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Chapter I1: Noach (Gen. 6:9-11:32)

Essay 9. Salvation from fiery furnaces

This parasha discusses that Noah follows G-d’s commands in the face of mockery by
others. Abraham, who is introduced at the end of this parasha, and Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah,
similarly face mockery, but are prepared to give up their lives to sanctify G-d’s Name.
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Pesachim, chapter 10:

And some say “And the faithfulness of the L-rd endures forever”' was
said by [the angel] Gabriel. When Nimrod threw our father, Abraham, into the
fiery furnace, Gabriel said: Master of the Universe, I will descend and cool the
furnace, and I will save the righteous one from the fiery furnace. The Holy
One, Blessed be He, said to him: I am Unique in My world and [Abraham] is
unique in his world. It is fitting for the Unique One to save the unique one.
[Therefore, G-d saved Abraham directly.] And as the Holy One, Blessed be He,
does not withhold reward from any [deserving] creature, He said [to Gabriel]:
You will merit and save three of his sons.

For Rabbi Shimon HaTzidoni’ taught: When the evil Nebuchadnezzar
threw Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah into the fiery furnace,® Yurkami, the

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com

'Ps. 117:2.

2 The Vilna edition reads haShiloni, but some earlier manuscipts of Pesachim read haTzidoni, including Munich
Cod. hebr. 6, and NY, JTS, Rab. 1623, have haTzidoni, as in the first edition of Zera Shimshon.

3 The book of Daniel, chapter 3, describes how Nebuchadnezzar built a massive golden image (likely of himself)
and commanded all officials to bow to it when music played. The Chaldeans told the king that the Jews would not
bow to it, and he decided to test them. Even though according to some halachic authorities it was not being used for
idolatry, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah refused to bow, declaring loyalty only to the G d of Israel. They were
threatened with death in the fiery furnace, and still refused. Nebuchadnezzar ordered them thrown in to the furnace,
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ministering angel of hail, said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: I will go
down and cool the furnace, and I will save these righteous ones. Gabriel said
to him: The greatness of the Holy One, Blessed be He, will not be [known] by
this, [as] you are the minister of hail, and everyone knows that water
extinguishes fire. Rather, I, the ministering angel of fire, I will go and I will
heat it from the outside and cool it from within, and I will [thus] perform a
miracle within a miracle.

- Pesachim 118a-b
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Question 1: It is necessary to analyze the reply of the Holy One, Blessed be He: “I am
unique in My world and [Abraham] is unique in his world. It is fitting for the Unique One to
save the unique one.” For apparently these are mere words, but surely there must be a decisive
reason and explanation within them.

Question 2: Also, what is the meaning of Gabriel’s statement: “I will perform a miracle
within a miracle”? Who told him that two miracles were needed; perhaps only one was
required?
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Question 3: Moreover, people ask why the ministering angel of hail did not stand forth
to save Abraham as well, and only volunteered to save Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah. What
the Maharsha explained—that perhaps [the ministering angel of hail] knew that Abraham’s
salvation would be only through the Holy One, Blessed be He, since He is unique—is a forced
explanation. Furthermore, if Gabriel did not know that G-d would save Abraham directly, how
would the ministering angel of hail have known?

Question 4: They also ask: Why did the ministering angel of hail rise to save Hananiah,
Mishael, and Azariah? The Maharsha answered that [the angel] did not know of the promise
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, had made to Gabriel, rewarding him for his desire to save
Abraham by instead promising him that he would save three of Abraham’s descendants. This too
is difficult, and all the more so to say that one time he knew something, viz, that Abraham’s
salvation would come directly from G-d, and another time he did not know something, viz, that
Gabriel had been promised the right to save three of Abraham’s descendants.

