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ISAAC ABRAVADL AS AN EXEGETE 1 WITH PARTICULAR REJ'ERENCE TO HIS 
COICIDTARY Olr JOJIAll 

§ 

A, I1aac AbraTanel a Hie Life and Work1 

The aun of Jewish culture in Spain rose tor more 
S'OO 

than fit,een hundred years, flaming to a golden brilliance 

by the time of the nuptials of i'erdinand of Aragon and 
• 

Isabella of Castile. then t he darkening cloud drifts 

appeared, and by 1492 the last chinks of light were relent

lessly obscured; it was a time of 'error and great con

tusion, unparalleled in its horror e•en to the far-seeing 

eyes ot the historian. Isaac A~raTanel hi•eelt aaye: 
il.n' il~ irl illl>.:> Wlf tl"'1':l1D :> illl fl~/7>. Trt,n •n.n1 

1 1.:>l Nn'N tu •~t>TI\ tu» ilTlil' JU'?J. D•'Z> 

In the shifting, fleeting kaleidoscope ot the 

time, one name remains fixed w'mre others tum~le and Tan-

i eh. Don Isaac Abra•anel appears as the last worthy reP

resentatiTe ot the Go~den Age. In him were !ocuased the 

Tarious tendencies of hie people. In him were reflected 

the last rays of t ne Spaniah-Jewiah culture. "He was a 

fitting close to the long list or Jewish scholars and statee-
2 

men in Spain, of the whole Spanish-Jewish period." 

Don Isaac ben Jehudah ben Samuel ben Judah ben 

Joseph ben Judah AbraTanel wae the famous scion of an ariat-

ocratJ.c family in Spaiu, J)'l..J\fn&~D "1'1i1D ~YJI '"'' »t~n 1Un 
I t~W")il ~ ·~il 3 

,..n•~~l:> l'~got /H1 )ti~ T/7. Although Graetz readily acknowledges .. ~=. , .. .... 
1 

- ., .,....ct-~t<~·r-: 
the kingly Jewish blood flowing in the ~bra'Yanel Teine, "· ...•• , '· · . ·~1 

' , I 

Isaac himself is able to name only four or fiTe of hie 
5 

ancestors. HoweTer there can be no doubt that the family 

,..,.,,. _.,, - -.1:""..c.J j,, 
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6 
AbraTanel, Abrabanel, Abarbanel, or Abarbaniel wae one ot 

the moat remwned and beet known families in the proTince 

of Castile and the city of SeTille, partioularly in the 

time of the king Alfonao XI (132&-1380) and Don Pedro If ., 
(13&0-1369) hie eon. 

In consequence of the horror of the year 1391 

Samuel AbraTanel Journf9d~ Portugal and took up hie 

residence in Lisbon. There Don Isaac wae born in 143?1 hie 

fi'Ye hunlredth anniTera~ry will therefore be celebrated 

in three yeare. 

ot hie boyhood, hia training, hie educalion and 

hie teachers we baTe no special information. ~ro• hie 

worn and the poai tione he attained we can boweTer aeeuae 

that he had a careful Jewish aa well ae secular training 

which were customary among the arietocratic Spaniards of 

---

" hie time - • he himself •87• in the preface to 'llayene 
9s~ . i l.:3 · 

Isaac AbraTanel imnersed hi•selt in the Bib- ... viw· ., •.i· y ,.,~ Ha-Yeahuah'. 

lical and Talmudic literature, and at the •-e time deToted 

himself assiduously to the works ot Greek and Arabic think-
8 

era and poete. He had a clear mind, sharl discernment and 

critical sense, a remarkable memory, a brilliant intellect 

together with tine traits ot character, a eeneitiTe eoul,a.~"'-

•o'eaty. He was well equipped to be a leader of hie con

temporaries. He was a prolific scholar who enriched Jew-

ish literature in ID8DY fields, especially in that of Bib

lical exegesis. 

•·or exegetical work, ae Kayeerling r emarke, 
9 

AbraTan•l was especially titted. To this day his works 

are studied by Jewish and Christian scholars, despite 
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their di aoouraglng Tolualnoueneee. Seldom ha• a work •t 

the Kiddle Agee found euoh aooeptanc&, eepecia11J amona 

ientilee. He wae particularly diatinguiehed by bla Taet 

worldly knowledge wbioh wae not poaaeaeed by other Jewieb 
10 

ecbolara. In hie youth eTen he occupied himself with 

things Jewiah. Learning and epeculating, he early oonoeiTed 

of hie plan for a comprehensiTe oommentPry to the Bible and 

he composed two writings, one on religious dogaatiea and 

one on exegeaia. The one waa ''urot Ha-Yeeodot• (printed 

in Sabioneta 1&57), a philosophical diesertationa the other, 

' Ateret Zekeni•' (Aaeterdaa 1739), a philosopbloal execetioal 
11 

eaaay. Tbe latter work waa a tru.ti ae of twent1 fl Te chapter• ca.. l ~ 
.-'1~~ 

in explanation of t he Terse 'Behold, I send an angel before .(~ ......+~~·~· 
~ ~ ~ ~ 

thee' (:&x. 23120). In the introduction to thie work he be- ~~ 

labored hi .. elf because the preas of hie secular work did 

not penal t hi• enough ti .. to apeculate auf.ficientl1, and 
''-tAs .f.v ~ 
(tO 1.. .., 4. ,._:, 

-.~-
J--,. ... 

he eaya, 'hen t oday I be.Te been torn E'IWQ from J17 speculation, · ~1• ' "' 

and bad to roaa about in the land, eoaetimea in the streets, 

sometimes in the highwaya, current with t he merobants.• ~~·'I .. ._ .. . 

I °"'"~ .... ............ 
After thie he b9g1Ln to write bis commentart to 

Deuteronoll;J, and sent the manuscri pt to t tte c r eat scholar• 

of hie generation to see what their opinion of it aight be. 

bo he aaye in hie introduction t o the work. •tn J17 twentieth 

year, in the days of my youth, while dwelling in my natiTe 

land in Lisbon, the capitol of Portugal, contiguous with 

Spain, I was i apellei to aek a great question concerning 

tbe book of Deuteronossy, t he recapitulati on of t he Law whi ch 

. ~ 
.,... u....j,'<.4U ~ 

....... .,-~ .J , 
,_ ._ • • • .... k~ 

,,,.,." ,,.,~ 
~...::± . 
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lloeee placed before the l•raelitee, .. d I placed. tbe work 

before all tboee wbo were expert ln law and r eligion, 
~ ~\#...;.~ ~ u1:. ~ ~~'t 

also tbe ecbolar• of • ,.._, ancl thoee who traTel the 

patba, the laeacle of y,eehibot1 and they anewerecl ae." 

AbraTanel might baTe continued ble production 

of ii terature wt thout interruption bacl ble eklll wt tb figure• 

not equalled hie akill w1 th lettere. Howner hi• large 

buelne•• intereete, hle unueual talente and knowledge In 

&be tlelcle of polltlce and finance becaae well-known. Soon 

hi• reputation reacbecl tbe court, anct King Alfoneo Y of 

Portuaal, deeplte the influence of the Inqul•ltlon, eU111110necl 

thie wiee and talented Jew to hi• court, entruetecl bl• with 

ite finance, and eoagbt bl• coun•el ln important political 

queetione. The poeitlon and influence of tble Jewish etatee

man who won the complete confidence of t he courtiers and 

of the Spanieh nobility bad lt• effect on the p6e1tlon of 

the Jewe of that country. Ieaac AbraTanel wae a• a "ehield 

and a buckler for hie race, "1d dellT~recl the eufferere 

from their oppreeeore, healed dlfferencee, and kept fierce 

llone at bay," recounts hie eon Judah Leon in hi• poem 
12 

to hie father. Tbe perlocl when the Jnr clothed the b·. gheet 

offlcee under the rule of the Moore eeeaed to baTe returned. 

A happy sun once again eailed on the Jewg. But etateeman

ehip hindered I•aac'a literary actlTity, and hie eerTice to 

Ierael wae now of a political nature. tte wae a father to 

the orplaalle and. a comforter to the grief etricken. But 

eepeclally dld he haTe eyapat~ with hie unfortunate breth

ren who suffered at the bande of their lnquieitor•· An 



eloquent proof of hie unending loTe tor hia oo-rellgioniata 

and hie sympathy tor th• in dark hours, hie aacrlfioial 

cooperation in their difficult taaka ia a letter which 

baa come down to ue from AbraTanel to Rabbi Yecbiel of Piaa 

shortly after Altonao Y had taken the African city of 

Arsilla. Among the many tbouaand captiTe Koors were two 

hundred and fifty Jewa who were to be sold as slaTea. 

Following the rabbinical inJunction to ransom the slaTea, 

AbraTanel aU11DJOne4 fro• the co1118Unlty twelTe eldera to 

act as a co111111ittee to releaae the capt1Tea. he himaelt 

together with a colleague traTeled oTer the whole count17 

to raise the ransom price, 20,000 pleoea of gold. It ia 

recorded that Isaac himself was the greateat donor. 

The eTen tenor of hie lite was dieturbed when 

the redeemer becrune the hunted. ~ new king arose who 

lmn not Isaac. Bia i.tron, llfonao Y, died and wae 

succeeded by Don Joao II (1481-l49&), an unscrupulous, 

scheming and altogether untrustworthy monarch. He set 

a trap tor the dearly beloTed Dulce l'erdi nand of l3ragan&a 

and treacherously slew him for hie popularity which 

oTerahadowed the king's own. Since AbraTanel was on 

Tery friendly terms with the Duke, the king cboee to 

suepect him ot implication in oonapiraciee, and AbraTanel'e 

enemiea strengthened hie suepicion. llore, the king wae 
l~ 

greedy of the property of the guileleae Jew. In the 

third year ot the kina'• reign be sent tor AbraTanel, 

who happened to be spending the night at an inn when he 

receiTed the message. He planned to set out immediately 

tor the palace, but a messenger ceme to bi• secretly and 
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eaid, /'Do not &pproacb here, tor it ie an eTil time. l'lee 

tor your life, for the king has slain many, e•en though 

hie work will not eucceed.• When AbraTanel beard tbeee 

cautions, be left at aidnigbt and traTeled without reeting 

tor two nighte until he reached the boundary of Castile. 

In the morning runnere and bore911en trt•• to find. him, at 

&he conmand of the king, but they could not. When the 

king eaw that he could not preTall, be confiecated all hie 

property, hie real eetate ancl hie llOTablea togethC' with 

hie currency. In Tain did Isaac plead for hie property 

from hie point of •antace. The king ••en ••taed the goode 

of bis son Judah Leon, who waa a pb_yelclan. He did, boweTer, 

permit hie gracloua wife and the three sons, Judah Leon, 
14 

Ieaac and Samuel to leaTe for Caatile. 

In Toledo hie co-religionete rece1Ted Ieaac with 

open arms. Hi• description ot thie episode le touching. 

The pious ~ewieb euff~rer speak• out in eTe17 line. He 

complalne of the loss of bis property, but more of hie lib-

rary: 

AbraTanel found in Castile admirers and friends who gathered 

about hi• and listened delightedly to his lectures on .he 

Bible. He formed a close friendship with the rabbi, Isaac 

Abcab and with the chief tithe-collector, Abraham Senior. 

Senior, it seems, recognized his fiscal gen!iue,and penniless 

though he was, Don IsaPc wae g1Ten a partnership in the highly 

lucratiTe bueinese of tax collection. HoweTer, AbraTanel 

reeolYed not to repeat his former mistake and neglect the 

Torah, tor to this negligence on hie part did he attribute 

the misfortunee that bad deecended upon him. His friends 
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urged hi• to compose a co111111entary to the Jlaj or Prophete. 

Fortunately, he )fielded to their requests and in a short 

apace of time be composed the commente.ries to Joshua, Judges, 

and Samuel. He himself relates in the introduction to hie 

commentary on Ringe that hie work on Joshua was writ t en between 

the tenth ot Ka·rheeh•an until the twenty-sixth; the comm-

entary on Judges wae composed from the f i rst of Kiele. until 

the twenty-sixth; the commentary on Samuel from the first 

of Tebet until the thirteenth of Adar. When he wae about 

to begin the coanentary to thb fourth book of the prophets, 

he was called to the inner cou•t of the king and queen, Fer

dinand and Isabella. They asked him to assume the treeeury 

and act as minister ot finance. Abra•anel states, •1 busied 

myself in their ser•ice for eight years (Karch 1484-llarch 1492). 

For myself I acquired both wealth and honor through which a 

man liTee, in their palaces and castles. As a result, my 
15 

s tudy of the Torah slackened and my work diminished.• 

Abr••anel must ha•e indeed been a financial genius, and t he 

reluctance be felt toward assuming the offi ce must certainly 

haTe been oTerehadowed by that of the king and queen. As 

Graetz obeer.es, "He must ha.Te been indiepensablt. seeing 

that the Catholic so•ereigne, under the Tery eyes of the mal

i gnant Torquemada, and in spite of canon i cal decrees and all 

t he resolutions repeetedly laid down by the cortes forbidding 

Jews to hold or tice in the goTernment, were compelled to 

trust this Jewish minister of finance with the mainspring of 
16 

political lite.• 

Then came the catastrophe of 1492. AbraTanel might 

haTe remained under the protection of the royal pair, but 
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eTen as once Jeremiah declined to support the Babylonian 

general Bebuaaradan, preferring the misery of hie brethren 

--so AbraTanel declined to remain sately in Spain ae the 

finance minister 'o King ~erdinand ae the only Jew in the 

land. He .. sired to share the lot of bi s brethren and 

he left the country with them. With his faally and some 

friends be reached Italy and sett led in Baples 0 '1 '-1>.' Jt J uJ 

0 fl ::_;l There be completed his commentary to K1 nge. 

~<JI w o·.:>~b ClJ 1D'1 i)b~ \llH '1>17J 'l.UN 'l.~ tn 'Jll17J 

• il..:> -rv 'J\ ·w .11 ti} 

AbraTanel'a beat biographer, a friend of hie 

eon Judah, Babbl Baruch Uziel Hi&kitu,whose account of 
v 

Don Isaao'a life ie found in t he preface to llayene Ha-Yeshualf.,~ 

succinctly swamarizes the next phase ot Isaac's life. 

"When the king (Ferdinand I of Naples) heard of his coming, 

he sent for him and receiTed him graciously, and appointed 

him coutael ~or, and Isaac liTed com1ortPbly and peacefully 

during the l i fetime of ~erdinand. In the second year ot 

the expulsion King Ferdin~ died, and hie son Alfonso II 

reigned in his stead. He also loTed Isaac, and Isaac 

retained hie office until Catlo VIII, King r f France, arose 

and conquered t he kingdom of Haples. And t hen the King 

Alfonso fled to Sicily end Don Isaac went •own with him, and 

he alone wa!' left with the king as father and counsellor all 

his life until Alfonso died in June 1495.• 

On the death of King Alfonso, Isaac, for saf ety 

repaired to the island of Corfu where many of the exiles 

bad gone. There, i n dire need, his books destroyed, his 

fami ly separated, he began his commentary to Isaiah. He 
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interrupted hie work when be rediecoTered hie commenta17 

to Deuterono1D7 which bad been lost in hie flight rrom 

Portugal. Don Ieaac remained in Corfu anly until the French 

had nacuated the lleopoli tan terri toryr then be settled in 

aonopoli (Apulia), and liTed there in eeclueion tor eight 

years, finishing hie coJDJDentary to Deuteronomy. ~here 

also he wrote other work•, hie_ 1'09 n1~ , a commentary to 

0 o~ l.,, 1171.1 ; .J>I lJI J\1nJ , a commentary to Pi rke 

Abot; D'tlTO o• Do&I _, 

a commentary to the account or creation in the Kore Mebuchim 

1n 1 '1-r> .J\l!JNJ', on messianic pass-

ages in Scriptures, Tabnld and Iii draehr 

dopas or J'udaiem, especially creatione and o·;l)1L.J't~~t1r>, on 

creation. In 1198 he completed there bis co11111entary to 

Isaiah. 

In ltJ3 Don Isaac Journied with hie second son, 
17 

non Joseph, from Konopoli, and they both went to Venice. 

At Venice he had the opportunity or settling a dispute between 

the court or Lisbon ~nd the Venetian Republic concerning 

the East-Indian colonies established by the Por~ aguese, 

especially concerning the trade in spices. The counsellors 

of Venice recognized and valued bis wisdom to such an 

extent tl&at they insisted he remain in Venice. A~raTanel 

could onee more 11Te in peace and continue hls work. · here 

he be1an ~o write hie commentary on Jeremiah, Pnd be com

pleted lt ln the autumn of the next year. We can assume 

tnat a1·terwarde be wrote his commentary to Ezea.~el and the 

minor prophets, eYen tnough ne aoee not svecilically mention 
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the place or the time of their compoeltlons this inference 

ie baaed on the probability that be followed the Biblical---.. 

order. In the a .. e we:r we must inter the 4atea of Geneaie, 

LeYltioue and Numbers commentaries, because the time and the 
18 

place of thei r compoe i tlon ar~ not giYen. HoweYer, at the 

close of the comment&rT on Exodus we baYe a definite date, 

completed in Venice, 8WlllD8r 1506. 

