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Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18) 
 
Essay 4: The complex negotiations between Abraham and Ephron 

 

שֶׁכָּ˂ אָמַר לִי   מִן הַדִּין,  וְאֶטְּלֶנָּהאִם תִּרְצוּ, הֲרֵינִי גֵּר, וְאִם לָאו, הֲרֵינִי תּוֹשָׁב    י "רַשִׁ רֵשׁ  י. פֵּ גֵּר־וְתוֹשָׁב אָנֹכִי עִמָּכֶם  פָּסוּק

תּאֹמַר לְפִי    וְאִם   בְּדִין, לָמָּה לוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת עַצְמוֹ גֵּר?  לִיקַּחהקב"ה לְזַרְעֲ˃ אֶתֵּן וְכוּ'. מַקָּשִׁים הָעוֹלָם כֵּיוָן שֶׁהָיָה יָכוֹל אַבְרָהָם  
 .מִן הַדִּין וְאֶטְּלֶנָּהלָהּ, אִם כֵּן קָשֶׁה מָה שֶׁאָמַר אֶהְיֶה תּוֹשָׁב  קָבָעֵי זַרְעוֹרֶ˂ וֹלָאו לַצּ וְהַשְׁתָּא, לְזַרְעֲ˃שהקב"ה אָמַר לוֹ 

 
There is a verse: “I am a stranger and a settler among you; give me a burial estate among 

you, that I may bury my dead from before me” (Gen 23:4). Rashi explained following Gen. 
Rabbah 58:6: “If you want to sell me the land, I will regard myself as a stranger and will pay 
for it. But if you do not want to sell it to me, I will regard myself as a settler and claim it as a 
legal right, because the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to me in Gen. 12:7, ‘Unto your seed I 
will give this land.’ ” Among the difficulties in the world is: since Abraham was able to take a 
burial plot by law, why would he make himself a stranger and have to buy the land? If you will 
say that it’s because the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him “I have promised to give the land 
‘unto your seed,’ but I haven’t yet given it to the offspring,” then it is difficult to understand 
why [Abraham] would have said, “I will regard myself as a settler and claim it as a legal 
right.” 

 
וּמָה   עכ"ל. .מֶלֶ˂ אַתְּ עָלֵינוּ, נָשִׂיא אַתְּ עָלֵינוּ, אֱלוֹהַּ אַתְּ עָלֵינוּ,  נִיוֹשְׁמָעֵנוּ אֲדת,  חֵ בְּמִדְרָשׁ רָבָה שֶׁאָמְרוּ לוֹ בְּנֵי    דְּאָמְרִינַןוְעוֹד  

  זַּת קַרְקַע וּבְרָהָם עַתָּה לִשְׁאוֹל הַרְבֵּה אֲחזַּת קֶבֶר? וְעוֹד לָמָּה לוֹ לְאַ וּעִנְיֵן לִקְרוֹת לוֹ אֵלּוּ הַשֵּׁמוֹת עִם מָה שֶׁשָּׁאַל לִקְנוֹת אֲח
לִשְׁא לוֹ  הָיָה  לאֹ  הַקְּבָרוֹת,  בִּלְבַד,  וֹלְבֵית  שָׂרָה  קְבוּרַת  מָקוֹם  רַק  כַּמָּה  תָּפַסְתָּ  דְּ ל  וְעוֹד  תָּפַסְתָּ?    בַּפְּסוּקִים,   דִּקְדּוּקִיםמוּעָט 

נָתַתִּי לָ˂צְרַ˂ עֶפְרוֹן לוֹמַר בְּפָסוּק אֶחָד שְׁ˄שׁ פְּעָמִים הַלָּשׁוֹן שֶׁל נְתִינָה:  וּוּבִפְרָט לָמָּה ה ,  לְ˃ נְתַתִּיהָ וְכוּ'  וְהַמְּעָרָה  ,  הַשָּׂדֶה 
 .לָ˂וְכוּ' נְתַתִּיהָ  לְעֵינֵי

 
Scripture says the Hittites answered Abraham: “Hear us, my lord: a prince of G-d you are 

among us. Bury your dead in the choicest of our burial places; none of us will withhold his burial 
place from you for burying your dead.” (Gen. 23:6). But it says in Midrash Gen. Rabbah 58:6 
that the sons of Heth (the Hittites) said to him, “Hear us, my lord, you are a king over us, 
a prince over us, a god over us.”1 Why was it relevant for them to call him these names if he 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 The Hebrew Scripture quotes the Hittites as saying three words in succession, “[1] my lord, [2] a prince [of] [3] 

G-d.” The Midrash cites the first word verbatim: “[1a] my lord,” but then also interprets it as a title of nobility, “[1b] a 
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asked to buy a burial estate? Also, why was Abraham now requesting a large estate of land 
for a cemetery, why not just ask for room to bury Sarah alone, as: “If you grasped a little, 
you succeeded to grasp something” (Yoma 80a)?2 A few other details in the verses raise 
questions, and specifically why Ephron needed to use the language of “giving” three times in 
one verse: “I give you the field, and I give you the cave that is in it; I give it to you in the 
presence of my people” (Gen. 23:11)? 

