
Three stories in this parasha function as a lead-up to the 
Akedah. In two of them we learn that God knows what Sarah 
and Abraham think; in one we learn that Abraham knows 
what God thinks. These stories are rich with dramatic irony.1 
That's what makes them great. We in the audience know 
what everyone is thinking. But in the Akedah, we do not. In 
the Akedah there is no dramatic irony. Therein lies its power. 
It haunts us still. Here are three stories that lead up to it.  
1. Sarah Laughed to Herself and God Heard.  

 .ןקֵזָ ינִדֹאוַ הנָדְעֶ ילִּ התָיְהָ יתKִבְ ירֵחֲאַ רמֹאלֵ הּבָּרְקִבְּ הרָשָׂ קחַצְתִּוַ
 )גי-בי:חי ׳רב( ...הרָשָׂ הקָחֲצָ הזֶּ המָּלָ :םהָרָבְאַ לאֶ ׳ה רמֶאֹיּוַ

Sarah laughed within herself, saying: After I have 
become worn, is there to be pleasure for me? And my 
lord is old! But God said to Avraham: Now why does 
Sara laugh... (Gen. 18:12-13) 
Sarah has been eavesdropping on the conversation that 
Abraham was having with the three visitors. When she 
overhears them tell Abraham that she will have a son she 
laughs to herself. She then speaks to herself.2 God over-
hears what she says to herself the same way she overhears 
what the visitors say to Abraham. And we in the audience 
see and hear everything. God reveals a modified version of 
Sarah's innermost thoughts to Abraham3 causing a minor 
spat between them.4  
2. God Speaks to Himself and Abraham Heard.  

 היֶהְיִ וֹיהָ םהָרָבְאַוְ .השֶׂעֹ ינִאֲ רשֶׁאֲ םהָרָבְאַמֵ ינִאֲ הסֶּכַמְהַ רמָאָ ׳הוַ
 רשֶׁאֲ ןעַמַלְ ויתִּעְדַיְ יכִּ .ץרֶאָהָ ייֵוֹגּ לכֹּ וֹב וּכרְבְנִוְ םוּצעָוְ לוֹדגָּ יוֹגלְ
 הקָדָצְ תוֹשׂעֲלַ ׳ה lרֶדֶּ וּרמְשָׁוְ וירָחֲאַ וֹתיבֵּ תאֶוְ וינָבָּ תאֶ הוֶּצַיְ
 )טי-זי:חי ׳רב (.וילָעָ רבֶּדִּ רשֶׁאֲ תאֵ םהָרָבְאַ לעַ ׳ה איבִהָ ןעַמַלְ טפָּשְׁמִוּ

Now God said: Shall I hide from Abraham what I am 
about to do? Since Abraham is to become a great and 
populous nation and all the nations of the earth are to 
bless themselves by him? For I have singled him out, 
that he may instruct his children and his posterity to 
keep the way of God by doing what is just and right, in 
order that God may bring about for Abraham what he 
has promised him.” (Gen. 18:17-18) 

 
1 Dramatic irony is the storytelling technique in which the 
audience knows something that the characters do not.  
2 Not out loud. This is supported by commentators Ibn Ezra, 
Hizkuni, Radak, Reggio, and Steinsaltz (among others). 
3 Sarah said, And my lord (Abraham) is old! and God made 
it seem that Sarah said, now that I (Sarah) am old. 
4 Sara pretended [otherwise], saying: No, I did not laugh. 
For she was afraid. But he said: No, indeed you laughed 
(Gen. 18:15).  
5 But note the irony here. Up until now, God has indeed 
concealed many things from Abraham. For example, when 
God first called Abraham to Go forth (Gen. 12:1), he did not 
disclose the destination. When God revealed to Abraham 
that his descendants would be enslaved in a land not theirs 
(Gen. 15:13) he does not disclose what land that will be.  

We don't know to whom God is speaking here. Could he be 
speaking to himself? Absolutely.5 We hear what God is 
thinking. But does Abraham hear it? Will God reveal his 
plan for Sodom and Gomorra directly to Abraham? Let's 
continue reading:  

 .דאֹמְ הדָבְכָ יכִּ םתָאטָּחַוְ הבָּרָ יכִּ הרָמֹעֲוַ םדֹסְ תקַעֲזַ - ׳ה רמֶאֹיּוַ
 .העָדָאֵ אֹל םאִוְ הלָכָּ וּשׂעָ ילַאֵ האָבָּהַ הּתָקָעֲצַכְּהַ האֶרְאֶוְ אנָּ הדָרְאֵ
 שׁגַּיִּוַ .׳ה ינֵפְלִ דמֵעֹ וּנּדֶוֹע םהָרָבְאַוְ המָדֹסְ וּכלְיֵּוַ םישִׁנָאֲהָ םשָּׁמִ וּנפְיִּוַ
 )גכ-כ:חי ׳רב  (.עשָׁרָ םעִ קידִּצַ הפֶּסְתִּ ףאַהַ רמַאֹיּוַ םהָרָבְאַ