In the aame year, Saul Co~en Aahkenazi of Crete 

sent him twelYe questions of pblloeopbic import, which 
19 

AbraYanel answered from Venice in 150?. In the course of 

tbie responeum regarding hie books which be had written, 

be mentions that he had already completed the commentary 

to LeYilticua, although t his was still in manuscript, aa 

indeed were all hie works except the three works published: 

Roab Amanab, Zebab Pesab, and Habalat Abot (Conatantin•ple 

1: 05-6). Tbe reeponeum alao mentions ;e4ek Olamim which 

be bad begun to write ln Waples, and which was destroyed 

when the French ransacked hl s home. This book waa con-
20 

cerned with reward and punishment. Another work which was 

lost when he left Spain was Kabaze Sbaddai, in refutation 

of Kalmonlde• Yiewe on prophecy. These two books be began 

to rewrite, but because ot hie l abors on the Pentateuch 

co1.11Dentariea, be neYer finished the task. Don Isaac 

also wrote other works unmentioned in his r eaponeum to 

Saul Cohen, particularly hie commentary to Jloreb Nebuhbim. 

Altogether be wrote eleYen Biblical commentaries; f ourteen 

other works, of which three are lost; and be planned to 

write at least two more before death interYened. 
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In 1509 at the age of seTenty-one be died, deeply 

mourned by all who knew him. "'·he earthly remains of the 

sorely tried wanderer and pious sufferer were taken to 

Padua, escorted by the most distinguished citizens of Venice; 

there he was buried in t he old cemetery outside the city. But 

the tjaged7 of hie fate did not cease with the graTe. A few 

weeks later his resting spot was oTertuaned by a war about 

Padua, so that no one knows the place of his burial to this 

day. 

B. Stile and lletbod of AbraTanel's Exegesis 

Isaac AbraTanel's chief significance lies in t he 

1ield of Biblical exegesis. His exegetical approach colored 

?11 hie wri tinge to such an extent thc>.t Guttman is moYed t o 

say that the "literary actiTiay of AbraYanel bas in the 

main the character ot a commentary, his chief work being 
21 

the commentary to the Pentateuch and Prophete." On the other 

hand, hie interest in philosophy not only induced him to 

write Toluminously in tnis field, but eYen his commentaries 

to the Holy Scrj ptures contain analyseP of the chief repres

entatiTee of J~wisb rationaAiam, especi ~ lly of the Spanish 

school. But his forte is not in this field. In fact Graetz 

goes to the extent of deprecating AbraTanel's philosophical 

aptitude alto1etber, and describes his actiTity in dialectic 
22 

research as a presumption, considering his meager talents. 
21 

Guttman has boweTer justly reJect•d this judgment as faulty. 

There can be no doubt that his exegesis was Ab

raYanel' a principle work in the field of Jewish scholarship. 
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Although Rosenau doea not cons ider Abra•anel important ln 
24 

this tield either, and di8Jllieeea him with casual mention, 

Gruenberg ma.intaina that hie exegesis constitutes a landmark 
. 25 

in the history ot Biblical research. 

One flaw is common to all bia commentariea--a !law 

patent e•en to the casual o-aerTer--a tiring prolixity and 

lengthineaa. Someone has aaid ot him, "Abra•anel, with 

whom ••ery word b ecom s a period, am e•ery period an easay." Lr- 4..;:r:) 

It eeema that Ab~aTanel was well aware ot tble cbaracterletic 

ot hie, and as i t to remo•e and anticipate censure be writes 

in hie introduction tJ the llaJor Prophete, "It ia impoeaible 

to escape from the lengthiness of this commentary, becnuee 

ot the great amount or lnTeatigation and homily, and because 

of t he lucid explanations of the deep mattera--where it ia 

neceaaary to apeak at length I am not permi tted to shorten.• 

Thia method of detailed writing bas resulted in 

maaei•enesa ot atructure, so t hat hie worka become f ormidable 

tomes trightenlJ'16 away readera. This accounta for the fact 

that hie works ne•er achie•ed their deaerTed popularity, 

both r mong the lay readers and the ~ cholars. He is one 

of the few great writers who has not been adequately treated 

by the newer Jewish scholarship. He woweTer who can summon 

up sufficient courage to pursue him at aome length, marTele 

at hie prodigious mastery of all the materials of J ewish 

and non-Jewi sh exegetee of bis day. Nor does be aToid t he 

classics of Jewish exegesia like Saadia, Raabi, Ibn Ezra, 

Kimhi, Ibn Kaapi, Fariasol, Moses ben Nabman, Le•i ben 

Gerson, the egegetea of the French school, the classica 

of Chriatian exegesis; indeed he e•en quotea the Tiewa of 
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Jewish renegades and analyzes them--Jerome and Augustine, 

Nicholas de Lyra and Paulus de Santa .Ilaria, and Abner de 

Bu•goa. A complete list of the sources he uses for hie 

Biblical commentaries alone would fill a ~~r of pa.gee. 

Commendable is AbraTanel's method of quoting all 

possible Tlewa that haTe been expreeeed when commenting on 

dlt'ficult portions, of pointing out the difficulty inTolTed, 

and then expressing his own Tiewe. Hie striTing for inde

pendence is eTerywhere obTioue. Yet he confesses at tiLea 

that be has not yet succeeded in giTi ng a eatiefsctory 
26 

interpretation of certain paaaagea. 

All(a rule, howeTer, he is able to explain the 

text fully and completely to hie own satisfaction. Thus, 

in Jonah, for instance, there la no problem that he la unable 

to eolTe. Kost ot the interpretations o! others, particular

ly those of the religious phlloeophera he finds inadequate 

and he see~, his own solution. He frankly tells us tbet it 

was tne inadequacy of preTious co111111entatore, especially 

Raehl and Ibn Ezra, which induced him to write hie compre

hensiTe commentary. Thie ""as to be lrom eTery point of 

Tiew •xhaustiYe. Raehl, who was othenriee t~ld in gr•t 

esteem by him and frequently cited, he r epresents as being 

content with the interpretations of the Talmud eagea--and 

aensiti•e Ibn Ezra as being content with the grammatic

philological explanAtions and superficial interpretations 

of the prophete--while the other exegetes too often swayed 
27 

between the simple and the homiletical significations. 

He intended hie commentary to be as complete as 

poasible, and courageously and diligently he discusses mam-
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fold probl ems and attempts to illuminate them from eTery 

poeeibl e angle. He was disturbed by the self- sufficiency 

ot many egegetee who paid little or no attention to t he 

doubte ot others; be was therefore concerned to rid himeelt 
28 

of thie falling. 

11boeTer takes in band a commentary of AbreTanel' a 

recognize• his style when be deat• with a book ot the Bible. 

Thia he alwaye 41Tldee according to hi e own particular 

measuremente. In tbe prophetical books particularly be 

doee not follow the customary chapte= diTlaione but arranges 

tbe books according to hie own whim in definite portions, 
, •tt i) Nill and ·i_ ~~f~l _, etc. Hie introduction1, 

contents, quest4..pns, etc. ~re similarly arranged. For eXBJDple 

he di Tides Iaaiab· into thirty-six secttonai Jeremiah into 

seTenteen, and Ezekiel into twenty. Eacb aucb section be 

then analyses with all ita difficulties and problema. 

Firet, bowe-.er, be predente a number of lncleiTe questions. 

-fhese probing anticipatory questions are Tery keen, and 

present to tbe wondering reader a sense of amazement that 

that the difficulties cEin eTer be ee.tiafactorily reconciled. 

But thia be almost always succeeds in doing. In Deute1 •nom,y 

AbraTanel makes moat frequent use ot the expression __ f !lOil 
~ I ,:l, • J"' i) r{)o,, ''"' l'htl but in the ot her books of the Torah .I • • 

and in the prophetical works, t !-_e phtaae la fl J l <l/ 1() i) i>l tilU 11 

etc. Thereby the reader la made aware 

of tbe difficulties and probl ems inTolTed in tbe text and 

is proToked to original solutions. Let ua exaaine, as an 

example, his commentary to Jonah. He f i rst o iTides the 

book into two halTeas 
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ill FIRST ~ROPliECY begins with HOW THE WORD OJ' 
THE LORD C~ UHTO J ilH, SOB OF AlllTTAI, etc (lal) and 
extends to ABD TllE V!ORD <JB TlIE LORD CAME mrro JOHAB A SECOID 
TIJ&A (311). It baa two aeotiona; tiret--HOW THE WORD 
O'B THE LORD CAME TO JOBAH THE SOB OF AJIITTAI J second--
AND TifE LORD SPOJCE TO THE l'ISH (2:11). Regarding it I baTe 
aeen fit to ralae these eix questions •••• 

ii ~O~ ~begins with AND THli: WORD OJ' 
THE !.ORD CO~ OHD 1 UIE ( 311) to the encl ot 
the book. It coneiate of two eectione; the first AHD TiiE 
WORD OF THE LORD C/JIE. Ulrl'O JONAH A SECOlID TIME; and the 
second, .AHJ) THE LORI> SAID 'DOST THOU WELL TO :SE ANGRY?'(4:4). 
I haTe put six ques tions in regard to it •••• 

Thereupon AbraTanel poses the questions. For 

instance a 

THE FiftT ~TIOJl [ of the~phecy] ia concerned 
with what God saCi to~naba ARISE GO TO NINEVEH, THAT GREAT 
CITY, AND PROCLAIK AGAINST IT; FOR THLIR WICKEDNESS IS COKE 
UP Bi.FOl<E llh (112). How why wee God concerned with NineTeh 
--for their sine were numeroue--eo that He looked out tor 
it, and sent His serTante, the prophets, to reproTe and 
direct it. Dt course it has been told from the beginning 
that the special and exslted thing that God does for Hie 
people and His possession Israel, is that He looks out tor 
them--indiTidually and collectiTely--with a wonderful, super
Dhi euperTie.on, as it is eaida "The Lord Alone did lead 
him• [Dt 32al2], ''For the portion of the Lord is Hie people, 
Jacob t he lot of His i nherf tance" [~t 3219]. But the other 
nations ere under the rule of Hi• minsters [i.e. the heaTen
ly bodiea] "which the Lord thy God hath allotted unto all 
the peoples" [Dt 4al9]. For the reason of reproof there 
were among the people of Israel prophets, the instruments 
and t he emissaries of God, to repriTe end dir,ct tlem. 
•He has not done this for any other nation" [~a 14?120]. 
Now why did God see fit to dispatch Jonah to dineTeh, the 
city of t ae Chaldeane? Why did he not do so to Egypt, to 
Babylon. end the other great districts where the inhabitants 
ere wicked end great sinners in the eyes of the !.ordl? 

ora 

THE FOUllTH C.UES'IIOH bas to do with what the mariners 
s t> id to Jonah: TELL US, iE PRAY THEE, FOR V:HOSE CAUSE 1H IS 
l:.V'IL IS UPON USa WHAT IS THINE OCCUPATION? (lal8) Now this 
s tatement is difficult to comprehend for seTeral reaBone. 
Fir1t, because the lot had already f e llen to Jonah, and they 
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knew that thie great tempest wae on hie account--and why, then, 
did tbe;r trouble to aeka JOB WHOSE CAUSB IS Tl!IS EVIL UPOJr 
US? StmSft• wb7 did. they aeka WHAT IS THIBA OCCUPATION? WHENCE 
COMEST ? WHAT IS TRY COUITllY? .AND OF WHAT PEOPLE ART 
THOU (lla 8 ) For wla t do t hese worde haTe to do with the 
etorm? JloreoTer, WDllCB COMES THOU'? le the _.. ae WHAT IS 
THY COUHTRY'T ~ • .Tonah'e anner wae not directed to the 
queati ona, tor~annered them, I All A HEBREW, AID I i'EAR 
THE LORD, THE GOD OF HEAYEll ':- (1:9). Jrow tbie reeponee doee 
not aatiaty all the queriea. RIR{tb, Wt.17 after the querlea 
and the reeponee did they say, T IS THIS THAT THOU HAST 
DONE? J'OR 'l'llE JIEJJ JOlE1f THAT HE FIBD FROK Tm. PRESENC5 OF THE 
LORD, BECAUSE BE HAD Tom THEil (1110). Since he b&d already 
told th•, wb7 waa it neceaeary to aek about th• a second 
time? Furthermore, since Jonah did not asnwer their quest
ions WHAT . IS THIS THAT THOU HAST :DONE? why did the mariners 
aak hhn WHAT SiIALL llE DO UUTO TiiEE, THAT THE SEA KAY BE 
CALK tJl'TO US? (1111). lloreoTer, all these queriea require 
answer. 

and age.ins I\ 

THE Fil"TH 9.tJESTION [ot the second prophecy] con
cerns God'• etate .. nt to Jonah All> SHOULD JrOT~PARE NINEVEH, 
THAT GREAT CITY, WHEREIN ARE KORE THAN TWO HUBIEED THOUSAND 
PERSONS THAT CANNOT DISCEIUI l!ETWEEN THEIR RIGHT HAND AND THEIR 
LEFT HAND? AID ALSO &UCH CATTLE? (4111). Thie ueetion le ~ ,;,, ... ~u 
raieed becauee God should baTe loglcelly annered Jonah, "How ..... '\I 1 ' ""'~l ~ 
courcrr noi~ r'. ty on the 1nhabl tante who returned t o lie ~ :.:.~:::·· ,!:; 
with ell their heart di all their eoule. The law J:!_quireu _ _ 
"Whoso toreaketh and conteeeee hie elne eball- baTe mercy.• Why ··. 
did He not mention thle titting &ne\t er u.ther than the weaker, i- .. r .c.1;-
'becauee or youths and much cattllle, THAT CA.Nl\OT DISCERN -r,, .. .. , u • 

BETWEEN THEIR RIGHT HAJID AND THEIR LEFT HAND'? It baa been '"' 
understood tbat God repeated tor the eTil because of their 
own repentence, and not because of their youths and thll 
cattle. 

Thie pertinent method of queetiona and answere was 

always in faTor in certain circles ot Jewish commentator•· 

Very much like Abrannel'e wae the technique of the famous 
29 

rabbi Koeee Alehech (eecond half of the 16th century). 

Ae Gruenberg obaerYes, no leee a person tban Schopenhauer 

considered the inclination to constant questioning ae an 
30 

unfailing condition of a philoeophic intellect. The ,ueetion 

etande at the beginning ot all thought. And AbraTallel wae 
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a thinker. WhereTer he turns he comes upon the irrecnncil

able, the complioated, the problematice.l. lie pute the 

question, and then diligently aeeka the solution. 
4 t la interesting to note that AbraTanel was 

practioally the first of tne Jewieb ~xegetee to utilize the 
31 

so-called introductions. He not only prefaced inoiTidual 

booke of the Scrittur ea with a thorough, factual intro

duction in which he dieGI. ssee in detail 1 ta essence, date 

of compoei·tlon, etc., b~t many lndiTidual portions with 

synopses whose auperscr1J)l.1on ia alwa~L .... .I' ~I :)0\ iU It .)i} 

If'":\ Jlllti't ~fC1u1 ·and which ueually concludes 

• .J\, t~ J l Q'.lf-1'.>'a> '1•"91 .,"~"",,. t•:ll 

The content la tor him the main tbinga the pafta which he eeeks 

to interpret la part of and eu.beidiary to the main idea. 

Let ua ob,serTe how he applies the method thus tar 
tt. . .,...c'..ot..-

explained) to Jonah. 

BOW THE WRD lJF THE LORD CAME UNTO JONAH, THE SOB 
OF AKITTAI (1:1). 