 
  עִמָּכֶםן לִשְׁ˄שָׁה עִנְיָנִים. וְהֵם כֻּלָּם רָמוּזִים בַּפָּסוּק גֵּר וְתוֹשָׁב אָנֹכִי  ו, נִתְכַּוֵּ עִמָּכֶםכְּשֶׁאַבְרָהָם אָמַר גֵּר וְתוֹשָׁב אָנֹכִי  שֶׁ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  

הֵשִׁיבוּ   תחֵ בְּנֵי  הַ וּלְפִיכָ˂    הַדִּין.וּבַכֹּחַ  בְּחָזְקָה  הֵם  אוֹתָהּ מֵ   לִיקַּחשֶׁעַל כֹּל אַחַד מֵהֶם אִם יִתְּנוּהָ לוֹ, מוּטָב. וְאִם לָאו, רוֹצֶה    וְכוּ',
 .וּרְצוֹנוֹ בְּכָל מָה שֶׁשּׁוֹאֲלִים מֵהֶם חֶשְׁקוֹ לְמַלּאֹתהַּ, כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁהֵם מוּכָנִים וֹכָּבוֹד: מֶלֶ˂, נָשִׂיא, אֱל ים שֶׁלתּוֹאַרִ  הַשְּׁ˄שָׁהלוֹ 

 
It’s worthwhile to note that when Abraham said, “I am a stranger and a settler among 

you,” that three things were intended, as will be detailed in sections “A” through “C” below. 
They are all hinted at in that verse, “I am a stranger and a settler among you,” that if 
[Abraham’s requests] were given to him, it would be good. If not, he would want to take [the 
things] from them by the force of the power of law. Therefore, the sons of Heth answered him 
with the three synonyms of honor: king, prince, and god, as if to say that they were prepared 
to fulfill his request and his will in all that he asked of them. 

 
A.  Abraham didn’t want his request denied due to a belief he’d settle among them. 
 

אֶלָּא הָיָה רוֹצֶה לִקְנוֹת כָּל הַמְּעָרָה   ר אֶת שָׂרָה בִּלְבַד. וֹוְהָעִנְיָן הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁאַבְרָהָם לאֹ הָיָה דַּי לוֹ לִקְנוֹת מְעַט קַרְקַע כְּדֵי לִקְבּ
שֶׁן וֹעָרוּ˂ ח   בַּשֻּׁלְחָןוְאִיתָא    נָתוֹ לְדוֹר שָׁם.ובַּסָּמוּ˂. אָמְנָם לְעֵינֵי הָרוֹאִים, הָיָה מוֹכִיחַ וְנִרְאֶה שֶׁכַּוָּ   לְקַמָּןדִּ וְכָל הַשָּׂדֶה, מִן הַטַּעַם  

יֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים דִּבְעֵינַן שֶׁקָּנָה דַּוְקָא לְהִשְׁתַּקֵּעַ    מְרִינַן קָנָה בָּהּ בֵּית דִּירָה הֲרֵי הוּא כְּאַנְשֵׁי הָעִיר מִיָּד.מִשְׁפָּט (סִימָן קס"ג) דְּהַאי דְּאָ 
 .לּוּ לַגּוּריאוֹ שֶׁאָנוּ יוֹדְעִים שֶׁדַּעְתּוֹ לְהִשְׁתַּקֵּעַ, וְיֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים אֲפִ 

 
The first thing intended was that it wasn’t enough for Abraham to buy a little ground 

in order to bury Sarah alone. Instead, he wanted to buy the entire cave and the entire field, 
from the top to the bottom. In fact, to the eyes of the observers, this appeared to be proof 
that his intent was to dwell there. It’s brought in the Choshen Mishpat section of the 
Shulchan Aruch 163:2 that if someone buys an apartment house, he is immediately considered 
one of the city residents. There are those who say that is the case only if he bought it to settle 
there, or that we know that his intent is to settle; and there are those who say that is the case 
even if his intent is only to live there temporarily. 

 
   

 
king over us.” The next two words are a compound noun in Scripture, “[2] a prince of [3] G-d,” but the Midrash 
interprets them separately, as though the Hittites said, “[2] you are a prince [or a chief] over us,” and “[3] a god over 
us.”  

2 I.e., if one is greedy and tries to take too much, he may end up with nothing. But if one is reasonable and tries 
to take a modest amount, he will be more likely to succeed.  
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  כִי, הַבְּנֵי חֵת יאֹמְרוּ לוֹ שֶׁאֵינָם רוֹצִים שֶׁיִּקְנֶה שָׁם קַרְקַע, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיֶה כְּאַנְשֵׁי הָעִיר. וּמִשּׁוּם הֲ וְהִנֵּה אַבְרָהָם הָיָה יְרֵא פֶּן  

הֲרֵ  לְהִשְׁתַּקֵּעַ,  דַּוְקָא  דִּבְעֵינַן  הַסְּבָרָא  לְפִי  הַמִּנְהָג שֶׁלָּכֶם הוּא  תִּרְצוּ, כְּלוֹמַר אִם  לָהֶם אִם  גֵּר. אָמַר    מַתְנֶה הֲרֵינִי  כְּלוֹמַר    ינִי 

  כִּסְבָרַת נוּ שֶׁאַתֶּם נוֹהֲגִים  ידְּהַיְ —וְאִם לאֹ תִּרְצוּ  לאֹ אֶהְיֶה בְּחֶזְקַת אַנְשֵׁי הָעִיר לְעוֹלָם.  הָכִילִקְנוֹת הַקַּרְקַע עַל מְנַת לָגוּר, וּבַ 

  אָז —ר לִיוֹוּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה אֵין אַתֶּם רוֹצִים לִמְכּ  לָגוּר, הֲרֵי הוּא כְּאַנְשֵׁי הָעִיר מִיָּד,לאֹ קָנָה אֶלָּא עַל מְנַת    דְּאֲפִילּוּהַיֵּשׁ אוֹמְרִים  

 .מִן הַדִּין וְאֶטְּלֶנָּהאַדְרַבָּא אֶהְיֶה תּוֹשָׁב 

 

Here, Abraham was afraid lest the sons of Heth would say to him that they didn’t 

want him to buy the land there, because they didn’t want him to be considered immediately 

like one of the people of the city. For this reason, he said to them, “if you want to sell me the 

land,” that is to say, if your custom is according to the intent the buyer has of settling, then I 

will regard myself as a stranger and will pay for it. That is, I stipulate to buy the land on the 

condition to live here only temporarily, but I won’t be considered like the people of the city 

forever. If even though I’ve disclaimed my desire to settle here, you still do not want to sell the 

land to me—that is, that you follow those who say that even if one buys an apartment only with 

the intent to live there temporarily, that he is still considered like one of the city residents 

immediately, and because of this you don’t want to sell to me—then I really will consider 

myself a settler and will take it by force of the law due a settler. 