Then the LORD said, “The outrage of Sodom and 
Gomorrah is so great, and their sin so grave! I will go 
down to see whether they have acted altogether 
according to the outcry that has reached me; if not, I 
will take note.” The men went on from there to Sodom, 
while Abraham remained standing before God. 
Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep 
away the innocent along with the guilty? (Gen. 18:20-23) 
In my reading of this passage, Abraham is escorting two of 
the three guests to their point of departure as they set their 
destination for Sodom. While he is escorting them, 
Abraham indeed overhears God saying to himself, Shall I 
hide from Abraham what I am about to do? Because of 
that, he understands that he is in God's presence. God is as 
palpable and real to him in that moment as the air he is 
breathing. Thus, when the text then reports to us that God 
says - the outcry in Sodom - how great it is! - without 
telling us explicitly who God is speaking to, it is logical to 
read it again as God speaking to himself and Abraham over-
hearing. Many commentators assume that God is speaking 
directly to Abraham or speaking to Abraham through the 
visitor.6 But the text is opaque here. Having just read of an 
instance of God hearing human thoughts, could we not 
read this as an inversion: a human being hearing God's 
thoughts? Just as God overheard Sarah's inner thoughts, 
Abraham is overhearing God's inner thoughts! To 
support this reading, I would cite the story of Abraham's 
sojourn in Gerar in just two chapters where God explicitly 
describes Abraham as a ָאיבִנ -prophet,7 the first time we see 

From the beginning of the story until now, almost 25 years, 
God has promised Abraham many descendants, but only 
now does God tell Abraham definitively that he will have a 
son in a year. 
6 Rashi, Ramban, Haamek Davar, Radak, all assume that 
God is speaking to Abraham directly. Others like Reggio, 
Shadal, and Rashbam, think that this was said to Abraham 
by the third messenger, the one that did not go on to Sodom, 
in the name of God.  
7  The context is significant. When Abraham goes to sojourn 
in Gerar he and Sarah present themselves (a second time) 
as brother and sister. Avimelekh, king of Gerar, takes Sarah 
into his house and although he refrains from approaching 
her sexually, God still appears to Avimelekh in a dream and 
warns him that he will die on the account of this woman. 
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this term in the Bible. While we tend to understand a 
prophet as someone to whom God speaks, here we 
understand a prophet, Abraham, as someone who can hear 
what God thinks!  A prophet is someone who is so attuned 
to God that he is able to apprehend God's thoughts, not 
only God's words. To use the radio metaphor, the prophet 
has such a highly developed spiritual 'receiver' that he can 

detect God's thoughts rather than only God's words. As 
people of faith, we believe that God knows our thoughts.8 
But only prophets can know God's thoughts. We know 
what both Abraham and God are thinking.  
3. Abraham is Distressed and God Speaks to Him 

 לאֶ םיהKִאֱ רמֶאֹיּוַ .וֹנבְּ תדֹוֹא לעַ םהָרָבְאַ ינֵיעֵבְּ דאֹמְ רבָדָּהַ ערַיֵּוַ
 ~ילֶאֵ רמַאֹתּ רשֶׁאֲ לכֹּ ~תֶמָאֲ לעַוְ רעַנַּהַ לעַ ~ינֶיעֵבְּ ערַיֵ לאַ םהָרָבְאַ
 יוֹגלְ המָאָהָ ןבֶּ תאֶ םגַוְ .ערַזָ ~לְ ארֵקָּיִ קחָצְיִבְ יכִּ הּלָקֹבְּ עמַשְׁ הרָשָׂ
 )גי-אי:אכ ׳רב( .אוּה ~עֲרְזַ יכִּ וּנּמֶישִׂאֲ