Our sages haTe taught that Jonah the eon of Amittai 
waa of the tribe of Asher, and that he was the son of the 
widow who had glTen food to El1Jah, and that he was the one 
who bad died, and whom Elijah quickened [See Kin•• 418-3'1] ~2 
But Rabbi Johanan llae .. ld that be was of the tribe of Zebu
lun, for be prophecies against Jereboam, the eon of ~oaeh, 
as it is written in the book of Kinge1 "According to the 
word of the Lord, the God Of Israel, which he spake by the 
hand of hie aerTant, Jonah the son o~ Alllittai, the prophet, 
who was of GQth-hepher." (14-25]. Thia place was in the 
section of Zebulun, as it la written, •From thence it 
[i.e. the border of Zebulun] ppssed along eastward to Gath
hepher.• [Josh 19113]. Rabbi LeTi said1--Rabbi Johanan 
hae taught us well. Hie mother was of Asher, but hie fe.ther 
was of Zebulun, as it is said, "Zebulun shall dwell at the 
shore ot the sea ••• and bis flank shall be upon Zidon• [Gen 
49113). That is, the deace11dent . of his flank went as far as 
Zldon, for •be shall be a shore for ships• [ibid]. At ell 
eTents, Elisha the prophet consecrated him as a proFhet and 
sent him to annoint Jehu, the de~c~ of Ni msbi LSee II 
Kgs 913]. Because his words were~ proTed true, therefore 

.J i....~k• ~ F' • tt: 1 ... ~~ ft.t""j > thltf. I l '" V 
_ ,,. ·) o_ 1. ~ -~- --- - -~, ,.. • ..,.~•~b 
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he was oalled the eon ot Ami ttai •· [ .1'~, truth]. We 
can deduce that he 11 "f'ed in Eplu;&-im at a time befoi·e Sennach
erib deetro)ed Samaria, and Ula! the Aeqriane had deetroyed 
the tribe of Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of »enaeseh 
who were in trans-Jordania, and e"t'en ai·ter Zebulun and Naftali 
were exiled. ~here ie no doubt that all the remaining tribes / ·~ 
were afraid and terrified leet the king of Assyria att&ck ~ 
Samaria and destroy it, as he nad done to t lleir brethren who ; ~c;':"""~ 
bad been pre"t'iouely exiled. Since that fear was preeent i J~c,.. ~~"'" 
the hearts of the sages of Israel, therefore na was a ~.~~ ~ 
in"f'ol"t'ed in the matter, ae ie explained in th a account, and ~~ 
that ie why God colllllallded Jonah to go to liline"f't:b, that great 
city, for there were the thrones of the &eeyrian kings, and it 
was the capitol city. 

In Jonah ~here are two synopses following each 

of the sete of questions. Yireta 

The more general purpose of this prophecy is to 
demonstrate that •Tbe counsel of the Lord etandeth fore"t'er• 
[Pe 33all] •And the word of our God enall stand ror eTer• . 
[le 4018). 1:uerefore the prophets ueed to bell ne int taett 
prophecies and f orewarn tm people :-bout future things which 
could be seen by them as if in actuality1 for •God is not a 
man that He should lie• [Nu 23119]. That this principle is 
baaed on truth le proTed in the caee of Jonah, the son of 
Amittai. Yor God commanded him to propbecy--not against 
hie own people, but against Bine"t'eb, the capitol of Assyria. 
Since be di1 not choose to prophecy t here, for he knew the 
misfortuneas and the exiles which would be exacted on the . , ., ,, ..... ~ 
tri bee of Israel in the course of time, the refore he d.§.1A.r- .....v.,;-~''4 :?1 
m!Jl~d tha t Assyria come to an end, and that NineTeh, the cap- 1• 

itol, be entirely r educed to slag. For this reason, he fled S- · ~ 
rather than go there. Am God, toward •bom this tricke17 c;J: ~-.. ' ;;:;.,· 
~-b;1 p.roct..!_d, hurled the wind of the tempest into the sea, --~~~ -~ 
u the mariners were coapeited to cast Jonah, the sin- ~.~.JJ\v>' 
ning soul, into the sea. But God did not 1 •aTe him to his 
fate, but the fish tJl which swallowed him, paarded him 
like t be pupil of its eye, until Jonah was t'orced to pray 
to the Lord. Then ~od brought him out from there, and Jonah 
~ ent to carry out hie mission; for nothing is too wonlerful 
for God, and e"f'erything 1e in His hPnd as clay ia the han~ t~-· 
of the pottP.r [See Jer 1816, etc. 1, and He will direct lis 
lie will. 

A "t'ery difficult problem for us to answer is which 

of the two JDA.in roAds of Biblical exegesis AbraTanel ,pursued, 

the peshat or the derash. There can be no doubt that he 
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himself was inclined toward the literal interpretation of 

the text, f 0r indeed he says in comment to Zach 10:3, 

'J\;1.1 ll ONJ' f., IJ' .l r..J\.:> i) ~ ")f) j 'JllJ,,.. HoweTer, 

the derash and the peeba.t are inextricably interwoTen in hie 

commentaries, so that i s is really impossible to determine 

which he followed, although Gruenberg and others maintain 
34 

he was a litera liat. The truth ot t he matter probably is 

that he was so interested in proTing his thesis outlined at 

the beginning of each book, and his i ndiTidual contentions 

including the absolute reliability of the Scrittures, that 

although he thought he was always resting on the hard atones 

of fact, somet imes his mind wandered about among t he stare 

like Jacob at Beth El. Like the great exegetes If the peshat 

school be cherished t he Talmudic principle that the Scriptures 

should never be int erpreted apart from their exact literal 

meaning, for be says in comment on Gen 2:2 'Iii>! ••• ~·t,.. /)!)~ 

35 
and also on Ia 65:17, 

C).U !)...:> l)l(t '111, / '" ' ,.JJ /7 117' 

But he is so very often inconsistent• with this 

principle. Thus, for i nstance, he wishes to prove t hat 

Nineveh wa• really very largea 
·~ 

- dJ' 

In accordance with the literal interpretation, 
Rabbi Abraham b9n Ezra wrote that t he Oourney mentioned 
refers t o its ~iroumfere~ce , but that it took only a day 
to traverse ti. But this statement is not correct, for it 
further states AND JONAH lmGAU TO ENTER INTO THE CITY A DAY'S 
JOURNEY (314). This shows that he did not complete the j our- <1 .,.: c 
ney, only a part of it, therefore it is obvious that from f'l-C ~~ , 

gate to gate it is three day s , but that Jonah bad gone only ""~ .... ; · ·v~ 
a day ' s J ourney, and the inhabitants were aroused to repent- ~ -·. ~' .\'.< ....... ~ .... 
ence. Furthermore in Beresllit Rabbab [sic!] it is stated ,. ... ·'-"'( .. ·"' .,., 

,, v {.J L~ r-· \.o t 
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tbat NineTeh was a journey of forty d.aya--perhaps this in
cludes the enTirone of the city, and therefore the decree waa 
that in YET FORTY DAYS AND NINEVEH SHALL BE OVERTHROD (314), 
for it took forty days until the proclamation could be made 
in the land1 the city and its suburbs. 

Thia is not tbet>nly instance where he rej ects 

Ibn Ezra's literal interpretations. Tmis, for example, 
36 

on Ia 66a3a 1C,.l.to i)\)"'>ei> /•l>t> /'lC/ ... ..&Jl"}fOl'SlllR lli'\"')J~ -.,D,v. 

Ase matter of fact, AbraTanel'a agadot in them

aelTea form a good sized yalkut, not only including those 

which he collected from other sources, but also many hom

ilies and interpretation• ~bich i t le obTioua he concocted 

of hie own accord. Only twice in Jonah does he disagree 

with K1draebic explanatione which be cit~ea . . 

Then Jonah repented of hie sin when he said 
TiiEY THAT OBSERVE LYING VANITIES l'ORSAl<E THEIR OWB MERCY 
(219). He was not referring by t his statement to the mar
iners or the seamen who Towed Tows during the tempest, t hat 
their merer Md t heir Tows would forsake them, upon their 
departure f r om t he shtp, .as the expounders haTe i nterpreted, 
nor die Jonah meE-. wliat the sages baTe said, that THEIR 
MERCY haa t he meaning of •a wicked thing• [as in LeT 20:17] 
--that is to say, that the mariners will forsake their idols 
because of the miracl es they eaw performed for him--tor all 
these interpretations are f r r from the meaning of the 
Scriptures •••• 

and again1 

WHEREIN ARE llORE TiiAN TWELVE llIRI ADS OF PEOPLE THAT 
CAllNOT DI SCEBli BETWEEN THEIR RIGHT HAND AND T!$I R LEFT HAND, 
AUD ALSO KUCH CATTLE (4111). This do os not refer to the child
ren, as th& interpreters baTe stated, for indeed in the 
condemned city the children were sentenced for the sl.ns of 
t heir fathers, tor the children are l ike the limbs and parts 
ot a body. 

It is quit~ impossible to c1 te all the homiletlcal 

explanations which AbraTanel invented to explain the text, 
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perhaps unconecioue that he was straying from the peshat, 

for they form the bulk of hie commentaries. Fut a few s hould 

be noted, and j t will be seen how difficult it i s to trace 

the line of demarcation between the fanciful and the real: 
l 

~OHAB WENT DOWN INTO THE <- IDES uF 'l'iIE BOAT--that 
is to eay, to one of the sides--AND HE LAY DOWN AND WAS FAST 
ASLEEP {115). -wnie Scriptures relates this to tell tha t the 
sailors cried out e"fery man to his god, but Jonah did not 
cry out to God , for be was ashemed and embarrassed to raise 
hie head to Him, so he lay Pnd went 1aet asleep, since he 
tho ught that he would die tbere--for sleep is one-sixtieth 
of sleep, and ther efore he prepared himself for sleep. 

The explanation of the text is also found in their 
question WHAT IS TRi llE OCCUPATION? (118). Tlu>t is to say, 
'perhaps your occupation consists of a definite si n ' for 
instance a gentile priest--'and because of tha t you ha"fe 
deser"fed death by God.' and WHENCE COMEST THOU? that is to 
say, 'perhaps you he"fe descended from wicked forefathers 
and God Tisi ts their Bins upon you.' Now both of 1,bese 
latter points are included in the question 1~ ~1 --i.e. ' 
how haTe you sinned? You or your fathers? ' Furthermo 
two ot her questions are included in wh8,tdie)· ea. -- irst, 
W:-iAT IS YOUR COUNTRY? and second, AND OF Wltft.T .i 'EOPL}:; ART 
THOU? That is to 88y, perhaps you ha•e sinned against your 
count-y, for inl ;ance in disregarding the Sabbatical years 
and the Jubi l ees, or perhaps you have sinned against your 
people . Since P~l these uestions are included in the pri.Jll
a ry questions of the pr sence o the s in, and se ainet whom 
he sinned, there e ona answered both of them when he said 
I A1'l A HEBREW; A.HD I FEAR THE LORD, SHE GOD OF HEAVEN. Tha.t 
is to say, 'Since you ha"fe asked my sin and my transgress ion, ld ··- -;;/., 
whether it was against the country or against my people, t "4't-t •• ·< 
and for the reason of this sin, if I am deservin,: of death 
--and aga inst whom I haTe sined--know then, and Fee that I 
am a Hebrew. Now the explanation of t his i snot only t hat - 1 . . .... , ,,., 

he was from th~and of the nebrews, but tha t he was a rene..-: 1• ~ i 
gMe / ·:-ri"' , 1,,)- transgress~d ' J..IJ' the oommand.mm ts of 
his God. Compare "Why do ye transgrass the words of God" 
[Nu 14:45]. Wi tl. this sentence he expla ined to them the 
~of his guilt. And in regard t o the quest ion they asked 
him AGAINST WHO~ Hl. SINNED, he aneered them I FEAR THE LORD, 
THE GOD uF HEAVEN--that is to say, 'You need not ask about 
my country or my pe~ple, for I have not sinned against them, 
BUT I FEAR GOD. for I ha•e sinned only agai nst Him, and for 
that reason I eJD in trouble, for I em an •11.tr. I ha"fe 
transgressed Hie co1amand1aents and rebelled agathst my proph-
ecy. AND I FEAR THI:; LORD 'J'Hh C:OD OF HEAVEN , for I have 
sinned against Him. 

,. ,, .. '" 
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AbraTanel'e citations from and references to 

' idrashim indi ce te his wide knowledge of the entire field 

literature. It will be necessary only to mention 

a few of the midra shim he cites, although each of hie com

mentaries is replete wi~h them. For instance, in question

ing the reason t ne fish Tomited Jonah upon the dry land 

(3:1), AbraTanel aekys why God desisted from his wra th. 

I! you would say it was because of the prayer he 
r ecited in the belly of the fish, what good wa s hie prayer 
si nce be persisted in hie sin. Jonah was i n the position of 
a man who was in the process of becomi ng ritually elean, and 
then made himself further unclean by graspi ng a reptile in 
hie hand. 

Thie is probably a reference to Toeef. Taanit I:S. 

This passage to be cited now has been chosen because it 

indicates t he erudition and wi de knowledge of the au thor. 

The origi nal mi draehim and i nterpretations a re from Mekilla 

Bo ( Petiha) lb-2a; Je;-uealem Sanhedrin 11, 20b; Jerome on 

Jonah 1:2 and 411; Tertullian, •De Pi d) oi t i a 10• and Pseudo 

Tertull i an "De J ona" 20 et. seq. On the Tiew t hat no r eT-

ela tions are made to prophets outside t he Holy Land a re 

s imilar ref erences in M:oed Katan 25a, :!eki l ta R. ~; . 5-6; Zo-

bar 1:85~ etc.: -- ...-- ----
[Comment on i:~::-=-and -therefore J onah came 

to t oe conclueio~ that he would not go to Nineveh, so that 
the inhabitants of Nineveh would not be rescued from extir
pa t i on through hie mediation. For, how would he bear to think 
that hi s Journey would be the cause of thereecue of the 
nseyriane and t he destruction of t he I s raelites. And how woul d 
he be able to look at the calamaity whi ch would overtake hie 
people through the As syrians. For this r ea son he f led from 
the presence of the Lord. By t his last phase we mean that 
he wi shed t o di s tant himself f r om Palestine which is f ath ioned 
f or prophecy. For he thought that since the prophetic 
inspiration new ~r appears outsi de of Palest ine, then when be 
would be in a pollutec land outside of ~he Holy ~sna, the 
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prophetic inspiration could not r est on him nor command him 
to go to NineTeh or proclaim against it, so that he would not 
be the instrument and the medium for rescuing hie enem•es; 
for if God should desire to rescue them Himself, He would 
do as He wishes, but not through Jonah. And I think that 
our sages were intentioned toward this view when they com
mented in tbe •ekilta on the verse "And there were added be
sides unto them many like wo rds"in the book of Jeremiah 
[36-32). They said: There nre t hree types. One is interested 
in t he honor of the father e.nd t he honor of the son. Another 
is interested i n the honor of the f n ther and not in the honor 
of the son. The last i s interested in the honor of the son 
and not in the honor of the father. J eremiah is interested 
in the honor of bis Father and the son [Israel], as it is 
said, "We haTe transgressed, and have rebelled; Thou hast 
not perdoned" [La.men 3:42). Therefore bis prophecy was 
doubled, as it is saids "And there were added besides meny i 
like worde." Elijah g&ve honor t o bis Father and not t o 
his son, e.a it i s said, "I haTe been ~ ealous for the .Ao " • 

t ne God of hosts; for the children of Israel have forse~ ~n 
Thy coTenant." [I Kgs 19:10). Now what follows this?a 
"And the Lord said unto him: 'Go, return on thy way to the 
wilderness of Damascus ••• e.nd Jehu, the son of Nimshi shalt 
thou appoint to be prophet in thy room.'" Now why does it 
say 'in thy room'? 'Fer I do not take pl eaeure in thy 
kind of prophecy!' 

Jonah gs.Te honor to the son and not to the Father. 
What is written a bout him? AN~ T::Il:. WORD OF THE LORD CAME 
Ul~Tu JONAH A SECOUD TI.ME (3:1). Tb.et is to say, it spoke 
with him twi ce, but not three times . It can be unders t ood 
in t he light of wha t I have expla ined that Jonah gaTe honor 
to the eon, but not the ~ather when he fled from the Lord 
in order to escape from going to direct Nineveh a right--
for he chose that the counsel of the Lord be not established 
and that the Ae ayrians be a l together cut off. Similarly i t 
is expressed in the ~j drash. Rabbi Jonathan said: Jonah 
eaba rked only for the psrpose of destroying himself in the 
sea, e.s it is saidz TAJ<E ill. UP Ah"; CAST ME FORTH IUTO THE 
SEA (1:12). You can find simi lar situations in the case of 
t oe patriarchs and the prophets who gave their lives for 
Israel. As Scriptures says of Moses: "Yet now, if 7hou 
wilt f o rgiTe their sins--r and i f not, blot me, I pray Taee, 
out of Thy book." [Ex 32:~2]. Concerning David, wha t does 
it say? "And David said to the Lord , behold I haTe sinned •• 
but now your hand be against me and my father's house" [ 
II Sam 24:17). Lo, all these statements will tes t ify and tell 
t i1e truth of what I haTe exple.ined. What is writ t en in the 
Kekilta will also agree with t nis, for Jonah thought:--! 
will go outside of Palest.ine, f or the Shekinah does not 
reTeal itself there. Why did he do t hisi befause he knew 
that t he gentiles were almost ready to r epent, and he did not 
want Israel to suffer. Thi• is comparr>.ble to the serTant of 
a priest who fled from his master, the priest . He t hought:--
1 will flee to the graTe•ard, where my mas ter cannot go after 
me. But his master said to him: I have other serTents like 
you to extract you from there. God said to him--I haTe 
other emissaries like you to sen( after you and bring trom 
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there. As it is said, AND THE LORD n'URlED A GREAT WIND I:tn'O 
TiU. SEA. (1:4). 

