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THE doctrine of trials is open to great objections: it is in fact more exposed to objections than
any other thing taught in Scripture...

The sole object of all the trials mentioned in Scripture is to teach man what he ought to do or
believe; so that the event which forms the actual trial is not the end desired: it is but an example
for our instruction and guidance. Hence the words "to know (la-da‘at) whether ye love," etc., do
not mean that God desires to know whether they loved God; for He already knows it; but la-
da‘at, "to know," has here the same meaning as in the phrase "to know (la-da‘at) that [ am the
Lord that sanctifieth you" (Exod. 31:13), i.e., that all nations shall know that [ am the Lord who
sanctifieth you...

The account of Abraham our father binding his son, includes two great ideas or principles of our
faith. First, it shows us the extent and limit of the fear of God. Abraham is commanded to
perform a certain act, which is not equaled by any surrender of property or by any sacrifice of
life, for it surpasses everything that can be done, and belongs to the class of actions which are
believed to be contrary to human feelings. He had been without child, and had been longing for a
child; he had great riches, and was expecting that a nation should spring from his seed. After all
hope of a son had already been given up, a son was born unto him. How great must have been
his delight in the child! How intensely must he have loved him! And yet because he feared God,
and loved to do what God commanded, he thought little of that beloved child, and set aside all
his hopes concerning him, and consented to kill him after a journey of three days. If the act by
which he showed his readiness to kill his son had taken place immediately when he received the
commandment, it might have been the result of confusion and not of consideration. But the fact
that he performed it three days after he had received the commandment, proves the presence of
thought, proper consideration, and careful examination of what is due to the Divine command
and what is in accordance with the love and fear of God. There is no necessity to look for the
presence of any other idea or of anything that might have affected his emotions. For Abraham
did not hasten to kill Isaac out of fear that God might slay him or make him poor, but solely
because it is man's duty to love and to fear God, even without hope of reward or fear of
punishment. We have repeatedly explained this. The angel, therefore, says to him, "For now I
know," etc. (v. 12), that is, from this action, for which you deserve to be truly called a God-
fearing man, all people shall learn how far we must go in the fear of God. This idea is confirmed
in Scripture: it is distinctly stated that one sole thing, fear of God, is the object of the whole Law
with its affirmative and negative precepts, its promises and its historical examples, for it is said,
"If thou wilt not observe to do all the words of this Law that are written in this book, that thou
mayest fear this glorious and fearful name, the Lord thy God," etc. (Deut. 28:58). This is one of
the two purposes of the ‘akedah (sacrifice or binding of Isaac).

The second purpose is to show how the prophets believed in the truth of that which came to
them from God by way of inspiration...

This is the way how we have to understand the accounts of trials; we must not think that God
desires to examine us and to try us in order to know what He did not know before. Far is this
from Him; He is far above that which ignorant and foolish people imagine concerning Him, in the
evil of their thoughts. Note this.




Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik bx1, “Majesty and Humility,” Tradition 17:2 (Spring 1978).

Full essay at archives of www.TraditionOnline.org
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