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Stories with a Twist
[340]

Our Forefather Abraham Was Fearful… 
Insights into Genesis Rabbah 44:4

Background to Our Story (What you need to know to better understand the story)

Genesis 15:1

ר חַ֣ ד׃ ׀ אַ אֹֽ  ה מְ בֵּ֥  רְ ךָ֖ הַ רְ כָ ךְ שְׂ ן לָ֔ גֵ֣  י֙ מָ נֹכִ ם אָ רָ֗ א אַבְ רָ֣ י ר אַל־תִּ מֹ֑ א זֶ֖ה לֵ  חֲ מַּ בַּֽ ם  רָ֔ ל־אַבְ ה֙ אֶ הֹוָ ר־יְ בַ יָ֤ה דְ  ה הָ לֶּ אֵ֗ ים הָ רִ֣  בָ דְּ הַ

Some time later, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Fear not, Abram, I am  
a shield to you; Your reward shall be very great.”

 What question/s might you have after reading the above verse?

The War Against the Four Kings (Genesis 14)

The phrase "the war against the 4 kings" can refer to a few different conflicts, most 
famously the ancient battle in Genesis 14 involving an alliance of four eastern kings against 
five kings of the Jordan Valley, which included the capture of Lot, Abram's nephew. 

Biblical war in Genesis 14

 Who fought:  Four  kings  from the  east—Chedorlaomer,  Amraphel,  Arioch,  and 
Tidal—fought against a coalition of five kings from the Jordan Valley, including the 
kings of Sodom and Gomorrah.

 Why they fought: The four kings had previously conquered the five kings, who then 
paid tribute for 12 years before rebelling.

 Key events:

o The four kings defeated the five kings in the Valley of Siddim.

o Lot, Abram's nephew, was captured along with his possessions.

o Abram gathered his men and pursued the four kings, defeated them, and 
rescued Lot and the other captives.

Abraham and the Fiery Furnace 
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The story of "Abraham and the fiery furnace" is a legendary tale found in non-biblical Jewish 
and Islamic traditions, not the Bible. In this story, Abraham is thrown into a fiery furnace 
by King Nimrod for refusing to worship idols. He is miraculously saved by God, while his 
brother Haran, who hesitated in his faith, dies in the flames.

 The incident: According to the story, King Nimrod orders Abraham to be thrown 
into a fiery furnace for smashing his father's idols and refusing to worship them.

 Divine rescue: Abraham is miraculously protected by God, and the fire only burns 
the ropes that bind him.

 Haran's fate: Abraham's brother, Haran, is also thrown into the furnace but dies 
because he did not have a perfect faith.

 The aftermath: Abraham is taken out of the furnace unharmed, and the event leads 
to the king and his people acknowledging God's power.

 Source: This story is not in the biblical text but appears in sources like Genesis 
Rabbah, Pirkei D'Rabbi Eliezer (a Jewish midrash), and the Quran.