And ~ain: 

•••• And Scripj)uree eaya SO HE PAID Tiil. FARE T:-iERE
OF (1:3) t o acqua int the re•der that Plthough it is t he cus
tom of travellers by sea to pay the fare for the passage 
only when they disembark, nevertheless Jonah, because of bis 
great desire for the 'ourney, paid the fare of the passage 
when be b egan i t. So is is eYplained in Plrke Rab ~liezar 
(lla]. But according to the Aggadah, Jonah was affluent 
and paid the fare for the whole tieat, t r.at he ~ight travel 
alone (Nedarim 38a] . 

We shall cite a 

Pi rke d' Rab Elie zar, lla, 

Jonah commentPry: 1:1 

f ew more l anci ful midr~shim from 
..r.L-

which~sed e1:tenaetwly in his 

When the mar iners perceived that their pr ayer end 
outcry did not help, and thst the boat did not lighten when 
they threw out the goods into the sea, the thought entered 
t heir minds that this must be a specially , repared act of 
God, ?nd that the tempest had occurred beceuse of t he t rans
gression of one of t hei r number. It is not proper to assume 
t~iat t he mBl .&.nere cast Jonah 1 nto the sea in haste and e1:-
ci tement, f or they prepered various t ests to determine that c_ 
the tempest was not a natural one, but rather a sr ecially _..,___ 
prepared Divine act. The first teat and r eetul is what -
is told in t he Pirke Rabbi Ll ie ze r--t~t they sa~..::...;;.ot-n-h~e~r----~.· J 
boats cros sing in both directions peacefully and quietly, 
but t heir boat was in a gr~at s t orm, e.nd t herefore they _ .. #~._ •. 
were assured that the situation was the resul t of the sin ~ «•"·" 
of one of them, or perhaps God o r the zodi~ had decreed that 
t hat Individual was to die a t that pertfCul a :. hour, and for 
his sake and for that rea son the storm had occurred. Now if 
thi s was the situat i on, it were best that the individual 
die, s ince it was already decreed and decided that he had to 
die--rather than the r est of t he passengers of t he boat die 
with nim. And it should not be thought tbe.t what has teen 
said:--that they saw boats going i n both directions--ie but 
fancy. For indeed the Scriptures itself testifies concerning 
this, both in the verse AND THERE WAS A llIGHTY TEKPEST IN 
TiiE. SF.A , SO TliAT T:IE SHIP WAS THOUGHT TO FE BROKEN (1: 4)--
t~at is to say, the particular ship in which Jonah was, was 
like to be broken, no t the rest of t he ships ; --and a l so in 
the speech of the mariners who said J...ET US CAST LOTS TH.AT 
WE KAY KNOW FOR WHOSE CAUSE 'f!iIS EVIL IS UPON US (1:7). That 
is to say, 'upon us', and not for the r est of the ldlips. 

•.. r-
1 • & • I 
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llo reoTer, .Jonah himself said:--FOR I KNOW 'rHAT FOR MY Sl·.KS 
TiiI S GREAT Tl:jll'EST IS COM:E UPON YOU (lzl2l--t~at is to say, 
' upon you', and not upon t he other ships . ... 7 

....And in the Pirke de Rabbi Eliezar i* ie said tha t 
t he ma riners became conTerted. When t hey returned to Joppa 
they went up to Jerusalem, and circumeieed t hemselTee, ae 
it is said, TEU '.i"lil:. ;.rr.N 1- EA.nED 'riiE LORD F..XCl.ElHl;GLY, AND 
uFFERBED A SACRIFICE UliTO THE LORI: (1:16). Now wee it a 
sacrifice that they could sacrifice it on the sea? Rather, 
it was the covenant of circumcision, which ie like the b lood 
of a sacrifi ce. Alln 1£ADE V\JWS e~cb to bring hie wife, hie 
children, and al l t hat he nad--hie vow offering and his 
peece offering--to the Deity 01 Jonah. 

And in t he Pirke de '~bbi Lliezar it ie seid t he t 
t he ri sh went 965 furlongs to the d ry .land to vomit out 
Jonah--fo{

8
the reason that nothing can :seek to prevent re

pentence . ... 

And in the Pirke de Rabbi Eliezr r it s~ys the 
r epentence 01 the ~ inevitee was to teach the s~§ners the way 
01 the Lord, that their repentence be per fect. 

PerhPpe the beet proof thr- t Abravsnel i s not t he 

lite=aiist that 111Pny au t horities ~ould nave him to be is 

P comparison wj th Ibn Ezra. and Kimhi, tot i~ uf v:i1om may t-e 

r egarded as exponents or t he peehat , tne natural sense. 

iie agrees with nei gher of t hem in the main--only occasion

ally in the inter pretation or l nd1 v1dual points !!•es h~ c1 te 

t nem in agree111ent. Li:i ter we shfl ll note h ie reJ.fl 'tJ.on to 

these commentators i n more detai l . lie aoes not ev en agree 

with Rashi who attempted to combine peshat and deresh , al

t !'lough he does indeed shar e Rashi' s beli ef , as wi ll be s hown, 

t ha t a Scriptural vers e may have more than .:> ne meaning . 

In contradi ction to the classics of the Arabi an 

school, whose exegesis bears t he mar k of philology and 

etymology , Abravane l emphasizes more the comprehension of 
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contextual coherence in historical representations and 

prophetic epeechee, Hie worldliness and knowledge of people 

permit him in a grea t meas ure to trace the historic laby

rinths of ancient history with the eye of a statesman and 

to gain a seeper understanding of historical epochs and 

episodes which lie beyond the experiences of secl uded 

scholars. As a result hi e interpretations of the hi stor

ical portions of the Spriptures represent perhPps his 
40 

finest achievements. For instance, be was gretly troubled 

by the prophecy YET FORTY DAYS AND NI1lLVEH SHALL BE OVLR

Trt.ROWN (3: 4}, and he must needs explsin it correctly and 

his t orically, a ccoraing t o his lights: 

The s econd way of explaining YET FDI TY DAYS 
Ai~:C lHliliV'.r:H Sii.ALL B. vVERTlffiOVlN is that 'day' is us ed here 
for 'year'. As in Leviticus ( 25:29]: "w1thin a year mPy 
he redeem it." ~nd the word ' yet' i s al so to be counted, 
fo~ it rec~ons eighty [ T1•]. And when forty [ days or 
' years' ] be added to it, the result is one hundred twenty 
yeats. It iP a s if the Scriptures said t hat at the end 
of one hundl!red twenty yeA.r s , JHneveh would i. e overthrown. 
hnd so it was. For ~ebuchadnezzar caine and destroyed it 
~ fter one hund red t wenty years as a result of this proph-
ecy . And Nahum the Elkashite prophe{Ied about rt in his 
section of the destruction of Nineveh. And this is how we 
verify it . Nebuchanezzar, in the first year that he rei gned, 
destroyed lHn eveh (as it is stated in Seder Ol am). Now it 
i s known that liebuchadnezzar ruled e t the beginning of t "le 
fourth year of the reign of Jehoiakim , king of J udah, a P it 
is stated in Jeremi ah l25:1]: •in the f ourth year of Jeho ia
kim, ki ng of Judah, t ha t was t he f irst year of Nebuchadnezzar, 
king of Babylon. Now Jehoiakim ruler el even year s ; subtract 
t he four years, and th4t result is that Jehoiakim ruled seven 
years during Neb~chadneaaar's reign. After him r uled J ehoia
chin three months; aft~ him Zedek iah ruled until the des
truction of the Temple fourteen years, as it i s stated in 
Scriptures. It is also stated in II Kings [25:8), that "in 
the nineteenth year of the r eign of Nebuchadne zzar, Jerus
alem was d es t royed, and the Temple of the Lord was burned. 
Deduce from this that nin eteen year s before the destruction 
of Jerusalem, Uineveh was destroyed. it is known that Jonah 
went to i.ix Nineveh after the exile of lfi'buLun and NPftali, 
and before the ~estructi on of Samr ria--for the t ime between 
these l ast two events was ni ne years, from t he t i rre no s~ea 
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ben Illa ruled until the exile of Samaria. Therefore, 
the inc i dent of Jonah in NineTeh took place fiTe or six 
years before the destruction of Samaria, and from the 
number of yeara of the kin~s of Jud.ah we know that the 
destruction of Samaria prec-.ded the destruction of Jerusalem 
by one hundred thirty three yeara. Sub*ract from 133, 19 
years that NimTeb was llready destroyed, when Jerusalem 
was d estroyed--the result is t hen from the deetru~~ion of 
Sa.maria to the destruction of Nineveh--114 years; and the 
Journey of Jonah to NineTeb preceded the destrt.ction of 
Samaria by about six years, as I have sai d, and t here was from 
Jonah's proclamation in NineTeh to the destruction of NineTeb, 
therefo re, one hundred twenty years. And this was truly 
f o retolda YET FORTY DAYS AND lHNEVEH SHALL BE OVERTURNED. 
Lut God coaealed t he truth of this designation and His mean
i ng with the wofds 'yet' and 'forty days' so thet the in-
h~~i tants of the city should not grasp tt. Even Jonah did 
not uncoTer the very depth of his prophecy. 

It is remarkable that modern scholRrship has 

proved that Abra~anel was probably not far wrong in his 
41 

calculations. 

Equally astounding is his mastery of Biblical 

l anguage material , his extraordinary expertness and ni cety 

in f i nding the roper authori tatiTe paess.ges and analogies; 

whe t her a literalist or not, AbraTanel evidences fine die-

criminat ' on in selecting analogies for proof. This is beet 

evid~nced when he wishes to eYplain etymologically di•ficult 

words, to be discussed later in detail. His knr wledke of 

t he t heology of the Bible checks uns,cceptable conclusions. 

For instance he con s iders t he ques tion: 'Wha t prompted 

Jonah to flee '';)·1~ :·.2'>
1

?' (1:3). Abravanel asksa 

Did Jonah realty ftee from t he p r esence of t he 
Lord? --for is it not stated:--"Wbiter s hal l I go from 
Thy spirit? or whither shall I flee from Thy presence? 
[Pe 139:12] a nd "For the eyes of the Lord run to and fro 
throughout the earth" [II Chron 16: 9]. 

r 'J~'J? J. 
( . ...... •' 

Abravanel's style also is s1gnificant especially 

in the prefaces to his works. For every t hought that he 
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wishes to express he baa a t his command the mnnifold t urns 

of speech to be found in the Bible. Only a Biblical e7pert 

can have so keen a sense of detection. Cla rity is a lways 

evident, even when he becomes mos t verbose--end when•ver 

necessa ry Abravanel creates his own word pictures with the 

Biblical language as a basi s. This is indeed remarkable 

considering t hat he represents himself as struggli ng 

desperately with the Hebrew language. In hi s correspo ndenee 

wi th Saul Cohen Ashkenazi [7a) he says: 

~ , 7J''4) ., ..]1nJ1 Tln1 "'17 ,, 0'71z,j /'"' ~ ' 7 77 JJl.l r:> de; 

, '.:l:J< /"'~ 7u il~ n:> '..) . ~.l 'J?1 i1J" 'Jlf 1 ,/1\JJ~ ~ .:l ~J::)J) l'J"!J7 

.JO~/ .!A'OJ ~~ ~1'1 . /10~\JJ "JJ.7 j~ 'JI /'l-,~7> Dl1 . J•~'7 tlJ!l"J::> 'w '.:J 

'J"'1 )4 'J)"1l7' 'J)V?''>i.l. 1 .J\l'i\"l. ~")f))( ~711 ila'1J '~ tl. ·~ , l>tNJ.. 

t) .!.1-V ...j\ 1.:l/ ~ 'j\J) '"' ~' j) '")..)J ~ ~ Jl($1\1:) Ol'i ,~ '1 I JNJ ~.]_ 1111 

·~ '"7"JJ .l.''-'i>' /:l1~ J>.)' NJ- 7'Y~~~ /.J Jt~F« 010~ ,, rm'r 
· 1>.1 .J11n~1 ll~"1 /'vJ)2 ~.,. 

Abra-anel hits upon novel int erpretations by pay-

ing particular at t ention to the melbod of expression in t he 

Lible and he underlines individual words and s entences. This 

ls indeed t he essence o! h i s method of exegesi s. Thus, f or 

instance he ls puzzled by the question of the rariners to 

Jonah:--WiIY HAST THOU DONE T!IIS? (1:10). He concludes that ~ · 4 .. ,-;, 

t his is indeed not a question e t all, but r atha· an inter-

J ection r as i f t o say, ' How could you have done such a thing, 

to rebel against the word of the Lord a nd to f lee from Him.' 

The ~hrase WHY iiAST THOU DONE TiiIS? Abravanel says, is like 

that which Laban spoke t o Jacob: "What has t thou rune, that 

thou hast s t ollen unawares to me? " [Gen 31: 26). These are 

asked in aston i shment and tor inlormation--for, maintains 

, .. '\ 
, f =~ ' 
' <('" 1 ... , • • 

- ~ .z .,.d , 
•• • • I 

' '• "<'' ( 
r. le....." t: 

I I. <I.. 
I I ) 
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Abravanel, the mariners already knew th~t he was fleeing 

from the prophecy of the Lord, for he had t old them this. 

Or again, Abravanel finds that the verse AlID THE 

WOill> o~· TiiE LORD C}J!E UNTO JONA.a A SECOND Til&E (4:1) proTes 

that because Jonah was untl"\.:.e to his prophecy, the divine 

spirit was removed from him: 

Blessed be He who bas taken delight in the words 
of His sages. How deep is their learning that none of their 
words is untrue [sic!]. They neve said that because Jonah 1 ••• 
demanded Israel's honor and not the honor of the Fatha-, 
biespunishment was t~at only the second, end not sa a third, 
prophecy appePred to him. Yet one of t he speculating youths 
thinks that this inference is but fanciful, and it cennot be 
deduced from wluit he SP.id the second time why he did not 
pr ophecy a third time. But you will find it stated in the 
Seder Olam that Jonah annointed Jehu the son of Nimshi over 
Israel in 3062, and Jonah lived until Zechariah who ruled in 
Isr? el in 3164. It can thus be reckoned that Jonah lived after 
beginning his pro phecy 102 years, and eince we have found no 
other prophecy during all this long time, except those 
two prophecies about Nineveb •• we know that the spirit of 
prophecy departed from him, because of this. And this was r ut 
fitting, for he fled f ~·om })rophecy, and tried to depr rt from 
i t, and hie punishmPnt fi•ted the crime, f or th• prophecy 
fled from him, and uever aga1nk brought him the word of God, 
because he reviled and scorned it. The prophecywas giTen to 
him a second time; but was not given to him a third time, 
not because the1 e is a limit to l•d's munificence, but becaus e 
the recipient refused the goodrEse him~elf. 

When AbraTanel was trying to proTe that tre mariners 

applied ~11 aa*Der of tests to •onah before committ~ng him 

to the waves, he finds the proof from the Scritpures itself: 

The se•ond teat is that ~ hey did not cas t the lots 
only one tim , lest it might be mere chance, but they cast it 
many ti~ee, and with different kinds of lots--and always 
the lot fell to Jonah. And when they saw that the thing 
repeated itself, they now believed that it wae prepared by 
God, end was not mere chance. And elso to this test there is 
proof in Scri ptures, for it says, CO~, AND IJ:.T US CAST LOTS 
l l:7) and it says Alm TiiliY CAST l.OTS. The wori Tl1°A is 
used in the singular j f it means but once, as "notwithstanding 
the land shall be divided by lot" [NuM'"'2"6:55] or "Pccording 
to the lot" [Num 26:56]. Indeed the plural 12.1! is uBed 



for many throws P..nd the different k i nds of lots, end when 
the lots 1111 ~greed bhey knew t r-at the lots were providential 
and decisive. 

Abravanel argued that t he Ninevites did not bel i eve 

in Israel's God, yet t he t ext records their e s saying IF SO BE 

Ti1A1 ~ THI11C UPON US THAT WE PERISH NuT. Hie interpretation, 

then, is as follows: 

• ••• If it should be tha t our gods have no power to 
eave us, per haps when Jonah' s God fra terni zes with them, they 
wi ll be ab l e t o save us t ogether.' ~herefore they did not 
ee.y, 'If so be that. 1'ihl wi 11 think upon us' 'but that O · tl!N 
WILL THINK UPO!l US'--that is to say, J,., nah'e God and t he1 r 
gods combined. 