while according to a Midrash, the Chaldeans stood outside mocking them. The three men were seen walking around
inside the furnace with an angelic being, and then the three men emerged from the furnace.
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Question 5: Another difficulty for us is why did Gabriel prolong his words so much
with the ministering angel of hail? l.e., why did he have to tell him that the miracle would be a
greater vindication of G-d’s Name coming from the ministering angel of fire rather than the
ministering angel of hail. It would have sufficed for him to say that this salvation concerned
him because of the promise of the Holy One, Blessed be He. If we say that Gabriel wished to
show that this salvation concerned him even without that promise, then there is a question
of what purpose did that promise serve?
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Therefore, to answer Questions 3 and 4, it seems better to say that indeed the
ministering angel of hail knew of the promise the Holy One, Blessed be He, had given to
Gabriel. But this time, two opposite things were required, namely, a miracle within a miracle:
to cool the furnace from within so as to save the three Jews, and to burn the nations standing
outside, who were mocking them. This too was for the honor of the righteous, whose insult
the Holy One, Blessed be He, avenges.
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Thus, the ministering angel of hail thought that what the Holy One, Blessed be He,
had promised Gabriel was only to perform a single miracle—namely, the miracle of rescue
of the descendants of Abraham—and not two miracles. For He said only, “You will merit and
save,” and did not tell him to exact vengeance upon the enemies. That promise could be
fulfilled with other righteous men, whose rescue alone was needed, as with Abraham.
Therefore, the ministering angel of hail wanted to descend and perform two miracles, a
miracle within a miracle, by heating the furnace from without even though he is the
ministering angel of hail, who typically brings cooling hail, and not heat.
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But Gabriel answered him: “The greatness of the Holy One, Blessed be He, will not
be [known] by this,” as if to say that the principal part of the greatness of the Holy One,
Blessed be He, is to save the righteous, not in destroying the enemies. This is as we find with
Abraham, whom He desired to save by Himself in order to magnify the greatness of
[Abraham’s] salvation. For this reason, He told me only “You will merit and save,” and not
“You will destroy the enemies.” If I descend to save, there will be a miracle within a miracle



in the salvation of the righteous, which is the main point, that I will cool it from within even
though I am the ministering angel of fire. I.e., the two miracles are not saving the three men and
destroying the enemies, but saving the three men and doing it by having the ministering angel of
fire bring a cooling effect, the opposite of his usual action. The burning of the mockers, proposed
as a second miracle by the ministering angel of hail, is not counted in Gabriel’s definition of a
double miracle, because the main honor is saving the righteous.

This provides one possible solution to Question 2, why Gabriel thought that he should
produce a double miracle: because he was answering the ministering angel of hail, who himself
wanted to produce a double miracle.

It also answers Question 5, why Gabriel gave such a lengthy explanation to the ministering
angel of hail, instead of simply saying that the rescue of the three men had been promised to him.
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Indeed, in solving the question discussed above, Question 3, why the ministering angel
of hail did not stand to save Abraham, and why Gabriel’s reward was specifically to save
Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, though many other righteous men in Israel were saved, this
can be understood from what the author of Parashat Derachim wrote (end of Discourse 2,
page 8).*

The angels thought that since Abraham had not yet left the category of “descendant
of Noah,” he was not permitted to give up his life for the sanctification of the Name of G-d.
That is, Perashat Derachim notes that with the receipt of the Torah at Sinai, the Israelites left the
halachic category of the descendants of Noah and were treated halachically as Jews. However,
there is a question whether the patriarchs and pre-Sinai Israelites should be considered as Jews, or
whether they were still part of the descendants of Noah. The Gemara debates whether non-Jews
are required to give up their lives for the sanctification of the Name of G-d.° The Rambam states
that if one is not required to give up his life, then to do so voluntarily would be tantamount to
suicide, which is forbidden.¢

But Abraham held like those who disagree, that one may be strict upon oneself even
if he has the status of a descendant of Noah, similar to Israel, who may be strict upon
themselves and willing to give up their lives to sanctify G-d’s Name even regarding other
commandments done privately, for which there is no obligation to sacrifice oneself. He brought
proof from what Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah did. Thus, even though they were exempt,

4 Judah ben Samuel Rosanes (1657-1727), Parshat Derachim (Constantinople, 1727).

3> Sanhedrin 74b.