The Text: Genesis Rabbah 44:4
ךְ גֵן לָ י מָ נֹכִ )בראשית טו, א (אָ

י  פִ ר לְ י אָמַ וִ י לֵ בִּ א. רַ דָ י חָ רֵ נָן אָמְ בָּ רַ ין, וְ תֵּ רְ ר תַּ י אָמַ וִ י לֵ בִּ יןרַ כְלוּסִ ן אֻ ר אוֹתָ תֹּאמַ ר  ד וְאוֹמֵ חֵ פַּ תְ ם מִ הָ רָ ינוּ אַבְ יָה אָבִ הָ  שֶׁ
אָה ךְ, רָ לֶ ל מֶ סוֹ שֶׁ דֵּ רְ נֵי פַּ פְ ר לִ יָה עוֹבֵ הָ ד שֶׁ חָ אֶ ל לְ שָׁ ד, מָ חָ יִם אֶ מַ א שָׁ ירֵ ד וִ חָ יק אֶ דִּ ם צַ הֶ יָה בָּ הָ י שֶׁ גְתִּ רַ הָ  שֶׁ
ה תָּ ה אַ נֵי מַ פְּ ר לוֹ מִ נָיו, אָמַ פָּ ן מִ מֵּ טַּ יל מִ חִ תְ אָה אוֹתוֹ, הִ רָ ךְ וְ לֶ מֶּ יץ הַ צִ הֵ הּ, וְ לָ ד וּנְטָ יָרַ ים וְ ל קוֹצִ ה שֶׁ ילָ בִ  חֲ
דוֹשׁ קָּ ר הַ כָר. כָּךְ אָמַ טֹל שָׂ  הּ בּוֹא וְ תָּ אוֹתָ שְׁ שַׁ קָּ יו שֶׁ כְשָׁ הּ עַ יָּקשׁוּ אוֹתָ יךְ שֶׁ רִ י צָ יִיתִ ים הָ לִ ה פּוֹעֲ ן, כַּמָּ מֵּ טַּ  מִ

יב כְתִ א הוּא דִ דָ יוּ, הֲ ים הָ ים כְּסוּחִ גְתָּ קוֹצִ רַ הָ ין שֶׁ כְלוּסִ ן אֻ ם אוֹתָ הָ רָ אַבְ רוּךְ הוּא לְ יוּ )ישעיה לג, יב (בָּ הָ  וְ
ים.  ים כְּסוּחִ יד קוֹצִ פוֹת שִׂ רְ שְׂ ים מִ מִּ עַ

ים ים וְעוֹשִׂ אִ ין וּבָ כְלוּסִ ין אֻ נְסִ כַ ם מְ נֵיהֶ בְּ י שֶׁ גְתִּ רַ הָ כִים שֶׁ לָ מְּ ן הַ ר אוֹתָ תֹּאמַ ר  ד וְאוֹמֵ חֵ פַּ תְ ם מִ הָ רָ ינוּ אַבְ יָה אָבִ הָ י שֶׁ פִ י, לְ רִ ר אוֹחָ י אָמַ וִ י לֵ בִּ  רַ
ן, כָּךְ נֶגְדָ ת כְּ דֶ יא עוֹמֶ יהָ הִ לֶ אוֹת עָ בוֹת בָּ רָ חֲ לּוּ כָּל הַ פִ זֶּה אֲ גֵן הַ מָּ ה הַ ךְ, מָ גֵן לָ י מָ נֹכִ א אָ ירָ רוּךְ הוּא: אַל תִּ דוֹשׁ בָּ קָּ ר לוֹ הַ ה, אָמַ מָ חָ לְ י מִ מִּ  עִ

ן. נֶגְדָּ נִי כְּ ם אֲ חַ יךָ נִלְ לֶ ין עָ נְסִ כַּ תְ ים מִ בִ י כוֹכָ דֵ לּוּ כָּל עוֹבְ פִ תְּ אֲ  אַ

י  פִ א, לְ דָ י חָ רֵ נָן אָמְ בָּ רַ תוְ מֶ חֶ לְ מִ י לְ תִּ דְ י, יָרַ תִּ לְ נִצַּ שׁ וְ אֵ ן הָ שַׁ בְ כִ י לְ תִּ דְ ר יָרַ ד וְאוֹמֵ חֵ פַּ תְ ם מִ הָ רָ ינוּ אַבְ יָה אָבִ הָ  שֶׁ
רוּךְ דוֹשׁ בָּ קָּ ר הַ בוֹא, אָמַ יד לָ תִ עָ י כְּלוּם לֶ ין לִ אֵ זֶּה וְ ם הַ עוֹלָ י בָּ רִ כָ י שְׂ תִּ לְ בַּ קַ נִּתְ ר שֶׁ תֹּאמַ י,  תִּ לְ נִצַּ ים וְ כִ לָ מְ  הַ
ן קָּ תֻ ךָ מְ רְ כָ ל שְׂ בָ ךְ, אֲ מָּ י עִ יתִ שִׂ נָּם עָ זֶּה חִ ם הַ עוֹלָ ךָ בָּ מְּ י עִ יתִ שִׂ עָ ה שֶּׁ כָל מַ ךְ, וְ גֵן לָ י מָ נֹכִ א אָ ירָ  הוּא: אַל תִּ

