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We normally associate laughter with humour. We laugh when something is funny - 
from an innocent joke to physical gags and slapstick.  We laugh when something 
surprises us or when we are tickled and we sometimes laugh when we are nervous or 
scared and sometimes the things that make us laugh are not that funny at all. 
  
The Talmud (Brachot 30b) seems to disapprove of laughter stating that it is forbidden to 
fill one’s mouth with laughter in this world.  However, there is the well cited story in 
Shabbat 30b that Raba began his classes with a series of jokes to relax his students and 
so make them more receptive to the important lesson that followed. Early philosophers 
such as Plato, Hobbs and Descartes believed that laughter expressed one's feelings of 
superiority over other people.  However, by the 18thcentury, this theory had weakened 
and new ideas such as the Incongruity and Relief Theories were put forward.    In our 
parasha both Avraham and Sarah laugh. Avraham laughs after G-d tells him that he and 
Sarah will have a child, “[He] threw himself on his face and laughed, as he said to 
himself, “Can a child be born to a man a hundred years old, and can Sarah bear a child 
at ninety?” (Bereshit 17:17). Sarah has a similar reaction on overhearing (from the three 
“visitors”) the exact same news, and Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “Now that I am 
withered, am I to have enjoyment—with my husband so old? (Bereshit 18:12). 
  
But why did they laugh? Did this action signify feelings of joy, denial, disbelief, shock or 
something entirely different? Importantly, why does G-d react so negatively to Sarah’s 
laughter while acting significantly more leniently to Avraham's laughter?      Rashi, 
based on a teaching by Onkelos, explains that Avraham's laughter signified joy at the 
news of having another child while Sarah’s laughter signified her incredulity at the 
possibility of such a happening.  
  
Abarbanel suggests that Avraham also laughed out of the seemingly illogical situation 
with which he was being presented;   “Avraham laughed, not out of  a belief that G-d 
was incapable of fulfilling his promise, but rather because it went against the course of 
nature... G-d commanded him to call the child’s name Yitzchak reflecting his laughter so 
as to stress Isaac’s birth contrary to the natural course of events... “          We might 
understand this as Incongruity Theory which suggests that laughter can also arise when 
logic and familiarity are replaced by things that do not normally go together. i.e. when 
we expect one outcome and another happens.   So why did G-d admonish Sarah for 
laughing? Rashi and Onkelos seem to suggest her laughter was motivated by the 

apparent ludicracy of the situation but was that really so different to Avraham’s 
surprise at G-d surpassing nature?     The Ba'al ha-Turim, (13th/14th centuries), argues 
that, “Sarah laughed (internally),” This was not like the joyful laughter the Torah reports 
Avraham as breaking out into in Bereshit 17:17 upon being told something similar by G-
d. Avraham rejoiced because he believed the message, whereas Sarah found the 
message as beyond belief. The reason that she did not match her husband in believing 
in this instance was that whereas he had received the message from G-d directly, she 
had only heard it from a man dressed like a native of the land”.  Likewise, Rabbi Alex 
Israel, summarising Abarbenel, explains that “Sarah’s problem was that she was second. 
Avraham had expressed amazement at the prospect of his son from Sarah. But Sarah’s 
reaction is wrong because it was not an immediate, spontaneous reaction to the news. 
She had heard the news many days earlier, and had the time to consider it. Even so, 
days later, she continued to express disbelief. This demonstrated a lack of faith.” 
  
Another difference is seen in the way both Avraham and Sarah react to the news. The 
Bechor Shor explains.   “His falling down and bowing before G-d demonstrate that he 
believed G-d. When he laughed it was an expression of joy and happiness, an emotion 
of thanks. He bowed down in thanksgiving exclaiming, ‘What a miracle! What an 
incredible kindness for G-d to change the laws of nature for me’.” 
  
Rabbi Alex Israel continues: “Abraham’s response was a declaration of thanks for an 
unexpected, unthinkable good, Sarah’s response was more incredulous in nature. She 
“laughed” at the possibility of it all happening. When she laughed, it was not the laugh 
of joy and thanks but rather a cynical laugh of one who entertains a ridiculous, way-out 
idea, entertaining a notion, curious and unbelievable. After she has been rebuked Sarah 
attempts to tell G-d that she laughed in fear, but G-d is insistent. She laughed because 
she doubted the possibility of her having children.”      
  
When their son is born and circumcised, Avraham names him Yitzchak – “he will laugh” 
expressing the laughter of pure joy and Sarah says, “G-d has brought me laughter, and 
everyone who hears about this will laugh with me.” Bereshit 21:6. Perhaps Sarah’s 
laughter is now indicating surprise, relief and ultimately delight. 
 
Laughter is a very complex issue going from a quiet giggle to a full blown belly-laugh. It 
covers a myriad of emotions from surprise, disbelief, and fear to happiness and 
unadulterated joy. Perhaps the name Yitzchak encapsulates all of these emotions 
expressed in the laughter of Avraham and Sarah. 


