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Chapter III: Lech Lecha (Gen. 12:1–17:27) 
 
Essay 14. Abraham chooses between Exile and Gehenna 
 

ין בִּשְׁבָטָיו  עַל פָּסוּק "וְאַבְרָם כָּבֵד מְאֹד בַּמִּקְנֶה בַּכֶּסֶף וּבַזָּהָב", הֲדָא הוּא דִכְתִיב "וַיּוֹצִיאֵם בְּכֶסֶף וְזָהָב וְאֵ   יַלְקוּט  מִדְרָשׁ
 . מָה עִנְיָן זֶה לְזֶה ,כּוֹשֵׁל" עכ"ל, וְהוּא תָּמוּהַּ 

  
Midrash Yalkut Shimoni on the verse: 

“And Abram was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold.”1 This is what 
is written, “And He brought them out with silver and gold, and there was not 
among His tribes one who stumbled.”2 

- Yalkut Shimoni, Parashat Lekh Lekha, remez 69 
This is puzzling—what is the connection between this and that? 

  
יּוֹת,  דִּבְמַרְאָה בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים אָמַר הקב"ה לְאַבְרָהָם בַּמֶּה אַתָּה רוֹצֶה שֶׁיֵּרָדוּ בָנֶי˃ , בְּגֵיהִנָּם אוֹ בַּמַּלְכֻ   וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁאָמְרוּ בְּמִדְרָשׁ

אָמְרִינַן, "מִי־יִתֵּן וְהָיָה לְבָבָם זֶה לָהֶם    וּבַפֶּרֶק קַמָּא דַעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה  .רַר לוֹ אֶת הַמַּלְכֻיּוֹת, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יָרְדוּ לִגְהִינָםיוְאַבְרָהָם בֵּ 
א לְבַטֵּל מֵהֶם מִיתָה אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁכְּבָר נִקְנְסָה, הָ ,  רָהילְיִרְאָה אֹתִי" וְכוּ', לְבַטֵּל מֵהֶם הַמַּלְאָ˂ הַמָּוֶת אִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁכְּבָר נִגְזְרָה גְּזֵ 

   .וְכוּ' מָּה וְלָשׁוֹן שׁוֹלֶטֶת בָּהֶםוּיִשְׂרָאֵל אֶת הַתּוֹרָה אֶלָּא עַל מְנַת שֶׁלּאֹ תְּהֵא א קִבְּלוּלאֹ 
 
One may say that it was stated in the Midrash that in the vision of the [Covenant] 

between the Parts, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Abraham:  

“Through which do you wish your descendants to be punished, through 
Gehenna or through the Kingdoms?” Abraham chose the Kingdoms, so that 
they wouldn’t descend to Gehenna. 

- Gen. Rabbah 44:21 
In the first chapter of Avodah Zarah (5a), there is a dispute over whether the Israelites would 
have become immortal upon accepting the Torah at Sinai, if they had not erred with the Golden 
Calf. It is said:  

“[Even though Scripture says:] ‘May they always be of such mind, to fear 
Me and follow all My commandments, that it may go well with them and with their 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 13:2. 
2 Ps. 105:37. 



2 
 

children forever,’3 [nevertheless] it was not possible to nullify [the power of] the 
Angel of Death over them, as the decree [of death] was already issued [from the 
time of Creation]. [Rather,] the Jewish people accepted the Torah [not with an 
expectation of immortality, but] only in order that no nation or tongue would 
rule over them. 

- Avodah Zarah 5a 
 

הּ טוֹבָה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁכְּשֶׁלּאֹ וְקָשֶׁה דְּאִם יֵשׁ מַלְאָ˂ הַמָּוֶת אִם כֵּן יֵשׁ יֵצֶר הָרַע שֶׁהֲרֵי הוּא יָצֵר הָרַע הוּא מַלְאָ˂ הַמָּוֶת, וְזוֹ אֵינָ 
וְאַיֵּה הַהַבְטָחָה שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם אָבִינוּ יָרְדוּ לִגְהִינָם  נָמֵי שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיוּ עוֹשִׂים הָעֵגֶל  .יִהְיֶה גָּלוּת  אַף אֵם ,  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִין הָכִי 

מָּה וְלָשׁוֹן שׁוֹלֶטֶת בָּהֶם, הָיִינוּ בְּמָמוֹנָם, מִשּׁוּם  וּיְחַטְּאוּ אַחַר כָּ˂ יִהְיוּ הוֹלְכִים בְּגָלוּת וְלאֹ בְּגֵיהִנָּם, וְהַאי דְּקָאָמַר שֶׁלּאֹ תְּהֵא א
כְּאָדָם תְּמוּתוּן" מִדִּכְתִיב "אָכֵן  לֵיהּ  פָּרֵי˂  מִיתָה?  ,  דְּהָתָם  מַאי  רַשִׁ"י,  וּפֵרֵשׁ  עֲנִיּוּת,  מִיתָה?  מַאי  , שֶׁמִשֶּׁחָטְאוּ  עֲנִיּוּתוּמָסִיק 

