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Torah Talk for Lech Lecha 5780  Genesis 12-17 
 
Gen. 17:1 
    When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the LORD appeared to Abram and said to him, 
“I am El Shaddai. Walk in My ways and be blameless. 2 I will establish My covenant between 
Me and you, and I will make you exceedingly numerous.” 
Gen. 17:3 
    Abram threw himself on his face; and God spoke to him further, 4 “As for Me, this is My 
covenant with you: You shall be the father of a multitude of nations. 5 And you shall no longer 
be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham,b for I make you the father of a multitude of 
nations. 6 I will make you exceedingly fertile, and make nations of you; and kings shall come 
forth from you. 7 I will maintain My covenant between Me and you, and your offspring to come, 
as an everlasting covenant throughout the ages, to be God to you and to your offspring to come. 
8 I assign the land you sojourn in to you and your offspring to come, all the land of Canaan, as 
an everlasting holding. I will be their God.”     b Understood as “father of a multitude.” 
…    [the covenant of circumcision]    
Gen. 17:15 
    And God said to Abraham, “As for your wife Sarai, you shall not call her Sarai, but her 
name shall be Sarah.c 16 I will bless her; indeed, I will give you a son by her. I will bless her so 
that she shall give rise to nations; rulers of peoples shall issue from her.”     c I.e., “princess.” 
 
Jon Levenson, “Genesis,” Jewish Study Bible 
5: The change of name here and in v. 15 signifies a change in destiny: The childless couple will 
become the ancestors of many nations, including royal dynasties (v. 6). 
 
Gen. 35:10  
“You whose name is Jacob, you shall be called Jacob no more, but Israel shall be your name.” 

ÔK$RmVv h∞RyVhˆy ‹ lEa∂rVcˆy_MIa y§I;k      b#OqSoÅy dw%øo °ÔKVmIv ·aér∂;q̂y_aáøl 
M$Dh∂rVbAa ‹ÔKVmIv h§DyDh◊w   Mó∂rVbAa äÔKVmIv_tRa dwöøo añér∂;qˆy_aøl◊w 

Gen. 32:29 
Said he, “Your name shall no longer be Jacob [ $ÔKVmIv ‹dwøo r¶EmDa´y ‹bOqSoÅy aôøl], but Israel, for you have 
striven with beings divine and human, and have prevailed.” 
 
E. A. Speiser, Genesis (Anchor Bible) 
 5. Abraham. Linguistically, the medial -ha- is a secondary extension in a manner common 
in Aramaic. The underlying form Abram and its doublet Abiram are best explained as “the (not 
‘my’) father is exalted”; the supposed Akk. cognate Abam-raœmaœ is not to be adduced, since it is 
unrelated and means “love the father.” 
 15. Sarah. Linguistically, séaœraœ embodies the common feminine ending (Sem. *-at). 
whereas séaœray preserves an old and specialized feminine form. 
 For the premise that a change in name signifies a change in status, see COMMENT. 
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Speiser - COMMENT 
 Another feature of the present chapter is the formal change of the names Abram and 
Sarai to Abraham and Sarah respectively. But this motif is not peculiar to P. It is found also in 
other sources, for instance, 32:29 (J). Such a change is viewed as the external sign of an 
important turn in the life or function of the bearer. A similar milestone is signaled by the 
recorded transition from El Shaddai to Y-hw-h (Exod 6:3: P). The underlying concept was 
probably much the same as in a king’s assumption of a special throne name. The event marked a 
new era. Such notices are not to be confused with frequent wordplays on original names; for P’s 
own paranomasia on “Isaac,” see NOTE on vs. 17. 
 
2Kings 23:34 ~= 2Chr. 36:4 
Then Pharaoh Neco appointed Eliakim son of Josiah king in place of his father Josiah, changing 
his name to Jehoiakim. He took Jehoahaz and brought him to Egypt, where he died. 
2Kings 24:17 
And the king of Babylon appointed Mattaniah, Jehoiachin’sc uncle, king in his place, changing 
his name to Zedekiah. 
 

Genesis 17:5 
RASHI: The father of a multitude of nations. His names are a kind of shorthand: Abram 
was ab ram, “father of ’ram”—that is, Aram, his own locale—only. Now he became the father of 
all the world, even as this original r stayed in its place; only the ham part of hamon (“multitude”) 
is the root of that word. But when Sarai’s name was changed, the y was removed, and this y 
complained to the Shekhinah endlessly until finally it was given to Joshua: “Moses changed the 
name of Hosea son of Nun to Joshua” (Num. 13:16). 
 
IBN EZRA: Abraham . . . the father of a multitude of nations. The addition of the r 
of Abram’s original name turns av into abbir: not “the father” but the “mightiest” of a multitude 
of nations. Notice that the Holy One does not remove any of the letters of Abram’s original 
name, but just adds one. (See my comment to v. 15.) 
 
HIZKUNI: And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name shall be 
Abraham. It is customary for a change of name to accompany one’s rise to greatness. 
 
Genesis 17:15 
ABARBANEL: You shall not call her Sarai, but her name shall be Sarah. The 
translations err here. Abraham was indeed told, “Your name shall be Abraham” (v. 5), but our 
verse says, “Her name is Sarah.” The moment Abraham accepted the covenant, Sarai became 
Sarah. 
 

Genesis 17:5 
GERSONIDES: And you shall no longer be called Abram, but your name shall be 
Abraham. Possibly their names were changed here so that they could enter the covenant as if 
newly born. 
 
 


