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Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18) 
 
Essay 5: This essay presents a number of different concepts: A) The neighbor’s law, and 

the hatred of gifts; B) The kindness that Abraham showed Sarah; C) Abraham's life was not 
shortened as punishment; and D) The destruction of Sodom. 

 
A.  The neighbor’s law, and the hatred of gifts. 
 

בּוּרוֹ, שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה הֶרְאָה עַצְמוֹ נָדִיב  יחָזַר בּוֹ מִדִּ   עֶפְרוֹןהַשָּׂדֶה נָתַתִּי לָ˂ וְהַמְּעָרָה אֲשֶׁר־בּוֹ וְכוּ'. הִקְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים אֵי˂    פָּסוּק

 שָׁמָּה שֶׁאָמַר מִתְּחִלָּה לִיתְּנָהּ בְּמַתָּנָה לאֹ אָמַר אֶלָּא רְצוּיוְתִ   . בְּדָמִיםלֵב לְאַבְרָהָם לִיתְּנָהּ לוֹ בְּמַתָּנָה, וּלְבַסּוֹף רָצָה לְמוֹכְרָהּ  
וּמִשּׁוּם הֲכִי, לְעֵינִי בְּנֵי עַמִּי, נְתַתִּיהָ    כְּנֶגֶד בְּנֵי־חֵת, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יָבוֹאוּ לְמָחָר וְיִטְעֲנוּ הַשָּׂדֶה מֵאַבְרָהָם מִשּׁוּם דִינָא דְבַר מֶצְרָא.

  .ה, דִּבְמַּתָּנָה לֵית בָּהּ דִינָא דְבַר מֶצְרָא. אָמְנָם, בֵּינִי וּבֵינֶי˃, אֶרֶץ אַרְבַּע מֵאֹת שֶׁקֶל־כֶּסֶףלְ˃ בְּמַתָּנָ 
 

There is a verse: “I give you the field and I give you the cave that is in it; I give it to 
you in the eyes of the sons of my people” (Gen. 23:11). The commentators ask why Ephron 
went back on his word: that at first he appeared generous toward Abraham and prepared to 
give [the land] to him as a gift, but in the end he wanted to sell it to him at a high cost. It 
appears that what [Ephron] stated at the beginning, to give [the land] as a gift, was said only 
for the benefit of the sons of Heth, so they wouldn’t come the next day and claim the field 
from Abraham according to the law of neighbors, which gives neighbors a first option to buy 
land.1 Therefore, Ephron was really telling Abraham, “For this reason, ‘in the eyes of the sons 
of my people,’ ‘I give it to you’ as a gift, because a gift is not subject to the law of neighbors. 
But in fact, between me and between you, ‘the land is four hundred shekels of silver’ (Gen. 
23:15).” 

 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Bava Metziah 108a interprets the verse, “that you should do what is right and good before G-d” (Deut. 6:18), as 

including the fact that if one wants to sell a field, the first right to buy the land should be given to the neighbor who 
owns the adjoining field.  
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 דִּכְתִיב כְּ   בְּצִנְעָא, וְאַדְרַבָּא מָצִינוּ שֶׁנָּתַן לוֹ הַכֶּסֶף לְעֵינֵי כֻּלָּם.רוּץ לאֹ יִתָּכֵן, שֶׁאִם כֵּן הָיָה לוֹ לְאַבְרָהָם לִיתֵּן הַכֶּסֶף  יוְזֶה הַתֵּ 
ן  רוּצָם הַנַּ"ל נוֹתֵ יוְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁתֵּ   וְוַיִּשְׁקֹל אַבְרָהָם לְעֶפְרֹן אֶת־הַכֶּסֶף אֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר בְּאָזְנֵי בְנֵי־חֵת, דְּמַשְׁמַע שֶׁכְּבָר יֵדְעוּ מֵהַכֶּסֶף.

וְלָמָּה הָלַ˂ מִתְּחִלָּה אֵצֶל בְנֵי־חֵת, אֶלָּא כְּדֵי   .עֶפְרוֹןהָיָה לוֹ לֵילֵ˂ מֵ   עֶפְרוֹןטַעַם לְשֶׁבַח, שֶׁאִם אַבְרָהָם הָיָה רוֹצֶה לִיקַּח שָׂדֶה  
ן קוּשְׁיָא רִאשׁוֹנָה ימִכָּל מָקוֹם עֲדַיִ   ?דִינָא דְבַר מֶצְרָאה  לִיקַּח רְשׁוּתָם וְדַעְתָּם מִתְּחִלָּה, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יוּכְלוּ לַמָּחָר לִטְעֹן עַל הַשָּׂדֶ 
  .לוֹ בְּמַתָּנָהלִיתְּנָהּ יאֹמַר  עֶפְרוֹןבִּמְקוֹמָהּ עוֹמֶדֶת, שֶׁאִם כְּבָר נָתַנּוּ לוֹ רְשׁוּת לִקְנוֹת, אֵין עוֹד צוֹרֵ˂ שֶׁ 

 
But this solution of the commentators is impossible, because if it were the case, 

Abraham would have given the money to Ephron quietly, and to the contrary we find that he 
gave him the money in the eyes of everyone. We see that it is written, “Abraham weighed out 
the silver that Ephron had named in the hearing of the sons of Heth, four hundred shekels of 
silver at the going merchants’ rate” (Gen. 23:16), with the meaning being that [the Hittites] 
already knew about the money. The solution of the commentators above has a sense of praise 
to it. That is, if Abraham wanted to take Ephron’s field, he needed to go to Ephron. So why 
go initially to the sons of Heth (Gen 23:3), if not in order to notify them and to obtain their 
permission from the beginning, so that they wouldn’t be able to come the next day to claim 
the field by the law of neighbors? But even so, the initial difficulty still remains, that if [the 
Hittites] already gave [Abraham] permission to buy the land, there was no further need for 
Ephron to say he would give it to [Abraham] as a present. 

 
וְעוֹד שֶׁמִּפְּשָׁט    אוּר יוֹתֵר.י˂ בֵּ וְעוֹד מַהוּ וַיָּקָם שְׂדֵה עֶפְרוֹן? וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁרַשִׁ"י פֵּירֵשׁ, תְּקוּמָה הָיְתָה לוֹ, עִם כֹּל זֶה הַדָּבָר צָרִי

הַשָּׂדֶה אֲשֶׁר־קָנָה אַבְרָהָם    דִּכְתִיב  וְלאֹ קָאָמַר מֵעֶפְרוֹן.  בְּנֵי־חֵתאֵת  הַכָּתוּב בְּסוֹף פָּרָשָׁה זוֹ נִרְאֶה שֶׁאַבְרָהָם קָנָה אֶת הַשָּׂדֶה מֵ 
דִכְתִיב אֲשֶׁר    .עֶפְרוֹןמשָּׂדֶה  מֵאֵת בְּנֵי־חֵת שָׁמָּה קֻבַּר אַבְרָהָם וְשָׂרָה אִשְׁתּוֹ. וּמֵהַכָּתוּב בְּפָרָשַׁת וַיְחִי, נִרְאֶה שֶׁאַבְרָהָם קָנָה הַ 

בְּכֶסֶף אַרְבַּע    עֶפְרוֹןרָא וַיִּקֶן אַבְרָהָם אֶת הַשָּׂדֶה מֵאֵת  אַבְרָהָם אֶת־הַשָּׂדֶה וְכוּ' מֵאֵת עֶפְרֹן הַחִתִּי. וְלָמָּה לאֹ כָּתַב הָכָא קְ קָנָה  
ים? אֶלָּא כָּתַב וַיִּשְׁקֹל אַבְרָהָם לְעֶפְרֹן, שֶׁנִּרְאֶה  כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתוּב בְּדָוִד, וַיִּקֶן דָּוִד אֶת־הַגֹּרֶן וְכוּ' בְּכֶסֶף שְׁקָלִים חֲמִשִּׁ   מֵאוֹת שֶׁקֶל,

 .שֶׁלּאֹ בְּדֶרֶ˂ קְנִיָּה נְתָנָם לוֹ
 

Furthermore, why does it say in Gen. 23:17-18, “So Ephron’s land in Machpelah, near 
Mamre—the field with its cave and all the trees anywhere within the confines of that field—rose 
to Abraham as his possession, in the presence of the sons of Heth, of all who entered the gate of 
his city”? Rashi explained, following Gen. Rabbah 58:8 “that [the land] received a rise in 
importance, passing from the possession of a commoner to the possession of a king.” But this 
needs additional explanation. Furthermore, the sentence at the end of this parsha makes it 
appear as though Abraham acquired the field from the sons of Heth, and not as it was said 
from Ephron. As it is written, “The field that Abraham had bought from the sons of Heth; 
there Abraham was buried, and Sarah his wife” (Gen. 25:10). But from what is written in the 
parsha Vayechi (Gen. 47:28–50:26), it appears that Abraham acquired the field from Ephron. 
As it is written, “The cave that is in the field of Machpelah, facing Mamre, in the land of Canaan, 
the field that Abraham bought from Ephron the Hittite for a burial site” (Gen. 49:30). But 
why isn’t it written “the field that Abraham bought from Ephron for four hundred shekels 
of silver,” as David wrote, “So David bought the threshing floor and the oxen for fifty shekels 
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of silver” (II Sam. 24:24)? Instead, it says “Abraham weighed out to Ephron the silver,” which 
appears as though [the coins] weren’t given to [Ephron] in the way of making an acquisition. 

