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Parshat Vayera

Was the Akeida Really a Test?
Simon Wolf

The story of the Akeida is one of the most perplexing
incidents in the Torah. It is at once philosophically,
theologically and morally challenging and all the
more so since it is held up as a quixotic paradigm of
virtue that is invoked by Kilal Yisrael in their most
desperate moments. While it would be
presumptuous to assume that one can declare with
certainty what God’s motivations were in the Akeida,
the fact that it is included in the Torah behooves one
to try to at least comprehend the message and
meaning of the Akeida. Bringing some framework
and understanding to the Akeida revolves around
the interpretation of three crucial components of the
narrative of the Akeida.

The first is the opening introductory phrase, “And it
happened ‘post’ these things (Dm2Tn Anx '
n%xn).” The Gemara in Sanhedrin posits the
obvious question, “after which things?”' The
narratives immediately preceding the Akeida
include the birth of Yitzchak, the expulsion of
Yishma’el and the treaty between Avraham and
Avimelech, followed by the anecdotes of Avraham’s
planting of an “Eshel” in Be'er Sheva and his
extended sojourn in the land of the Plishtim. Rashi
in last week’s Parsha quotes the Midrash Rabba
which suggests that whenever the Torah utilizes the
word “post (WnX)”, it means immediately
afterwards.? Whereas, if it invokes the word “after
(nX)”, it suggests the elapsing of time, something
that may be disconnected from that which
immediately preceded it. Since the Akeida begins
with the term “post (Anx)”, one would assume that
if Rashi was to be consistent with his previous
explanation, then there should be some correlation
between the story immediately preceding the
Akeida and the Akeida itself. Interestingly, Rashi
quotes two possible interpretations as to the
background (n'7&n D270 YnK) that precipitated the
Akeida, neither of which relate to the story of the
covenant forged between Avraham and Avimelech
found immediately preceding the Akeida.® Upon
closer investigation of the Midrash Rabba cited by
Rashi, it becomes apparent that Rashi only quotes
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one of two opinions regarding the difference
between “post (Wnx)” and “after ('»\nx)”. There is
a dissenting position that takes the opposite stance
— that mnx (post) means immediately afterwards
and nx (after) would portend to something that
happens after some time.* This would render the
whole discussion moot since subscribing to either
one of these two points of view with regards to the
meaning of the word Achar (hnx) could support any
possible interpretation.  Despite this, the two
alternatives presented in the Gemara Sanhedrin
(and quoted by Rashi) as to the setting that was the
prelude to the Akeida seem to dismiss the events
immediately preceding as the proximate cause for
the Akeida.® They instead connect it with the birth
of Yitzchak or the banishment of Yishmael.®
Rabbi Yochanan suggests that the Akeida is
instigated by the Satan’s incrimination of Avraham
for having celebrated the birth and weaning of his
son Yitzchak without offering anything to God in
gratitude for granting him all these blessings. In
defense of Avraham, God tells the Satan that
Avraham would be willing to sacrifice to God all the
investment he had made in Yitzchak and that
parlays into the Akeida (Jown "w naTh AnK). ltis
noteworthy that this explanation connotes that the
Akeida derives from a negative catalyst. Seemingly,
it is the result of Avraham’s failure to more explicitly
and actively thank God for Yitzchak which seems
incongruous with the great accolades and blessings
that Avraham receives for complying with God’s
demand for the sacrifice of his son. On the other
hand, Rabbi Levi claims that the background to the
Akeida is that Yishma’el boasts to Yitzchak of his
great prowess in serving God by having undergone
a Brit Milah at the age of thirteen (vs Yitzchak at
eight days). This prompts Yitzchak to respond by
asserting that he would be willing to dedicate his
whole body in service of God which then
precipitates the Akeida (xyne' 7w nmaT AnX).
While there are linguistic parallels between the
expulsion of Yishmael from the house of Avraham
and Akeidat Yitzchak,’ this seems to be a less likely
explanation since it makes Yitzchak a more active
participant in the Akeida. Rabbi Avraham ben
HaRambam reports that his father rejected such an
approach since it then would perforce require that
the directive and reward be addressed to Yitzchak
rather than Avraham.®
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Another component that is pivotal to understanding
the Akeida is the phrase used to describe Avraham
when the Angel of God intercedes to spare
Yitzchak. Speaking on behalf of God, he declares,
“For now | know that you fear God since you have
not withheld your son, your only one, from Me (|2
NRN D'77x XY My nnw).”® It is inconceivable
that God was not aware of this fact beforehand™
and therefore what does it mean when God says
that | now know? Of course, the interpretation of
this statement will be heavily influenced and go
hand in hand with what one thinks the purpose of
the Akeida was.