  עכ"ל. מּוֹת הַמְּכַלִּים מָמוֹנָם כָּל הַיּוֹם בִּ״וְהָיָה לֶאֱכֹל״וּשָׁלְטוּ בָּהֶם הָא
 
This is difficult to understand. If there is an Angel of Death, then there is also an evil 

inclination, for it is the evil inclination that is the Angel of Death. This is not good for Israel, 
for if there were no exile, they would descend to Gehinnom, so where is the promise to 
Abraham our father?  

One may say that indeed, if they had not made the Golden Calf, even if they sinned 
afterward, they would go into exile and not into Gehinnom. That which it says, “that no 
nation or tongue should rule over them,” refers to their possessions. For there, in Avodah 
Zarah 5a, it raises the question from that which is written, “Surely you shall die like men,”4 
and concludes, “What is death?—poverty.”  

Rashi explains the Gemara: “ ‘What is death?—poverty,’ that when they sinned, the 
nations ruled over them, consuming their wealth all day, ‘and they shall be devoured.’5 ” 

 
ב כֶּסֶף וְזָהָב שֶׁהָיָה לָהֶם, הָא לָאו הָכִי אַף  וֹנֶשׁ הָיָה עַל הַמָּמוֹן, מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה הוֹאִיל שֶׁעָשׂוּ הָעֵגֶל מֵרוֹקָּר הָעישְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁעִ 

ם, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁהָיוּ יַעֲקֹב וְיוֹסֵף בְּמִצְרַיִםוּאִם הָלְכוּ בְּגָלוּת הָיוּ כּ    .לָּם שָׁרִים לַאֲדֹנֵיהֶ֖
 
Hear from this that the main punishment concerned their wealth, as measure-for-

measure punishment, since they made the Golden Calf out of the abundance of silver and gold 
they possessed. If not for this, even if they went into exile, they would all have been princes 
to their masters, just as Jacob and Joseph were in Egypt.  

 

 
3 Deut. 5:26. 
4 Ps. 82:7. 
5 Deut. 31:17. 
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קּוּן הַכְּלָלִי וְלאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם עוֹד לְעוֹלָם לְהִשְׁתַּעְבֵּד תַּחַת שׁוּם יוְנוֹדַע שֶׁאִם הָיוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל מַשְׁלִימִים הַקֵּץ בְּמִצְרַיִם הָיוּ גּוֹמְרִים הַתִּ 
כְּמוֹ שֶׁנַּאֲרִי˂ בְּזֶה לְקַמַּן עַל סֵדֶר  ,  מָּה וְלָשׁוֹן, מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן עַתָּה שֶׁלּאֹ הִשְׁלִימוּ. יֵשׁ לָהֶם לְהַשְׁלִים בְּאַרְבַּע גָּלֻיּוֹת אֲחֵרוֹתוּא

דֶם זְמַנָּם,  וֹוְאַף הָרְכוּשׁ גָּדוֹל לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם לִזְכּוֹת בּוֹ אֶלָּא אַחַר הַשְׁלָמַת הַקֵּץ, מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן עַתָּה שֶׁיָּצְאוּ ק  .וְעִנְיָן הַפָּרָשִׁיּוֹת
אֶלָּא שֶׁרָצָה הקב"ה לְהוֹדִיעַ לְאוֹתוֹ צַדִּיק   .כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים וּכְמוֹ שֶׁנַּאֲרִי˂ גַּם בְּזֶה בִּמְקוֹמוֹ בְּעִנְיָן יְצִיאַת מִצְרַיִם וְעיי"ש

לְסִימָן שֶׁבְּגָלֻיּוֹת  ,  תֵּן לָהֶם רְכוּשׁ גָּדוֹלילּוּג שֶׁל הַקֵּץ, עִם כָּל זֶה רוֹצֶה לִ ישָׁאַף אִם יִהְיוּ מוּכָנִים לָלֶכֶת בְּגָלֻיּוֹת אֲחֵרוֹת מִשּׁוּם הַדִּ 
  . ן תּוֹרַת וְחוֹב הָעַבְדוּת עֲלֵיהֶםייִ אֲחֵרוֹת לאֹ יִהְיוּ עוֹד עֲנִיִּים אֶלָּא עֲשִׁירִים כְּמוֹ שֶׁהֵם עַתָּה, הֲגַם שֶׁלְּפִי שֶׁלּאֹ הִשְׁלִימוּ הַזְּמַן עֲדַ 

 
It is known that if Israel had completed the appointed time in Egypt, they would have 

completed the general rectification, and never again would they have been enslaved under 
any nation or tongue, which is not the case now that they did not complete the appointed time. 