 
לר' זַבְּנָהּ. אָזַל רַב גִּידְל קַבְלֵיהּ  וְיוּבַן בְּמַאי דְגָרְסִינָן בְּפֶרֶק ג' דְקִידוּשִׁין: רַב גִּידֵּל הֲוָה מֵהַפֵּ˂ בְּהַהִיא אַרְעָא. אָזַל רַבִּי אַבָּא  

אָמַר לֵיהּ, זְבוּנֵיהּ לאֹ   תָּא נַמִּי, נֵיתְבָהּ נִיהֲלֵיהּ מַר.אָמַר לֵיהּ מַאי טַעְמָא עָבִד מַר הָכִי? אָמַר לֵיהּ לאֹ יָדַעְנָא. הַשְׁ   זֵירָא וְכוּ'.
וְשׂוֹנֵא מַתָּנֹת    דִּכְתִיב  ,לָא נָחִית לָהּרַב גִּידֵּל    מְזַבְּנִינָא לָהּ דְּאַרְעָא קָמַיְיתָא הִיא, לאֹ מִסַמְּנָא מִילְּתָא. אִיבָּעֵי לָהּ בְּמַתָּנָה נִשְׁקְלָה.

 . ע"כ אַרְעָא דְּרַבָּנָן מִקַּרְיָאוְ  וְלָא מַר נָחִית לָהּ, ,מַר נָחִית לָהּלָא  .יִחְיֶה
 

This will be understood by what is formulated in the third chapter of Kiddushin: 

Rav Giddel was engaging in [the acquisition of] a certain [plot of] land. 
[In the meantime,] Rabbi Abba went and purchased it. Rav Giddel went [and] 
complained about [Rabbi Abba] to Rabbi Zeira. Rabbi Zeira went and 
complained about [Rabbi Abba] to Rav Yitzchak Nappacha. [Rav Yitzchak 
Nappacha] said to him: “Wait until [Rabbi Abba] ascends to [visit] us for the 
pilgrimage Festival, [when all come to hear the Festival sermon, on which occasion 
we can discuss this matter with him].” When [Rabbi Abba] ascended [Rav Yitzchak 
Nappacha] found him [and] said to him: “If a pauper is engaging in [the acquisition 
of] a loaf [of bread that he found], and another came and took it from him, what [is 
the halacha]?” [Rabbi Abba] said to him: “[The one who took it away] is called 
wicked.” [Rabbi Yitzchak Nappacha replied:] “But [if so], what is the reason that 
the Master acted this way? [Rav Giddel was negotiating the purchase of this land 
and you purchased it.]” [Rabbi Abba] said to him: “I did not know [that Rav 
Giddel was trying to acquire the land].” [Rabbi Yitzchak Nappacha retorted:] “Now 
too, the Master should give it to him [since you have been made aware that he 
submitted the first offer].” Rabbi Abba said to him: “As for selling, I will not sell 
it, as it is the first land [I have ever purchased], and this matter [of selling one’s 
first acquisition], is not [a good] omen. If [Rav Giddel] wants to accept it as a 
gift, let him take it.” Rav Giddel did not descend to claim [this plot of land], as 
it is written: “But he who hates gifts shall live” (Prov. 15:27), [and therefore he 
did not wish to accept the land as a gift]. Rabbi Abba also did not descend to it, 
because Rav Giddel was already engaging in [the acquisition of] it [when he 
acquired the land. In this manner,] this Sage did not descend to take [the plot of 
land], and that Sage did not descend to [take care of] it, and it was called the 
land of the Sages. 

- (Kiddushin 59a) 
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ר, דלא מִסַמְּנָא לֵיהּ מִילְּתָא. וּכְשֶׁשָּׁמַע שֶׁאַבְרָהָם  וֹמַתָּנָה, מִשּׁוּם דְּלאֹ רָצָה לִמְכּכִי נָמֵי מִתְּחִלָּה עֶפְרוֹן אָמַר לְאַבְרָהָם בִּלְשׁוֹן  הָ וְ 
יִּתְּנֵם  י הַקַּרְקַע, כְּדֵי שֶׁ ווְהוּא לאֹ הָיָה רוֹצֶה בְּמַכָּר, אָמַר לוֹ אֶרֶץ אַרְבַּע מֵאֹת שֶׁקֶל־כֶּסֶף וְכוּ'. רָמַז לוֹ שְׁוֵ   הָיָה שׂוֹנֵא מַתָּנוֹת,

הַדָּמִים   לוֹ אַבְרָהָם, לאֹ בְּתוֹרַת מֶקַח וּמִמַּכָּר, נָתַן לוֹ  וְכֵן עָשָׂה אַבְרָהָם, שֶׁלּאֹ  יִחְיֶה.  מַתָּנֹת  רַק כְּדֵי לְהִנָּצֵל מֵהַהִיא דְּשׂוֹנֵא 
לאֹ כָּתַב כָּאן בָּעֵת הַקְּנִיָּה שֶׁעֶפְרוֹן מָכַר הַשָּׂדֶה לְאַבְרָהָם,   וּמִשּׁוּם הֲכִי,י הַקַּרְקַע, רַק כְּמוֹ מַתָּנָה אַחֶרֶת תְּמוּרַת הַקַּרְקַע. ובִּשְׁוֵ 

 .וְכֵן לאֹ כְּתִיב נָמֵי וַיִּקֶן אַבְרָהָם הַשָּׂדֶה בְּכֶסֶף אַרְבַּע מֵאוֹת שֶׁקֶל כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתוּב בְּדָוִד
 

So in fact, at the start Ephron spoke to Abraham in the language of a gift, because he 
didn’t want to sell the land, as it would not be a good omen to sell one’s first purchase of land. 
But when he heard that Abraham hated gifts and wouldn’t accept it on those grounds, and as 
[Ephron] didn’t want a sale, as it would be a bad omen, [Ephron] said to him, “the land is four 
hundred shekels of silver.” I.e., he hinted to him of the value of the land, that Abraham would 
give [the coins] to him, not as a concession or as a price, but to save Abraham from violating 
the rule that “he who hates gifts shall live.” Similarly, Abraham acted to save Ephron from the 
bad omen, that he wasn’t giving him the equal value of the land, but only a different gift in 
exchange for Ephron’s gift of the land. Therefore, it wasn’t written here in the form of an 
acquisition, i.e., that Ephron sold the land to Abraham, and similarly it wasn’t written here 
that Abraham acquired the field for four hundred shekels of silver as was written by David 
in II Samuel. 

 
בְּמַתָּנָה לְאַבְרָהָם, סִילֵּק יָדָיו   נְתָנָהּ  נִשְׁאֶרֶת מִמֶּנָּהוּלְפִי שֶׁמִּיָּד שֶׁעֶפְרוֹן  וְהָיְתָה  זָכָה בָּהּ,  . וּכְשֶׁאַבְרָהָם לאֹ רָצָה לְקַבְּלָהּ, לאֹ 

ם קְנָאָהּ מֵאֵת בְּנֵי־חֵת כְּשֶׁנָּתַן הַכֶּסֶף לְעֶפְרוֹן. וּלְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ  כִּהַהִיא דְּרַב גִּידֵּל. מִשּׁוּם הֲכִי, נִקְרָא שֶׁאַבְרָהָ   הֶפְקֵר לְכָל בְּנֵי־חֵת,
כְּתִיב וַיָּקָם הַשָּׂדֶה וְכוּ', דְּמִמֵּילָא קָם בִּרְשׁוּתוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם בִּנְתִינַת    הָכִימִשּׁוּם    הָיָה כָּאן לאֹ מָכַר גָּמוּר וְלאֹ מַתָּנָה גְּמוּרָה,

 .שָׂה לְעֶפְרוֹןהַכֶּסֶף שֶׁעָ 
 

As soon as Ephron gave [the land] to Abraham as a gift, he removed his hand (i.e., 
ownership) from [the land]. When Abraham didn’t want to receive it, he didn’t merit it (i.e., 
acquire it at that instant), and so it remained ownerless (i.e., available) for any of the sons of 
Heth, as in the case with Rav Giddel. Therefore it’s said that Abraham bought it from the 
sons of Heth when he gave the money to Ephron. Since there was no formal sale and no 
formal gift, therefore it is written, “the field . . . rose,” i.e., that it rose to the domain of 
Abraham by his giving of the money to Ephron. 