ר תְּ אָמַ אַ ה דְ יךְ מָ אֹד, הֵ  ה מְ בֵּ רְ ךָ הַ רְ כָ בוֹא. שְׂ יד לָ תִ עָ יךָ(: תהלים לא, כ) לֶ אֶ ירֵ נְתָּ לִּ פַ ר צָ שֶׁ ךָ אֲ ב טוּבְ ה רַ .מָ

…. our forefather Abraham was fearful and said to himself: Perhaps you might say 

that among those people whom I killed in my war against the four kings, there was 

one righteous person, or one God-fearing person. 

This is comparable to a person who was passing by the king’s orchard. He saw a 

bundle of thorns, and he went down to the orchard  and took it away. The king 

looked out of his window and saw him [the person], upon which, he [the person] 

began hiding from him [from the king]. He [the king] said to him: Why are you 

hiding from me? How many workers would I have needed in order to collect [the 

thorns]. Now that you collected it for me, come and take your reward.
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Similarly, the Holy One, blessed be He, said to Abraham: Those people whom you 

killed were thorns already cut down. This is what is written: Nations will be like 

burnings for lime, like cut thorns set aflame (Isaiah 33:12). 

....

…our forefather Abraham was fearful and said to himself: I went down into the 

fiery furnace and was saved, and I went down to the war against the four kings and 

was saved. Perhaps you might say that I have received my reward in this world, 

and I have nothing [left] for the future [the world to come]. 

The Holy One blessed be He said to him [to Abraham]: Fear not, Abram, I am a 

shield [magen] for you – and everything that I have done for you in this world, I 

did for you for free, but your reward is still  allocated for you in the future [the 

world to come] – and your reward is very great. This is similar to that which you 

say: How great is the goodness You have in store for those who fear You (Psalms 

31:20).

Explaining the Story - What is going on in our story? (Explain the sequence 
of events)

Comprehension Questions

 Why was Abraham fearful according to the first explanation? 

 How did God assuage Abraham’s fears according to the first explanation?

 Why was Abraham fearful according to the second explanation? 

 How did God assuage Abraham’s fears according to the second explanation?

Analysis Questions

Extra Bonus  How can we restate Abraham’s fears in a more general way? In 

other words, what was Abraham really afraid of?

  Both explanations to Abraham’s fears are connected to him winning 

the war. Do you think it’s surprising that winning a war could make a person feel 

less confident, not more? Why or why not?

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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  What is scary about having possibly hurt an innocent person? How 

does it feel wondering if you might have accidentally done that? 

 Many people ask why bad things happen to them; but not many people ask 

why good things happen to them. What do you think is the reason?

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________

Answer 4 ____________________________________________________

 God assuaged Abraham’s fears about “using up” all his reward, by telling him 

that his reward is still intact. Giving the fact that God doesn’t talk to us directly, 

what can you do when you feel that you have been blessed in excess?

Answer 1 ____________________________________________________

Answer 2 ____________________________________________________

Answer 3 ____________________________________________________

Answer 4 ____________________________________________________

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from This Text.

Perhaps  someone  was  hurt  unjustly  through  my  fault…  &  …Perhaps  my 

blessings are more than what I deserve: The merit of going through life with (a 

little bit of) Abraham’s fears.

Did I hurt someone by mistake? Why are all these good things happening to me? 

Our short story invites the reader to ask himself or herself Abraham’s questions.

While excessively delving into these questions might not be practical or even 

counterproductive, a modicum concern that perhaps we hurt someone unjustly, 

and the awareness of our many blessings, can lead us to live more moral and 

meaningful lives.

about:blank
about:blank