Abravanel was troubled by the prophecy IN YLT 

r·o~TY DAYS AlID lHNEVEH SHALL BE OVEHTU-rllffiD ( 3 : 4) • As a 

matter of fact it was not overturned in f orty days. But 

by considering the wo r d 'overturned' he finds the so Ult ion: 

In r egard to what I s a id in the f irst queFtion 

.. .. <1out thi s designation [i.e. overtur ned in torty day s] tr i s 1 • 

cen be answered in either of two ways. First, t hat the 
des ignation can be under s tood in its literal meaning [sic!] 
that in forty de.ye it would be inev~tat- ly overtuaned--from 
1 ts present s t atue. !low 1 f its i nhabi tante would re turn to 
penitance, t his would be a revolution in its deeds which 
would be t urned from evil to good , enn f r om i ni quity to 
righteousne ss and ju•tice. If this i , a cceptable, t he des
i Gnation tha t said that Nineveh would be overtuvned assumes 
t hat 'overturned' is like "And thou shal t 11e turned to another 
man" [I warn 10: 6] Pnd "mine hef' rt i s t urned within me" [Lam 
1:20). However, i f they do not mPke repentence, t he over
turn wil l be like the overturn of Sodom end GamPrrah, and t he 
designation will be fulfilled i n bo th ins t~ nces; and since the 
word ' overturned' includes both of these meanings, God did 

. • t 

I' 

not co~..ma.nd t he pr ophet t o procla im:--Nineveh shall be over
t urned like the overthrow of Sodom : nd Gamarrah, but si m~ly, 
' overturned', tha t is to say, that i nevitably, in f orty days ~ 
time, i t would be overturned, whether by the fact t ha t it 
would repent and r evolutionize its Pctione, or by repentence 
i n attitude. 

MP~Y more examples could be g iven but these ju~t 

--

. t , -

. 
'• 
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cited will suffice. It would le~d us too far e.tield to 

giTe all the general instances of his exegesis. We will 

therefore confine ourselves ?nd c 5te completely but a few 

passages from his commentaries which are ch~racterlstlc both 

of his method and his personality. 

§ 

C, Relation to Other Commentators 

In the introduction to the Major Prophets AbraT

a.nel expressee the w1 s~1 that the r eader fl rat pursue the 

views o! the other e~egetes, then his own, in order t hus 

to be able to f orm s correct judgment of hie work:I 

<11r)-01 ')i\ iHil' . ..1'Dli DN1'1", l)~/11 'l1w;:i.. v•i) /•n2.1'">~ i\~t)i'll 

I O'V)"l~D i> 1 '.)"'>7" .n1 1 !V"){)J))? i\ll''1~-l j\)l(tljl,) /''V' 10 ')/ J'-;)"j) 

7ff>\P ' 7?rJ J)N l)~aJJ}) ':P l~.JJ'I V7'/ lJ 1')t1 1:r>~ C)1{)1))' /'HI 

/il$ 171 l.IJl J ' IJ 't:>~ Nii) 'i\J'NI i)r 11,liJ 'T)J . ?''»' 
~jv1 1J 'IV 17')' ,J\U 71 

He was however of the firm conviction t r at·.hlE 

interpretation was the correct one. In numerous places 

he cites the other opinions, then gives hie lnterpretat-

ion, and adds J ',:>.) ').}\I ' t'l HI , , 'J) ii ') ~ "' il b • 

As a rule , when AbraTanel accepts the interpretation of 

another exegete, he alaborates f urther upon it. Thus, 

for instance: -

SO '!'HE PEOPLE OF lfl1'.'EVEH FELIEVED IN GOD ( 3: 5) • 
That le, Hi e designation was accompl ished t hrough His word 
and lii s decree. Rabb i Abraham ibn Ezra has written in the 
name of Rabbi Josh.a..that the mariners went to Nineveh and 
told the incident of Jonah there, therefore they beli eved 
his words without the necessity of producing a sign or wonder. 



-32-

1-'o r there was not need or a eign of miracle for thie is not 
required of a prophet--for he need only couunand and warn 
regarding the obeerTance of the Torah, end the doing of the 
good and the upright--ror we must aleo h•rken to these kinda 
of utterances even from a sage, for if a sage commands in 
the name of God to transgreee one or the comrr.andments of t he 
7orah for a present exigency, even though it should not be 
a command to worship idolatrouely, then it is necessary the t 
he perform wonders to validate his propnecy. Eut Jonah 
explai ned to them that the decree was direc ted aga inst their 
iniquities in general, and tneir violence in particular, but 
that God •ouia t&Jee pity upon them, if they repented. Tnerefoee 
it was not necessary to demand a sign or a wouder i·or hlm; 
out they accepted the dicta, that they be £OOd end uprLgnt 
on tneir own part. About this it is writ~en1 so THE PhOPLE 
OF Nii~VEH ll.Lil:.VED GOD, for it le not BP 1C1 that 1-hey t1euev-
ed Jonah, nor that the king called f or him, nor spoke wi th him, 
but that they believed in God; for Hie was the power to do all 
this [i.e. overt~row Nineveh], and He loved t he good but 
hated v•olence, and tbey were stirred by Jonah's WCl"ds to 
repent. 

AnGther case of an original s~atement by Ibn Ez1·a 

which was f .irther explli.ined and elalo rated in a.cco rd w!th 

Abravanel's prolixity and exhaustiveness: 

Now G9d reproved Jonah for bis wrath, when He sa id 
7., ;nri 'lJ)· i\il • That i s to s r- y, 'Can t~ere be a 

di sposition a s ill-inclined as yours? You have become angry 
over the benevolences with which I favor Nineveh.' And 
so did Abraham ibn ~zra interpret it in t he name of .laphethz 
Ar e you angry tha t I have done well to whom I wi~h . Now t his 
was not the way that thRt good man [David] acted, to be 
angry tor God's gvodneas "for the Lor d is good to a l l , and 
his tender mercies are over all hie works" [Ps 145:9). The 
proof that verifies this int erpretat i on is t ha t yru will 
f : nd tha t J 0 nah answered this utterance. For if 1~ said: 
'Doest thou well to be angr y?' as a ~estio n, Jonah would 
have answered him, 'I do well to lie angry,' as he said 
later [4:9]• but this verse [unanswered] is a repr~of. 

Abravanel does not always rest with one interpret

ation, whether offered by himself or another, for he con-

tinuee: 

It is also possible to say that Jonph di d not wish 
to answer t his utterance even though it was a question, f or 



he knew tha t ,everything was certainly revealed before the 
throne of His glory, and that God knew the reason for hie 
mood, t hat he was not really angry that Ni neveh was ~ene
fi tted, but that Isra el was eventually t& be t'.estroyed. 

One must admit that Abravanel was not niggardly 

in prai se and acknowledgement when the int erpreta tion of a 

predecessor was siitable. Compare, f or i nstance , his praise 

of Ibn Ezra, Judah Ha-Levi, and Ibn Caspi in h is comments to 

Gen 2:23, Gen 22:1, Gen 15:5, Gen l:l, J uel 2:17, Isaiah 

27:9, Rnd Hab 3:1. 

On the ot her hand , he does not hesitate to be 

firm in hi s rej ection when certain interpret~ tione seems 

to him illogical. li'or example: 

What prompted Jonah to flee '" 'l"J ~ l'.> ? (1:3). 
Our dearly depa rted sages [i.e. P i rke d' Rabbi Eliazar lla] 
have given two explanations t o the problem. First, because 
the gen tile nations were on the point of repenting, ind 
Jonah di d not want to i '.cur any guilt for Isra el. Truly this 
is a very w~ak reason. for if the inhabitants of .L~ ineveh were 
to repent, !erael t o6 might become so ashamed of its sins 
t ha t it would also r eturn to the Lo rd, and lie would have 
compassion upon i t. Now if Israel repented of its own accord 
it would be a f ine t h ing; how much the more so if~it were 
induced to repent by the genti les. The second r~on of t he 
sages is that J on~h feared that when the i nhabltl'its of Nin
eveh would return to the Lord, the Lord would desist from His 
anger and pardon them. Then the i nhabi tants of Ni neveh would 
say that Jonah was a fabricator and a false prophet. But this 
reason does not seem right to me, because the inhahi t ;....bts of 
Nineveh beli eved in Jonah Pnd did perfect repentence because 
of his words. It is obvious that i f they r epented because 
of his words , then they already believed in his prophecy . 
On t he other hand, if t hey would not have beli eved him, they 
\ Ould not have repent ed, and would thus necessari ly have ful
fil l ed his words. Therefore they would not in ei ther case 
say that he was a false prophet. Furthermore, what difference 
could it make to Jonah if the inhabi tants of Uineveh would 
say:--He is a false prophet, orz--ne ·s a true prophet, s inc e 
he wasnot one of them and would return to his country after 
hie procl amation? And what connection di d he have with them 
t fiat would force him to flee from the presence of the Lord, 
and be unbecomi ngly untrue to n•s prophecy? Further, this 

If I 

.... ,,,, 
r• 

.., : 

., .... ,. ., 



-34-

first time, God di d not tell him the substance of the pro
clamation, i.e. the overthrow ot Nineveh, a s He told him 
a!terwards--tbat the prophet might have r~~ red lest they would 
r epent and say:--He is a false S1ropbet1 but He told hi:n cnly 
t ha t he should saf to Nineveh THAT THEIR WtCKEDNESS IS COME 
UP BAFORE 1'E (l: 2J. Now why should be fear because of ~nything 
like this, especially since the pr ophet who is untrue to his 
inspiration and suppresses hi e prophecy is gui lty of deatbl 

Vlben Abravanel attacks M interpretat i on, he is 

devastating, f!ten using sarcasm as well as logic to under

mi ne it; but even his comparitively mild attacks are force

ful. ~or 1 netance, i n proving that N"ineveh was a very la.rge 

c i ty, he ci tes Ibn Ezra to disagree wi t h hims 

That it was really large is i nferred b~r the sta te
ment tha t Nineveh was a three dars' journey. I n accordance 
with the literal interpretation Ls! el] Rabbi Abr aham ben ~·- ··, 
Ezra wrote t hat the .journey mentioned r efer s to l*s circum
ference, but ti'lat it took only a day to traverse it. hut 
t h is statement is not correct, for it further states A.~ JONAn 
l hGAll TO .r..NTLR I~lTO Till:. CITY A DAY~S JOURNEY (3:4). This 
shows that be did not complete the journey , only a part of it1 
therefore it is obvious that f r om gate to gate it is three 
days, but t hat Jonah had gone only a day' s journey, and the 
inhabitants were aroused to repentence. Furthermore in Ber
es hi t Rabbah [ s i ~ r ] it i s sta ted that Nineveh was a j ourney 
of fo rty days--perhaps this i ncludes the environs of the 
ci ty--and therefore the decree was t hat in YET } '0 .r.TY DAYS 
AND NINEVEH SHALL BE OVERT iffiOWN , for it took forty days until 
the proclamation could be aade in the lands the city and i t s 
suburbs. And that it ~en be overturned, the proclamation 
wa s unconditionally definite. 

He eTen disagrees with I11n Ezra on gran:nat i cal 

points: 
I ', . ( • • • .I"-

•• - c ' •• ,. I!!'. 1: • 

Now Abraham ben Ezra hes transl ated i> lrt). ')'iJ 
(3:3), as 'a city that was great for God'-- f or t he inhabitants 
of Uineveh had always been God-fearing from t he ea r liest 
days. But only now in the time of J onah, they began to do 
evil in the s i ght of the Lord. Aud were 1 t not that they 
had previ ously been righteous, God would not haTe commanded 
His prophet to direct them aright. J ut thi s interpretations 
does not appear valid nor true to me; and the meaning of 
t he translation ' ~~I?~ ~·~· as 'a city great for God' will 
be explained l ater. 

r 

.. 

I o ~o 
~ · 

, .. ~ 



-35-

A furtaer discussion of this grammatical point, 

as well as otherR with which Abravanel disagreed will be 

made l a ter, when we discuws nis grammar. nere it suff ices 

to say that Ab r aTanel took issue with other exegetes more 
42 

often than he Pgreed with them. Nor does be spare them. 

For instance, t o I Kgs 15 :6 he cites Josephus and remarks: 

He [Josephus] bad tbe intention to offer things 
to the Romands to suit their own t~Rtes. If he 1ound any
thing that was exaggerat ed or stra.nge--something di f fJ cult 
for them to believe--he strove to appease them by wri tine 
in his own Tein, and he did not hesitate to deviate from 
the •orde of t he verse. which in my Oiinion constitutes 
a gr~e'iuss transgress ion, error and perTersion of hear t. 

Animated by a gloiring love for J udaism and Jew

ish tradition, it gri eTes him t o see Jewish thi1*ers contra

dict wa t he thought •as the simple sense of verse or 

story in the Hvly Script. He is often a bundle of con&ra

dic~ione. He opposed the interpretations of t ~e rational

istic school c.eainst l bn Ezra, Levi ben lerson, the pious 

Hasdai Cresca e, and above all agai nst the otherwise much 

honored ~aimonides. Then he flies into a holy rage and 

warns us against the opinions of that great man, and seeks 
43 

to proTe them erroneous. 

He is particularly s narp in hie condemnation of a 

group of rat ionalists such a s Rabbi Joshua [ Uoses?] Uar bonni , 

Ib~ Kaspi, Rabbi Ieaac Albalag, ~bbi ~nocb Zarza~~ It may 

be remarked in t his coanection, as Gruen-erg mentions , tha t 

it might have been not only his r eligious zeel a l one which 

elicited from his pen such causti c words agains t the said 

Je•ish thinkers, but also the gri evous suffering he endured 
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because of his faithful attachment to the rel igion of his 
45 

fathers. No doubt Graetz judges wronely when be says: 

"He did not have the patience to listen to any libera l 
46 

free word on Judaism ~ nd its helievers." Karpeles too speaks 

of Abravanel'e intolerance to Jewish scholars, which indicates 

a misunderstanding of the true inner religiosity of Abravanel, 
47 

as well as the effect of the times on his s ensitive soul. 

Rather should we accept the interpretation of s.D. Luzzato: 

"He dedicated the rest of his miserable and wretched days to 

t he defense and illumination of traditional religion with a 

sharpness of intellect and astounding eloquence against the 
48 

a ttacks of philosophy Rnd other religions." Deep is the 

understanding of Guttman who says of Abravanel: "Aedeeply 

re~igious soul whose being was saturated with beli ef and f~th, .. 
and whose life was elevated through most painful experiences1 

he withstood a ll the lures of philoso ph i ca l speculation v:hen 

they appeared to jeopardize h i s beliefs and co nvi ctions 
49 

which were rooted i n t he principles uf Judaism." 

That he was not opposed to philosophy in principle 

is evident 'from hie familiarity with the li t eratnre of the 

Arabic-Aristotelian phiiosophy and with t he Jewi ~h r el i gio

philoeophy. In various places he cites Aristotle and attrib-

utes to him the tit~•a' I r 71->il '. Thus al so h e calls 

Seneca [II Sam 22], Pliniue ~nd Plotinue [Gen 1:16]. But he 

adheres to them only to the extent wher ein they do not con-
50 

flict with Jewi sh tradition. 

Five points especially provoke his attack: 

1) The signification of whol e portions of the Ei ble 
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ae allegory. 

2) 

3) 

4) 

I) 

ihe limitation of the omniscience of Cod. 

The limitation of the omnipotence of ~od . 

'l'he denial of providence for tl'E individual. 
denial of 51 

The/ creation of the world. 

The analys i s of t he&e ques tions causes A~ravanel 

to di s cuss them in numerous passages of hie cow.mentaries, 

a s well as in ot her works mentioned in the f i rst part of 

~he thesis. He who reads these without prejudice and attent

ively, mainta.in t 'he autho rities, comes to the conclus i on 

tha& Abravanel was indeed no creative philoeor hic~geniua , 

for he erected no philosophical system of his own, but is 

however so well trained in philoso phic probl ems, comprehends 

them with such discernment--that the parts of hie exegesi s 

i n question a re of great interest e.nd ar e indeed not the 
52 

:>r oduct of intolerance and ignora.nce. 

Jn his coJnl"~ntaries as well a s in his other works 

we are aware of t he gr~at love Ab ravanel had for the Jewish 

people whose hopes animate him, and in whose Mes s iah--in the 

promised future of the Messianic Age--he not only believes, 

but fi nda therein great strength and anidi ng conso lat '.on. 

1herefore i t grieves him bitterly when Jewi s h int erpr~ters 

relate the salvation prognostications t o the time of the 
53 

Second Temple, and no+. t o the tjme of the ~essiah. 