The matter distressed Abraham greatly, for it concerned 
a son of his. But God said to Abraham, “Do not be 
distressed over the boy or your slave; whatever Sarah 
tells you, do as she says, for it is through Isaac that 
offspring shall be continued for you. As for the son of 
the slave-woman, I will make a nation of him, too, for 
he is your seed.” (Gen. 21:11-13) 
After witnessing Ishmael engaging in behavior which Sarah 
deems transgressive, Sarah orders Abraham to expel Hagar 
and Ishmael from the household. Abraham is distressed to 
the point that he was morally opposed to this.9 For good 
reason. He didn't think Sarah's enmity for Hagar and 
Ishmael's behavior were grounds for expelling her from the 
family. Moreover, by doing this he would compromise one 
of his most important values, his intense loyalty to kin. But 
Abraham never communicates this to God in a formal 
objection. God however, sees his distress and understands 
what he is thinking. And so do we. God acknowledges 
Abraham's moral discomfort but overrules his non-
articulated objection instructing him to acquiesce to Sarah. 
As painful as this is for Abraham, this is the way it must be. 
Nevertheless, as compensation, God promises Abraham 
that Ismael will become a nation himself. In effect, while 

 
Whereupon Avimelekh proclaims his innocence. God knows 
he has done nothing wrong but instructs him nevertheless, 
to return her to her husband because, he (Abraham) is a 
prophet- אוּה  .(Gen. 20:7)  איבִנָ יכִּ
8 This is a common idea in Psalms and elsewhere. 
Examples: God knows the thoughts of humankind, that 
they are nothing (Psalm 94:11). O God, You have 
examined me and know me. (Psalm 139:1). For God 
searches all minds and discerns the design of every 
thought; (1 Chron. 28:9). This is even more developed in 
rabbinic literature and Jewish liturgy. Take the Mahzor's 
introduction to the Viduy, the confession of sins: You know 

Ishmael loses his father, he gains fatherhood for himself. 
God knows what Abraham is thinking. And so do we.  
4. The Akedah: When God Speaks Abraham is Silent.  

 לאֶ ~לְ lלֶוְ קחָצְיִ תאֶ תָּבְהַאָ רשֶׁאֲ ~דְיחִיְ תאֶ ~נְבִּ תאֶ אנָ חקַ רמֶאֹיּוַ
 רמַאֹ רשֶׁאֲ םירִהָהֶ דחַאַ לעַ הלָעֹלְ םשָׁ וּהלֵעֲהַוְ היָּרִמֹּהַ ץרֶאֶ
 )ג-ב:בכ ׳רב( ...רקֶבֹּבַּ םהָרָבְאַ םכֵּשְׁיַּוַ       .~ילֶאֵ

And He said, “Take your son, your favored one, Isaac, 
whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer 
him there as a burnt offering on one of the heights that 
I will point out to you.”  Abraham woke up early in 
the morning...(Gen. 22:2-3) 
Once we get to the Akedah, we have been primed by the 
three earlier stories to know what all the characters are 
thinking. But after the first line of the Akedah, when God 
instructs Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, we don't know what 
anyone is thinking. What was God thinking when he was 
told Abraham to sacrifice his son? We don't know. We 
don't know what went through Abraham's mind in the 
moments afterwards. I suggest placing a pause between the 
instruction and the response to highlight the fact that we 
don't know what Abraham was thinking in that instant. (I 
represent that pause here with a musical notation, , 
known as a fermata.) As the story unfolds, God knows 
what God is thinking. But we do not. God knows what 
Abraham is thinking. But we do not. Abraham knows 
what Abraham is thinking. But we do not. And that, in my 
opinion, is part of the experience of reading the Akedah 
after reading all of these other stories. Knowingly or 
unknowingly, the other stories prepared us emotionally to 
have an intense reaction to the Akedah. Having been privy 
to all the inside information of the previous stories, we feel 
honored and esteemed as an audience. The narrator has 
flattered us. We feel important because we know what all  
the characters were thinking.  But when we get to the 
Akedah we are in the dark. We don't know what anyone is  

thinking. The Akedah is devoid of dramatic 
irony. Therein lies part of its literary power. 
It makes us think. It leaves us wondering. 
And, more importantly, it restores us to our 
humility.             Shabbat Shalom!  

 

the mysteries of the universe, and the hidden secrets of 
every individual. You search all our innermost thoughts 
and probe our mind and heart. There is nothing hidden 
from You, and there is nothing concealed from Your 
sight.  
9 The precise language of his opposition, ַינֵיעֵבְּ דאֹמְ רבָדָּהַ ערַיֵּו 

םהָרָבְאַ , is the language of moral opprobrium. Onan elicits 
God's moral opprobrium for being unwilling to maintain his 
brother's name, ה׳  Joseph is morally .(Gen. 38:10)  ערַיֵּוַ ינֵיעֵבְּ
opposed to Jacob elevating Ephraim above Manasseh,  ַערַיֵּו

וינָיעֵבְּ , (Gen. 48:17).  
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