The final and most influential phrase that is essential
to garnering insight into the Akeida is “And God
tested Avraham (DpHaxnx nea n'i77xn1). It would
seem that the word Nisa (n@1) is the key to
understanding why God asks of Avraham to
sacrifice his son. In different contexts, the root Nasa
(no1) appears at least fifteen times in the Torah
(more than thirty-six times in Tanach) and if one
subscribes to the view of those Rishonim!" that
believe Hebrew words are constructed of two-letter
roots (01) then it would add another three
occurrences in the Torah (an additional twenty in
Tanach). Aggregating all these instances yields that
the most common translation of the word Nisa (n@2)
is “tested” which would then lead one to believe that
the purpose of the Akeida was to “test” Avraham.
This is consistent with that which is found in the
Mishna in Avot, “Avraham Avinu successfully
passed the ten ‘tests’ he was subjected to in order
to demonstrate how beloved Avraham was.”'?
While the commentaries disagree as to the
composition of the ten “tests”, everyone concurs
that the Akeida was amongst them. Nevertheless,
many of the Rishonim eschewed such an
explanation because interpreting the word in such a
fashion with regards to the Akeida opens up a
Pandora’s Box that is fraught with theological
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mines."® In addition, the broad usage of the word in
numerous contexts leads to the word being utilized
associatively which broadens its conceivable
translations and understandings and that opens up
additional possibilities for redefining and refining the
meaning of the word in the context of the Akeida.

The Rambam claims that the purpose of a “test” is
not for the one being tested, but rather for those who
will be made aware of the test results in the
aftermath. The Torah, as the word itself means,* is
an instruction book for how one should conduct and
live their life and therefore any narrative that is found
in the Torah should be equally enlightening and
educational to those bound by the Torah.'® In this
sense, the word Nisa (no1) would mean to
advertise or wave a flag.'® It would be akin to the
usage of the word in Tehillim, “Many say ‘who will
show us good?’ Raise up and make known, God,
Your favor upon us (pij' 39 1R 11'7u7n0)).""7
Similarly, in the case of the copper snake forged by
Moshe to stem the plague, God instructs Moshe to
“‘make a fiery serpent and mount it on a standard
(0a77y inx 0'w1).”'® The purpose of the Akeida was
to make known to all the degree to which one must
go in fulfilling the directive of God. It is even at the
expense of one’s only child, the parents’ entire
future and everything they have prayed and hoped
for; something that would seem incomprehensible
and unattainable had it not actually taken place.
Avraham is being held up as a paragon of love and
fear of God in order to demonstrate to future
generations the human capacity to fulfill God’s will
and the extent to which God expects each individual
to follow His commands."® It would be similar to any
test undertaken by an individual that demonstrates
to others their acuity for the subject matter or their
capability to engage in such an activity. “For now |
know that you fear God ( D'i77x X" YT NRY 1)
nnX) would mean that now others will know what it
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means to be a God-fearing individual.?® The lbn
Ezra criticizes this approach since the Torah should
have then utilized the word Ho’dati ('nyTin), to make
known, rather than Ya’dati (‘nyT), that | know.?" In
addition, both he and the Radak point out, there was
no one present besides Avraham and Yitzchak at
the Akeida so how can that be considered a public
demonstration.?? But as the Radak himself later
notes, the inclusion of the “test” in the Torah renders
it from being a private story into a world renowned
event.?® Rav Yosef B’chor Shor also points out that
God knowing now is not literally that He was
suddenly enlightened as to this quality of Avraham,
but rather God made it as if he was unaware in order
that others should also be privy to that which God
already knew.?* According to this explanation then
“And it happened post these things ( D210 nX
n%xn)” could mean after all the other “tests” that
Avraham had already encountered, this “test” was
necessary to extend the limits and demonstrate the
lengths to which one must go in worshipping God.?°
Otherwise, it could mean simply after all the good
things that transpired to Avraham culminating in his
treaty with Avimelech and his living comfortably in
the land of the Plishtim for many years, God then
asks him to do the impossible and unwind
everything that he has accomplished and enjoyed
so far in his life.

The Ramban believes that the purpose of a “test” is
for the one being tested and not the tester. The
Akeida and for that matter any “test” is to bring into
reality that which exists in potential inside of the
individual.?® It is to increase the bounty of the
individual by having them engage in an act of
goodness rather than just reap the rewards for
having a good heart.?’ Therefore, God only tests
the righteous — those he knows will “pass the test”
(Inai 7y 21).28  All individuals face tests in their
lives, but this is a different level of test reserved for
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those who have earned a higher spiritual level and
whom God wants to reward.?® In this case the word
Nisa (no1) would mean to tease out or to become
accustomed to. It would be similar to the way it is
used when David steps forward and volunteers to
represent Bnei Yisrael in the showdown with
Goliath. In preparation for the battle, Sha’ul suits up
David with the king’s sword and David is unable to
walk since he was not accustomed (“X7 '3 1277 Ix
i101) to wearing a sword. He then tells Sha'ul that
he cannot walk with this equipment because he is
not used to or tested with this equipment ( 7p1x X7
me) N7 '3 nxa n3%e).3° Also, in aftermath of the
revelation at Har Sinai, Moshe tells the people not
be fearful of their exposure to God because He
appeared to you in order that you become
accustomed to having faith in God and inculcate
this conviction (n'i77xn N2 DINX Niea MavaYy )27 In
the same fashion, the Akeida was a mechanism to
have Avraham extract this fear of God, that was
currently only embedded in him and that prompts
him to follow God’s commands, to become a regular
part of his repertoire. The Ramban explains “For
now | know that you fear God ( x'=2 'RyT nRy ')
NAXR D'77x)” to mean that first your God-fearing
nature was only in potential, but now it has come to
fruition; it has become known through your action.
This explanation faces the same criticism the Ibn
Ezra leveled at the Rambam’s explanation which is
that the verb should then make reference to
Avraham’s perception and not to God’s awareness
(myT). The Ibn Ezra interestingly solves this
problem by proposing that the “test” (no1) and the
knowledge (ny'1) are one and the same. The
purpose of the “test” is the reward, and the
recompense for passing this test is God’s particular
focus and attention on the individual (,n'019 nnawn
0191 ny'T) rather than a generic all-encompassing
knowledge (7on 7702 ny'T).32 The Rambam sees
this approach, where a “test” is to increase the
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reward of the tested, as being a populist view that is
unsubstantiated in the Torah and is a perversion of
justice — that without any sin a person should be
suddenly showered with difficulties and challenges.
This is likely why the Ramban did not focus solely
on the reward aspect of the test, but on the
character development facet of the one being
tested. This understanding of the Akeida would
explain “And it happened post these things (hnx 'l
n%xN 0DN2TN)” in a similar fashion as was proposed
previously for the Rambam’s position.