They must complete four other exiles, as we will elaborate later according to the order 
and matter of the weekly parshas. Even regarding the great wealth they received, they were 
not worthy to merit it except after the completion of the appointed time; whereas now, since 
they left before their time, as the commentators wrote, and as we will also elaborate in its 
place concerning the Exodus from Egypt, and see there. 

Rather, the Holy One, Blessed be He, desired to make known to that righteous one 
that even though they would be destined to go into other exiles because of the shortened time, 
nonetheless He wished to give them great wealth. This would be a sign that in the other exiles 
they would no longer be poor but wealthy, as they are now, even though, since they had not 
completed the time they were to be in Egypt, the law and obligation of servitude was still upon 
them. 

  
רָכוֹת דַּף ז' ע"ב ד"ה לאֹ הָיָה אָדָם  וְאַבְרָהָם הָיָה בֶּן שִׁבְעִים שָׁנִים כְּשֶׁכָּרַת עִמּוֹ הַבְּרִית בֵּין הַבְּתָרִים כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת (בְּ 

וְכוּ' הַמְּמ  שֶׁקָּרְאוּ אָדוֹן  הַמַּלְאָכִים  לְמִצְרַיִם  שֶׁיָּרְדוּ שָׁם  מִצְרַיִם,  גָּלוּת  הִתְחִיל  וּמִיָּד  תֵּכֶף  וְהָיוּ שָׁם עַד וּוְאָז  יִשְׂרָאֵל  נִּים עַל 
כִּדְאִיתָא    שׁ הַדֶּרֶ˂ לְבָנֶי˃,וֹוּוּי הקב"ה שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ לֵ˂ וּכְבי, וִירִידַת אַבְרָהָם לְמִצְרַיִם הָיְתָה בַּצִּ בָּלִיםוּשֶׁיָּצְאוּ, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּק

בָר הִתְחִיל  עַל "וּלְאַבְרָם הֵיטִיב בַּעֲבוּרָהּ", וְאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "וְאַבְרָם כָּבֵד מְאֹד בַּמִּקְנֶה", כְּלוֹמַר אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁכְּ   בִּבְרֵאשִׁית רַבָּה
ל עַבְדוּת עֲלֵיהֶם יָצְאוּ בִּרְכוּשׁ וֹן עידֶם הַזְּמַן אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁעֲדַיִ וֹלַסִּימָן לְבָנָיו שֶׁכְּשֶׁיָּצְאוּ מִשָּׁם ק,  שֶׁר הַרְבֵּהוֹהַגָּלוּת הָיָה לוֹ ע

תֵר  רֵר אַבְרָהָם הוּא כְּמוֹ הַגָּלוּת שֶׁסִּבְלוֹ הָאָבוֹת וְיוֹסֵף, שֶׁהָיוּ מְלָכִים וְשַׂרִים, וְלאֹ שֶׁיִּצְטַעֲרוּ בּוֹ יוֹיגָּדוֹל, לְהוֹרוֹת שֶׁהַגָּלוּת שֶׁבֵּ 
   .מִדַּאי

 
Abraham was seventy years old when he made the Covenant between the Parts, as 

Tosafot wrote (Berachot page 7b, text beginning “There was no man who called Him 
‘Master,’” etc.), and then immediately the exile of Egypt began: for the angels appointed over 
Israel descended there and remained until they left, as the Kabbalists wrote.6 Abraham’s 
descent to Egypt was by command of the Holy One, Blessed be He, who said to him, “Go and 
subdue the way for your children,” as it is brought in Gen. Rabbah (40:8) on the verse, “And 
it was well with Abram for her sake.”7 Scripture says, “And Abram was very rich in cattle,” 
as if to say that even though the exile had already begun, he had great wealth, to be a sign to 

 
6 R. Menachem ben Meir of Speyer (c.1340–c.1410), Sefer Tzioni (1384), Parashat Lech Lecha. 
7 Gen. 12:16. 
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his children that when they would go forth from there before their time, even though the 
yoke of servitude was still upon them, they would go out with great substance, to show that 
the exile which Abraham chose was like the exile endured by the Patriarchs and by Joseph, 
who were kings and princes, and would not suffer excessively in it.  