His strong religious attitude and point of view 

brought him into direct opposition with the po s ition of 

the rationalists also in regard to other weighty matters 

which we will discuss l ater. The CPtastrophe in which his 
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co-religionists found themselves and t he composition of t~eir 

spiritual l• es deter mined the course p r ecisely which hi s 

l iterary activity inflexibly pursued, which was:-- to re

vive in Israel the living word of God as reve8led in t he 

Scriptures by a sound, met hodical , reasonably but tradition

ally cor rect exegetical method based of belief. To this 

end he exhausted all available sources. This end d etermin-

ed his attitude on all questions. lt is noteworthy that 

Abravanel did not include the Ka~bala in hi e studies, t hough 

it was known and studied w: dely at that time. Yet he cites 

the Zohar sever~l times, particularly in reference t o Gen-

eeis, t ~~ugh it i• true that hid knowledge of these •tudiee 

amounted to practically nothing. 

D. P.elation t o Halachi 

It io self evident that a man l ike Abravanel 

should p~ much a ttention to halacha. He often has t he 

opportunity to _point out in his commentary to the Pe nt:-> teuch 

t he halachic meanings of our sages, to cite t heir f ound

ations, and express his attitude toward them. ne ci t es the 
t 

Talmud and halachii i.iidraahim profusely, and s e eks to re-

concile their implications with the demands of the simple, 

logi cal s ense of t he peshat. If he meets a definite, in

surmount able di ffioulty he adds a reRsonably explanation 

C)tl~ i) '7' ~\/ _itith the remark that the tradition of our 
54 

sages must be taken in its broadest sense. Neverthel ess, 

he does not hesi tate to give explanations which do not 
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55 
harmonize here and there with the halacha. In dealing with 

the question which occupied the Talmudic sages / ·~ / N .u' 
56 

f t'OCV'7 ? ~l> : to what extent and v·hether or not thE: destiny 
the 

of the Jew is d etermined by t~e s tars of/heavens. Abravanel 
57 . 

ta.lees the view of Rabbi Ranina which was contested by Rabbi 

J ohanan, Rabb i Akiba, "abb i ~ahman and others. Thi s matter 

he elaborates in J onah1 

The edict ( YET FJ RTY DAYS AUD NINEVEH SHALL PE 
OVERTHROVIN] was not giTen becaus e of the intercession of 
the Zodiac, for God is not in f luenced by the Zodiac. It was 
giTen for the sake -:>1' Isra el. Since for the sake of Is~el's 
r ep entence, prayer and outcry, ae wil l travel thruugh heaven 
to its aid, indeed for the s ake of the other nat ions, t he 
manner of His providence will be a l l -inclusive. When t hey 
s in through violence and percerse r ct'on, He wi ll be intent 
to overturn them and destroy them, as lie did to the gener a tion 
of the floo d and t o the men of Sodom, for the sake of the 
world's civilization. I have already explained in my esoter-
ic commentary to the Ji l shaah, in the sec tion ( lf\.n~·1 , 
t he superiority of Israel over other nat i ons i s in regard 
to the matter of the Zodiac. And in Deuteronomy:--fi rst, 
that every nation has eupervisiog its general weal a star and 
a planet in heaven, but t his i s no& so with IsrPel, "for 
the portion of the Lord is His people" [Dt 32:9]. Second, 
also in re~erence to the particula r f ortun es of the ot her 
nati on which are also directed by the planet Pnd the new moon. 
Indeed the Zodiac has nothing to do a t Pll with cor wandments 
or transgressions. Third, t he zodi acal iniluences of t he 
i ndi vi dual Israeli te may be averted through praye r and merit; 
but in regard to the other nations, the influence of t he 
Zodiac can not be a.verted through their repentence, but 
General Providence will cleave to them, to insure t he per
petui ty of thei r national existence. '.l'.herefore, it f •llows , 
since they generally pr actised violence and nul l ified ju~ tice, 
they were des erTing of destruction--and t h is was t he case with 
Nineveh. But since God was cuarding t he As syri an nation 
to a ct as the rod of h is wrath and the otaff of His i re 
against Israel, therefore ne sent iiis prophet to direct them 
to t t e good wa], that they did not o~tai n the punishment of 
extermination and destruction. 

•A well known Halachic principle states that a 

decision is to be made according to tne majority. AbraTanel 

wri tee that he therefore had to abide by the decision of 
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the majarity; but he points out, however, that this principle 

is valid only i n cases of halacha which would result in an 

ov ert action of s ome kind . Ot~erwise he believes that the 

great master Mo ses ben Uaimon has l a id C1own t he principle 

i n his preface to Seder Zer?.im that in a controversy of the 

sages in matters ~f bel i ef, ant in views where there is no 

question of action, each man is left f r ee to decide in

dividually according to his own light . ~e could t herefore 

prefer the decision of the individue.l to that of the major

ity. 

Abravanel frequently inserts a halachic point in 

explai ning a passage, as fo r instance: "Even though the 

mariners had cast lot after lot, and the confess ion of the 

d efendent Jonah was equal t o a hundred witnesses, they did 

not aast Jonah into the sea ••• " 

The halacha is and remains for AbraYanel the norm 

and regulator of our life, and is indeed obliga*ory--but 

in the nea!'lng of the written word one ~honld s eek wilere-

ever possible the s imple meaning ff the word, and an intell

igent foundation fo r the legal principles. Rashi has been 

called an explainer 

halachic deciebens [ 

[ ~ ~'&l> ] , rather than a maker of 
56 

ro1!>]. This applies even more 

truly to Abra.van e l 1 n his treatment of halachi c deci sione. 

Reither do es he offer us helachic exegesis as does Jlsbbi 

oses ben N~ chman who seeks to c l ear up ~nd re concile by 

sharp ingenuity the blatant contradiitions i n the bara itot. 

Abravanel pl~ces his emphasis on his a ttempt to make the 

co1 .. mands of the Torah comprehensible t c men, and he explai ns 
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them both logically and psychologically. ne shows himself 

t i1ereby, howeYer, no mean Talmuoi st. 

E. Apologetics and £scl1atologx 

While there is no opportunity ta Jonah to consid-

er Christianity or Isre.el's f uture, he discusses t hese matters > ~ ........ 
~ r ' • "' 

in other works. In many places Abravanel sets before himself "~ ~ ··v · r J-
59 "_,.. - . !' f£1 

t he task of rejecting the Christological interpretations . In •0 ,,.r-- · . , .. 
his introduction to Isaiah chapte~ el~ven, Abravanel refutes 

t he New Testament declaration that Jesus was of Davidic 

ori gin. He ma inta ins that while it i s true that Joseph, 

~ary's husband was of David origin, the same tradition reveals 

that J os,ph was not the father of Jesus, and tmt therefore 

t he founder of Christianity has no cl aim to the Davidic line. 

One wonders how greatly his attack was colored by his own 

pr ofessed kins hip with David. 

If in t he eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries 

t here were numerous debates between Christians ~nd Jews, Rabbis 

and priests, when the fifteenth century hrought the Inquisition 

and cwnpulsary baptism, t ere was especially the n~isancP of 

:.1 ble-versed apostates. It therefore became desperat ely 

necessary to guard those Jews who were still faithful, against 

Christianity, either in interpretation or in actual conversion. 

Abr avanel recognized t hese dangers and worked to allay them. 

He i· eports personal religious disc< .• s s ions of great pr ofit 

,t •• • 
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60 
with Christians. He polemecizes frequently against the ren-

egade Solomon Levy , later Liepop Paulus of Burgos, of 
51 

ini quitous memory. 

In hie commentary to Isaiah 45:15 he relates a 

humerous anecdote of e renegade. A clever Jew was baptized 

and converted to Christianity. SeTeral of bis former Jew

ish friends asked him what be thought of the religion 

whose praatises be now knew. He aneweTed:--In truth I 
61 

saw I topsy-turvy world. When I was a Jew I did not behold 

God , for 'no xman may lock upon Me and live [Ex 33:20]'. He 

however saw me always, as it is said, 'Can any hide himself 

in secret places that I shall not see him? eeith the Lord 

[Jer 23:24]'.After I bad become a Christian the matter was 

reversed . I look upon God daily, as I will; He, however, 

does r.ot see me for 'he has eyes Pnd sees not [Ps 115:5]'. 

Abravanel ta.lees pains to giTe the greater 1art 

of the provhete an eschatalogical significance. The cat

astrophe of the expulsion of the Jews from Sppin provoked 

him to seek consolation in the prQpheciea of the prophets 

who spoke of Israel's glorious future. All the promises 

of the prophets must take place in the futu~e so that 

Israel mignt be compensated for e.11 tne insult and injury·· 

it had endured. He goes so far as to giTe t hose events 

whi ch took place in the days of t~· e prophets a mes ~iani c 
63 

connotation. Thie is the reason why he falls out with the 

classical Biblical exegetes, ea•ecially Ibn Lzra, in re

gard to a prophecy relating to the time of the Sec•nd Tem-
64 

ple. 
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F. Hie Hietorical Acumen and World~i neas 

That a man like Abravanel had a real understand-

ing of hi story and current events is not surpris i ng. ne 

occupies himself with events of h j storical significance, 

makes observatione concerni ne them, and draws certein 

def i ni te conclusions from them. For instance, to Deater

onomy X he makes a long div1gation showing a knowledge 

of history with r eference to ethnology. To Zachariah 

6:7 and 13:7 he makes et~tements as to the spread of 

Islam and t he Ar ab ian rule. He also gives a char acter

i stic of the svldiery when he r emarks to De•teronomy 1: 9 

t hat the so ldi er R have no 1ea r of God, are lasci vious 

and a r e concerned with pi llage end 'tiooty. To Zacherh.h 

>:IV i'>~ l"'...1' D ' .U.ltil he r emarks:-- t hf,t j s wha t t he Chri s t iens 

do i n t he Crusades. 

!11 regard to the ca sting of lots, 1 n Jonah, to 

de t ermi ne for whose cause the storm had come upon the 

shi p, he very sagely a sks the question: 

How could t he lot be able t o give q j us t verdict 
in t hi s mat t er; f or if the sin wa s no t in an · of t hem, the 
l ot would s t ill neces sa r i ly f all to one of them who wa s 
perfectly innoc ent ang guiltless. 

As be points out, t he Mi dr a sb makes t he s ame 

comment in reference to J oshua ( 7 : 20) , f or Achan es.i d to 

Joshua:--why do you cas t lots between me and r.y houee? 

Let me cast a lot l':etween you and Pi nhas, e.nd i t wi 11 

fall to one of you. Even more pertinent, says Abravanel, 

is t his question, fo + f the storm came a~out t hrough the 
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s in of no man, why did they c~st lots? 

Why did not God destroy Nineveh? Abravanel dis-

plays his fine sense of justice when be answers: 

God's intention was not to rescue Nineveh for 
the sake of t he children or the animels, but because the 
people who dwelt t here was a people like an ass: 'Ee is 
like t ne beasts t hat perish [Ps 49 :13]'; therefore they 
wt re not deserving of destruction because of t he i r ~eli efs, 
inasmuch as they were not taught differently. 

Israel however was gl~ilty not onl y of idole.try, 
but also of ince11t, homici de, Jerversion of justice, f alee 
weights a nd measures, and all the rest of t he si l" s t hat 
t he prophets mentioned, and for the.t reason they did not 
receive f orgiveness. And wi th all t h is, God did not wreak 
vengeance upon them like the overthrow of Sodom and Gamor
rah, for he lightened the :punishme.nt according to His 
mercies and the abundance of His kindness. 

Accepting Jonah ae a true account of a true 

event, Abravanel seeks to ~eke every historical and geo-

grPphic point exp.d citly clear: 

Nineveh, t h e chroni clere agree, was t 'he capitol 
of the kingdom of Assyria; and Jonah wbshed to fl ee to 
Tarshish, t he city whic l1 i s called by the Ishmaeli tee todey
Tunis. Jt says: AF HI: V!EHT r::o"m TO JO.PPA (l:~) because 
Pale st i ~e is higher in altitude than are other l ands, and 
J oppa is t h e harbor closest to Palestine. 

He seeks to explain the mi racle af Jonah's 

existence in the belly of the fish. 

Scri ptures rela tes that God prepa red at the very 
:place where Jonah was cast, a e reat fish which swallewed 
him wnole, •ithout breaking his lntet_:ument. 'l"here is no 
doubt that man is unable to exist in th~ belly of a fish 
ever1 for a single hour--not to mention t hree days end three 
nights--for man is unable to live except that a cool breeae ('.'' 
from without blows through continually. But t hi s fact ~._-:~~,__~. 
should not undermine our fatth in the miracle , fer we can 
perceive that the emb ryo dwells in the womP of its reother 
nine mont hs, without food or drink or performance of i ts 
natural functions, nor with the circulat i on of cool atr 
from the outside; and who would deny tha t God didsso for 
Jonah during those days. Do Ps not the Scriptures testify 
that 'nanan1ah, Ueshal and Azariah stood in the burning, 
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fiery furnace (paraphrase of Dan 3:20] •. ·~here ce,n be no 
doubt that t hey did not survive naturally, for the burning 
hot a.i r would destroy the life-dependent moisture, end dis
i ntegrate the breezei in the flash of an eye--but God 's 
omnipotence is above na•ure. Even greater than Jonah'e 
presence in that place was the fact thPt he r et Pined his 
mind and understanding, eo t 'hat he could prey to hie God. 

AbraTanel also expl? ina why t he gourd at first 

was so cvmforting to Jo nah, and why its disappeerance 

caused him such discomfort : 

Then God provi ded the gourd, for it grew there 
only for t c1e occasion, SO JONAH WAS l..XCJ::EDI.i.WLY GLAD OF 
THE GUUHD (4:6), for when he had the booth to dwell under, 
the sun would pass through the coverin~ of the booth and 
smite him on the head, for the wood r nd leaves of the cover
ing were withered, and proTided no shadow, but when the 
gourd appeared, whose leaves ere large, it wound about 
t ·!'le bo vtb, ci.nd the l eEi.ves l ade a much deeper shade, there
f ore Jonah rejo iced in it, and wished to be rescued from 
s his evil, for Jonah W8 S SL ck with fever, as has b een 
explained above: JOHAH VIAS VERY Gr:EATLY Disco;JFITED (4 :1) 
[ v I' I ] , for this was the si ckness , P..S I have ex
pla i ned--and when the sun rose in its vigor upon him, be 
a lmost died as he had asked of Sod TO DEL!Vl:.R nIM Fi OY HIS 
EVIL--tbat is, the evil of his illness and the evil of 
his pet1 ti on. 1f.nen he a sked for death, the gourd appea r ed 
and Jonah rejoiced in it . like the fever-stricken ones 
do wno enJOY cool t ~ ings . 

Can it not be said t hat cecause t oe ~enefits of 
t nis ,·o rld are not .Last i ng and shortly end, tha t God prov
ided a worm when the morning arose tba fol lowi ng day, Al'ffi 
IT SMO'lb Tlfi:. GOU-riD--i .e. it smote i t below, and when the 
moisture of the gourd left it, it drooped, then the leaves 
withered VThich pi ovided him a shadow, e"nd THE GOut:D Vl TiiERED . 
Moreover, WHE.!1 Tiffi SUlf r : D ldSE Gdd prepa red a V:EHUO..l;t 
hAST VrliID ••• It was a very warm wind, AUD nu: fUl~ BEAT u;'o; 
JONA.R 'S HEAD, THAT rtl:. }'AINTED--i.e. the wi nd caused him 
t o fa~nt; faint i ng is the enteri ng uf the vi : al spirit 
into the neart--and the limbs remein like dead--unti l 
Jonah , s eeing that he :-.ad reached t he very portals of 
deRth, W!Siilil> IN iiI:.itSl:.LF ~o LIE, that is , he said to hie 
soul1--Go forth from me for IT IS fETrER FOR ~'iE TO DIE 
THAN TO i.IVE, lest I see t he ev11 thPt l~ef? lle my people. 

Abravanel is a good obser~er of life end the 

human psyche. Fine Pnd telling is his remark that man 

is often led to sin either beceu~e h e observed i t i n a 
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wi se man when t he latter s i ns and 11elieves he has gai ned 

something valuable, or he is led to sin by f riends or 

r elatives, or he :folloYls the general custom which he does 

not wish to leave end reflects on the dictum , 'Separate 

no t t hyself f r om the congregation [ Ar•ot 215] ', and thus 
65 

depe.rts from the s tra ignt pPt h . 

On the basis of his psychological observe.tions 

he of 1era numerous ethi cal maxims and origi nal insights 

into worldly affairs:--False declaration is inherently 

bad . It should be directed nei*hP.r against friends aor 
66 

eneu11 es. A man can e.skch ie his companion a decent queet-
6i 

ion, but pervert it in the manner in whic b ne asks it. 

