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How the Midrash & Classic Exegetes Contends With the Enigmatic Command
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Rabbinic Critique of Avraham
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And it came to pass after these things, that God tested [nisah] Avraham. It is written, You have
given a nes (flag, banner) to those who fear You, that it may be displayed [lehithnoses] because of
truth [koshet], selah (Ps. 60:6): this means, trial after trial, greatness after greatness, in order
to test them in the world and exalt them in the world like a ship’s flag. And why all this?
Because of truth, selah: so that the attribute of justice [din] may be verified [titkashet] in the
world. Thus, if one says: “‘Whom God wishes to enrich, God enriches; to impoverish, God
impoverishes; whom God desires God makes into a king; when God wished, God made
Avraham wealthy, and when God wished God made him a king!” Then you can answer
that person and say, ‘Can you do what Avraham did?” And the person would ask: 'What
did he do?' and you say: Avraham was a hundred years old, when his son Itzchak was born to
him; yet after all this pain it was said to him: Take, please, your son, your only son, yet he did

not refuse. This is You have given a flag to those who fear You, that it may be displayed.

Ad-nai tries the righteous; and His soul hates the evil ones and those who love violence Rabbi
Yonatan said: When a flax worker knows that his flax is of good quality, the more he beats
it the more it improves and the more it glistens; but if it is of inferior quality, he cannot
give it one knock without it splitting. Similarly, Ad-nai does not test the wicked - why?
Because they cannot withstand it, as it is written And the evil ones He expels like the sea and
who does God test? The righteous, as it says Ad-nai tries the righteous. And it was, after these
things, his master’s wife cast [tisah] [her eyes upon Yosef and said, “Lie with me.”  And it was,
after these things Rabbi Yonatan said: A potter does not test defective vessels, because he
cannot give them a single blow without breaking them. What then does he test? Only
strong vessels, for he will not break them even with many blows. Similarly, the Holy One
of Blessing does not test the wicked but the righteous, as it says, Ad-nai tries the righteous
Rabbi Eleazar said: When a man possesses two cows, one strong and the other weak, on
which one he puts the yoke? Surely on the strong one Similarly, God tests only the
righteous, as it says, Ad-nai tries the righteous.

Another opinion: The Lord tests the righteous — This is Abraham — Sometime after these things,
God tested Abraham. R. Avin expounded: Since a king's word is supreme, who can say to him:
‘What are you doing?’ — R. Avin said: [This may be compared] to a teacher who commands
his student, saying to him: You shall not judge unfairly,” but [the teacher himself] judges
unfairly; Do not take a bribe, but [the teacher himself] takes a bribe; Do not lend on interest,
but [the teacher himself] lends on interest. His student said to him: Rabbi, you said to me:
Do not lend on interest, but you lend on interest? [Is it] permitted to you but forbidden to
me? [The teacher] said to him: I said to you: Do not lend on interest to a Jew, but you may
lend on interest to an idol worshipper, as it is written: You may lend on interest to a foreigner,
but you may not lend on interest to your brother [Israelite]. Thus Israel said before The Holy
One Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, you wrote in your Torah: You shall not take
vengeance or bear a grudge, but you take vengeance and bear a grudge, as it is said: The Lord
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is vengeful and fierce in wrath. The Lord takes vengeance on His enemies. The Holy One Blessed
be He said to them: I wrote in the Torah: You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against
your countrymen,” but I take vengeance against idol worshippers — Avenge the Israelite people
on the Midianites. It is written: Do not test the Lord — [but] God tested Abraham.

After these things — misgivings were experienced on that occasion. Who then had
misgivings? Avraham, saying to himself: ‘I have rejoiced and made all others rejoice, yet I
did not set aside a single bullock or ram for the Holy One of Blessing.” Said the Holy One
of Blessing to him: ‘I know that even if you were commanded to offer your only son to Me,
you would not refuse.” - this is according to Rabbi Eleazar who said that the employment
of va-e-lohim where E-lohim would suffice, implies both God and God’s Court. It was the
ministering angels who spoke thus: ‘“This Avraham rejoiced and made all others rejoice yet
did not set aside for the Holy One of Blessing a single bullock or ram.” Said the Holy One
of Blessing to them: ‘Even if we tell him to offer his own son, he will not refuse.” Itzchak
and Ishmael were engaged in a dispute: the latter argued, ‘I am more beloved than you,
because I was circumcised at the age of thirteen’; while the other retorted, ‘I am more
beloved than you, because I was circumcised at eight days.” Said Ishmael to him: ‘I am
more beloved, because I could have protested, yet I did not.” At that moment Itzchak
exclaimed: ‘O that God would appear to me and bid me cut off one of my limbs! then I
would not refuse.” Said God: ‘Even if I bid you sacrifice yourself, you will not refuse.’

[Another version: Said Ishmael to him: ‘I am more beloved than you, since I as circumcised
at the age of thirteen, but you were circumcised as a baby and could not refuse.” Itzchak
retorted: “All that you did lend to the Holy One of Blessing was three drops of blood. But
look, I am now thirty-seven years old, yet if God desired of me that I be slaughtered, I
would not refuse.” Said the Holy One of Blessing “This is the moment!” Straightway, God
tested Avraham.]
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