 
מִכְּדֵי צָרְכוֹ וּלְהִתְנָאוֹת    שֶׁבַח הוּא לְאַבְרָהָם לִהְיוֹת כֹּל כָּ˂ עָשִׁיר יוֹתֵרוְכִי  נַת הַמִּדְרָשׁ, "וְאַבְרָם כָּבֵד מְאֹד", וְקָשֶׁה  ווְזֶהוּ כַּוָּ 
שֶׁר שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם הָיָה מוֹרֶה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁהוּא אוֹהֵב  וֹוְתֵּירֵץ הֲדָא הוּא דִכְתִיב "וַיּוֹצִיאֵם בְּכֶסֶף וְזָהָב", כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁזֶּה הָע  .בְּעׇשְׁרוֹ

הָע לָהֶם  בָּחַר  הַגָּלוּת  לָהֶם  וּכְשֶׁבָּחַר  מִתְקַיְּ   .שֶׁרוֹאוֹתָם,  הָיוּ  בָּעֵגֶל  הָיוּ חוֹטְאִים  לאֹ  הָיְתָה איוְאִם  וְלאֹ  כָּ˂  מָּה שׁוֹלֶטֶת  וּמִים 
מְקוֹם  שֶׁר וְהָרְכוּשׁ שֶׁקִּבְּלוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל אַדְרַבָּא הָיָה רַע לָהֶם, שֶׁעָשׂוּ הָעֵגֶל בְּזֶה הַזָּהָב שֶׁבָּא מִמִּצְרַיִם  וֹוְאִם תּאֹמַר זֶה הָע  .בְּמָמוֹנָם

סִיֵּ   מְאָה,וּט הָכִי  גַּם  י מִשּׁוּם  שֶׁטָּעוּ  לְפִי  אֶלָּא  נֶעֶנְשׁוּ  וְיִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ  שֶׁהָעֶרֶב רַב הוּא שֶׁעֲשָׂאוּהוּ,  בִּשְׁבָטָיו כּוֹשֵׁל"  "וְאֵין  הֵם ם 
  .פָּתָם כְּנוֹדָעוּאַחֲרָיו בְּאוֹתָם אַרְבָּעִים יוֹם שֶׁהָיוּ תּוֹ˂ ח

 
This is the intent of the Midrash: “And Abram was very rich.” This is difficult to 

understand: was it praise for Abraham to be so exceedingly wealthy, beyond his needs and to 
boast in his riches? The solution of the Midrash is: “This is what is written, ‘And He brought 
them out with silver and gold,’ ” as if to say that Abraham’s wealth was a sign for Israel, that 
He loves them, and when He chose exile for them, He chose wealth for them.  

Had they not sinned with the Golden Calf, they would have remained so, and no nation 
would have ruled over their possessions. Perhaps you will say that this wealth and property 
which Israel received was, on the contrary, to their detriment, that they made the calf with 
that very gold that came from Egypt, a place of impurity. Therefore, it concludes, “and there 
was not among His tribes one who stumbled,” meaning that it was the mixed multitude who 
made [the Golden Calf], and Israel were punished only because they erred after them during 
those forty days, which were within their bridal chamber, as is known. I.e., the giving of the 
Torah is compared to a wedding day.8  

 
פֵּ  יִהְיֶה  גָּדוֹל"  בִּרְכֻשׁ  יֵצְאוּ  "וְאַחֲרֵי־כֵן  שֶׁל  הַפָּסוּק  זֶה  יִהְיֶה  י וּלְפִי  שֶׁזֶּה  הַגּוֹי,  לְאוֹתוֹ  מַכּוֹת  בְּעֶשֶׂר  אָדוֹן  כְּשֶׁאֲנִי  כָּ˂,  רוּשׁוֹ 

יּוֹת אֲחֵרוֹת, עִם כֹּל זֶה "וְאַחֲרֵי־כֵן יֵצְאוּ בִּרְכֻשׁ וּוְאִם כֵּן הוּא סִימָן לְגָל  .כְּשֶׁיְּמָאֵן לְשַׁלְּחָם, וְלָמָּה יְמָאֵן בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁלּאֹ נְשַׁלֵּם הַקֵּץ
  .לַאֲדוֹנֵיהֶם כְּפִי שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר לְעֵיל שַׂרִיםלָּם וּז לָהֶם שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם לִהְיוֹת כּוֹ גָּדוֹל", לִרְמ

 
According to this, the verse “and afterward they will go free with great wealth”9 may 

be interpreted thus: “When I will judge that nation with ten plagues, which will happen when 
it refuses to send them forth; and why will it refuse? Because the appointed time has not yet 
been completed.”  

If so, it is a sign for the other exiles; nevertheless, “and afterward they will go free 
with great wealth,” to hint that they will all be princes to their masters, as explained above. 

 
* * * 

 
8 Mishnah Taanit 4:8; Taanit 26b. 
9 Gen. 15:14. 