 
  הָכִי וּמִשּׁוּם   לְעַרְעֵר מִטַּעַם בַּר מֶצְרָא, נִקְרָא שֶׁאַבְרָהָם קָנָה הַשָּׂדֶה מֵאֵת בְּנֵי־חֵת.וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁלְּפִי שֶׁבְּנֵי־חֵת הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים 

עֶפְרוֹן  אֵין קָנִינוּ מֵ   הָכִירָא הַשָּׂדֶה אֲשֶׁר־קָנָה אַבְרָהָם מֵאֵת בְּנֵי־חֵת. וְלאֹ כָּתַב עֶפְרוֹן, לְפִי שֶׁגַּם מֵהֵם לְקָחָהּ, דְּאִי לָאו  כָּתַב קְ 
רָא ל הַכֶּסֶף תְּמוּרָתָהּ, כְּתָב קְ וּמִשּׁוּם שֶׁלְּפִי הָאֱמֶת עֶפְרוֹן לאֹ סִלֵּק יָדָיו מִמֶּנָּה אֶלָּא כְּדֵי שֶׁיְּזַכֶּה בָּהּ אַבְרָהָם, וְעוֹד שֶׁקִּבֵּ   כְּלוּם.

 .מֵעֶפְרוֹן קְנָאָהּאַחַר כָּ˂ בְּפָרָשַׁת וַיְחִי שֶׁ 
 

Furthermore, it’s worth noting that because the sons of Heth were able to appeal by 
the law of neighbors, it is said that Abraham acquired the field from the sons of Heth. Thus, 
Scripture calls it the field that Abraham purchased from the sons of Heth. It’s not written 
from Ephron, because [Abraham] also acquired it from [the Hittites], because if he hadn’t, 
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he wouldn’t have acquired anything from Ephron. But because Ephron actually removed 
his hand from [the land] only in order to give its merit to Abraham, and further since he 
received the silver in exchange, Scripture says afterwards in parshat Vayechi, at verse Gen. 
49:30, “the field that [Abraham] bought from Ephron.” 

 
B.  The kindness Abraham showed Sarah. 

 
חַיִּים צְ וּבְעִנְיַן זֶה יוּבַן   יִמְצָא  וָחָסֶד  צְדָקָה  דִכְתִיב רֹדֵף  וְאַחֲרֵי־כֵן קָבַר אַבְרָהָם וְכוּ', הָדָא הוּא  דָקָה מִדְרָשׁ חֲזַ"ל עַל פָּסוּק 

חַיִּים, וְשְׁנֵי־חַיֵּי אַבְרָהָם וְכוּ' רוֹדֵף צְדָקָה זֶה אַבְרָהָם, וְשָׁמְרוּ דֶּרֶ˂ ה' לַעֲשׂוֹת צְדָקָה. וְחֶסֶד, שֶׁגָּמַל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה. יִמְצָא    וְכָבוֹד.
  .עכ"ל

 
In this matter, a Midrash of our sages, may their memory be blessed, will be 

understood. On the verse, “And afterward Abraham buried his wife Sarah in the cave of the 
field of Machpelah, facing Mamre—now Hebron—in the land of Canaan” (Gen. 23:19), Gen. 
Rabbah 58:9 says “it is written (Prov. 21:12): ‘He who pursues righteousness and kindness will 
find life, righteousness, and honor.’ He who pursues righteousness, this is Abraham, as it is 
said in Gen. 18:19, ‘and keep the way of the L-rd to do what is just and right.’ He who pursues 
kindness, this is also Abraham, that he showed kindness to Sarah. He will find life as it is said 
in Gen. 25:7: ‘and these were the days of the years of Abraham’s life: one hundred years, and 
seventy years, and five years.’ He will find righteousness and honor, as Rabbi Shmuel the son of 
Rabbi Yitzchak said, that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Abraham, ‘I am faithful and 
lovingly kind; you have acquired my faithfulness; come and be clothed in my clothing of 
righteousness.’ As it says in Gen. 24:1, ‘Abraham was now old, advanced in years, and the L-rd 
had blessed Abraham in all things.’ ” 

 
חֶסֶד הַגְּמִילוּת  וּמַהוּ  אַבְרָהָם?  וְאַחֲרֵי־כֵן קָבַר  זֶה שֶׁל  זֶה עַל פָּסוּק  עִנְיָן  שַׁיָּי˂  דְּמָה  אִי מִשּׁוּם  שֶׁעָשָׂה לְשָׂ   וְהוּא תָּמוּהַּ,  רָה, 

  ב בִּקְבוּרָת אִשְׁתּוֹ? וְעוֹלָה עִמּוֹ וְאֵינָהּ יוֹרֶדֶת אַף לְאַחַר מִיתָה, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בִּכְתוֹבוֹת (דַּף ס"א). י הֲלאֹ הַבַּעַל חַיָּ   קְבוּרָה וְהֶסְפֵּד?
וְשְׁנֵי־ב שֶׁנִּקְרָא גְּמִילוּת חֶסֶד? וְעוֹד קָשֶׁה: מָה רָצָה לוֹמַר יִמְצָא חַיִּים,  ה עָשָׂה אַבְרָהָם יוֹתֵר מֵחוֹבָתוֹ, שֶׁכֹּל כָּ˂ שִׁבְחוֹ הַכָּתוּוּמֶ 

 ?אַבְרָהָםחַיֵּי 
 

It is peculiar. for how is this thought regarding the pursuit of righteousness and kindness 
associated with this verse, “and afterward Abraham buried Sarah”? Also, what act of 
kindness did [Abraham] do for Sarah, besides the burial and the eulogy? Isn’t the husband 
obliged in the burial of his wife? As we learned earlier, in Essay 3, regarding a wife’s social 
status, “She ascends with him and doesn’t descend with him . . . even after her death,” as it 
says in Ketubot (page 41a [sic]),2 i.e., Sarah deserved a nice burial place. So what did Abraham 
do that was more than his obligation, such that he is praised by the Midrash and called “one 
who does lovingkindness”? Another question is: What does [the Midrash] mean by saying 
“he will find life” is supported by the verse “and these were the days of the years of Abraham’s 
life”? 

 
 

2 The correct page is Ketubot 48a.  
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דְּאָמְרִינַן   שֶׁיְּבַקְּשׁוּ מֵעֶפְרוֹן הַמְּעָרָה.  בְּנֵי־חֵת רֶ˂ הָיָה לוֹ לְאַבְרָהָם לְדַבֵּר עִם  וֹרוּץ הַמִּדְרָשׁ, יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מַה צידֶם שֶׁנָּבוֹא לַתֵּ וֹוְק
שֶׁהֲרֵי הַדֶּרֶ˂ אֶרֶץ הוּא לִיקַּח הַסַּרְסוּר מֵחֲמַת    ] עכ"ל.בְּמִדְרָשׁ, אִם יֵשׁ אֶת נַפְשְׁכֶם סַרְסְ[ר]וּנִי לִי, וְאִי לָאו צָלוּ לִי עִילָוֵ[יהּ

אוֹ אִם לאֹ יִרְצֶה לְמוֹכְרוֹ, שֶׁיְּדַבֵּר עִמּוֹ הַסַּרְסוּר    שְׁנֵי דְּבָרִים: אוֹ שֶׁיְּדַבֵּר עִם הַמּוֹכֵר כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּתֵּן אוֹתוֹ דָּבָר לַלּוֹקֵחַ יוֹתֵר בַּזּוֹל,
וְעַדַיִין לאֹ    ר. וְכָאן לאֹ שָׁיְיכִי כְּלָל, שֶׁהֲרֵי אַבְרָהָם לאֹ הָיָה מַקְפִּיד עַל הַכֶּסֶף, כְּמוֹ שְׁנָתָן לוֹ עוֹבֵר לַסּוֹחֵר. וֹשֶׁיִּתְרַצֶּה לִמְכּכְּדֵי  

 ?לוֹ. וְלָמָּה מִתְּחִלָּה בִּקֵּשׁ מִבְּנֵי־חֵת שֶׁיְסַרסֵרוּהָּ לוֹ הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ אַבְרָהָם דַּעְתּוֹ שֶׁל עֶפְרוֹן, וְשֶׁמָּא יִהְיֶה רְצוֹנוֹ הַטּוֹב לְמוֹכְרָהּ
 

But before we come to a solution of the questions raised by the Midrash, we should 
scrutinize what need Abraham had to speak with the sons of Heth to tell them that he 
requested the cave from Ephron. As it says in the Midrash, “ ‘If it is your wish that I remove 
my dead for burial . . . intercede for me with Ephron’ (Gen. 23:8), that is, be a mediator for me, 
and if not, pray for me, i.e., that he will change his mind” (Gen. Rabbah 58:7). That is, it is 
common decency to find a mediator for two reasons: 1) in order to speak with the seller in 
order to obtain the item for the buyer at a lower cost; or 2) if he doesn’t want to sell, that the 
mediator will speak with him in order to convince him so that he will want to sell. But here 
this principal wasn’t relevant, because as to finding a lower cost, we see that Abraham wasn’t 
concerned about the money, as shown by the fact that he gave him more than the fair price. 
As to convincing an unwilling seller, Abraham still didn’t know the thoughts of Ephron, and 
in fact perhaps [Ephron] would have favored selling [the land] to [Abraham], and wouldn’t 
have to be convinced to sell. So why start asking the sons of Heth to be a mediator for him? 