 

יֵשׁ   תֵּן מַס וְלִהְיוֹת כְּאֶחָד מִבְּנֵי הָעִיר,ידְּאִיתָא הַתָם בַּשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ הַנַּ"ל (סִימָן קנ"ו) מִי שֶׁרוֹצֶה לֵילֵ˂ לְדוֹר בְּעִיר אַחֶרֶת וְלִ 

מִטַּעַם    לִמְחוֹת בְּיָדוֹ אַנְשֵׁי אוֹתָהּ הָעִיר,ים שֶׁיְּכוֹלִין  בְּאֵיזֶה מָקוֹם שֶׁיִּרְצֶה. וְיֵשׁ חוֹלְקִים וְאוֹמְרִ לָדוּר    בְּיָדוֹ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁהָרְשׁוּת  

  מוֹדוּ  עָלְמָא כּוּלֵּי טַּעַם הַמַּס,שֶׁמָּא הַמֶּלֶ˂ יִרְבֶּה עֲלֵיהֶם הַמַּס כְּשֶׁרוֹאֶה שֶׁהֵם הַרְבֵּה דִּיוּרִים. ועיי"ש, שֶׁנִּרְאֶה מִכָּאן דְּאִי לָאו מִ 

 .בְּאֵיזֶה מָקוֹם שֶׁיִּרְצֶהלָדוּר  שֶׁהָרְשׁוּת בַּיָּד הָאָדָם 

 

As stated there in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 156:7, regarding one who 

wishes to go to sojourn in a different city and to give taxes and to be like one of the city 

residents, there are those who say he has the right to sojourn in any place that he wants. But 

there are those who disagree and say that the people of the city are able to prevent him from 

sojourning there, for the reason that perhaps the king will increase the tax upon them when 

he sees that that they comprise many residents. See there for more details, as it appears from 

this section that if not for the possibility of a higher tax, the entire world would acknowledge 

that the person could sojourn in whichever place he wants. 
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בִּשְׁלָמָא    ל מַס כָּבֵד עַל אַנְשֵׁי מְדִינָתָם. וְעוֹד בְּלאֹ זֶה, וֹן חָשַׁשׁ זֶה בָּעוֹלָם שֶׁהַמְּלָכִים יַטִּילוּ עי וְאָז בִּימֵי אַבְרָהָם, לאֹ הָיָה עֲדַיִ 
אִי   נֶזֶק לִבְנֵי הֵעִיר.  וַיָּבאֹבְּכָאן הַיּוֹם, גַּם לַמָּחָר יָבוֹאוּ אֲחֵרִים וְיִתְרַבּוּ הַדִּיוּרִים  לָדוּר  בָּאָדָם אַחֵר יֵשׁ חָשַׁשׁ שֶׁאִם יָבוֹא אֶחָד  

 הַיָּמִים תִּהְיֶה מִשְׁפַּחְתּוֹ לַנֶּזֶק לִבְנֵיהֶם וְלִבְנֵי בְּנֵיהֶם שֶׁל אַנְשֵׁי הָעִיר. וּבִרְבוֹתיִתְרַבֶּה זַרְעוֹ וּמִשְׁפַּחְתּוֹ שֶׁל אוֹתוֹ הַבָּא לַגּוּר נָמֵי 
ה הַבָּנִים שֶׁיִּהְיוּ לוֹ יִהְיוּ הֵם בְּעָלֵי הָאָרֶץ, וְהָאָרֶץ תִּהְיֶ   כֵּן, אִם  לְזַרְעֲ˃ אֶתֵּן אֶת־הָאָרֶץ הַזּאֹתאָמְנָם עַתָּה שֶׁה' אָמַר לְאַבְרָהָם  

רָהָם שֶׁלּאֹ יָבאֹ לָדוּר  וְאַדְרַבָּא הַבָּנִים יִהְיוּ יְכוֹלִים לְגָרֵשׁ אֶת אַנְשֵׁי הָעִיר אִם יִרְצוּ. אִם כֵּן אֵין שׁוּם מָקוֹם לִמְחוֹת בְּאַבְ   שֶׁלָּהֶם.
 .חֵרִים אִם יָבוֹאוּ לָדוּר כָּאןכְּמוֹ שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָאֲנָשִׁים הָאֲ הַדִּיוּרִים בּוּי יהוֹאִיל שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ חֲשָׁשׁ רִ  כָּאן,

 
Thus, in the days of Abraham, there was not yet a fear in the world that kings would 

place a heavy yoke of taxes on the people of their lands. But even without this fear of higher 
taxes, it is certain that a different type of person living in such a city could have a fear that if 
someone were to come to sojourn there in his place today, that others would come tomorrow 
and the habitations would multiply and cause damage to the city residents. Or also an 
inhabitant might worry about effects beyond his own lifetime, e.g., that the seed and family of 
the one coming to live there would multiply, and with the passing of days, the [newcomer’s] 
family will cause harm to the sons and grandsons of the city residents. Indeed, now that G-d 
had said to Abraham, “to your seed I will give this land” (Gen. 12:7), it follows that the sons 
that he will have will be masters of the land, and the land will be theirs. So contrary to the 
belief of some current residents that they are in control, the sons of Abraham would be able to 
expel the city residents in the future, if they want. If so, there’s no room to prevent Abraham 
from coming to sojourn there, since there’s no fear about the increase of residents, as there 
would be for other people if they come to sojourn there.3 

 
זוֹ, הֵשִׁיבוּ כִּי    סְבָרָא  וּכְנֶגֶד  מַמָּשׁ.  עִמָּכֶם , שֶׁיֵּשׁ לִי כֹּחַ לִהְיוֹת תּוֹשָׁב הָעִיר כְּמוֹכֶם,  גֵּר־וְתוֹשָׁב אָנֹכִי עִמָּכֶםוְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר אַבְרָהָם  