¢ Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Foundations of the Torah 5:3; see also Rambam, Iggeret HaShmad (Letter on
Martyrdom), Chapter 4.



since according to some opinions there was no idolatry there but merely a royal statue, they
were prepared to give up their lives for the sanctification of the Name, etc. See there in Parashat
Derachim.
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The Tosafot wrote in the first chapter of tractate Shabbat (page 12b) that the
ministering angels do not recognize the Aramaic language, except for Gabriel, as it says in
tractate Sotah: “Gabriel came and taught him seventy languages.”’ Also, it is brought in the
Zohar (Shemot, page 11): “When the body of a righteous man is born in this world, the Holy
One, Blessed be He, calls Gabriel, who takes the soul of that righteous one from the Garden
[of Eden] and brings it down into that body; and he is appointed over [that soul] and guards
it.”g
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With this, all is resolved: that Gabriel came specifically because he differs from the
other angels, and also because the guarding of the righteous is entrusted to him. He knew
Abraham’s reasoning and guarded him according to his understanding that he could give up
his life. But the ministering angel of hail thought like the other angels, and therefore did not
rise to save him. Yet in the case of Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, [the ministering angel of
hail] rose to save, for they were Israelites post-Sinai, i.e., unquestionable Jewish and removed
from the category of descendants of Noah, and thus permitted to give up their lives, and he
acted according to the reasoning mentioned above.
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Answer to Question 1: Accordingly, the statement “It is fitting that the Unique One
save the unique one: ‘I am unique in My world and he is unique in his world’ ” is now well
understood. For the main intent of Abraham in offering his life for the sanctification of the

"Te., Shabbat 12b quotes Rabbi Yochanan that the angels do not understand Aramaic. The Tosafot point out that
in Sotah 33a and 36D, there is a teaching that Gabriel visited Joseph and taught him 70 languages.
8 Zohar, 11:11a (Shemot 17:181).



Name—even though it was uncertain whether he was permitted to—was only that the
Divinity of the Holy One, Blessed be He, be made known in the world, since no one else in
the world recognized Him but he alone. Had there been others who recognized Him, perhaps
he would not have entered into this doubt. Therefore, He said: “It is fitting that the Unique
One save the unique one.”
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Another reason may be given why the ministering angel of hail did not stand to save
Abraham: He thought that this matter pertained to the Holy One, Blessed be He, Himself, to
save that righteous man. For it was necessary to determine the ancient dispute of whether
Abraham was permitted to give up his life or not, and such judgment belonged only to the
Holy One, Blessed be He. But Gabriel rose to save because he was appointed over the
righteous, as said above. According to this, the explanation of the Maharsha mentioned
earlier also fits well.
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The phrase “miracle within a miracle” is likewise explained: for from the salvation of
these three men there is retroactive proof that Abraham, too, was worthy of being saved. This
was a miracle within a miracle: saving the three men from the fiery furnace, and retroactively
proving that Abraham was always worthy.

Thus, earlier the Zera Shimshon offered a physical, dual phenomenon: cooling the inside
of the furnace saved the righteous, while heating the outside of the furnace killed the wicked. Here,
he discusses a spiritual double miracle, a miraculous event in the present, i.e., the saving of the
men from the furnace, reflects Divine justice in the past.

This was the reward given to Gabriel specifically with these three, a measure-for-
measure reward, something that would not have been the case had he been assigned to save
three others. The nature of the double miracle served as public confirmation that Avraham’s self-
sacrifice was correct. That confirmation was Gabriel’s reward for letting G-d act alone in
Abraham’s case.

Perhaps this is what Gabriel hinted to the ministering angel of hail: that these three
righteous men in particular were his due, because in them there was a “miracle within a
miracle,” as explained above.