St range-sounaing in t ne mout n of e s ensitive 

man who suffered Much is his sayingi--Irregular depths ~ . ,,L ~~.,... ~,.... 
~, .... "\ ... 

"\. . ~ . 
I i... rare necessary in the wor1d; were it not f or disease, etc., ~c:,:~Af'.J 

68 tr., n~ 
the world wou.i t: 1 e unRnle to support tts people. f("l"he grea~- t l'c.-i "' o ~ 

69 " ~ ~ ~ 
est honor is t ne cot .iueet of t he enemy. Tne noble man • . '· •:""" • 

' " •• I_ -st~ •• ,., 
should prefer the death of the crimi nal except wh~n by hie 

7 0 
death the cri me woula continue to be perpetrated anyhow. 

He has a fine interpretation of Ot)0v2 D' .)<) n •::>.J\ ~1 

[Dt 1117]:--'You shall not 1h i nk t~~t you can reed t . e face 

of a litigant, or determi ne whether a man is guilty or not 

and coademn him on the fact t~t his face may cha nge color.' 

Abrt:t vanel also mal<es phy~ ical observati ons which 

he ut1 11 zes f ur tl'e interpr etat i on of vPrious p~ esages i n 

t he 1.1 ble. Interpre ting Exodus 14: 19-20 in regs.rd to t he 

pillar 'f fire ~,d smoke be writes:--Si nce the pillar of 

1 ire was immedi atel y t•efore the f aces of t oe Egyptians 

f. nd the pillar of smoke behi na ~hey coul d s ee nothi ng . 
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~ v r thie also happens in t he ni gn't 1'hen a ~ ni n1ng l ight 

is before the eyes--then one i s unable t.o ~ ee what is 

behind the light. 

The word 01 our Bf'gee, ''l'ue face of .Moses was 

like that of t ne sun' LJ;.l.. '15aJ, ue explains as !ol.i.owes-

Tne boc.y ul t.ne sun illwu1uea on both sides a nd thus llosee--

he shone on the one aide be,ause of h j s prophecy and on t he 

other because of his stPtesmanship and political tnowledge 
71 

so necessary to a people. 

He finds that the r est human nourishment is bread 
72 

and meat, oil an• wine. Nevertheless he also states in 

his commentary to Eaodus XVI t~t meat is not necessary 

fo r carniverous animal s arp f ierce and ugly, but herb iverous 

animals a re t ame and peaceful. 

lie observes also t he life of the an i~als an d t hei r 

trai ta and knows many stories about them. For example: 

Till. V/E£DS .il:.RE ·::aA.PPED UI'ON MY iil:.AD ( 2 : 6) oc cur s to 
t~os e c r~atures which are boru i n t ne sea, for the bulrushes , 
reeds a nd weeds grow up among them , and when the fis h tr2vel 
through t he water, t he bulrushes, ret:ds and weeqs a re often 
en t a ngled about t hem . 

H• r-.narka about the v er se, ' 3vrs e anc rid~r He 

thr ew i nto the s ea ' [Ed 15:1):--the ho r s e i s mo re adapted 

f ur swiw.ming than t he other animals , wherefore wany ~eople 

who hav e t o cross a e t r eam, : ide horses which they urge on 

to swi m to t he goal . In the Red Sea , however, ho horses 

or r i de rs can save t ~~ms elves by swimr.1i ng . 

He directs his Dttention Elso t o inorgani e nature 

and t o the effect of t he elements. He points to the f act 
73 

a.! .. ong others that wa ter i s a remedy and an a id to digest i on. 
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?4 
He mentions peculiar diseases. ne descri bes means of com-

munication, war implements and demestic ute ns i ls, t he form, 
75 

me? sure and purpose of various instruments, etc. His knowledge 

i s never broU(;ht forward except for the purpose ff making 

clearer and more comprehensible passages in the r ible. 

His geographical kno,vledge for a statesman was 

somewhat de!icieot, though it must be admitted that that 

study was neglected at the time. :Even Columbus' charts 

erred. That probably accounts for t he fact that he calls 

the Nile the largest river i n ~he world and has t he Euph-
76 

rates empty into the Red Sea. But we gather that he relied 

upon the erring writings of bis contemporaries. 

G. Grammar and Philology 

Al though Abravanel is not known as a g r :-· mmarian 

.;nor phL.ologist, h e devotes a grePt d eal of a ttention to 

t hes~ studies in hi s exegesis. For examp l e, he is not in 

sympathy with the view t hat the essence of J onah's proclam-

ati on to tile lHnevi tes was THEIR \14. Cl<'EDNESS IS COME UP 

Bl:.FORL Mb ( l: 2} • 

But God SE!.id that Jonah should procl ;:i im against 
Nineveh what He ha d dec r e ed in reference to the o~erthrow 
(3 :4} if they would not repent, for tha t i s all that is in
cluded i n the word H~i! [?ROCLAD~ AGAINST IT : F<R T :IT:IR \'IT CKED
NhSS IS co~ UP BBFORE ME]. The meening of N'r is the 
s <>.me 0.s in the verse in Isaiah [58: 1]: 'Cry a loud, spare 
not'--in order to reproveoor frighten them. 

One of the ques tions which Abrava nel sets up t o 

be answered in his J onah commenta ry is: what is meant 

when the text says Jonah fl ed·~ ~~~D? For, expleins, Ab-
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ravanel, it is not possible to flee from the pree1ence of 

God. He exp l a ins the problem by analyzing the m~ening of 

'.)~ ~l:> I 

&bbl Ab raham ben Ezra felici touely not.es that 
t he text reads not ' ,) 'l~b, but '~ 'J~~•; f o r the phrase 

,) 'l~ refers to God's omniscience and pruvideruce , and 
Jonah c ould n"'ver flee from these, for the v- ho le wo rld 
is f illed with iiia glory, a s it is written, ' W'bi t.""er shall 
I flee from Thy presenc e [ ('l!)?> ]'?' [Ps 139:7]. " Bu t ·lt)~ c 
is possible, referring to the e scape from the close intimacy 
and t he mas tery of t~e prophetic s pirit, as it ia1 writ1en, 
'As the Lord liveth, before whom [ / '.ltH] I hP~'e s tood.' 
[ I Kg 17:1). I t is also written in reference to Cain, 
'Then Cain went faJIJth from bef•re [ ·~h> ] the I.ord' [Gen 
14:16). That is, God's p r ovidence and intimacy v.rith Cain 
d eparted, as i.brabam ben Ezra explained in connec:tion 111 th 
the verse 'and from Thy presence [ ( '~t>»] I wi ll be hid' 
[Gen 14114], and in connection witb Jonah (1:3). ~ o r Jonah 
wished to destroy his receptivity t o prophecy in order t hat 
his prophetic powers might be removed !rom him, ats I have 
mentioned, viz. that the Assyrians in lH neveh ni@:ht 
not vo.li tionally be saved through hi, because fro1m As syria 
'therele one come out of thee, t!l.at imagineth evi.l against 
the Lo~d, a wicked councillor ' [ Nahum 1:11] agaimt the 
tribes. 

Someti .es his reasoning is very ingenio1us, even 

though faul ty--but it can be s een from his si nc e1~ i ty that 

he feels that his g rammat i cal explanations a re quti t e correct. 

Consider his analysis of the uncommon phra.ae 

After the casting of t he lots they a~kc.d him 
Tl:.LL US, WE ?rtAY THEE , POR \'.'HOSE C/..UGE THIS EVIL I S UPOU US 
(1:8). Now the explanation of this verse appe2ru to me to 
have either one of two meanings . First, that they asked him 
if there was a judgment o f death Rgains t him for s ome sin: 
whether it was becPuee of the presence of s ome r e rsonal 
s in; or b ecaus e of a sin he had coll1l'nitted against someone 
else, and that is why it says Tl:.L~ US, WE PRAY THE!. , FOR 
\';nuSE CAUSE [ ,~ ~ )cllH.l..] 'fHI8 BVIL IS UP01f us.. That is 
to say, 'Tell us for what [ lcll l'f .l. ] i.e. for wha1~ the sin 
was, and tell us against whom [ •Z><; ) you einned''--for 
because of t his re)JOrl~hie ewil is upon us. Si nc:e there a re 
two words "H>Hi a'hd 'bt , the intent is two questions--
and it is not as if it were but one word 'l:l)ci'l. an Redak t i1ought. 
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And I have already seen in Hashi's corrnnentary tha t he was 
incl ined toward this eaplanation ?nd wrote 'Against whom 
~ave you sinned?' for by that tra nsgression is t his evil 
upon us. And the explanat ion of the text i s a lso found in 
their question W:-iAT IS T:i!:fE OCCUPATION (l: &), t~at i s to 
say:--? erhaps your occupation consists of a defin i te sin; 
for instance, a gentile priest--and ~ecause of that you have 
deserved deat h by God's hand. AUD ';,'HENCE COAIBST THOU? 
that is to say:--perhaps you have descended from wicked 
forefathers a nd God wieits your sins upon you. Now toth of 
these latter points are included in the quest ! on l~~i--
i.e. :--bow have you sinned? you or your fathers? 

Ano t h er uncommon word J\~ ~,., Abravanel con-

siders and 2lmost hits upon its correct inteepretation, 

alt~ough the analogies be use~ a re most incorrect: 

In regard to the ""ord .J'tlvJ\• (1:6), Jonathan 
translates it in the Targum in the reeaning of 'mercy' and 
~edak translates it in the meaning o f favor [ 2fter Rabbi 
lloses, cf. l.c.] as in t he express ion ' l 1J'• -> >"' " 171"'• 
' nis fa~ors were unavaili ng' [?s 146:4--really a ~ istrans
lation of 'his thoughts perish']--that is to say, 'God 
will favor '.A.S and we w = 11 not perish. The si :1gular J\..,v..,.• 
is used because it is underst~od collectively. 

Abr-vanel seems to have followed the Targum closely , 

?nd ~ven when be gives hi s own expl?nation of a passage, 

he a ccepts 'lonathan's' as a possible interpr etation. 
[ reeds] 

For example, he cites t~e Targum transla tion of ,,o/as 

'the Red Sea' and t hinks that its watere mi ght m~ngle with 

the Mediterranean's at Joppa. 

Often, however, he differs with Ibn Ezra on 

gra.rma.tical points: 

It is stated lHl'l"L~....H AS A Gi:.LAT CITY 
(3:3). The meaning is not t i'.? t i~s inhabit~nt s were pious, 
as Rabbi Abr a nam i bn Ezra has interpreted it, for it was a 
pa rt of Assyria, nnd t he people who dwelt in it were evil 
~ nd very ~ inful towards God, but it was t he object of God's 
mercy because of its a. ze. The word O•il7 M here i s li ke its 
use in Psalm 36:7 and like i1' in Song of Songs o: 6 , etc. 
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He also takes issue with him on the matter of 

the prophetic perfect: 

In J'onab's prayer we find t h.at most of his utter
an ces are in the past tense: I CRIED BY P.EASON OF 'J:f AFFLICT
ION, I CRIED, THOU HEARDLST UiY VOICE ( 2 :3), etc. ~herefore 
it bas been thought tha t he did not utter thi s prayer until 
after he went forth on the dry l and; but Rabbi ben Ezra 
has argued against t his by atating tha t all prophecy is 
f ound thua:• ••• which I took out of the hand of the Amorite 
with my sword a nd ml bow ' (Gen 48:22] , • ••• and bowed his 
shoulder to bear ' LGen 49:15], 'there shall come a star 
out of Jacob' [Ia 24117] , 'but Jeehurun waxed fat and 
kicked' [Dt ~2:15], 'When the Lo r d saw it, he abhorred them' 
[Dt 32:19], 'Israel dwelt [really ' shall dwell' ) in sa.f'ett~· 
alone' [Dt 33128] . • he proof that is giTen to show that 
Jonah's prayer is in the future tense is YET I WILL LOOK 
AGAIN TO 'i HY HOLY Tl:Jil>LE (215), LUT I WILL SACRIFICE UNTO 
TiiEE \, ITli TN:. VOICE OF TrtAf.'KSGIVIl~G ( 2 : 10 ), I WILL PAY Tr.AT 
\',HICH I HAVE VOWED ( 2:10). The reason, it is se.i d, that 
other Biblical utterances are g iTen in t he past tense f or 
the future meaning is t hat they are pr ophetic, end ance the 
pro phets r ecognized that the words were preordained by uod, 
they would recite them as if they actually had been in the 
past, inasmuch as they were foreordained by Hie eYalted 
omniscience. But it appears to me t ha t i t is not neces sary 
to apply t he good and excellent dictum of Rabhi Abraham ibn 
Ezra here, for in thi s pra)er there is no past tense for 
future meaning . But here the matter is compa r able to the 
thought eapressed in Psalm 1291la ' Many a time he.ve they 
afflicted me f r om m,, youth.' 'fhat is to s ay, in my child
hood did .t:k~ not death spring upon me? [ r eference to 
l egenC.. tha t Jonah was son of Shun:'mi te woman · ho1:- Elijah 
revived, see II Kgs 4: 8- 37] and I was prepared for the 
grave--but 1 n the c.ays of J:lij ah I CRII.D BY REASON OF :::r 
AFFLICTION Ul~Tu THE .LOhD, AND HE A.;sv;i:;RED ME OUT OF T1-:E 
l,LLLY OF HELL (where I wa s prel>ared for the grelve) CRIED 
I, AlID TnuU iIBARDEST Y..Y VOICE l 2: 3 ) . At thi s later time 
he was r eminded of t he miracle t hat was performed fe r him 
at the time of Elijah, when he was quickened after h ~ s 
death, a nd for this reason he says I CRIED , all in the 
pas t tense. No t however that he had called and actually 
c ried in the past, but it is merel y a r emi nder of the 
past miracle, and he w: ehed to s~y th~ t a t t nie ti~e 5e had 
petformed an even gr~ater miracle fo r him-+FOR THOU HADST 
CAST ME I NTO THE DEEP, IlfTO THE MI f.ST OF T rtE SEAS ( 2 : 4 ) , 
which is an ind ication tha t ne was in the belly of the 
f i s h i n the sea. 

Sometimes , hut very seldo~ , he can expl Pin a 

poi nt wi thout the usual verbiage , t hus : 

V1HBN 'JFE SUN DID ARISE God prepared a Vl:.iffi;:::ENT 
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[ ~·~·,n ]EAST WIND, that is it raised a tumult until it 
deafened [ Vl'">llb] .Tonah's ea rs (4:S). 

53:10 

ing of 

But usually he is most prolix; thus to Isaiah 

·~nn tll-::J7 rnn 1

i>I' he wiehes to exp.lain the mean

•7niJ • It ie possible, lE says, to think tha t 

it comes from ljb'fl\.Jl, but this i s not possible since 

'l~' /Nlcomes from t oe ra.dical O~n, whereas '/n is from 

the root #) f !> • 7 7 

\~!though Abravanel strives to he mettculous in 

his grammatical principles, it is most surpri sin£ t het in 

his ~tyle of writing he constantly confuses the mesculine 

and t r.e feminine a.greement, which mekes hi8 reading some-

times difficult. 

Heworks also with hermeneutic laws es they ay.pear 
?8 

in t he Talmud ~ nd ..iiidrash and in t he later cornmenta t ors. 

He elsn applies 'ertain philological and syntacti c~l rules. 

lfor example, in comrr.eat on Deuteronomy 1: 9 he s ays:--

You will often find in the stories of the Fentetaucn, that 

the story is finished in another passage el though the event 

had not taken place at tha t time. To lsaia h 25:] ; he points 

to the chane e of the seconrl and third person in ~ ~e ppeeches 

o:f the prophets whereby many di 1·n cul ti es a.re removed. Thus 

hd is a.ble to eYp.:a in wany passages satisfactorily. It is 

interesting to note that Abravanel in his introducLion to 

Isaiah X, question 6, had elreedy r eme rkea that vereee 6-7 

in chapter XLI belong atter 40:20. 