 תֵּן ילִ בִים  י שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא אִם אַתָּה הָיִיתָ תּוֹבֵעַ הַמַּס מִמֶּנּוּ, הָיִינוּ חַיָּ   מִיִּרְאַת הַמַּס,  אֵין אָנוּ יְכוֹלִים לִמְחוֹת בְּ˃ שֶׁלּאֹ תָּדוּר בֵּינֵינוּ
 .אַתְּ עָלִינוּשֶׁמֶּלֶ˂ לְ˃, הוֹאִיל 

 
This is why Abraham said, “I am a stranger and a settler among you,” that I have the 

power to be a settler of the land like you, precisely with you. In response to this 
understanding, they answered him, we are not able to prevent you from sojourning amongst 
us out of fear of tax; to the contrary, if you had been a claimant of the tax from us, we would 
be obliged to give it to you, because you are king over us. 

 
  

 
3 I.e., with other newcomers, the city residents might be able to resist their settlement out of fear of damage their 

offspring will cause in the future. But with Abraham, it’s already decreed that his offspring will rule the land, so it is 
pointless to try to keep him out. This assumes that the Hittites knew that G-d had made that promise to Abraham, but 
it seems from their response, “you are the elect of G-d among us,” that they did have that knowledge.  
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B.  Abraham wanted a suitable family plot, and a large crowd at the funeral. 
 

 . יוֹרֶה דֵּעָה (סִימָן שס"ג) עָרוּ˂ בַּשֻּׁלְחָן כִּדְאִיתָאלָן נוֹחַ לוֹ לְאָדָם לְהִקָּבֵר אֵצֶל אֲבוֹתָיו,  דְּקַיְּמָא דְּהוֹאִילהָעִנְיָן הַשֵּׁנִי 
 

The second thing intended is that it is comfortable for a person to be buried besides his 
forefathers, as brought in the Yoreh De’ah section of the Shulchan Aruch (363:2, in the gloss 
of the Rema).4  

 
וּבְזֶה יִהְיוּ    שֶׁיּוֹלִי˂ לִקְבּוֹר אֶת שָׂרָה אֵצֶל אֲבוֹתֶיהָ וְגַם הוּא יִקָּבֵר שָׁם אַחַר מוֹתוֹ,   תחֵ בְּנֵי  הָיָה מִתְיָירֵא אַבְרָהָם פֶּן יאֹמְרוּ לוֹ  

, נִּתְגַּיֵּירוְ נוּ שֶׁהָיָה נָכְרִי  ידְּהַיְ   עַ לְהִקָּבֵר שָׁם. וְלָכֵן מִתְּחִלָּה אָמַר לָהֶם שֶׁהוּא גֵּר,וֹנִקְבָּרִים יַחַד וְאֵצֶל אֲבוֹתֵיהֶם, וּמָה לוֹ לִתְבּ
שֶׁצָּרִי˂ שֶׁיַּקְנוּ קַרְקַע לְהִקָּבֵר שָׁם, הַגֵּר עִם    שֶׁיִתגַיֵירוּ:  הַגֵּרִיםבְּקִבְרֵי אֲבוֹתָיו. וְזֶה יִהְיֶה הַדִּין לְכָל    ל לֵילֵ˂וֹאֵינוֹ יָכ  בְּוַדַּאישֶׁ 

 .כָּל הַמִּשְׁפָּחָה שֶׁלּוֹ שֶׁיָּבוֹאוּ אַחַר כָּ˂ מַמְּנוּ
 

Abraham was afraid lest the sons of Heth would say to him that he should go bury 
Sarah besides her forefathers and that he should also be buried there after his death (so in 
this way, they would be buried together and next to their forefathers), and what right he had 
to be buried there in Hebron. Therefore, in the beginning he said to them that he was a 
stranger—that is a foreigner and a convert to the belief in the one true G-d—who certainly 
was not able to go to the graves of his forefathers. This would be the law for all the strangers 
who converted: that they would need to buy land to be buried there, the stranger and all the 
family that would come forth afterwards from him. 

 
 שֶׁתָּבאֹהַקְּבָרוֹת לְכָל הַמִּשְׁפָּחָה  זַּת קֶבֶר, לַעֲשׂוֹת שָׁם בֵּית  וּר שָׂרָה בִּלְבַד, רַק תְּנוּ לִי אֲחוֹוְלָכֵן לאֹ שָׁאַל אַבְרָהָם מְקוֹם כְּדֵי לִקְבּ

אַף   זַּת קַרְקַע לְבֵית הַקְּבָרוֹת. וְהַטַּעַם הוּא, שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיָה לוֹקֵחַ אֶלָּא מָקוֹם קְבוּרַת שָׂרָה בִּלְבַד,וּ, אֲחי"רַשִׁ רֵשׁ  יכְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ   מֵהֵם,
אָמְנָם   לְקֶבֶר שֶׁלּוֹ, הַלּאֹ בֵּין כָּ˂ וּבֵין כָּ˂, הָיָה גְּנַאי לְשָׂרָה לִהְיוֹת נִקְבֶּרֶת שָׁם לְבַדָּהּ.אִם הָיָה לוֹקֵחַ אַחַר כָּ˂ שָׁם מָקוֹם אַחֵר  

וְהַקַּרְקַע לְבֵית הַקְּבָרוֹת שֶׁל כָּל הַמִּשְׁפָּחָה, אָז הוּא כָּבוֹד גָּדוֹ מְיַיחֵד מֵעַתָּה אוֹתוֹ הַמָּקוֹם  יָּבוֹאוּ אֶצְלָהּ  שֶׁ  ל לְשָׂרָה,אִם הָיָה 
 .בְּוַדַּאי בַּעֲלָהּ וּבָנֶיהָ, שֶׁהֲרֵי בְּוַדַּאי בְּקֶבֶר אֶחָד צָרִי˂ לְהַתְחִיל