 
בִּקְנִ  בְּנֵי הָעִיר לִהְיוֹת כֻּלָּם סַרְסוּרִים  וְלָמָּה לָקַח אַבְרָהָם כֹּל  לִיקַּח סַרְסוּר אֶחָד,  זֶהוּ דָּבָר  ת שָׂדֶה  ייַּ וְעוֹד דֶּרֶ˂ אֶרֶץ  אֶחָד? 

 .תֵימָא, וְאִי מִשּׁוּם שֶׁלּאֹ יְעַרְעֲרוּ עָלָיו כנ"ל, הַלּאֹ הָיָה דַּי לִיקַּח רְשׁוּת מֵהֵם
 

It’s also common decency to take one mediator, so why did Abraham take all of the 
sons of the city, that they all be mediators in the acquisition of one field? This is something 
to question, and if it’s so that they wouldn’t appeal a sale made to him as discussed above with 
regard to the law of neighbors, then it would have been enough to get permission from them to 
make the purchase, rather than having to ask them to intercede on his behalf. 

 
ל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה לְלַוֹתַהּ וְלַעֲשׂוֹת לָהּ כָּבוֹד  וֹפְּנוּיִים וְיָבוֹאוּ לִגְמ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּכַּוָּונַת אַבְרָהָם הָיְתָה לְבַטְּלָם מִמְּלַאכְתָּם, כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיוּ 

לָּן נָעֲלוּ דַּלְתוֹתֵיהֶן וּבָאוּ וּוְכֵן הֲוָה, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּמִדְרָשׁ רַבָּה, וַיַּעַן עֶפְרוֹן הַחִתִּי אֶת־אַבְרָהָם בְּאָזְנֵי בְנֵי־חֵת, מִכָּאן שֶׁכּ  גָּדוֹל.
נָּה שֶׁרַשִׁ"י גּוֹרֵס, וּבָאוּ לִגְמוֹל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה. וּלְדִידָן אֵלּוּ וְאֵלּוּ דִּבְרֵי  וּוּכְתַב שָׁם הַמַתְּנוֹת כְּה  חֲסָדִים לְאַבְרָהָם עכ"ל.ל  וֹגְמלִ 

וְאַחַר כָּ˂ הוֹאִיל שֶׁכְּבָר הָיוּ בְּטֵלִים בָּאוּ    אוֹת רְצוֹנוֹ,אֱ˄הִים חַיִּים, שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה נָעֲלוּ דַּלְתוֹתֵיהֶן כְּדֵי לִגְמוֹל חֶסֶד לְאַבְרָהָם לִמְלֵ 
 .לִגְמוֹל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה, כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיְתָה מַחְשַׁבְתּוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם

 
One can say that Abraham’s intent was to exempt them from their work, in order 

that they would be free to come to do kindness toward Sarah and to escort her for burial and 
to do great honor for her. Thus it was, as it says in the Midrash Rabbah (Gen. Rabbah 58:7, 
regarding the verse in Gen. 23:10), “ ‘So Ephron the Hittite answered Abraham in the hearing 
of the sons of Heth,’ Rabbi Pinchas said: this teaches that they locked their doors and came to 
do kindness to Abraham.” The Matnot Kehuna writes there, that Rashi gives a version, “to 
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do kindness to Sarah.”3 As far as they’re concerned, “both these and those are the words of 
the living G-d,”4 that they first locked their doors in order to do kindness to Abraham in 
fulfilling his wish, and afterward since they were already idle, they came to do kindness to 
Sarah, which was what Abraham was thinking. 

 
וּלְפִי שֶׁזֶּה הוּא מִשּׁוּם כְּבוֹדוֹ    כָּל בְּנֵי הָעִיר אֲסוּרִים בִּמְלָאכָה, זוּלַת אִם יֵשׁ שָׁם חֲבוּרוֹת.וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דקיימא לַן, מֵת בְּעִיר,  

עְתּוֹ שֶׁאֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה  וְאִם אַבְרָהָם הָיָה מְגַלֶּה דַּ   שֶׁל מֵת, לָכֵן אַבְרָהָם לָמַד זֶה הַדִּין לבְּנֵי־חֵת, כְּדֵי שֶׁיְּבַטְּלוּ מְלַאכְתָּם לִכְבוֹד שָׂרָה. 
לְכָ˂ גָּלָה לָהֶם שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ    אֶלָּא הַשָּׂדֶה שֶׁל עֶפְרוֹן, אָז כָּל הבְּנֵי־חֵת לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם שׁוּם עֵסֶק עִם הַמֵּת וְהָיוּ מוּתָּרִים בַּמְּלָאכָה.

 .ח מֵאֶחָד מֵהֶםצוֹרֵ˂ מִכֻּלָּם, שֶׁאִם לאֹ יִתְפַּשֵּׁר עִם עֶפְרוֹן, צָרִי˂ הוּא לִיקַּ 
 

We can also say that we know, from Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, 361:2, that if 
someone dies in a city, all the members of the city are forbidden to work (and are instead 
required to attend to the burial of the dead), unless there are burial associations there that will 
be responsible for the burial. This is because of the desire to show honor to the dead, and 
therefore Abraham taught this law to the sons of Heth, so that they would exempt their work 
for the honor of Sarah. If Abraham had revealed his thought that he wanted only the field 
of Ephron, then the sons of Heth wouldn’t have any involvement with the dead and would 
be permitted to work. Therefore, he revealed to them that he had a need for all of them, so 
that if he couldn’t cooperate with Ephron, he would need to take the land from one of them. 

 
לַבֵּ  נָבוֹא  קָבַר  יוְהַשְׁתָּא  וְאַחֲרֵי־כֵן  מַהוּ  לֵיהּ  דְּקָשֶׁה  הַמִּדְרָשׁ,  קָנָה  אוּר  לאֹ  אֲשֶׁר  עַד  שָׁם  לְקָבְרָהּ  דְּאֵין לוֹ  פְּשִׁיטָא  אַבְרָהָם, 

בְּטֵלִים  דֶם זֶה כָּתוּב, לְאַבְרָהָם לְמִקְנָה לְעֵינֵי בְנֵי־חֵת בְּכֹל בָּאֵי שַׁעַר־עִירוֹ, שֶׁנִּרְאֶה מִכָּאן שֶׁכֻּלָּם הָיוּ  וֹאֶלָּא לְפִי שֶׁקּ  הַמְּעָרָה.
לִגְמוּבְ   מִמְּלַאכְתָּן. כֻּלָּם  כְּדֵי שֶׁיּוּכְלוּ  וְכוּ',  אַבְרָהָם  פְּנוּיִים, קָבַר  שֶׁהָיוּ  שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר וֹעוֹד  דְּכׇל מָקוֹם  חֶסֶד עִמָּהּ, כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַרְנוּ  ל 

 .אַחֲרֵי, הוּא סָמוּ˂, וְעַיֵּין בִּבְרֵאשִׁית רַבָּה (פָּרָשָׁה מ"ג)
 

Now we come to explain the Midrash, that first he requested this land from them “and 
afterward Abraham buried his wife Sarah” (Gen. 23:19); it is obvious that he couldn’t bury 
her there before he had purchased the cave. Rather, since at first it was written in Gen. 23:18 
that the land rose “to Abraham as his possession, in the presence of the sons of Heth, of all who 
entered the gate of his city,” it is seen from here that everyone was idle from their work. 
While they were available, Abraham buried [his wife Sarah], in order that everyone would 
be able to do kindness to her, as we have said that in every place in the Torah that it says 
“afterwards,” it means the described action was adjacent, i.e., immediately following, and see 
the source for this in Gen. Rabbah, section 43.5 

 
3 Matnot Kehuna is a commentary on Gen. Rabbah, written by Rabbi Yissachar Katz-Berman of Szczebrzeszyn, 

Poland. Rashi’s commentary on Gen. 23:10 and Yalkut Shimoni 102:17 do read “to do kindness to Sarah.” 
4 This adage (based on the term “living G-d” in Deut. 5:23) appears in Eruvin 13b and also in Yerushalmi Berachot 

9a, in both places quoting a Heavenly voice (bat kol) with regard to a dispute between Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai. 
The adage also appears in Gittin 6b, quoting the prophet Elijah in a meeting with Rabbi Evyatar. 

