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Chapter IV: Vayeira (Gen. 18:1–22:24) 
 
Essay 26. The binding of Isaac 
 

שֶׁל  דְּבָרִיםאַחַר   וְכוּ'יוֹחָנָן ר' אָמַר  "אַחַר "אי מַ " וַיְהִי אַחַר הַדְּבָרִים הָאֵלֶּה וְהָאֱ˄הִים נִסָּה אֶת־אַבְרָהָם" י' פֶּרֶק  סַנְהֶדְרִין

סְעוּדָה    מִכָּל  רִבּוֹנוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם, זָקֵן זֶה חֲנַנְתּוֹ לְמֵאָה שָׁנָה פְּרִי בֶטֶן,הקב"ה  אָמַר שָׂטָן לִפְנֵי  "  וַיִּגְדַּל הַיֶּלֶד וַיִּגָּמַל "  דִּכְתִיב  שָׂטָן
זְבַח "אָמַר לוֹ: כְּלוּם עָשָׂה אֶלָּא בִּשְׁבִיל בְּנוֹ? אִם אֲנִי אוֹמֵר לוֹ    שֶׁעָשָׂה לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ תּוֹר אֶחָד אוֹ גּוֹזָל אֶחָד לְהַקְרִיב לְפָנֶי˃?

 .וְכוּ' "קַח־נָא"  "וְהָאֱ˄הִים נִסָּה אֶת־אַבְרָהָם"מִיָּד   מִיָּד זוֹבְחוֹ. "אֶת בִּנְ˃ לְפָנַי
  

Sanhedrin, Chapter 10: 

“And it came to pass after these matters; and G-d tested Abraham.”1 
What is meant by “after”? Rabbi Yochanan said: “After the words of Satan.” 
[I.e, the word “devarim” {דְּבָרִים} 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].”2 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].”3 

- Sanhedrin 89b 
 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 22:1. 
2 Gen. 21:8. 
3 Gen. 22:2. 
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נִים,  ת עֲקֵידַת יִצְחָק לְאַבְרָהָם מִיָּד שֶׁנִּגְמֹל וְנַעֲשֶׂה הַמִּשְׁתֶּה, וְלָמָּה הִמְתִּין עַד שֶׁהָיָה יִצְחַק בֶּן ל"ז שָׁ ווְקָשֶׁה דאם כֵן הָיָה לוֹ לַצֶּוֶ 
הקב"ה לְאַבְרָהָם עֲקֵידַת בְּנוֹ, קָשֶׁה    וְאִם נֶאֱמַר שֶׁהַשָּׂטָן לאֹ קִטְרֵג מִיָּד לְאַחַר הַמִּשְׁתֶּה אֶלָּא לְאַחַר זְמַן, וְכֵיוָן שֶׁקִּטְרֵג מִיָּד צִוָּה

   .לָמָּה הִמְתִּין לְקַטְרֵג כֹּל כָּ˂ זְמַן, הָיָה לוֹ לְקַטְרֵג מִיָּד
 
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. 

 
עִם הָרְשָׁעִים, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי הַשָּׂטָן הִתְחִיל לְקַטְרֵג מִיָּד אַחַר הַסְּעוּדָה, אֲבָל מִדָּת הקב"ה לְהַאֲרִי˂ אַפּוֹ אַף  

בְרָהָם, וְאִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהַשָּׂטָן הָיָה תָּמִיד הוֹלֵ˂ וּמְקַטְרֵג, אֶרֶ˂ אַפַּיִם לַצַּדִּיקִים וְלָרְשָׁעִים, וְאַף כָּאן הֶאֱרִי˂ לַעֲשׂוֹת זֶה הַנִּסָּיוֹן לְאַ 
  .ר אֲרִיכוּת אַפּוֹ שֶׁל הקב"הכְּמוֹ שֶׁעוֹשֶׂה עִם הַחוֹטְאִים שֶׁמְּקַטְרֵג עֲלֵיהֶם מִשָּׁעָה שֶׁחֶטְאוֹ עַד הַשָּׁעָה שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה עִמָּהֶם דִּין לְאַחַ 

 
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”4 in the plural tense to mean 
“Slow to anger with the righteous and with the wicked.”5 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.  

 
אָמְרִינַן אַרְבָּעִים יוֹם קֹדֶם    ן חָסֵר הַטַּעַם לָמָּה הִמְתִּין הקב"ה עַד שָׁנָה זוֹ דַּוְקָא. וְהַנִּרְאֶה לוֹמַר דִּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּסוֹטָהיאֲבָל עָדִי

דֶם  וֹשֶׁזֶּה הַבַּת קוֹל הוּא ק  ]לְרַבִּי[, נִרְאֶה  יְצִירַת הַוָּלָד בַּת קוֹל יוֹצֵאת וְאוֹמֶרֶת בַּת פְּלוֹנִי לִפְלוֹנִי וְכוּ', וְכָתְבוּ שָׁם הַתּוֹסָפוֹת
  .ן עכ"לייְצִירַת הַזָּכָר, בֵּין אִם נוֹלְדָה הַנְּקֵבָה בֵּין אִם לאֹ נוֹלְדָה עֲדַיִ 

 
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. 
5 Bava Kamma 50b; Sanhedrin 111a. 
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ה שֶׁיִּצְחַק דֶם יְצִירַת יִצְחַק יָצְתָה בַּת קוֹל עַל בַּת זוּגוֹ, עַל כָּרְחֲ˃ כְּבָר נִתְפַּרְסֵם הַדָּבָר בְּבֵית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָ וֹוְאִם כֵּן הוֹאִיל שֶׁקּ
"כִּי עוֹף הַשָּׁמַיִם" וְכוּ' "וּבַעַל (הכנפים)    עַל הַמִּזְבֵּחַ, וְכֵיוָן שֶׁנִּתְפַּרְסֵם לְמַעְלָה, כְּתִיב  לִיקְרַבעָתִיד לִישָּׂא אִשָּׁה וְאֵינוֹ עוֹמֵד  