 
Therefore, Abraham didn’t ask for a place to bury Sarah alone, rather he said, “give 

me a burial estate,” to create there a cemetery for all the family that would come from them, 
as Rashi explained on Gen. 23:4, an estate of land for a cemetery. The feeling was that if he 
were to take a place of burial only for Sarah alone, even if he would afterwards take there a 
different place for his own grave, between this time of buying a grave for Sarah and this time 
for buying a grave for himself, it would be a disgrace for Sarah to be buried there alone. In 
fact, if he were to initially designate the same place and the land for a cemetery of the entire 
family, that would be a great honor for Sarah, to establish with certainty that her husband 
and her sons would be buried there beside her. In such a case, it is certain that one grave is 

 
4 The Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, 363:2, authored by Rabbi Joseph Karo, gives the ruling following by 

Sephardim: “They do not convey a corpse from a city wherein there is a cemetery to another city, unless it is from 
outside the Land into the Land [of Israel].” The gloss added by Rabbi Moshe Isserles (the Rema), gives the ruling 
following by Ashkenazim: “Or if they convey him to the place of his ancestral sepulcher.”  
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needed to start a cemetery, i.e., either way, only one burial was needed at the time, but whereas a 
designation of a lone, isolated burial would be a disgrace, a designation of a new family burial 
estate would be an honor. 

 
הוֹאִיל שֶׁיֵּשׁ כָּאן   כָּרְחוֹ צָרִי˂ לְקוֹבְרָהּ כָּאן,  בְּעַלי שָׂרָה  וְכוּ'. שֶׁהֲרֵ   וְאֶטְּלֶנָּהוְזֶהוּ אִם תִּרְצוּ, הֲרֵינִי גֵּר, וְאִם לָאו, אֶהְיֶה תּוֹשָׁב  

כְּמוֹ שֶׁפָּסַק הַשֻּׁלְחָן  —אֶלָּא אִם כֵּן מִחוּצָה לָאָרֶץ לָאָרֶץ—בֵּית הַקְּבָרוֹת, וְאֵין מוֹלִיכִין הַמֵּת מֵעִיר שֶׁיֵּשׁ בָּהּ קְבָרוֹת לְעִיר אַחֶרֶת
וְהֵם יִהְיוּ הַבְּעָלִים שֶׁל הָאָרֶץ,   אֶתֵּן וְכוּ'.לְזַרְעֲ˃ "ל. וּבָנֶיהָ גַּם כֵן בְּוַדַּאי יִהְיוּ נִקְבָּרִים כָּאן, שֶׁהֲרֵי הקב"ה אָמַר סִימָן הַנַּ  עָרוּ˂

יִהְיֶה גְּנַאי לְאִשְׁתִּי וּבָנַי. וּגְנַאי אַף לִי,   בְּמָקוֹם אַחֵר,שִׁי שֶׁלָּכֶם אֵינוֹ נוֹפֵל אֶלָּא עַל קֶבֶר שֶׁלִּי. וְאִם אֲנִי אֶהְיֶה נִקְבָּר  וֹוְכָל הַקּ
 .שֶׁהָאִשָּׁה דַּעְתָּהּ לְהִקָּבֵר אֵצֶל בַּעֲלָהּ וּבָנֶיהָ 

 
So now we can understand the intent of “if you want to sell me the land, I will regard 

myself as a stranger and will pay for it, but if you do not want to sell it to me, I will regard 
myself as a settler and claim it as a legal right.” Sarah perforce has to be buried here, as there 
is a cemetery here, and as we don’t conduct the dead from one city in which there is a 
cemetery to another city (except that it is permitted to move the dead from outside the Land of 
Israel to within the Land of Israel), as the Shulchan Aruch cited above decreed. Her sons would 
certainly also be buried there, because the Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “Unto your seed I 
will give this land.” Abraham was thinking, “They will be the masters of the land, and all of 
their difficulties would fall only upon my grave,” i.e., that my descendants will come to my 
grave to pray to G-d. “If I will be buried in a different place, it will be disgraceful to my wife 
and my sons. It will be disgraceful also to me, that my wife’s desire was to be buried besides 
her husband and sons, but that her desire was not met.” 

 
לְפִי שֶׁגְּנַאי הוּא לָהֶם    , בָּאִים בְּנֵי הַמִּשְׁפָּחָה וְנוֹטְלִים אוֹתוֹ בַּזְּרוֹעַ,קִבְרוֹשָׁם (שס"ו), וְעוֹד שָׁם הַמּוֹכֵר    עָרוּ˂ן בַּשֻּׁלְחָן  יוְעַיֵּ 

  (דַּף פ"ד) מִשּׁוּם פְּגָם מִשְׁפָּחָה.   כְתוּבוֹת דִּ ן שָׁם בְּשַׁ"˂ וְכֵן הוּא בַּגְּמָרָא  יאֶחָד. וְעַיֵּ שֶׁבְּנֵי הַמִּשְׁפָּחָה לאֹ יִהְיוּ קְבוּרִים בְּמָקוֹם  
 '. נוּ אֲחוּזַּת קַרְקַע וְכוּילְעַצְמִי, אֲחוּזַּת קֶבֶר דְּהַיְ  דְּמַשְׁמַעוְזֶהוּ שֶׁהוֹסִיף אַבְרָהָם תְּנוּ לִי, 

 
See there in the Shulchan Aruch (Yoreh De’ah, 366:1), that regarding one who sells his 

family’s grave, his family members come and take it by force,5 because it is disgraceful for 
them that the members of a family will not be buried in one place. See there the commentary 
of the Shach,6 and similarly in the Gemara of Ketubot (page 84a), because it would be a blot 
on the family for strangers to be buried in their family plot, while they would have to be buried 
elsewhere. This is why Abraham added “give me,” the meaning being “for myself,” a burial 
estate that is an estate of land, etc. 
   

 
5 Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, 366:1: “One who sells his family grave, the path to his grave, the place of where 

his funeral would halt, and the place of his lamentation—the members of the family may come and bury him against 
the will of the buyer, and they return the purchase money to the buyer.” 