5 Actually 44:5 in our editions: Rabbi Yudan and Rabbi Huna taught in the name of Rabbi Yosi ben Zimra, Rabbi 
Yudan saying: “Everywhere that it is said [in the Torah] ‘afterwards,’ [it means] immediately subsequent.” 
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יוֹתֵר. מִשּׁוּם הֲכִי, יִמְצָא חַיִּים  וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר הַמִּדְרָשׁ, רוֹדֵף צְדָקָה זֶה אַבְרָהָם, וְחֶסֶד, שֶׁגָּמַל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה שֶׁתִּקָּבֵר בְּכָבוֹד גָּדוֹל  

 '. כוּ', וּשְׁנֵי־חַיֵּי וְכוּוְ 
 

This is why the Midrash in Gen. Rabbah 58:9 says, “He who pursues righteousness, 
this is Abraham . . . , and he who pursues kindness, this is also Abraham, that he showed 
kindness to Sarah,” that she was buried with very great honor. Because of this, “he will find 
life as it is said in Gen. 25:7, ‘and these were the days of the years of [Abraham’s] life.’ ”  

 
C.  Abraham’s life was not shortened as punishment. 

 
רוֹ, הוּא נֶעֱנַשׁ תְּחִלָּה, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר וַתּאֹמֶר שָׂרַי אֶל־אַבְרָם  יבַּפֶּרֶק ח' דְּבָבָא קָמָא, אָמַר ר' חָנָן כֹּל הַמּוֹסֵר דִּין עַל חֲבֵ דְּאָמְרִינַן 

וְאֶחָד נִּצְעַק בַּמַּשְׁמָע, אֶלָּא שֶׁמְּמַהֲרִין  ד לְשָׂרָה וְכוּ'. תַּנְיָא נָמֵי הָכִי, אֶחָד הַצּוֹעֵק וֹוּכְתִיב, וַיָּבאֹ אַבְרָהָם לִסְפּ חֲמָסִי עָלֶי˃.
 .'לַצּוֹעֵק וְכוּ

 
As it says in the eighth chapter of Bava Kama (93a), “Rabbi Chanan said: One who 

calls for judgment on his fellow man is punished first, as it says (Gen. 16:5) ‘And Sarai said 
to Abram: The wrong done to me is your fault! I myself put my maid in your bosom; now that 
she sees that she is pregnant, I am lowered in her esteem. The L-rd decide between you and me!’ ” 
It was written in Gen. 23:2, “Abraham came to eulogize Sarah and to mourn for her,” i.e., Sarah 
asked G-d to pass judgment on Abraham, but she was judged first and died first. We learn also 
from here in Bava Kama 93a, “Rabbi Yitzchak says: Woe to he who cries [out to Heaven] more 
than the one about whom he is crying out. This is also taught [in a Baraita]: the one who cries out 
and the one about whom he is crying out are disciplined, but they are quicker [to discipline] 
the one who cries out than the one about whom [he is] crying out.” 

 
נִתְקַצְּרוּוְהוֹאִיל   אַחַר מִ הָּ שְׁנֵי  שֶׁלְּשָׂרָה  לִחְיוֹת מְעַט  הָיָה לוֹ  אַבְרָהָם  חַיֵּי  י, אַף  יְמֵי  שֶׁיִּתְקַצְּרוּ אַף  הָיָה  הַדִּין  שֶׁמִּן  תַּת שָׂרָה. 

שֶׁנִתְקַצְּרוּ חָמֵשׁ שָׁנִים, שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לִחְיוֹת מֵאָה וּשְׁמוֹנִים  וּמִפְּנֵי מַה לאֹ נִתְקַצְּרוּ, וְאִם תּאֹמַר    אַבְרָהָם, שֶׁהֲרֵי שְׁנֵיהֶם נֶעֱנָשִׁים. 
, לָכֵן לאֹ נִתְקַצְּרוּ  ק, זֶה הָיָה לְטוֹבָתוֹ, שֶׁלּאֹ יִרְאֶה עֵשָׂו בֵּן בְּנוֹ יוֹצֵא לְתַרְבּוּת רָעָה. אֶלָּא לְפִי שֶׁגָּמָל חֶסֶד עִם שָׂרָהכְּמוֹ יִצְחָ 

 .יָמָיו
 

But since Sarah’s years were cut short, Abraham should have lived only a bit after 
Sarah’s death. That is, even according to the principle that the one calling for his fellow to be 
judged will be judged first, still the days of Abraham’s life should have been shortened, 
because both the one crying out and the one about whom she cried out should have been 
punished. However, we see that Abraham was 137 years old when Sarah died, and he lived another 
38 years, until age 175. So why weren’t [the days of Abraham’s life] shortened? If one were 
to say that they were shortened by five years, that he should have lived 180 years like Isaac, 
this shorter life was not a punishment, but instead a kindness due to Abraham’s goodness, as 
Rashi writes on Gen. 25:30, so “that he wouldn’t see his grandson Esau falling into bad ways.” 
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Rather it was because [Abraham] did kindness toward Sarah that his days were not 
shortened. 

 
הַשָּׂדֶה אֲשֶׁר־קָנָה עַל פָּסוּק  רַבָּה  בְּמִדְרָשׁ  דְּאָמְרִינַן  יֵשׁ לוֹמַר  הָיָה,  זֶה  שֶׁבִּזְכוּת  מְנָלַן  קֻבַּר   וְאִם תּאֹמַר  . שָׁמָּה   .  . אַבְרָהָם 

תֵּן יוְאִם כֹּל מִי שֶׁגָּמַל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה נִ  ל חֶסֶד לְאַבְרָהָם.וֹאַבְרָהָם וְשָׂרָה אִשְׁתּוֹ, בָּא לְלַמֶּדְך שֶׁכֹּל מִי שֶׁגָּמַל חֶסֶד לְשָׂרָה זָכָה לִגְמ
שֶׁגָּרַם כָּל זֶה הַחֶסֶד, וְעוֹד שֶׁאִם הָיוּ מִתְקַצְּרִים שְׁנֵי אַבְרָהָם, לאֹ הָיָה נוֹדָע בָּעוֹלָם שְׂכַר  לוֹ אֲרִיכַת יָמִים, מִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן לְאַבְרָהָם 

 '. וְזֶהוּ יִמְצָא חַיִּים וְכוּ', וּשְׁנֵי־חַיֵּי אַבְרָהָם וְכוּ הַגְּמִילוּת חֶסֶד שֶׁעָשׂוּ לְשָׂרָה.
 

If you will ask the source of this merit, one could say that it says in Midrash Rabbah 
(Gen. Rabbah 62:2) on the verse (Gen. 25:10) “the field that Abraham bought . . . there 
Abraham was buried, and Sarah his wife,” that “[the verse] comes to teach you that anyone 
who has shown kindness to Sarah also merited to show kindness to Abraham.” If everyone 
who showed kindness to Sarah was given a long life, similarly Abraham who was the cause 
of all this kindness would benefit from long life, and further if Abraham’s years would have 
been shortened, the reward for the kindness that was done for Sarah wouldn’t be known in 
the world. This is the meaning of Gen. Rabbah 58:9, “He will find life, as it is said in Gen. 25:7, 
‘and these were the days of the years of Abraham’s life.’ ” 

 
D.  The destruction of Sodom. 

 
וְכִי  הַמְכַסֶּה אֲנִי מֵאַבְרָהָם אֲשֶׁר אֲנִי עֹשֶׂה?לְ אַר הַכָּתוּב, וְשָׁמְרוּ דֶּרֶ˂ ה' לַעֲשׂוֹת צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט. דְּמָה עִנְיָן זֶה וֹוְעַל דֶּרֶ˂ זֶה יְב

 עוֹשִׂים צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט קוֹדֵם שֶׁיְּגַלֶּה בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהוּא עוֹשֶׂה צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט, לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל הקב"ה לַעֲשׂוֹת דִּין בִּסְדוֹם, שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ
 ?אֶת אָזְנוֹ בִּתְמִיהָ 

 
In this way, the verse of Scripture, “and keep the way of the L-rd to do what is just 

and right” (Gen. 18:19), will be clarified. For how is this related to the verse Gen. 18:17, “Now 
the L-rd had said, ‘Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do,’ ” i.e., to destroy Sodom? 
Is it because [Abraham] was doing what was just and right that the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
was not able to immediately enact judgment upon Sodom, for certainly [the inhabitants of 
Sodom] weren’t doing what was just and right even before He revealed [his intent to 
Abraham to destroy them]? I.e., the people of Sodom deserved to be destroyed based upon their 
own behavior, so why was it relevant that Abraham was a righteous person? 

