 16 and 30. 
17. Gunkel, op. cit, who cites Genesis 24:59, 61; 29:24, 29; and I Samuel 25:42. 
18. Speiser, op. cit. 
19. ANET, op. cit., pp. 172-3. 
20. Speiser, op. cit., writes that “the wife shall demote her to her former status of slave…” (em-
phasis mine); thus, according to Speiser, the giving of the slave to the husband elevated her out 
of her slave-status. However, the fact that she was originally not marked as a slave in my opinion 
argues that she formerly had a higher status than that of a simple slave.  
21. Both Gerhard von Rad and Moshe Weinfeld argue that Genesis 16:6 describes Hagar’s return 
to slave-status as allowed by this Hammurabi law. Specifically, Weinfeld understands 
vatte‘anneha [treated her harshly – NJPS] to mean that Sarah turned Hagar into a slave in ac-
cordance with the Hammurabi law. However, what this verse describes is quite different from 
what the Hammurabi law mandates. See G. von Rad, Genesis, translated by John H. Marks 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961), pp. 185-7, and Weinfeld, op. cit. 
22. Gunkel, op. cit., p. 325. 
23. ANET, op. cit., pp 172-3. 
24. Speiser, op. cit. 
25. ANET, op. cit., pp. 219-20. 
26. Speiser, op. cit., pp. 228-33. 
27. ANET, op. cit., pp. 219-20. 
28. Perhaps “revere” in the text cited by Speiser is equivalent to “providing food and clothing” in 
this text. Cf. the discussion of “honoring” one’s parents in B. Kiddushin 31a: “‘Honoring’ means 
giving them food and drink, dressing them, and helping them go in and out” in old age. 
29. Sarna, op. cit. 
30. Speiser, op. cit. 
31. The only other way to explain the text, it appears to me, is to assume that Sarah does disci-
pline him but the text does not record this and jumps straight to her demand that Abraham expel 
them. 
32. Modern commentators have noted numerous similar problems that arise from the textual 
notes about people’s ages added by P. I have not yet encountered any reasonable explanation of 
the problems that the P ages cause. See Gunkel, op. cit., p. 227. 
33. Sarna comments that it is possible that Sarah’s action “… reflects the widespread popular 
belief that a woman who is unable to conceive may become fertile by adopting a child.” Howev-
er, he does not indicate how he knows that this was a “widespread popular belief.” And we have 
seen that adoption, whether by the wife or the husband, was not what occurred here. See Sarna, 
op. cit. 
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