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Chapter III: Lech Lecha (Gen. 12:1–17:27) 
 
Essay 2. Abraham’s commitment to the mitzvot 
 
This essay analyzes a Midrash that connects the first verse of this parasha to verses from 

the Song of Songs: “ ‘We have a little sister, and she has no breasts. What shall we do for our 
sister on the day that she will be spoken for? If she is a wall, we will build upon it a silver 
battlement; if she is a door, we will panel it in cedar.’ I am a wall, my breasts are like towers. So I 
became in his eyes as one who finds peace.”1 

 

ד שֶׁהוּא קָטָן עַל פָּסוּק "לֶ˂־לְ˃", ר' בֶּרֶכְיָה פָּתַח "אָחוֹת לָנוּ קְטַנָּה" זֶה אַבְרָהָם שֶׁאִיחָה אֶת כָּל בְּנֵי הָעוֹלָם, שֶׁעַ   מִדְרָשׁ

"מַה־נַּעֲשֶׂה לַאֲחֹתֵנוּ בַּיּוֹם    ."וְשָׁדַיִם אֵין לָהּ" לאֹ הֱנִיקוּהוּ לאֹ לְמִצְווֹת וְלאֹ לְמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים  .הָיָה מְסַגֵּל מִצְווֹת וּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים
"אִם־חוֹמָה הִיא נִבְנֶה עָלֶיהָ" וְכוּ' אִם מֵעָמִיד דְּבָרִים כְּחוֹמָה נִבְנֶה    .ד לֵירֵד לְכִבְשַׁן הָאֵשׁוֹשֶׁיְּדֻבַּר־בָּהּ" בַּיּוֹם שֶׁגָּזַר עָלָיו נִמְר

הַזּוֹ אֵינָה אֶלָּא    הַיְּצִירָהמַה    ,לוּחַ אָרֶז"נָצוּר עָלֶיהָ  "  ,"וְאִם־דֶּלֶת הִיא נָצוּר עָלֶיהָ" אִם דַּל הוּא בְּמִצְווֹת וּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים  .עָלֶיהָ 
אָמַר לְפָנָיו רִבּוֹן הָעוֹלָמִים, מַעֲמִיד אֲנִי דְבָרַי כְּחוֹמָה, "שָׁדַי כַּמִּגְדָּלוֹת" זֶה   .ם עָלָיו אֶלָּא לְשָׁעָהילְשָׁעָה, כָּ˂ אֵין אֲנִי מִתְקַיֵּ 

  עכ"ל. שֶׁנִּכְנַס בְּשָׁלוֹם וְיָצָא בְּשָׁלוֹם "אָז הָיִיתִי בְעֵינָיו כְּמוֹצְאֵת שָׁלוֹם"חֲנַנְיָה מִישָׁאֵל וַעֲזַרְיָה. 
  

There is a Midrash on the verse, “The L-rd said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your native 
land and from your father’s house to the land that I will show you.’ ”2 

Rabbi Berechya began: “We have a little sister [achot] [אָחוֹת]”—this is 
Abraham, who joined together [icha] [אִיחָה] all the people of the world [in the 
service of G-d], for while he was still little, he amassed mitzvot and good deeds. 
“And she has no breasts”—he was not suckled with mitzvot and good deeds. 
“What shall we do for our sister on the day that she will be spoken for?”—on 
the day that Nimrod decreed upon him to descend to the fiery furnace [for not 
worshipping idols]. “If she is a wall, we will build upon her”—if he stands firm 
on his principles, like a wall, “we will build upon her” [i.e., establish a nation 
from his lineage]. “And if she is a door [delet] [דֶּלֶת], we will decorate her”—if 
he is deficient [dal] [דַּל] in mitzvot and good deeds, “we will decorate her with 
cedar panels”—just as a decoration is only temporary, so, too, I will support 
him only temporarily [and a nation won’t be established from him]. He [Abram] 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Song of Songs 8:8–10. 
2 Gen. 12:1. 
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said before Him: ‘Master of the universe, “I am a wall”—I stand firm on my 
principles, like a wall.” “My breasts are like towers”—this refers to Hananiah, 
Mishael, and Azariah [who were also ready to sacrifice their lives, rather than 
worship an idol].3 “So I became in his eyes as one who finds peace”—as he 
entered [the furnace] in peace and emerged in peace.  