 
לּוּ מִלְּאוֹ  יהָעוֹשֶׂה צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט כְּאִ כָּה פֶּרֶק ד', אָמַר ר' אֶלְעָזָר כֹּל  וּוּמִלְּבַד מַה שֶׁכָּתַבְנוּ לְמַעְלָה בִּמְקוֹמוֹ, אָמְרִינַן בְּמַסֵּכַת ס

וְאִם אַבְרָהָם הָיָה עוֹשֶׂה צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט, הָיָה כָּל    שֶׁנֶּאֱמָר אֹהֵב צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט חֶסֶד ה' מָלְאָה הָאָרֶץ עכ"ל.   לָעוֹלָם כֻּלּוֹ חֶסֶד.
   ט מִדָּת הַדִּין בָּעוֹלָם. וֹאֶפְשָׁר שֶׁתִּשְׁלהָעוֹלָם כֻּלּוֹ מָלֵא חֶסֶד, וְאִי 

 
Besides what we wrote earlier, above in its place in Zera Shimshon’s Essay 9 on the 

previous parsha, Vayeira (Gen. 18:1–22:24), it says in the fourth chapter of tractate Sukkah 
(49b), “Rabbi Elazar said: Anyone who performs charity and justice is considered as though 
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he filled the whole world in its entirety with kindness. As it is stated: (Ps. 33:5) ‘He loves 
charity and justice; the earth is full of the kindness of the L-rd.’ ” Thus, if Abraham had done 
charity and justice, all of the world must have been filled with kindness, and it would have 
been impossible that strict judgment would control the world.  

 
וְלָכֵן אָמַר הַמְּכַסֶּה אֲנִי    נַמֵי שֶׁלּאֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת דִּין בְּאַנְשֵׁי סְדוֹם, שֶׁהֲרֵי הַצּוּר תָּמִים פָּעֳלוֹ כִּי כָל־דְּרָכָיו מִשְׁפָּט וְכוּ'.וְאִי אֶפְשָׁר  

וְזֶהוּ דִּסְמִי˂ לֵיהּ   ה מִשְׁפָּט בְּעֵת וּזְמַן הָרָאוּי.מֵאַבְרָהָם וְכוּ', שֶׁכֵּן אַבְרָהָם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיָה אָחוּז בְּמִדַּת הַחֶסֶד, עִם כֹּל זֶה עוֹשֶׂ 
 .כִּי יְדַעְתִּיו וְכוּ' לַעֲשׂוֹת צְדָקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט

 
But while G-d’s judgment was tempered with kindness, it was also impossible not to 

enact judgment on the people of Sodom, for, “The Rock!—His deeds are perfect, Yea, all His 
ways are just” (Deut. 32:4), which Rashi interprets to mean that when G-d brings punishment 
upon those who transgress His will, He does not bring it in a flood of anger, but in deliberate 
judgment. Therefore, it says, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?”, because 
even though Abraham had taken the characteristic of kindness in establishing his reputation, 
nevertheless [Abraham] also enacted judgment at the proper time, such as waging war against 
the four kings who had captured Lot (Gen. 14:15–16). That is why the adjacent verse, Gen. 18:19, 
says: “For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his children and his posterity to keep the 
way of the L-rd by doing what is just and right.” 

 
הַמַּלְאָכִים סְדֹמָה בָּעֶרֶב, ועיי"ש.  ˂ סְדוֹם, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק, וַיָּבֹאוּ שְׁנֵי וֹוְזֶהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁשָּׁלַח מַלְאָכֵי רַחֲמִים לַהֲפ

 ?וְקָשֶׁה לָמָּה לאֹ הָיָה אֶחָד מַלְאָ˂ שֶׁל מִדָּת הַדִּין
 

This is the reason that angels of mercy were sent to overturn Sodom, as Rashi 
explained on the verse (Gen. 19:1), “The two angels arrived in Sodom in the evening,” and 
see there. Rashi explained that it shouldn’t have taken long for angels to travel from Hebron to 
Sodom, but because they were angels of mercy, they tarried in the hope that Abraham would 
succeed in his advocacy for the people of Sodom. As there is a concept that an angel is usually 
created for only one specific task,6 Rashi further explained that one angel was sent to destroy 
Sodom, and one angel was sent to save Lot. But there is still a difficulty: Why wasn’t there one 
angel of strict judgment? I.e., how can an angel be sent to destroy Sodom, an act that represents 
strict judgment, also be considered to be an angel of mercy, to tarry in the hope of Abraham’s 
advocacy?  

 
   

 
6 Gen. Rabbah 50:2. 
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בִּשְׁבִיל הַצְדָּקָה וּמִשְׁפָּט שֶׁהָיָה עוֹשֶׂה אַבְרָהָם, שֶׁהָיָה מְמַלֵּא כָּל הָעוֹלָם ט בָּעוֹלָם,  וֹאֶלָּא לְפִי שֶׁמִּדָּת הַדִּין לאֹ הָיְתָה יְכוֹלָה לִשְׁל
מָּה  נִצָּבִים עָלָיו. וְקָשֶׁה לָ  וְלָכֵן הַמַּלְאָ˂ שֶׁבָּא לַהֲפוֹ˂ סְדוֹם הָלַ˂ קוֹדֵם בְּבֵיתוֹ שֶׁל אַבְרָהָם כְּדִכְתִיב, וְהִנֵּה שְׁ˄שָׁה אֲנָשִׁים חֶסֶד.

רֶ˂ הָיָה שֶׁיֵּלֵ˂ שָׁם אוֹתוֹ שֶׁהָיָה וֹ אֶחָד לְרַפּאוֹת אֶת אַבְרָהָם וְאֶחָד לְבַשֵּׂר אֶת שָׂרָה. וּמַה צ  אִיצְטְרִיכוּ שְׁ˄שָׁה, הֲלאֹ בַּשָּׁנִים סַגִּי?
מַלְאָ˂ רַחֲמִים בִּשְׁבִיל זְכוּתוֹ, וְעוֹד לְהַרְאוֹת לוֹ שֶׁהָיָה צָרִי˂    וּלְפִי דַּרְכֵּנוּ, נִיחָא כְּדֵי לְהַרְאוֹת לְאַבְרָהָם שֶׁהָיָה  ?לַהֲפֹ˂ סְדוֹםלוֹ  

 .צוֹל צוֹעַריל מִמֶּנּוּ רְשׁוּת קוֹדֵם שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה אוֹתוֹ מַעֲשֶׂה שֶׁל דִּין. וּלְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ מַלְאָכֵי חֶסֶד, הוֹעִילוּ שֶׁנִ וֹטּילִ 
 

Rather, strict judgment cannot rule in the world, because Abraham did what was just 
and right, which filled all the world with kindness. Therefore, Gabriel, the angel that came to 
overthrow Sodom, went first to Abraham’s house, as it is written (Gen. 18:2), “He saw three 
men standing near him.” The question is why three angels were needed instead of two? One, 
Raphael, was sent to heal Abraham after his circumcision, and one, Michael, was sent to foretell 
to Sarah that she would have a child. But what need was there to send the one who was to 
overthrow Sodom?7 I.e., he could have been sent directly to Sodom; why send him first to visit 
Abraham? According to our way of understanding, it is accepted that it was in order to show 
Abraham that [Gabriel] was an angel of mercy because of [Abraham’s] merit, and 
furthermore to show him that [Gabriel] needed to take permission from him first before 
[Gabriel] would undertake this action of judgment. Because they were angels of mercy, they 
saved Zoar from the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, to provide a refuge for Lot and his 
daughters; Gen. 19:20-23.8 

 
E.  Abraham and Ephron’s negotiations in light of land acquisition legalities. 

 
וּנְבָאֵר בְּדֶרֶ˂ אַחֵר עִנְיָן מְכִירָה זוֹ וְהַטְּעָנוֹת שֶׁהָיוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם, שֶׁבִּשְׁבִיל זֶה הוּצְרְכוּ  וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק בְּפָרָשָׁה זוֹ מַהוּ בְּכֶסֶף מָלֵא. 

בְּדִבְרֵיהֶם. כָּ˂  כָּל  וּבִ  לְהַאֲרִי˂  בְּכֶסֶף  נִקְנֶה  שֶׁהַקַּרְקַע  מְכִירָה)  מֵהִלְכוֹת  (בְּפֶרֶק א'  הָרַמְבַּ״ם  שֶׁפָּסַק  מַה  וְכוּ', וְנַקְדִּים  שְׁטָר 
 . ב שְׁטָרוֹלּוּ אַחַר נְתִינַת הַמָּעוֹת עַד שֶׁיִּכְתּיב שְׁטַר מֶכֶר, לאֹ קָנָה אֲפִ וֹוּבַמָּקוֹם שֶׁנּוֹהֲגִין לִכְתּ

 
Furthermore, one should scrutinize in this parsha what “the full price” (Gen. 23:9) 

means. We will explain in a different way the matter of this sale and the demands between 
[the parties], because of which they needed to speak so many words. We will advance what 
the Rambam ruled (in the first section of the Laws of Sales, the fourth halacha), that land is 
purchased either by money or by a shtar (a document) etc., and in a place where it is customary 
to write a shtar mecher (a bill of sale, discussed below), [the land] is not purchased even after 
the giving of money, until the shtar (document) is written.9 

 
7 Rabbi Nachmani’s language parallels that of the Siftei Chachamim for Gen. 18:2. The Siftei Chachamim, a 

supercommentary on Rashi’s commentary on Torah, was authored by Shabtai ben Joseph Bass (1641-1718), a Polish 
printer, publisher, and bibliographer. 