ם ייָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁיִּצְחָק עָתִיד לְהִתְקַיֵּ [כְּנָפַיִם]" וְכוּ', וְאֵין זֶה עוֹד נִסָּיוֹן גָּמוּר לְאַבְרָהָם, שֶׁיּאֹמְרוּ הַבְּרִיּוֹת שֶׁאַבְרָהָם הָיָה נָבִיא וְהָ 
  .וּוּי הַמָּקוֹם וְאֵין לוֹ עוֹד מַה כָּל כָּ˂ זְכוּת וְשֶׁבַחיוּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה עָשָׂה עַצְמוֹ כְּמִזְדָּרֵז בַּצִּ 

 
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.”6 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.  

 
ן לאֹ נוֹלְדָה רִבְקָה  יפִּי שֶׁעֲדַיִ   וְלָכֵן כְּשֶׁהָיָה יִצְחַק קָטָן לאֹ רָצָה הקב"ה לַעֲשׂוֹת לוֹ נִסָּיוֹן זֶה שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵינוֹ כָּל כָּ˂ נִסָּיוֹן, וְאַף עַל

דֶם בַּת זוּגָם וְאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁתִּהְיֶה נוֹלְדָה אַחַר כָּ˂, אָמְנָם וֹב שֶׁיֵּשׁ כַּמָּה אֲנָשִׁים שֶׁנּוֹלָדִים עֶשֶׂר אוֹ עֶשְׂרִים שָׁנָה קוֹ בַּת זוּגוֹ יֵשׁ לַחְשׁ
יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁמִּתְּחִלַּת יְצִירַת יִצְחַק גָּזַר הקב"ה שֶׁתִּהְיֶה בַּת בְּתוּאֵל   ן לאֹ נוֹלְדָה,ילְאַחַר שֶׁעָבְרוּ ל"ז שָׁנִים וַעֲדַיִ 
א  , וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ רָצָה שֶׁתָּבֹ הלְעוֹלָ לוֹמַר שֶׁהקב"ה עַתָּה רוֹצֶה יִצְחַק  הוּאן לאֹ נוֹלְדָה סְבָרָא יזוּגָתוֹ, עִם כֹּל זֶה הוֹאִיל שֶׁעֲדַיִ 

  אוֹתָהּ הַבַּת שֶׁנִּגְזְרָה לוֹ, וְאוֹתוֹ הַבַּת קוֹל רִאשׁוֹן נִתְבַּטֵּל וְהָלַ˂ לוֹ. לָעוֹלָםעוֹד 
 
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.  

 
וֹלְדָה רִבְקָה, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י וּמֵעַתָּה הוּא נִסָּיוֹן גָּמוּר לְאַבְרָהָם, וּרְאָיָה לַדָּבָר שֶׁתֵּכֶף שֶׁחָזַר אַבְרָהָם מִן הָעֲקֵדָה נִתְבַשֵּׂר שֶׁנּ 

נִים, שֶׁרָצָה הקב"ה לְהַמְתִּין מָּשׁ. וּמֵעַתָּה קִטְרוּגוֹ שֶׁל שָׂטָן אִין הָכִי נָמֵי הִתְחִיל תֵּכֶף בִּשְׁעַת הַסְּעוּדָה וְהִתְמִיד כֹּל אֵלּוּ הַשָּׁ וּבַּח
  .כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיֶה נִסָּיוֹן גָּמוּר לְאַבְרָהָם 

 
At this point, after so many years, it was a complete test for Abraham. The proof of this 

is that immediately when Abraham returned from the binding, he was informed that Rebecca 
had been born, as Rashi explained on the Torah.7 

 
6 Eccl. 10:20. 
7 Gen. 22:20–23, Rashi on Gen. 22:20. 
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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.  

 
כָּרוֹת בִּתְחִלַּת בְּרִיאַת עוֹלָם, וַחֲרֵבָה טְעָמִים נֶאֶמְרוּ עַל דֶּרֶ˂ הַסּוֹד לָמָּה הִמְתִּין עַד ל"ז שָׁנִים, וְהַיּוֹתֵר פָּשׁוּט הוּא שֶׁיֵּשׁ ל"ז אַזְ 

אֱ˄הִים" "בְּיוֹם עֲשׂוֹת ה'  עַד  דִּין,  לָשׁוֹן  אֱ˄הִים  בְּשֵׁם  עֲקֵידַת  וְכֻלָּם  וְהִיא סוֹד  הַדִּין,  לְמִידַת  הָרַחֲמִים  שֵׁם  יִצְחַק   שֶׁמַּקְדִּים 
, תְּנָה מִסִּטְרָא דְּיִצְחָקי, וְהַתּוֹרָה נִ ם הָעוֹלָםיוְעוֹד שֶׁעִקָּר הַתּוֹרָה הוּא הֶבֶל פִּיהֶם שֶׁל הַתִּינוֹקוֹת שֶׁבּוֹ מִתְקַיֵּ .  לְהַחֲלִישׁ כֹּחַ הַדִּין
  .וְהֶבֶ"ל עוֹלֶה ל"ז

 
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,”8 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 [הֶבֶל] [hevel] of the mouths of children, 
by which the world is sustained.9 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.10 The numerical Gematria value of hevel [הֶבֶל] [“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 hevel, the breath by which the world is sustained. 

 
* * * 

 
8 Gen. 2:4. 
9 Shabbat 119b. 
10 Zohar, Parashat Yitro 84a. 