- Gen. Rabbah 39:3 
 

מ כֻּלּוֹ  לְסֵיפָאוּלִכְאוֹרָה  מֵרֵישָׁא  הוּא,    .קְשֶׁה  מֵעִנְיָנוֹ  הַלָּמֵד  דָּבָר  שַׁפִּיר  כְּשֶׁנְּדַקְדֵּק  אָדָם  אָמְנָם  בְּנֵי  הֶחְזִיר  אָבִינוּ  שֶׁאַבְרָהָם 
"וְשָׁדַיִם אֵין לָהּ" שֶׁלאֹ הֱנִיקוּהוּ לאֹ לְמִצְווֹת וְלאֹ לְמַעֲשִׂים   . בִּתְשׁוּבָה שֶׁעַד שֶׁהָיָה קָטָן הָיָה מְסַגֵּל בְּמִצְווֹת וּמַעֲשִׂים טוֹבִים

שָּׁמַר  וֶּה בִּשְׁמִירַת הַמִּצְווֹת, הֲגַם שֶׁשָּׁמַר כָּל הַתּוֹרָה כֻּלָּהּ דִּכְתִיב "עֵקֶב אֲשֶׁר־שָׁמַע אַבְרָהָם בְּקֹלִי" שֶׁ וטוֹבִים, כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ נִצְטַ 
) אָמַר וֶּה, וּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּקִידּוּשִׁין (דַּף לֹ"אועִם כֹּל זֶה הָיָה לוֹ הַצַּעַר שֶׁלּאֹ נִצְטַ   .שֶׁהֵם מִצְווֹת דְּרַבָּנַן  לּוּ עֵירוּבֵי תַבְשִׁילִיןיאֲפִ 

  וֶּה וְעוֹשֶׂה.ווֶּה וְעוֹשֶׂה מִמִּי שֶׁאֵינוֹ מְצֻ ור' חֲנִינָא: גָּדוֹל הַמְצֻ 
 
At first glance, this appears difficult from beginning to end. However, if we examine 

it closely, it makes sense based on context. “ ‘We have a little sister’ refers to Abraham, who 
joined together all the people of the world [in the service of G-d],” for our forefather Abraham 
brought people back to repentance; “for while he was still little, he amassed mitzvot and good 
deeds.” “ ‘And she has no breasts,’ that he was not suckled with mitzvot and good deeds,” as 
if to say that he wasn’t commanded in the observance of the mitzvot. Also, he observed the 
entire Torah, as it is said, “inasmuch as Abraham listened to My voice and kept My charge: 
My commandments, My laws, and My teachings,”4 that he observed even eruvei tavshilin, which 
are rabbinic mitzvot.5 Nevertheless, he had the pain of not having been commanded, and in 
the first chapter of tractate Kiddushin (page 31a), “Rabbi Chanina said: One who is 
commanded and fulfills is greater than one who fulfills without being commanded.”  

 
 וֶּהוהַמְצֻ ד וְכוּ', "אִם־חוֹמָה" וְכוּ', שֶׁכָּתְבוּ שָׁם הַתּוֹסָפוֹת עַל הַהִיא דְּגָדוֹל  וֹ"מַה־נַּעֲשֶׂה לַאֲחֹתֵנוּ" וְכוּ' בַּיּוֹם שֶׁגָּזַר עָלָיו נִמְר

וֶּה  ור מִמִּי שֶׁאֵינוֹ מְצֻ וֹוֶּה וְעוֹשֶׂה עָדִיף לְפִי שֶׁדּוֹאֵג וּמִצְטַעֵר יוֹתֵר פֶּן יַעֲבונוּ טַעֲמָא דְּמִי שֶׁמְצֻ ייְ נִרְאָה דְּהַ   וְעוֹשֶׂה וְזֶה לְשׁוֹנוֹ,
  רְאִים ד לְהַשְׁלִיכוֹ לְכִבְשָׁן הָאֵשׁ הָיוּ בֵּית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָה מִתְיָ וֹוְאִם כֵּן כְּשֶׁגָּזַר עָלָיו נִמְר  .שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ פַּת בְּסַלּוֹ שֶׁאִם יִרְצֶה יַנִּיחַ עכ"ל