8 Bava Metzia 86b identifies the three angels who visited Abraham and Sarah as Gabriel, Raphael, and Michael, 
and their respective roles. The Gemara also states that it was Gabriel and Michael who went to Sodom, with Gabriel 
acting alone there in destroying the city. 

9 Mishneh Torah, Sefer Kinyan, Sales, 4th halacha: “How is title acquired by money? If one sold another a house 
or sold him a field, and the second gave him the money, then the second has acquired title. Where are these things 
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וּבְמָקוֹם  .  לֵּק בֵּין שְׁטַר קִנְיָן לִשְׁטַר רַאֲיָה. דִּבְמָקוֹם שֶׁכּוֹתְבִין שְׁטָר, קִנְיָן לאֹ קָנָה עַד אַחַר כְּתִיבַת הַשְּׁטָריוְהַכֶּסֶף מָלֵא שָׁם חִ 

 .שֶׁכּוֹתְבִין שְׁטַר רַאֲיָה, קָנָה מִיָּד בְּכֶסֶף
 

 “The full price” recited there in Gen. 23:9 is divided between a shtar kinyan, a deed, 
serving as the vehicle for the transfer of property, and a shtar rayah, documentary proof that the 
property has been transferred by some other means, such as by a payment of money. Because in 
a place where they write a shtar kinyan (a deed), they complete the purchase only after the 
writing of the document. But in a place where they write a shtar rayah (a proof), the purchase 
is effected immediately with money and the shtar rayah is only a proof that a sale had been made 
by such a payment of money.  

As a background, Kiddushin 26a reads: “Rav says: They taught that land can be acquired 
by means of money alone, i.e., without a document, only in a place where the custom is that they 
do not write documents. But in a place where the custom is that they write documents, one does 
not acquire land until a document is given to him.” The Bach, in Choshen Mishpat 190:8, explains: 
“Where their custom is to write a shtar kinyan, such that they write in it ‘my field I have sold to 
you,’ this document is preferred to money, in that the shtar kinyan is a deed that itself effects the 
acquisition and also serves as a proof. But in contrast, where their custom is to write a shtar rayah 
which is only an acknowledgement of a previous sale, the acquisition is accomplished by money 
[i.e., and not by a deed, and so the shtar rayah is only a proof].” 

 
ב הַשְּׁטָר, לאֹ סַמְכָא דַּעְתֵּיהּ דְּלוֹקֵחַ עַד וֹ"ן, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁכֵּיוָן שֶׁנּוֹהֲגִין לִכְתּהָרַ לֵּק בֵּין שְׁטָר לִשְׁטָר. וְכֵן דַּעַת ילאֹ חִ הָרַמְבַּ״ם אֲבָל 
 '. ב שְׁטָר וְכוּוֹשֶׁיִּכְתּ

 
But the Rambam wrote “shtar mecher,” and he didn’t distinguish whether he meant a 

shtar kinyan (a deed) or a shtar rayah (a proof). The Bach notes that the RaN10 was of the same 
thinking as the Rambam, i.e., not to make a distinction, because in his opinion the intent of the 
Gemara was where it is customary “to write a shtar l’hoda’ah (a document of acknowledgement 
that the seller writes in the first person, past tense), the buyer doesn’t rely on [the seller’s intent 
to sell] until a document is written, i.e., the parties can back out of the deal until the document 
is written. Once a document is written then there’s a purchase at the first hour with payment of 
money. The shtar rayah (proof) without payment of money likewise never effects purchase of the 
field: this is always only a shtar hoda’ah (document of acknowledgment).” Bach, Choshen 
Mishpat 190:8. I.e., even though the shtar rayah is only a proof and is not a bill of sale or a deed, 
the RaN holds that where such a document is required, even it has to be written before the exchange 
of money. It is written in the past tense, but is given to the buyer only as he hands over the money. 

 

 
said? In a place where they don’t write a document. But in a place where their way is to write a shtar mecher, there’s 
no acquisition of title until he will write the document.” 

10 Rabbi Nissim ben Reuven (1320-1376) (“the RaN”) was a Spanish medieval Talmudic scholar. 
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כַרְתִּי וְנָתַתִּי, לָשׁוֹן עָבַר, שְׁטַר קִנְיָן הוּא, וּלְחַזֵּק הַדָּבָר כּוֹתְבִין כָּ˂, כְּמוֹ נָתַתִּי  וְהָנֵי שְׁטָרֵי דִּידַן אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁכָּתוּב בָּהֶם, וּמָ 
 .כֶּסֶף, הַשָּׂדֶה נְתַתִּיהָ לָּ˂ עכ"ל

 
“But a shtar mecher (bill of sale) like these [documents] of ours, even though it is 

written in the documents ‘and I have sold and I have taken’ in the past tense (just as with a 
shtar rayah), is a shtar kinyan (a deed), and to strengthen the matter, i.e., to clarify that it is a 
deed and to distinguish it from the shtar rayah, they write thus ‘and I took money’ and ‘the field 
I have given to you.’ Thus writes the RaN, and this is also the opinion of the Ba’al ha-Ittur11 and 
the Rashba12 of blessed memory, and the Beit Yosef13 expounds more, and see above at 190:1 and 
what is written there.” (Bach, Choshen Mishpat, 190:8). 

Therefore, all agree that where a shtar mecher or shtar kinyan is required, it must be written 
before a transfer of land can be recognized. Where a shtar rayah is required, even though all agree 
that it does not itself create a transfer of land, there is a dispute whether it can be written following 
a transfer of funds (as though it is a proof of a transaction), or whether it must be written before 
the transfer of funds (as though it is a sales agreement setting out the terms).  

 
˂ עַל הַמָּעוֹת אֲבָל הָיָה מְבַקֵּשׁ אַף שְׁטַר קִנְיָן. וְלָכֵן  וֹרוֹצֶה לִסְמוְאַבְרָהָם הָיָה רוֹצֶה לִקְנוֹת בְּלִי שׁוּם עִרְעוּר וּפִקְפּוּק, וְלאֹ הָיָה  

ועֶפְרוֹן    דֵעַ מִנְהָג אוֹתוֹ הַמָּקוֹם.מִתְּחִלָּה שָׁאַל בְּכֶסֶף מָלֵא, כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁהָיָה רוֹצֶה אַף הַשְּׁטָר שֶׁל הַקִּנְיָן, וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה יוֹ
וְהָרַאֲיָה    הוּא שְׁטַר רַאֲיָה.  לוֹ, לאֹ־אֲדֹנִי שְׁמָעֵנִי הַשָּׂדֶה נָתַתִּי לָ˂, כְּלוֹמַר אֵין צָרִי˂ שְׁטָר, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהַשְּׁטָר שֶׁאָנוּ כּוֹתְבִיןהֵשִׁיב  

וְדַיֵּיק לוֹמַר, לאֹ־אֲדֹנִי, כְּלוֹמַר לאֹ כְּמוֹ שֶׁאַתָּה    עָלְמָא.שֶׁאָנוּ כּוֹתְבִין בּוֹ נָתַתִּי וּמָכַרְתִּי, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאֵינוֹ שְׁטַר מֶכֶר, אֶלָּא רַאֲיָה בְּ 
 .סוֹבֵר שֶׁצָּרִי˂ דַּוְקָא הַשְּׁטָר, וּלְפִי זֶה אֶת מֵתֶ˃ קָבוּר שֶׁעַתָּה. אֵין צוֹרֵ˂ לְזֶה, וּלְזֶה יֵשׁ שָׁהוּת

 
Abraham wanted to purchase without any claim or doubt, i.e., wanting to fulfill all 

opinions, and didn’t want to rely upon payment of money but also requested a shtar mecher 
(bill of sale). Therefore, he initially asked [Ephron] what the full price was, as if to say that 
he wanted the shtar mecher (bill of sale), and in any regard, he didn’t know the custom of this 
place. Ephron answered him, “No, my lord, hear me: I give you the field” (Gen. 23:11), as if 
to say that, “There is no need for a document because the document that we write is only a 
shtar rayah (proof). The shtar rayah (proof) that we write has within it the text ‘I give to you’ 
and ‘I sell to you,’ because there is no shtar mecher (bill of sale) required here, but merely a 
shtar rayah (proof).” It is precise to say, “no, my lord,” as if to say that, “It is not in accordance 
with your opinion that a document is required, and because of this, bury your dead now. 
There is no need for this bill of sale, and for this proof there is time.” 