In an introduction to Jeremiah he aiecuseee in 

aetail the -ueetion of the~ and the ketib. He cites 
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t he Tiew of Da•id Kimbl, of whom he ordinarily thinks much, 

and of Efodi, both of whom belie•e that Ezre in writing down 

the Biblical text f ound •aried readi ngs due to mutilations 

and confusion. He refutes this rema rk by saying that 

'the matter ls not so, as these sages think--may the Lord 

forgive them for t "i1eir point of view.' His view, on the 

other hand, i s tha t 'Ezra and the ~en of the Great Assembly 

found the t exts exRc tly as they had been written. R~fore 

l:.zra, however, undertook to vocRli ze t he text 4·~cf.l, Tl(Ji> J'•IU\',.] 
insert 

as well as/the verse endings [ ll'i"Of>;> •010], he p? i d partic-

ular attention to the ~ ext in r eBar d t o the word and mean

ings which appeared strange. Ezra thought, however, t~a t 

t iti s might be the result of either of two reasons . I :i the 

firs t place t ~e desire of t he wr~ter to inj ect an esoteric 

meaning into t hese s tra nge expressions [ j) ,,J\~ '').J\DJ 1 7/0l> :rto] 

compatible with his prophet i c d isposition Pnd ~1sdom, prevented 

~zra from striki~g ou t not even one word. Therefore he 

lef t t he text s tand as written , but wrote in the ma rgin a 

~ which so muddl ed the me~ning. Of this t ype , says .kbrav

~nel, are all t he ~ and ~ib not a t i ons in the 'enta

teuch. The second 1•0 ssi b i li t y thc>.t Ab ra.vane! note s '. s tna t 

the wur de which hav e f ound thejr W?Y i n t o t he Bible erroneous-

-Y might have crept in because th e speak~r lacked t he ortho-

gr~1 hic knowledee or bec~ use in the excitement of prophecy 

mi s t akes ensued. l:.zra had to reconcile t hese words, a nd he 

did so by the ~which he noted in t he mar gi n out of fear 

to chang e the text-- and there ean be no doubt th~ t t hese 

corrections were on t he basis of t he traditions of t he sages 
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and pr ophets who preceded him. Most of the ~ Bnd ke t i b 

va ri ations of Jeremiah are of this t ype , for Jeremiah had 

so wri t t en t hem e rroneously. 

The boldness of Abravanel's studies here deserve 

the g r eat est a stonishment. ~is a t t i tude t owar d t he vocal i za

t i on o f the Bibl ical t ex t expl a ins in part hi s re l a t ion 

t ilward the pointed text. 1-or i n many cases he takes t he 

liberty of al t ering the pointing. Thie, in Gen 15:5 be 

·expl a ins i\Ytf\ i'i IJ\''li /\1::JJ'{ as 
•' 

a s /.::J I j) .J_ tJI 11 I/ • Mo reover Abravanel considered t hat 

an interpretati on whicn overlooked the accents was ad-
79 

miss~ble. rte alsv atriTes in mapy pl a~ee to i ndicPte t he 
80 

function and meaning of a ccents. 

Abrav~nel pays much a t tention to t he priority in 
8 1 

t hose passages where d ef inite devi Ptione occur. 

Coneerni ng num~ers i n t he Bi b l e whi ch 0ft en 

contradi ct one ? no t her , Abr Pva nel s ays th~ t "as f or the 

numbers wnich v ~cur in the Pent? teucb ?nd the in t h e Froph-

e ts , the r eporter \';ps anxious t o inform us only of the large 
82 

fi gures and not of the smP ll.~ To Genes is I (pref~ce] 

he s peaks of t ~e si tnlfi cance o f 1 Bngu~ge . Com~on lan-

guage, he s~ys , i s ~ n import ant f ?cto r in soc i Pl l ife pnd 

l ri nge people cl os er t o one Pno t her ; di f fere nces in lan

guage, on t he o t her hand , m~ ke for sepa r a ti on ~ nd divi s i on . 

ne discus s es in deta il t he metre and the rhyt hm of t he 
8 3 

Firle. He concludes in commenting on Gen ~ : 2~ tha t the 

~ebrew language is t he fir s t ~nd 1he oldes t. 

His words concerning money hetr~y the fin8 nr e 

mi nister . 7o Isa i ah 1 : 22 he writes, ''l ecause the c i r cul-
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Pting coins is a common t hing, belong ine to the state and 

i ts inhar·i tents, for good or bad , t herefore the prophet 

censu red the people on account of tbe forgi ng ~ f c) rculating 

money i n bhat they mixed ore and dust with the si lver." 

To explai n obscure ,._..ords Al ·ravc.:i nel sometimes 

r esor ts to philological comparisons between Ar ?bic and 
84 

iiebrew. 

H. His Love of Isra el and t he Lpnd of Israel 

Ab rava nel truly aymp?thizes with Jona~ who is 

f orced to pr0phecy ~.gainst the ~~i=ievi tes to the end t hat 

they shall r ep~ nt and eventually over-run t he l and of 

Israel . Despite t he great suffering that he underwent, 

Abravanel sincerely believed tnat event:ially the ~essi anic 

Aee wouLd us her in a n era of happiness for the Jews , for 

i ndeed God supervises f sra el with an especi al C1 nd supernal 

care . He constantl7y r 6iterates this belief. 

Toget~er with Israel, the 1C1 nd of Israel found 

a wa rm spot of uod's a ffection . A pr evi ously cited passPge 

[ ,_,,_.)..4,t-.d..] has indicFted t~t prophecy can exi i: t only i n 

?alest ine. 7o Deuteronomy 3:45 AbrPvanel rai s es the 

question why Moses' petit ion to enter t he Soly LPnc was 

no t heard , for ·indeed 'repentence always avails '. At r av

anel goes to great l engths to shov· t~a t i t wa s not 'hecause 

of ~oses' tra nsg~essionz a t the wpt ers of ~eri bah, but 

solely because by his questi oni ng he provoked t he meesengers 

to g i ve that monst r ous desc~iption of Palesti ne which 

dis cou raged that generat i on, end for that reason they 
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di d not come to Pales tine. 

To Exodus 23: 20, Abrq_•,anel gives a fine picture 

of the place of t he Holy Land in the cosmos. Di vine Prov-

idence is the lot of the J e•e t're re as long a s they remain. 

Then the Lord is their God and Guerdian without t he possible 

intervention oi demon or even anbel. 

Abravanel i s deeply rooted in the trP.ditions of 

his fat hers a nd in t he unity of h i s people . Has experiences 
8 5 

in common nth them revea led to him th•ir greatness. He 

hoped some day to exper ience with them their redemption, 

which he placed in 5291. 

To Hosea 2 :16 he wrote: This verse indicates 

tha t Isr~el wi ll one day leeve Gelut either W:llingly 

--for God w5 ll give t ~em t~. e wi 11 t o leave hou s e and ho11 e 

in the exile and wend t~eir wend to ?alestine--or as a 

resul t of per secution by the k i ngs of t he land , saying:-

Up, le· ve, my people. And so Isr ael wi l l turn its f~ ce 

b~ s t. iiere Ab ravanel spoke almost like a prophet. 

Very truly Gruenberg says :--Although he t egen 

ear l y as a c r it i c of the : i bl e he succeeded l i ke .Ak He 

'to walk in peace i n Pardee a nd to lea~~ it in pe?ce.' 

His commentari es ~ re not only a source of i nstruction but ha ve 

aas become a treasury of Hebrew knowledge , open to both 

J ew and gentile • .Ar,ravanel is a well-nigh : perfect proto

type of the e ternal J ew: wan <ering, suffer ing , t hink ing, 

he yet ded i ca t es his best efforts to societ y , his people 

and to God . 

# # 
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NOTES 

1SAAC ABRAVANEL AS AH EXEG:bThf WITH PARTICULAR FJ:.:FERbNCE TO 
liIS co~ ARY Ok -iONAR 

1. Introduction to comm. on Kings. 

2. Karpelee, G. "Geeehichte der Judieehen Liter2 t ur", p .827 

4 . 

5 . 

"At the t i me of the first expulsion," wrote Ieaae ben 
Giat, two f~milies of Davidic deeeent came to Spain. One 
was t h e family of Daud who s ettled ir1 Losena: and the Ab-
ravanel f~mily tha t s ettled in Seville." Comm . on Zech 12 :6. . 

1. 1 "~ '""" "Geschi chte d er Jud en" Vol. 8 p. 334. ~~ r l,.) , ' ·• ~ .. n,<. .. ~ l ' · ' 
, ' ~ j \ 1910 "'4 • 

" ·. I a ppee.r ed , Iseac , t h e son of my me? s t er , the p r ince .h~ • ....,.,. • 

Jue.ah ben Samuel he n J udah ben Joseph o f th~ /IJ:l r avanel 
family of Spa.in . ·•--In tro . t o Mayen~ HP - Yeshaah. 
" •• I , t he man I saac, the so n of t$t dynpmic i ndividual, 
rich in deeds in Isr a el, gre~ t is hi s name: ludah ben Sam
uel lien Juda h ben Joseph ben Judah of the A1'rav ? nel family . •• 
-- In t r o . to comm . on Joshua . 

o. The origi nal Must have b een Ab~ rhenel, f o r so Is~ ac wrote 
t h e nnne of his f ami l y in a poem dedic2 t ed t o his father: 

O '>f)?l7 ../l.U ')~ 7")'( 1·.i 7'~ }111Pll I .2. i)71,1• ,4.,"lO l 't 

/ . 

r.~.:> rcov3r , th~ i n i ti al s of t h ':? poem ~pell e crosti cally >11'.)l">::i.x. 
' 

$ol omon 1 en Virga , "Shebet Yehudah'' (?th persecution) ; 
ne'1t· .) ns Ar r avanel as coming from Sev ille . Samuel /.b r avane l 
is ment ioned in the same wo rk ( 4lst per s ec ii on) . 

For a comple t e l ist of the ··o rks Abrpva nel had ?couatmt !:> nce 
wi th , see Guttmpn , J . "Di e Religionsphilosophie d ~s Isaak 
hbravanel " pp . 22- 47 . 

I ~ ) 

~../:::. i ~)t - - . -

9 . "Gescn i,.hte der Juden in .?o rtugal" p.8J . 

10 . Gr aenberg , S. in "Jesh..i.run•• vo l . J.4 , p . 23. 

11 . Vlhenev er Abr~vanel mentior.s this wo rk qe :::ays , ••\-.'hi ch I 
c.:impos 1d in my yo:.t th. '' See Sha.mayim :·fadashim p .47b; Rosh 
Emunah . p . 3a; Zebah ~e s~ h l oa. 

12. ?rinted before t he intro . t o A'l:·ravanel ' s comm . t o Isaiah. 

13 . "I u nd erstood t he man e nd hi s mi nd--a man desiring in
cr ease , who would take boo ty and plunder ."-- intro . t o Joshua. 

14 . Intro t o Joshaa. 

15 . In t r o to Kings . 



16. 

17 . 

18. 

l~. 

20 . 

21 . 

22 . 

23 . 

24 . 

25. 

26 . 

27 . 

2a. 

29 . 

30 . 

31 . 

32 . 

33 . 

34. 

35 . 
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''His tory of t i-ie Jews", Vol 4 , p.343. 

"The travels of Isaac with hi s son Jos eph t o Venice 
a r e not mentioned in ~izkuto' s account, but the ptiest 
D' Rus si i n ~ is Dizionario Storici degli, Autori Evrei, 
Vol l.V. 22 , t nd icat As in his comment~ry t ~a t it was i n 
1603."-Carmoly's no t e in "Ozar Nehrnad"l85? , p . 47 . 

The t ime and place of Genesi s is given a s Naples , 1 622 , 
but t .: i s i a the time of t~1e printing , and not of t he 
composition. 

~e know L~is date because he mentions in hi s respo nsum 
that the ki ng of Spain came to Naples t hen. See :!izJuto . 

This book i s also menti on ed in the fourth chapter o f 
Nahalat Abot . 

Gut tman, J . ''Di e iteligionsphilosophie •• " p.l? . 

"Geschichte" Vol.8 , p.335, 345. 

Ibid. p . 6 . 

Ros enau, W. '' J ewish Bibl ical Comment at or s" p . 1 15 . 

I bid. p. 21. 

Coi m. on Zach. 11 : 4 . 

Intro to Maj or ? r ophet s ; cf. a l s o his analys is i n the 
preface to the Deut. Gomm. 

I Sam 414. 

J ewish Encycl opedia, vol 1, p . 463 . 

Ibid. 

Gruenberg, ibid . 

Cf . T. J. Sukkah V, 55a; Gen l abbah 98: 11 , Pi r <e D' na1 
l.liezar 4la. 

Jerome , in tro to comm. on Jonah. Ami ttai is connected with 
J\2' t< • Cf. I Kgs 17 : 24 . 

Gr uenberg, i b id. Cf also Jewish Ency c l opedia s .v. Abravanel . 

Cf . also 4 •br::lVc>nel' s intro . to M"J. 10 r Prophe t sj i er. ~ : l : 
~~ t)j) , !>~ ('~J ;> ,. I ;) IJ' ~J\ .u i>TI / _/11 Tr 

Parti cula rly in · eres t ~ ng e re his rema r ks t o I sai ah 26: 8 
and intro. t o Isai ah 22. 

36. Cf . also Jer. 48:9: AJ''' i> '> 'j)~ 11 fl.' ,/J 1">9i>V 7"1111 Q.V iln1J ' .l'Jl 1" /'Ill 

/·...us,") ~.v ll' J.\JI / ' J>)') 'J)'1":2. 



f 

37 . 

38. 

39 . 

4 .) . 

~ l . 

42. 

43. 

44 . 

45 . 

46 . 

47 . 

48 . 

49. 

5 0 . 

51. 

52. 

53. 

54 . 

55 . 

-59-

The Bi blical proofs, needl ess to say , are Abrevanel's. 
This is what makes his citations so hard to untpngle-
he is both eclectic and ori gi nal in his work. '!'be rest 
of t his very long Midrash is not quoted. 

Comm on Jonah ~:ll . 

Last p? rae r a ph of Co~ent~~ry. 

Gruen~erg , ibid. 

Cf' . ~Haatings ' "Di cU•nary of t he l' ible" (Ed . N. Y. '24] s.v. 
Jonah <?.n d lH neveh . 

Cf . Is 42 :1, Zac 3 : 3. 

Cf. Dt . 5 : 6 , Gen 2:4. 

I sai ah 10:12 

Gruenberg , ibid . 

Geschicht e , p . 82 ,.-. .,-..I .. t ....,. '-

Ke rpeles p . 82 . 

In "J ost' s Annalen" 1840 

Ibid p . 7. 

Gruenberg , ibid . 

Gruenberg, ibid . 

t ?. 

Cf tJu ttman a nd Gruenberg. 

Compare , f o r example , hi s stud~es 
Ezra's explpnations to Zach 9 : 12 . 

To Lev 19 : 20 : 

To Lev 11 : 13: 

Thus his explanation t o Lev 1~ : 27: 

t o Rashi ' s e nd Ibn 
See also Zach 10: 3 • 

.J' $ l j°> ~II ~ l )f\'} ll J 11 l~o 
I ~., .,., n irl><J 

hJJ »~ l.jl 1>'l'Ni /'J' So ~ ·~ '""' 
'I '{~ 

<,. ~ I ,.:!... _. (A.... 
0'ill_J ?1r.;,'l ~:Y.t;.a') JIM '~~"• " 

56. To Dt 4 : 15 , RS i n many other passages , Abravanel deals 
wi th astrology . Compare a lso hi s comm. to Ex 23: 20: "I 
have already t old t hee twice tha t our s :>ges 8nd a s trol
ogers have a ffirmed tha t ever y peopl e and every ci t y 
has a s tar in heaven . 

5~ . Cf . Sa bba th 156a. 

59 . I sai ah 7 :14; 9:5; 11:1 

60 . Dt . 24: l • 



l . 

. 

- 60-

61. To Isai ah 34 he writes of him: " A sage« of our people 
who desert ed the faith: Solomon Ha- Levi, who w~s made 
aft e rwards a pr ince, and was exalted by the vhristians. 
In cor..m. to I Garn 5 he c i tes the vi ewe of apostates on 
question of t he best s t ate--republic or monarchy. 

62. Ta lmudic eYpression 

63 . See Guttman p. ~Bft. 

64 . Compare esp. t v Zach 10:3. 

65 . Dt 13: 2 

66 . Dt 7:1 

67. Dt 1:22 

4 8. Dt 7:1 2 

.•• ·i 

"' 

, ,.,c.~: ........ 
69. Ex 23 :25 

70. Gen 12: 11 . Compa r e reeachim 25b. 

71 . Lev 32:~3 . 

?2. Ex 29: '3 . 

73 . Isaiah 55 

?4. In Zach 14:12 be speaks of French disease. 

?5 . Dt 3: 11 

76 . Gen 2:13 

77 . Cf . Gen 1 : 1; Ex 15:1; Zac h 2 :16; Jer 11: 15. ( '1_,u,._._, ,, / /i. 7g ) 
'-

78 . I Kg 5 : 16~ nab 2 :4 

79 . Is 8 :9 

80 . Lev 23:16; Gen 22:4 

81. II Sam 22; Is 2:2-5; In tro t o F.osea, 3rd question ; II Sam 
23:8 . 

82. Comm t o Dan 12 (12th sour ce, 1st ga t e ). 

81. Ex 15. 

84 . Eppenstein, S: '' Ha- Eshkol" Vol 2 , p . 199, note 3 . 

85. Ho s 2:16 . 

* * * .168574 
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