וֶּה וְלאֹ יִתְקַדֵּשׁ שֵׁם שֶׁמַּיִם  ור עַצְמוֹ שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵינוֹ מְצֻ וֹוֶּה, וּבִשְׁבִיל כָּ˂ לאֹ יִמְסופֶּן לאֹ תִּהְיֶה לוֹ כָּל כָּ˂ דַּאֲגַת הַחֵטְא יַעַן לאֹ נִצְטַ 
ר עַצְמוֹ מֵהַטַּעַם שֶׁיֵּשׁ  וֹ וֶּה, רַק יִמְסושַּׁת הַשֵּׁם, שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ נִצְטַ וּ ר עָצְמוֹ עַל קְדוֹר עַצְמוֹ אֲבָל לאֹ יִמְסוֹ אוֹ דִּילְמָא יִמְס  חָס וְשָׁלוֹם, 

  א עֲלֵיהֶם מִיתָה, וְאִם יַעֲשֶׂה כָּ˂ אֵינוֹ מִן הָרָאוּי לַהַצִּילוּ.כַּמָּה בְּנֵי אָדָם שֶׁרוֹצִים לְחַזֵּק דִּבְרֵיהֶם אַף אִם תָּבֹ 
 
“What shall we do for our sister on the day that she will be spoken for?”—on the day 

that Nimrod decreed upon him to be cast into the fiery furnace. “If she is a wall, we will build 
upon her”—that the Tosafot wrote there on this fact that one who is commanded and fulfills 
is greater than one who fulfills without being commanded, and this is his language: 

 
3 Daniel, chapter  3. 
4 Gen. 26:5. 
5 Yoma 28b: “Rav said, and some say Rav Ashi [said]: Abraham our Patriarch fulfilled [the entire Torah], even 

[the mitzvah] of Eruvei Tavshilin [a rabbinic ordinance instituted later].”  
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It seems that the reason one who is commanded and fulfills is 
considered greater is because he has more worry and distress lest he transgress 
the commandments, unlike one who is not commanded, and has “bread in his 
basket”—if he wishes, he may desist [from fulfilling the commandments]. 

- Tosafot Kiddushin 31a 
If so, when Nimrod decreed to throw [Abraham] into the fiery furnace, the Heavenly 

court feared that he might not have so much worry of sin because he was not commanded. 
Because of this, he might not deliver himself to die instead of worshipping the idol, for he had 
not been commanded, and then G-d’s Heavenly Name would not be sanctified, G-d forbid.  

Alternatively, he might indeed deliver himself, but not deliver himself in sanctification 
of [G-d’s] Name, since he was not commanded. Rather, he would only deliver himself to die 
for the same reason that there are a number of people who want to strengthen their 
principles—even if death would come upon them, and if [Abraham] acted in this way, it 
would not be fitting to save him via a miracle.  

 
וֶּה, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת  ווֶּה הֲגַם שֶׁלּאֹ נִצְטַ ונוּ אִם מֵעָמִיד דְּבָרָיו כְּחוֹמָה כְּאִלּוּ נִצְטַ יוְתֵּירֵץ לָהֶם הקב"ה "אִם־חוֹמָה הִיא" דְּהַיְ 

שֶׁנִּצְטַ  לַעֲבודְּמִי  עָלֶיהָ"וֹ וֶּה דּוֹאֵג יוֹתֵר  אָז "נִבְנֶה  שָׁמַיִם  .  ר,  הַדָּבָר לְשֵׁם  יַעֲשֶׂה  בַּמִּצְווֹת שֶׁלּאֹ  דַּל  שֶׁיִּהְיֶה  "וְאִם־דֶּלֶת הִיא" 
רֶ˂ יָמִים לֵיכָּא, וְזֶהוּ וֹצּוּל, ד"בִּשְׂמאֹולָהּ עֹשֶׁר וְכָבוֹד" אִיכָּא שֶׁהֵם חַיֵּי שָׁעָה אֲבָל אים דְּבָרוֹ, אָז לאֹ יִהְיֶה נִ ילְגַמְרֵי רַק לְקַיָּ 

מִתְקַיֵּ  לְשָׁעָהיאֵינִי  אֶלָּא  עָלָיו  בְּמִצְווֹת כְּאִ   . ם  מַחֲזִיק  הֲרֵינִי  כְּחוֹמָה  דְּבָרַי  אֲנִי  מַעֲמִיד  "שָׁדַי י"אֲנִי חוֹמָה"  וְאַף  נִצְטַוֵּיתִי,  לּוּ 
זָרָה מַמָּשׁ וְלאֹ הָיוּ חַיָּ  וַעֲזַרְיָה, שֶׁלּאֹ הָיְתָה עֲבוֹדָה  חֲנַנְיָה מִשָּׁאֵל  בִּשְׁמִירַת  וֹבִים לִמְס יכַּמִּגְדָּלוֹת" זֶה  עַצְמָם הֲגַם שֶׁנִּצְטַוּוּ  ר 

   הַמִּצְווֹת.
 