 
   

 
11 Rabbi Isaac ben Abba Mari (c. 1122-c. 1193) (“Ba'al ha-Ittur”), Provençal rabbi from Marseilles. 
12 Rabbi Shlomo ben Avraham ibn Aderet (1235–1310) (“Rashba”), Spanish rabbi, posek (decisor), and Talmudist. 
13 Rabbi Joseph Karo (1488–1575) penned the Beit Yosef, a commentary on Jacob ben Asher’s Arba’a Turim. 
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מֶכֶר, כְּמוֹ שְׁטָרֵי דִּידַן, וְאֵינוֹ   וְכַאֲשֶׁר שָׁמַע אַבְרָהָם שֶׁאָמַר לוֹ שֶׁכּוֹתְבִין בִּשְׁטָר, הַשָּׂדֶה נָתַתִּי לָ˂, אָמַר אִם כֵּן זֶהוּ כְּמוֹ שְׁטַר
ב לוֹ אֶת הַשְּׁטָר, וְאָמַר לוֹ אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵינוֹ וֹב הַשְּׁטָר, וְנִתְחַנֵּן לְעֶפְרוֹן שֶׁיִּכְתּוֹבְּעָלְמָא וְלאֹ קָנָה עַד שֶׁיִּכְתּ כְּמוֹ שְׁטַר הוֹדָאָה.

ב) נָתַתִּי כֶּסֶף הַשָּׂדֶה וְכוּ' וֹצֶה שֶׁיִּכְתּוְאִם־אַתָּה לוּ שְׁמָעֵנִי (אֲנִי הָיִיתִי רוֹ  דּוֹן כִּשְׁטַר מֶכֶר.ישְׁטַר מֶכֶר גָּמוּר, עִם כֹּל זֶה הוּא נִ 
 .קַח מִמֶּנִּי (לְקִנְיָן וְלִרַאֲיָה), וְאַחֲרֵי כֵּן וְאֶקְבְּרָה אֶת־מֵתִי שָׁמָּה

 
When Abraham heard that [Ephron] said to him that they write in the document, 

“the field I give to you,” he said, “If so, this is like a shtar mecher (a bill of sale), like our 
documents, and never like a shtar hoda’ah (a mere acknowledgment).” He wouldn’t purchase 
the property until [Ephron] would write a document, and so he appealed to Ephron to write 
the document for him, and said to him, “Even though you have no shtar mecher gamur (a 
formal bill of sale), nevertheless the language is such that it is judged like a shtar mecher. In 
Gen. 23:13, Abraham answered him, “If you would only hear me out!” by which he meant, “I 
want Ephron to write a document.” The verse continues, “I’m giving you the price of the field; 
accept it from me,” meaning as a price for a document that would serve as both a shtar kinyan 
(deed) and also as a shtar rayah (proof). Afterward the verse concludes, “that I may bury my 
dead there.” 

 
שֶׁן מִשְׁפָּט (סִימָן קצ"ד) שֶׁבִּמְקוֹם שֶׁיֵּשׁ מִשְׁפָּט יָדוּעַ לְמֶלֶ˂, שֶׁלּאֹ יִזְכֶּה  וֹוְעוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר בְּדֶרֶ˂ אַחֵר. שֶׁכְּתַב הַשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ בְּח

הַ  אוֹ  אֶלָּא  הַמֶּלֶ˂ ע"כ.בַּקַּרְקַע  מִשְׁפָּט  כְּפִי  עוֹשִׂים  אֵלּוּ,  מִדְּבָרִים  וְכַיּוֹצֵא  בִּשְׁטָר,  אוֹ  מָעוֹת  עֶפְרוֹן    נּוֹתֵן  כְּשֶׁשָּׁמַע  זֶה  וּלְפִי 
וְעֶפְרוֹן יֹשֵׁב בְּתוֹ˂ בְּנֵי־חֵת. וּפֵ  יֹשֵׁב כְּתִיב, אוֹתוֹ הַיּוֹם    ,רַשִׁ"י  רֵשׁישֶׁאַבְרָהָם שָׁאַל בְּכֶסֶף מָלֵא כְּלוֹמַר שְׁטָר, אָמַר הַכָּתוּב, 

נָתוֹ לְהָשִׁיב לְאַבְרָהָם, הוֹאִיל שֶׁאֲנִי ו ז שֶׁעֶפְרוֹן כָּ˂ הָיְתָה כַּוָּ וֹמִינּוּהוּ שׁוֹטֵר עֲלֵיהֶם. וְקָשֶׁה מָה עִנְיָן רֶמֶז זֶה בְּכָאן, אֶלָּא לִרְמ 
 .דוֹשָׁכַל בְּנֵי הָעִיר יַקְנוּ בַּכֶּסֶף לְחל לַעֲשׂוֹת חֹק וְדִין  וֹמֶלֶ˂, אֲנִי יָכ

 
Furthermore, one can explain the back-and-forth discussion in a different manner. As 

is written in the Shulchan Aruch, in Choshen Mishpat (194:2), that in a place where there is 
a law known to the king that someone won’t merit land unless he pays money or uses a 
document or the like, people act in accordance with the law of the king.14 When Ephron heard 
that Abraham asked for the full price, as if to say Abraham wanted a document that would 
serve as both a shtar kinyan and a shtar rayah, Scripture says “Ephron was sitting among the 
sons of Heth” (Gen. 23:10). Rashi explains, “it is written that he was sitting . . . that very day 
they had appointed him an officer over them; because of the importance of Abraham who 
needed to negotiate with him, he was elevated to prominence.” There’s a difficulty how this hint 
is relevant at this point in Scripture, except to hint that Ephron intended to reply to Abraham, 
since I am now a king, I am able to make a law and rule that all of the sons of the city will 
purchase with money alone. 

 
   

 
14 Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 194:2: “In a place where there's no law known to the king, but if the king 

rules and his law is that someone won't merit in land unless he writes a document or pays money and the like, according 
to these things people will do in accord with the law of the king.” 
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וְאַחַר כָּ˂, לאֹ־אֲדֹנִי שְׁמָעֵנִי, לאֹ    דְּמַשְׁמַע לֵאמֹר לַאֲחֵרִים.וְזֶהוּ וַיַּעַן עֶפְרוֹן וְכוּ' בְּאָזְנֵי בְנֵי־חֵת לְכֹל בָּאֵי שַׁעַר־עִירוֹ לֵאמֹר,  
וְאַבְרָהָם הֵשִׁיב לוֹ אַף עַל פִּי כֵן אִם־אַתָּה לוּ שְׁמָעֵנִי    לּוּ בְּכֶסֶף לְבַדּוֹ.יכְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמַרְתָּ לִקְנוֹת בִּשְׁטָר, אֶלָּא הַשָּׂדֶה נָתַתִּי לָ˂, אֲפִ 

 .'נַת אַבְרָהָם שֶׁהָיָה רוֹצֶה בִּשְׁטָר, אָמַר לוֹ, אֲדֹנִי שְׁמָעֵנִי אֶרֶץ אַרְבַּע מֵאֹת שֶׁקֶל־כֶּסֶף וְכוּושֶׁר שָׁמַע עֶפְרוֹן כַּוָּ וְכַאֲ  וְכוּ'.
 

This is why the verse continues, “So Ephron the Hittite answered [Abraham] in the 
hearing of the sons of Heth, to all who entered the gate of his city, saying,” the meaning of 
“saying” being to say to others, i.e., Ephron as newly-appointed officer was establishing a rule 
that in Hebron, money alone would finalize a sale. Afterwards in the next verse, Gen. 23:11, he 
said, “No, my lord, hear me,” in other words, not as you said to purchase with a document, 
rather, “I give you the field,” even with money alone. Abraham answered him in Gen. 23:13, 
“If you would only hear me out! I’m giving you the price of the land; accept it from me.” When 
Ephron heard that Abraham wanted a document, he said to him in Gen. 23:15, “My lord, do 
hear me! A piece of land worth four hundred shekels of silver.”  

 
ז לוֹ נָמֵי מַה שֶׁכָּתוּב בַּשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ (סִימָן ק"ן) דְּהַמּוֹכֵר שָׂדֶה מִפְּנֵי רָעָתָהּ, קָנָה מִיָּד, וֹה לִרְמוְלאֹ הִזְכִּיר עוֹד בְּנֵי־חֵת. וְרָצָ 

 .וְיִשְׁמַע אַבְרָהָם לְעֶפְרוֹן שֶׁאוֹתָהּ הַשָּׂדֶה אֵינָהּ חֲשׁוּבָה כְּלוּם, אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהוּא הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ מַה טִיבָהּ 
 

The sons of Heth are not mentioned further, i.e., at this point there was no further need 
to involve additional parties. [Ephron] wanted to hint to [Abraham] what is written in the 
Shulchan Aruch (Choshen Mishpat, 190:11), that if one sells a field because it is bad, the 
purchase is immediate and the parties can’t retract, and Abraham let Ephron know that the 
field was not at all important in his eyes, even though he knew its goodness.15  

* * * 

 
15 Perhaps the meaning is that the condition of the field was not important to Abraham, as his primary focus was 

on the cave. However, it’s more likely that the meaning is that Ephron was falsely claiming a problem with the field’s 
condition, and Abraham simply went along with Ephron’s fiction. 