6 Rabbi Shabtai ben Meir HaCohen (1621–62), European posek (decisor) and commentator on the Talmud, called 
“the Shach” after his work, Siftei Cohen (שפתי כהן), (Krakow 1646) a famous commentary on the Yoreh De’ah section 
of the Shulchan Aruch. 
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 טַמְּאִין לוֹ, ימָצִינוּ שֶׁפָּסַק הָרַמְבַּ״ם (בַּפֶּרֶק ג' מֵהִלְכוֹת אָבֵל). נָשִׂיא שֶׁמֵּת הַכֹּל מְ דְּ יא אַתְּ עָלֵינוּ,  וּכְנֶגֶד סְבָרָא זוֹ הֵשִׁיבוּ לוֹ, נָשִׂ 
בִים בִּכְבוֹדֵ˂ וְאַף בִּכְבוֹד  י וּ חַיָּ בִים בִּכְבוֹדוֹ עכ"ל. אִם כֵּן, אָנ ילּוּ כֹּהֲנִים, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהַכֹּל חַיָּ ילּוּ נְזִירִים, אֲפִ יהַכֹּל אוֹנְנִין עָלָיו, אֲפִ 

לָּם בַּטְּלוּ וּשֶׁכּ  ,לְכֹל בָּאֵי שַׁעַר־עִירוֹעַל פָּסוּק    י"רַשִׁ רֵשׁ  יחָבֵר הֲרֵי הִיא כֶּחָבֵר. וּבְזֶה אֶתִּי שָׁפִיר מָה שֶׁפֵּ   דְאֵשֶׁתמִשּׁוּם    שָׂרָה,
 .לְשָׂרָה, לְפִי שֶׁיִּהְיוּ הַכֹּל אוֹנְנִים עָלֶיהָ מִמְּלַאכְתָּם וּבָאוּ לִגְמוּל חֶסֶד 

 
In response to this understanding, they answered him, “you are a prince over us,” as 

we find in the ruling of the Rambam in the Mishneh Torah (in the laws of the mourner, third 
chapter, halacha 10). He writes, “If a prince dies, all can make themselves impure to bury him, 
making themselves mourners because of him—even a Nazirites, even priests who generally 
should avoid the ritual impurity that comes from contact with the dead—because all are obliged 
in the honor [of the prince].”7 The Hittites were therefore saying, “If so, we are obliged in 
honoring you and even in honoring Sarah, because the wife of a person is considered like that 
person.” In this, everything is all right, as Rashi explained on the verse Gen. 23:10–11, which 
reads: “Ephron was present among the Hittites; so Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the 
hearing of the Hittites, all who entered the gate of his city, saying, ‘No, my lord, hear me: I give 
you the field and I give you the cave that is in it; I give it to you in the presence of my people. 
Bury your dead.’ ” With regard to “all who entered the gate of his city, Rashi said, following Gen. 
Rabbah 58:7, “For they all left their work and came to pay their last respect to Sarah,” 
because everyone was a mourner for her. 

 
C.  Abraham wanted his spiritual and physical right to the Land to be recognized. 
 

רַע לְאוֹתוֹ  ידְּחַס וְשָׁלוֹם שֶׁאֵ   לָשׁוֹן תָּמוּהַּ, שֶׁזֶּה וַדַּאי אֵינוֹ מוּבָן כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ,הַּ אַתְּ עָלֵינוּ. הוּא  וֹהָעִנְיָן הַשְּׁלִישִׁי שֶׁעָלָיו הֵשִׁיבוּ, אֱל
ֹ   צַדִּיק כָּ˂, שֶׁהֲרֵי כְּשֵׁם שֶׁנִּפְרָעִין מִן הָעוֹבֵד כָּ˂ נִּפְרָעִין מִן הַנֶּעֱבָד. יַעֲשׂוּהוּ  א  וְיַעֲקֹב לאֹ רָצָה לִהְיוֹת נִקָּבֵר בְּמִצְרַיִם כְּדֵי שֶׁלּ

 .עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה
 

The third thing is that the Hittites replied to Abraham with strange language, viz, “you 
are a god over us.” This is certainly not to be understood as in the plain meaning, G-d forbid, 
that they viewed him as a deity. That’s something that later happened to a particular righteous 
person, Jacob, that “just as retribution is exacted from the idol worshipper, so too retribution 
is exacted from the idol that is worshipped” (Gen. Rabbah 96:5; also Yerushalmi Chagigah 8b). 
Thus, Jacob didn’t want to be buried in Egypt so that the [Egyptians] wouldn’t make him 
the object of idol worship.8 

 
   

 
7 Our text of the Mishneh Torah, Mourning, 3:10 does not mention the Nazarite and is ordered differently: 

“[Regarding] a prince who dies, everyone can make himself impure for him, even a priest. [Everyone] makes himself 
like one performing the mitzvah of burying the dead, because everyone is obliged to honor him.” 

8 This is Rashi’s comment to Gen. 47:29. 
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נוּ לְהִדָּבֵק נֶפֶשׁ הָאָדָם  יצָרִי˂ בְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל. הָרִאשׁוֹן הוּא רוּחָנִי דְּהַיְ אָמְנָם כָּתַב הַכְּלִי יָקָר בְּפָרָשַׁת לֵ˂ לְ˃, דִּשְׁנֵי קִנְיָנִים הָיָה  
.  כִּי אֶת־כָּל־הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר־אַתָּה רֹאֶה לְ˃ אֶתְּנֶנָּה וּלְזַרְעֲ˃ עַד־עוֹלָםת עֵינָיו, דִכְתִיב  יוְזֶה עָשָׂה אַבְרָהָם בִּרְאִיַּ   בִּקְדוּשַּׁת מַאֲצִילוֹ,

שָּׁתָן אַף כְּשֶׁהֵם שׁוֹמְמִים. וּבַקִּנְיָן זֶה הָרוּחָנִי זָכָה בּוֹ אַבְרָהָם מִיָּד, שֶׁהֲרֵי אָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה   וּכִּי קְד  זוֹ מֵעוֹלָם לאֹ נֶאֶבְדָה,שָּׁה  וּוּקְד
ם בַּקִּנְיָן הַגּוּפָנִי לאֹ מָצִינוּ שֶׁזָּכָה בּוֹ הוּא, אֶלָּא בָּנָיו יִזְכּוּ  וְלאֹ מַשְׁמָע מִיָּד, אָמְנָ   שָׂא נָא עֵינֶי˃ וּרְאֵה מִן־הַמָּקוֹם אֲשֶׁר־אַתָּה שָׁם.

