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Rabbinic Times 
Divine Justice - Confronting God - Unit 11 
Cantor Levine 
 

I. Introduction 
II. Bible vs Tannaitic responses  
III. Tannaitic Opposition 
IV. From Prohibition to Punishment 
V. Early Church response 

 
 
Reading #1  
Abraham came forward and said, “Will You sweep away the innocent along with 
the guilty? What if there should be fifty innocents within the city; will You then 
wipe out the place and not forgive it for the sake of the fifty innocent who are in it?  
Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as 
the guilty; so that the innocent and guilty fare alike.  Far be it from You! Shall not 
the Judge of all the earth deal justly?   And the Lord answered, “If I find within the 
city of Sodom fifty innocent ones, I will forgive the whole place for their sake.”  
Abraham spoke up saying, “Here I venture to speak to my Lord, I who am but dust 
and ashes: What if the fifty innocents should lack five?  Will You destroy the whole 
city for want of the five?  And He answered, “I will not destroy if I find forty-five 
there.” But he spoke to Him again, and said, “What if forty should be found 
there?” and He answer, “I will not do it for the sake of the forty.” And he said, 
“Let not my Lord be angry if I go on: What if thirty should be found there?” And 
He answered, “I will not do it if I find thirty there.” And he said, “I venture again 
to speak to my Lord: What if twenty should be found there? And He answered, “I 
will not destroy, for the sake of twenty.” And he said, “Let not my Lord be angry if 
I speak but this last time: What if ten should be found there?” and He answered, “I 
will not destroy for the sake of ten.”     Genesis 18:23-32 
 

Reading 2  
Remember, I am with you: I will protect you wherever you go and will bring you 
back to this land.  I will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.   

God -speaking to Jacob - Genesis 28:15 
 
Jacob then made a vow, saying, “If God remains with me, if He protects me on 
this journey that I making and gives me bread to eat and clothing to wear, and if I 
return safe to my father’s house – the Lord shall be my God.   Gen. 28:20-21 
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Reading #3 
With the conclusion of the covenant, God ceases to be the absolute ruler. He and 
man have become partners in a treaty. God is transformed from an “absolute” into 
a “constitutional” monarch. He is bound, as man is bound, to the conditions of the 
constitution. God has lost His freedom to be arbitrary and man has gained the 
freedom of being able to challenge God in the name of God’s own promises, of the 
principles laid down in the covenant.      Eric Fromm  
 
 
Reading #4 
Go, my people, enter your chambers: look into the chambers of your heart, and 
see that it was not in proportion to your sins that I brought sufferings upon you, for 
your chambers are nothing but kidney chambers, as it says searching all the 
chambers of the belly (Proverbs 20:27). But, if sufferings come upon you, do not 
open your mouth and complain against the Attribute of Justice. Rather “lock your 
doors behind you.” Why? Hide but a little moment until the indignation passes.   
               Midrash Tanchuma 
 
 
Reading #5 
Levi ordained a fast but no rain fell. He thereupon claimed: Master of the 
Universe, You did go up and take Your seat on high, but You have no mercy upon 
your children. Rain fell, but he became lame. 

 
Rabbi Eliezer said: Let a man never address himself in the protocol manner 
towards God, seeing that one great man did so and he became lame and who was 
it, Levi.           Taanit 25a 
 
 
Reading #6  
Sometime afterward, God put Abraham to the test. He said to him, “Abraham,” 
and he answered, “Here I am.” And God said, “Take your son, your favored one, 
Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt 
offering on one of the heights that I will point out to you.” So early the next 
morning, Abraham saddled his ass and took with him two of his servants and his 
son Isaac. He split the wood for the burnt offering, and he set out for the place of 
which God had told him. On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place 
from afar. Then Abraham said to his servants, “You stay here with the ass. The boy 
and I will go up there; we will worship and we will return to you. 
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Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and put it on his son Isaac. He 
himself took the firestone and the knife; and the two walked off together. Then 
Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he answered, “Yes, my son.” And 
he said, “Here are the firestone and the wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt 
offering?” And Abraham said, “God will see to the sheep for His burnt offering, 
my son.” And the two of them walked on together. 
 