The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered them: “If she is a wall,” that is, if [Abraham] 

holds steadfastly to his principles, as a wall, as if he were commanded, even though he was 
not actually commanded, then “we will build upon her.” 

“And if she is a door,” that he will be deficient in mitzvot, i.e., that he will not do 
something completely for the sake of Heaven, only to fulfill his principles, then he will not be 
saved. That is because “In her right hand is length of days, in her left, riches and honor”6—
there is temporal life, but there is no length of days, and that is the meaning of “I will support 
him only temporarily.” 

“I am a wall”—I am standing by my principles like a wall, engaging in 
commandments as if I were commanded. “And my breasts are like towers”—this is referring 
to Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, who refused to bow to King Nebuchadnezzar’s golden 
statute, even though they would be thrown into the fiery furnace. Unlike Abraham, they were 
commanded to obey the mitzvot. But it was not actual idolatry that they were commanded to 
perform, and thus, like Abraham, they too were not commanded to deliver themselves to be 
killed. Nevertheless, they stood firm, like a wall, and refused to bow. 

 

 
6 Prov. 3:16.  
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וַהֲלאֹ בַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה יֵהָרֵג   אָמְרִינַן מָה רָאוּ חֲנַנְיָה מִשָּׁאֵל וַעֲזַרְיָה שֶׁמָּסְרוּ עַצְמָם, וְהִקְשׁוּ שָׁם בַּתּוֹסָפוֹת  שֶׁהֲרֵי בְּפֶרֶק ד' דִּפְסָחִים
וְאַף הָכָא נָמֵי אָמַר אַבְרָהָם   .רְצוּ דְּהַהִיא דִּנְבוּכַדְנֶצַּר לָאו עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה מַמָּשׁ הֲוָה וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי קָא בָּעֵי מָה רָאוּיוְתִ . רוֹוְאַל יַעֲב

וַעֲזַ  מִשָּׁאֵל  חֲנַנְיָה  שֶׁיַּעֲשׂוּ  כְּמוֹ  לַכָּבוֹד הקב"ה  נִצְטַוֵּיתִי,  שֶׁלּאֹ  הֲגַם  כְּחוֹמָה  דְּבָרַי  מַעֲמִיד  בְעֵינָיו "וְלָכֵן    .רְיָהאֲנִי  הָיִיתִי  אָז 
שָׁלוֹם וְעַיֵּ   "כְּמוֹצְאֵת  בְּשָׁלוֹם.  וְיָצָא  בְּשָׁלוֹם  לְקַמָּןישֶׁנִּכְנַס  כְּאִ   ן  בְּמִצְווֹת  נִתְעַצֵּם  שֶׁאַבְרָהָם  נָזִיד"  יַעֲקֹב  "וַיָּזֶד  פָּסוּק  לּוּ יעַל 

 . וֶּה מַמָּשׁווֶּה וְאַף יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁנִּצְטַ ונִצְטַ 
 
For in the 4th chapter of tractate Pesachim (53b), it is said: “What did Hananiah, 

Mishael, and Azariah see that made them surrender themselves?” Tosafot asks there: For 
idolatry shouldn’t one be killed rather than transgress? They answer that [the statue of] 
Nebuchadnezzar was not true idolatry, hence the question of what they saw that led them to 
act as they did. Likewise, Abraham says, “I establish my principles like a wall”—even though 
he wasn’t commanded—he stood as firm as a wall for the honor of the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, similar to what Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah did. “So I became in his eyes as one who 
finds peace,” that he entered the fiery furnace in peace and left in peace. See further, parashat 
Toldot, essay 5, on the verse, “Once when Jacob was cooking a stew, Esau came in from the 
open, famished,”7 that Abraham engaged in commandments as if he were directly 
commanded, and some even say he was indeed commanded.  

 
* * * 

 
7 Gen. 25:29. 