 '. בּוֹ וְכוּ
 

Actually, the Keli Yekar9 writes on parshat Lech Lecha (Gen. 12:1–17:27), specifically 
on the verse Gen. 13:17, that two types of qualities were needed for the Land of Israel. The 
first quality was spiritual so that the soul of the man would cling to the holiness of His majesty, 
and this Abraham did in seeing [the land] with his eyes, as it says, “For I give all the land 
that you see to you and your offspring forever” (Gen. 13:15). This holiness will never be lost, 
because [destroyed sanctuaries] “are holy even in though they are desolate.”10 Abraham 
merited this spiritual acquisition immediately, as the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, 
“Raise your eyes and look out from where you are, to the north and south, to the east and west” 
(Gen. 13:14). The second quality was physical, but the meaning of the next verse with regard to 
the physical ownership, “For I give all the land that you see to you and your offspring forever” is 
that it does not happen immediately. In fact, we don’t find that he merited the tangible 
acquisition, rather the meaning was “your sons will merit it, etc.” 

 
עַל כָּרְחֲ˃    רֶץ,הַקְּדוּשָּׁה בָּאָ שֶׁהִתְפַּסתִּי  וּמֵעַתָּה אָמַר אַבְרָהָם אִם תִּרְצוּ, הֲרֵינִי גֵּר, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לִי צָד סְבָרָא לוֹמַר הוֹאִיל  

שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵין   שָּׁה,וּתְפַּיֵּס שָׁם הַקְּדצָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁהקב"ה נִתְרַצֶּה שֶׁאֶקְנֶה אוֹתָהּ נָמֵי בְּקִנְיָן גּוּפָנִי. דְּאִי לָאו הֲכִי, לאֹ הָיָה בִּי כֹּחַ לְהִ 
אֶהְיֶה תּוֹשָׁב וְכוּ',   מְקוֹם הַקֶּבֶר כְּמוֹ גֵּר, וְאִם לָאו,  מְעוֹתַי בִּ י מוּכָן לִקְנוֹת  אָדָם מַקְדִּישׁ דָּבָר שֶׁאֵינוֹ שֶׁלּוֹ. אַף עַל פִּי כֵן, הִנְנִ 

 '.אֶתֵּן וְכוּלְזַרְעֲ˃ שֶׁהֲרֵי אָמַר לִי 
 

So for now Abraham said, “ ‘If you want to sell me the land, I will regard myself as a 
stranger and will pay for it,’ even though I separately have an understanding that would allow 
me to say that since I seized the holiness in the land, it must necessarily be said that the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, wants me to also acquire it in a physical acquisition. Because if G-d did 
not also want me to have physical possession, I would not have the power to grasp the holiness 
there, because a man does not consecrate something that is not his. Therefore, I am prepared 
to purchase (with my funds) a burial place like a stranger, but if not, I will be a settler and 
take it by law, as [G-d] said to me, “Unto your seed I will give . . .” (Gen. 12:7). 

 

 
9 Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz (1550 –1619), rabbi of Prague (1604-19), best known for his Torah 

commentary, Keli Yekar. On Gen. 13:17, he writes, “It seems to me from all this that one can say, that the Holy One 
gave the land to Abraham in order that he acquire there two types of benefit. The first is spiritual, and is acquired 
simply through seeing. The other is physical and is acquired through marking out its boundaries.” 

10 Mishnah Megillah 3:3 (and Megillah 28a): Rabbi Yehuda teaches also, that no funeral orations may be delivered 
in a synagogue which had become ruinous, nor may it be used as a rope-walk, nor to spread nets therein [to dry], nor 
to spread fruit on its roof, nor to use it as a short cut, as it is said (Lev. 26:31), “I will bring your sanctuaries into 
desolation,” that is, they remain sanctuaries even in their desolation.  
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בְנוֹ אִם אֵין אִשְׁתּוֹ  מִי שֶׁלּאֹ בָּא לְעוֹלָם, וְאַף הָאָב לִ וְעֵינֵינוּ הָרוֹאוֹת שֶׁלִּכְאוֹרָה הַבְטָחָה זוֹ אֵין בָּהּ מַמָּשׁ, שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵין אָדָם מַקְנֶה לְ 
כְּמוֹ  אֵל?וְאִם כֵּן, מָה יוֹעִיל הקב"ה בְּהַבְטָחָתוֹ? וְאַבְרָהָם עַצְמוֹ, לָמָּה בָּנָה מִיָּד מִזְבֵּחַ עַל בְּשׁוּרַת אֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָ   בֶּרֶת.וּכְּבָר מְע

וְשָׁפִיר יֵשׁ לִי זְכוּת    פָּרָשַׁת לֵ˂ לְ˃, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁרָצָה לוֹמַר לִי שֶׁאַקְנֶה אֲנִי עַל מְנַת לְהַקְנוֹת לְבָנַי,  י"רַשִׁ רֵשׁ  ישֶׁפֵּ 
 .חְזֶקֶת לָנוּ מֵאֲבוֹתֵינוּוּוְקִנְיָן בָּאָרֶץ גָּמוּר. וְאָתֵי שַׁפִּיר דְּאִיתָא מ

 
Our eyes see that apparently this promise that Abraham’s children would possess the 