The most radical approach to the Akeida is that of
the Rashbam. He, unlike Rashi, takes a consistent
approach to the interpretation of the words Achar
(hnx) and Acharei (mnx) which is then extremely
influential in determining his viewpoint as to the
background and impetus for the Akeida. Since the
Torah here, similar to last week’s Parsha, utilizes
the term Achar (Wnx), the events preceding the
Akeida must be by definition the proximate cause
for God’s demand that Avraham sacrifice his son.
The Rashbam, therefore, suggests that Avraham’s
multi-generational treaty with the Plishtim angered
God because through this pact Avraham forfeited
sovereignty over a part of the Land of Israel that
God had just promised to him and his
descendants.®® God then demands of Avraham to
sacrifice his son as a sort of quid pro quo
punishment. This is to demonstrate to Avraham the
futility of his entering into a treaty for future
generations against the will of God when at any
moment God could insist that Avraham return the
son He had previously magnanimously granted
him.>* According to the Rashbam, the word Nisa
(no1) means to provoke, to act contrary or to
cause difficulty or pain to others (he cites the
Latin or old French translation of the word as being
“contraria”).3® He explains that in Parshat B’'Shalach
when the people challenge Moshe to provide them
with water, the Torah calls the location Masa
U'Meriva (nannt n@n) because Bnei Yisrael
quarreled with God (78w 12 12 7v) and they were
provocative and contrary towards God ( bnoea 7|
i7~nx).%¢ Also, in Tehillim, where David asks God
to “examine me...try (pain) me (1031 71j7' 1an2); test
and scrutinize my heart and my mind.”®” While the
Rashbam finds substantiation for his position in the
Midrash,3® the obvious problem with this
explanation is that the Akeida ends with tremendous
accolades and blessings for Avraham which seem
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incongruous with a punishment. It could be that
Avraham’s absolute compliance with God’s will at
the Akeida somehow rectifies or overcomes the
deficit caused by the treaty to reestablish Avraham’s
unparalleled standing.

While we have noted that each of the interpretations
of the Akeida have their substantiations, they also
have their weaknesses and deficits. No single
suggestion can easily explain all the nuances of the
Akeida. The solution to this problem might be to
view the Akeida as being multi-faceted. Rather than
the interpretations being mutually exclusive, it could
be that the Akeida is at once a punishment, a reward
and a paradigm. It could be that Avraham in reality
was eternally grateful to God for all the blessings He
had bestowed upon him. Despite this, his
celebrations without offering anything to God and
his entering into treaties could be interpreted by
onlookers and outsiders as being a deficit in his fear
and love of God. It is possible that had Avraham
been more obvious and explicit in his appreciation
for the munificence that God had showered on him
then the Akeida would not have been necessary.
Given that the situation was not such, in order to
dispel any such misgivings, God “punishes”
Avraham with the Akeida. The sacrificing of his son
would eliminate any questions or misgivings about
Avraham’s allegiance to or appreciation for God.
Avraham reclaimed his son at the Akeida, but this
time in an unequivocal context of subservience to
God. At the same time, the Akeida had the
additional benefit of setting the standard by which
future generations could benchmark what it means
to be a true servant of God. It would also bring to
fruition that which Avraham felt and believed, but
was not necessarily manifest in his actions or in
what others saw of Avraham. The Akeida
simultaneously accomplished all of these things and
also propelled Avraham to unparalleled heights. As
the Sfat Emet suggests (based on the Zohar),
anytime the Tanach duplicates the name of an
individual in succession, that is an indication that the
person’s physical existence in this world has
attained and matched their spiritual existence — the
earthly Avraham was now parallel with the heavenly
Avraham (wnn nrra? non%w 1770 |pnma nTpyvn "'yl
D7 "N XMl nunY nd).3°
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