They arrived at the place of which God had told him. Abraham built an altar there; 
he laid out the wood; he bound his son Isaac; he laid him on the altar, on top of 
the wood. And Abraham picked up the knife to slay his son. Then an angel of the 
Lord called to him from heaven: “Abraham, Abraham!” And he answered, “Here I 
am.” And he said, “Do not raise your hand against the boy, or do anything to him. 
For now, I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your 
favored one from Me.” When Abraham looked up, his eye fell upon a ream, caught 
in the thicket by its horns. So, Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as 
a burnt offering in place of his son. And Abraham named the site Adonai-Yireh, 
whence the present saying, “On the mount of the Lord there is vision.” 
 
The angel of the Lord called to Abraham a second time from heaven and said, “By 
Myself I swear, the Lord declares: Because you have done this and have not 
withheld your son, your favored one, I will bestow my blessing upon you and make 
your descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven and the sands on the 
seashore; and your descendants shall seize the gates of their foes.  All the nations 
of the earth shall bless themselves by your descendants, because you have obeyed 
My command.”            Genesis 22:1-18 
 
 
Reading #7 
You find that Abraham once criticized the Attribute of Justice. And what did he 
say? Rabbi Levi said: Abraham said I have already received my full reward in this 
world, inasmuch as the Holy One, Blessed be He, has assisted me against the 
Kings and has saved me from the furnace. Surely, I have received my full reward; 
there can be no additional reward awaiting me in the world-to-come. The Holy 
One, Blessed be He, said to him: since you dare criticize My actions, you must 
bring a burnt offering to Me. Therefore, He said: Take your son, your favorite 
one, Isaac home you love, and go to the land of Moriah and offer him there as a 
burnt offering.             Tanchuma, Lech Lecha 10 
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Reading #8 (Book of Job) 

“Man cannot win the suit against God. If he insisted on the trial with Him, he 
would not answer one charge in a thousand.”     (Job 9:2-3)    
 
“He wounds me much for no cause.”  (Job 9:17) 
 
“Though I were blameless, He would prove me crooked.”  (Job 920) 
 
“It is all one...He destroys the blameless and the guilty.”  (Job 9:22) 
 
“I am disgusted with life… I say to God, ‘Do not condemn me’. Let me know what 
You charge me with. Is it good that You should oppress me?”  (Job 10:1-3) 
 
“Here now my rebuke, listen to the accusations of my lips.”  (Job 3:16) 
 
“He may well slay me… Yet I will argue my case before Him.”  (Job 13:15) 
 
“Why do you hide Your face and treat me like an enemy.”  (Job 13:24) 
“Today again my complaint is better, my strength is spent on account of my 
groaning. Would that I knew how to reach Him, how to get to His dwelling place; I 
would set out my case before Him and fill my mouth with rebuke.”  (Job 23:2-3) 
 
“Therefore, I am terrified at his presence; when I consider, I dread him.”  

(Job 23:15) 
 
 
Reading #9 
“By all Job’s pains he was not drawn away from his reverence for God; but he has 
been set up as an example and testimony to us, for the thorough accomplishment of 
patience…What a bier for the devil God erected in the person of that hero! What a 
banner did He rear over the enemy of His glory, when, at every bitter message, 
that man uttered nothing out his mouth but thanks to God.” 

The Ante-Nicene Fathers: 
Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to AD 325 
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Reading #10 
Then Moses returned to the Lord and said, “O Lord, why did You bring harm upon 
this people? Why did You send me? Ever since I came to Pharaoh to speak in Your 
name, he has dealt worse with this people; and still You have not delivered Your 
people.” 
 
Then the Lord said to Moses: “You shall soon see what I will do to Pharaoh: he 
shall let them go because of a great might; indeed, because of a greater might he 
shall drive them from his land.” God spoke to Moses and said to him, “I am the 
Lord.”                           Exodus 5:22-6:2 
 
 
 