Land of Israel wasn’t concrete at that time, because a man doesn’t transfer ownership to 
someone who never existed, and even a father doesn’t [transfer ownership] to his son if his 
wife isn’t already pregnant.11 If so, what would be the purpose of the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, in making His promise? As for Abraham himself, why did he immediately build an altar 
upon entering the Land of Israel in thanksgiving for the good tidings of the promise that his 
children would possess the Land of Israel? As Rashi explained on the parsha Lech Lecha, for 
verse Gen. 12:7,12 it certainly must be said that Abraham’s thinking was that “[G-d] intended 
to say to me that I should acquire a portion to bestow to my sons, and it’s good that I have 
the merit and good that we will have complete acquisition in the Land,” both spiritual and 
tangible. It’s fine that it says “the Land of Israel is a holding for us from our fathers,” i.e., the 
Land is considered as though it was already in possession of one who was entitled to a portion of 
the land, even before the land was formally assigned to that person.13  

 
מָה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן   שְׁבֵי הָאָרֶץ מִפְּנֵיהֶם.וֹבִּים יְגָרֵשׁ אֶת יוּינוּ שֶׁאָז כְּשֶׁיִּהְיוּ בָּנַי מְריְ דְּמַשְׁמַע לְזָרְעִי וְלאֹ לִי, הַ וְהָא דַּאֲמַר לְזַרְעֲ˃,  

שֶׁהִקְדַּשְׁתִּי כָּל מַה שֶׁהָיָה   נוּ מִטַּעַם לְפָנַי,ידְּהַיְ ם, וְאֶקְבְּרָה אֶת מֵתִי מִלְּפָנָי.  יעַתָּה שֶׁאֲנִי יָחִיד, פֶּן תִּהְיֶה הָאָרֶץ שְׁמָמָה. וְזֶהוּ שֶׁסִּיֵּ 
 '.נָה וָנֶגְבָּה וְכוּוֹלְפָנַי, כְּדִכְתִיב שָׂא נָא עֵינֵי˃ וּרְאֵה מִן־הַמָּקוֹם אֲשֶׁר־אַתָּה שָׁם, צָפ

 
It says “to your seed” (Gen. 12:7), and the meaning to Abraham was: “to my seed but 

not to me,” i.e., that when my sons will be many, they will force out the inhabitants of the 
Land from before them. That won’t happen now while I am a sole individual, lest the Land 
become desolate. This is the conclusion of our verse, “that I may bury my dead from before 
me” (Gen. 23:4). That is the intent of the words, “from before me,” that I have sanctified all 
that is before me, as it is written in Gen. 13:14, “Raise your eyes and look out from where you 
are, to the north and south, to the east and west.” 

 
   

 
11 Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, 210:1.  
12 Gen. 12:7: “The L-rd appeared to Abram and said, ‘I will assign this land to your offspring.’ And he built an 

altar there to the L-rd who had appeared to him.” Rashi’s commentary: “[Abraham built the altar] in thanksgiving for 
the good tidings that he would have children, and for the good tidings that they would possess the land of Israel.”  

13 This adage, found, e.g., in Or Torah (Lublin, 1672), by Uri ben David ben Moses Kolmayer, has its source in 
Bava Batra 119a: “Rabba says: the Land of Israel is a possession,” relating to the inheritance of the daughters of 
Zelophehad (Num. 27:7) of the portion of the firstborn due their father. 
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בָּהּ הָרוּחָנִיּוּת וְהַדְבָּקַת    שֶׁהִתְפַּסתָּ   הַּ אַתְּ עָלֵינוּ, כְּלוֹמַר אָנוּ מוֹדִים שֶׁיֵּשׁ לְ˃ כֹּחַ וּזְכוּת גָּדוֹל בָּאָרֶץ הוֹאִילוֹוְעַל זֶה הֵשִׁיבוּ לוֹ, אֱל
נוּ שֶׁיֵּשׁ לְ˃ רְשׁוּת לִקְנוֹת בֵּית דִּירָה וּלְהִשְׁתַּקֵּעַ כָּאן וְלִהְיוֹת כָּמוֹנוּ, י, דְּהַיְ הַשָּׂדֶה נָתַתִּי לָ˂רוֹן  עֶפְ וְעַל זֶה, אָמַר    ך.אֲצִילְ מַּ בַּ נַפְשְׁ˃  

נְתַתִּיהָ    בְנֵי־עַמִּיזַּת קֶבֶר לִבְנֵי מִשְׁפַּחְתְּ˃, וְעוֹד לְעֵינֵי  וּלַאֲח  שֶׁתְּהֵאנְתַתִּיהָ,  לְ˃  ועוד הַמְּעָרָה  ,  כַּנַּ״לת הַשָּׂדֶה  יכְּמוֹ שֶׁרוֹמֵז קְנִיַּ 
 ., אֶלָּא אַף הַגּוּפָנִיּוּת שֶׁהוּא מָה שֶׁרוֹאֶה בְּנֵי עַמִּי, הַכֹּל הוּא שֶׁלְּ˃עֵינֶי˃ת ילאֹ דַּי שֶׁכְּבָר קָנִיתָ הָרוּחָנִיּוֹת בִּרְאִיַּ  לְ˃.

 
On this, they answered him, “you are a god over us,” as if to say “we acknowledge 

that you have power and great merit in the Land since you have captured its spirituality and 
as your soul has attached to it in your nobility.” On account of this, Ephron said, “I give you 
the field,” that is, “that you have permission to purchase an apartment house and to settle 
here and to be like us.” This was hinted at by the acquisition of the field discussed above, 
“and I give you the cave that is in it.” That is, “that you will have a burial estate for the sons 
of your family,” and “I give it to you in the presence of my people.” As if to say, “It is not 
enough that you have already acquired the spiritual aspect, by seeing the Land with your 
eyes. Rather you will also acquire even the physical aspect, which is what the sons of your 
people will see. It is all yours.” 

* * * 


