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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1-22:24)

Essay 26. The binding of Isaac
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Sanhedrin, Chapter 10:

“And it came to pass after these matters; and G-d tested Abraham.”!
What is meant by “after”? Rabbi Yochanan said: “After the words of Satan.”
[L.e, the word “devarim” {2°727} can mean “things” or “matters,” but could also
mean “words.”] As it is written, “And the child grew and was weaned [and
Abraham held a great feast on the day that Isaac was weaned].”? Satan said before
the Holy One, Blessed be He: “Master of the universe, this old man—You
granted him a child at one hundred years, yet from every meal he makes, he
did not even offer one dove or one fledgling before You.” [G-d] said to him:
“Did he do anything except for the sake of his son? If I were to say to him,
‘Offer your son before Me,” he would immediately offer him.” Immediately,
“And G-d tested Abraham:” “Take, please, your son [your favored one, Isaac,
whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering
on one of the heights that I will point out to you].”

- Sanhedrin 89b

: English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
"' Gen. 22:1.
2 Gen. 21:8.
3 Gen. 22:2.
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But this is difficult to understand this, for if so, He should have commanded the binding
of Isaac to Abraham immediately after Isaac was weaned and the feast was made. Why did
He delay until Isaac was thirty-seven years old? If you say that Satan did not accuse
immediately after the feast but only after some time, and that once he accused, the Holy One,
Blessed be He immediately commanded Abraham to bind his son—then it is difficult: why
did he delay his accusation for so long? He should have accused right away.
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It can be said that certainly Satan began to accuse immediately after the meal, but the
attribute of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is to be slow to anger even with the wicked, as it is
said that the Torah lists an attribute of G-d as being “slow to anger” in the plural tense to mean
“Slow to anger with the righteous and with the wicked.”> Even here, He was slow to make
this test for Abraham. Indeed it is so that Satan was continually going and accusing, as he
does with sinners. He accuses them from the time they have sinned until the time He performs
judgment with them after the long patience of the Holy One, Blessed be He.
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But still the reason is lacking why the Holy One, Blessed be He, delayed until this year
specifically. It appears to say that in the first chapter of Sotah (2a) it is said: “Forty days
before the formation of the embryo, a Heavenly voice goes forth and says, ‘The daughter of
so-and-so is for so-and-so,’ etc.”

Tosafot there wrote: “It appears to Rabbi that this Heavenly voice is before the
formation of the male, whether the female has already been born or has not yet been born.”

4 Ex. 34:6.
> Bava Kamma 50b; Sanhedrin 111a.
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If so, since before the formation of Isaac a Heavenly voice went forth concerning his
mate, it must be that the matter was already publicized in the Heavenly court that Isaac is
destined to take a wife and is not destined to be offered upon the altar. Since it was publicized
above, it is written: “For a bird of the air may carry the utterance, and a winged creature may
report the word.”® This would no longer be a complete test for Abraham, for people would say
that Abraham was a prophet and knew that Isaac was destined to continue to exist, and
therefore he made himself appear zealous in the command of the Omnipresent, and he would
no longer have so great a merit and praise.

TP 771 KD TYIYY 02 2 AN T003 T2 92 W Y Af 1093 7 nwy2 n"3pn n¥ N7 W PO My 197)
DN ,72 0N 7771 MIAY WOR) 037 N2 7P MY 20wy IR Ty 2071y oowR mpd vy 23wk W T na
OXIN N2 IR A"APN 13 POYY DY NPRARY CD DY ARY ni? v 0770 KD Pray ohaw 1D 1apy nRY

X2ny 7% X2 027 2w ,aRivh poge nyin any A"apny ni? X0 820 2771 8D PrIyw RN Ay 5 oy ,ingr
2 9271 w23 1iwRT 2P n2a iniRy 17 7YRaY n2a AR aRivy Tiv

Therefore, when Isaac was small, the Holy One, Blessed be He, did not wish to
perform for him this test, for it would not have been so great a test. Although Rebecca, his
destined mate, had not yet been born, one may think that there are many people who are
born ten or twenty years before their mates, and it is possible that she would be born
afterward. However, after thirty-seven years had passed, she had not yet been born. One may
say that from the beginning of the formation of Isaac, the Holy One, Blessed be He, had
decreed that the daughter of Bethuel would be his mate. Nevertheless, since she had not yet
been born, it is reasonable to say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, now desires Isaac as a
burnt offering, and therefore did not wish that that girl who had been decreed for him should
yet come into the world, and that first Heavenly voice was annulled and gone.
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At this point, after so many years, it was a complete test for Abraham. The proof of this
is thatimmediately when Abraham returned from the binding, he was informed that Rebecca
had been born, as Rashi explained on the Torah.’

¢ Eccl. 10:20.
7 Gen. 22:20-23, Rashi on Gen. 22:20.



From this it follows that the accusation of Satan indeed began immediately at the time
of the meal and continued through all those years, for the Holy One, Blessed be He, wished
to delay until it would be a complete test for Abraham.
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Many reasons have been given, according to the way of esoteric secrets, for why He
waited thirty-seven years. The simplest is that there are thirty-seven mentions of the Divine
Name at the beginning of Creation of the world, and all of them with the Name of Elokim, in
the language of judgment, until the verse “when the L-rd G-d made earth and Heaven,”® where
the Name of Mercy, i.e., the Tetragrammaton, precedes Elokim, which has the attribute of
judgment. This is the secret of the Binding of Isaac: to weaken the power of judgment.

Moreover, the essence of the Torah is the breath [227] [evel] of the mouths of children,
by which the world is sustained.” In the broader symbolic system in which the patriarchs
correspond to the divine Sefirot, the Torah was given from the side of Isaac, i.e., Gevurah,
strength or judgment.'® The numerical Gematria value of hevel [727] [“breath”] is thirty-seven.
Thus, the Torah is symbolically connected to Isaac, whom Abraham was prepared to sacrifice at
age thirty-seven, and thirty-seven corresponds to sevel, the breath by which the world is sustained.

§ Gen. 2:4.
° Shabbat 119b.
10 Zohar, Parashat Yitro 84a.



