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Précis

Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra was one of the most prominent Jewish sages in the Middle Ages,
being particularly renowned as an incisive and rigorous Biblical commentator. He based his famous
commentary on the Torah, according to his own words, on the foundations of the “literal” (peshar)
approach to Biblical interpretation, i.e., on the rules of Scriptural grammar and philology; on the
reasonability of logic; and on the belief that the meaning of Scripture must accord with objective
reality.

Specifically because ibn Ezra defined his own approach as that of peshat, it would be of
interest to examine how he related to the more-midrashic elements of Jewish tradition and to the
teachings of the Sages. This is indeed the question that forms the basis of this present thesis: What was
ibn Ezra’s relationship to the teachings of the Sages and to their midrashim? Can it be said that ibn
Ezra bowed to the authority of the Sages, accepting the truth and suitability of their more-aggadic
interpretations of Scripture (and even using them on occasion in his own commentary)? Or did he
perhaps always remain true to peshat while eschewing the midrashic approach?

The attempt to answer this question will be accomplished via a thorough examination of ibn
Ezra’s commentaries on the Book of Exodus (Sefer Shemot)—both the short commentary and the long
one. Via a systematic investigation of these two works, we will be able to uncover those occasions in
which ibn Ezra confronts the Sages’ midrashim, as well as to examine how he comes to terms with
them; we will also be able to form a picture of ibn Ezra’s relationship to the Sages’ teachings in general.
Researchers of ibn Ezra’s commentaries have hitherto shied away from systematically researching his
opinion over an entire book of the Torah. The underlying supposition that forms the basis of this thesis
is that a thorough and consistent examination will yield new insights on the subject.

However, before examining ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Book of Exodus, we must first
review both his general approach to rabbinic midrash as it emerges from his writings in other contexts
as well as how it emerges from academic literature on the subject. To this objective will be devoted the
first chapter of this thesis, in which excerpts from ibn Ezra’s owns words on the subject will be quoted,
and in which the positions of various researchers will be presented. From our examination of these
sources, it emerges that ibn Ezra clearly adhered to the view that Ein mikra yotzei midei peshuto (“a
Biblical verse can never lose its literal meaning”). He believed that despite midrash being a legitimate
way in which to study the Torah, it nevertheless cannot supplant the methodology of peshat. Although
midrashic interpretation indeed adds vistas to Scripture, if it does not accord with the peshat, it is

therefore to be understood allegorically or esoterically.



From the academic literature dealing with ibn Ezra’s relationship to rabbinic midrash emerge two
diametrically opposed approaches and one median approach. There is the traditional approach, which
perceives ibn Ezra as unequivocally faithful to the exegesis of the Sages. This approach posits that ibn
Ezra accepted the absolute authority of the Sages, and it attempts to explain his words in a way such
that they never contradict the Sages’. In contrast to the traditional approach, the reformist approach
views ibn Ezra as a revolutionary commentator who believes in his own, novel methodologys, i.e., that
of peshat. According to this approach, ibn Ezra interprets Scripture—both overtly and covertly—in a
way differing from and in contradiction to the Sages’ interpretations. This approach perceives his
commentary as alternative and competitive to that of the Sages. As regards ibn Ezra himself, this
approach views him as not accepting the absolute authority of the sages. Between these two
approaches one can find among researchers a middle approach, loyal to the sanctity of the Sages’
teachings. This approach attempts to understand ibn Ezra’s unique methodology and to interpret it
such that no overly flagrant contradiction exist between it and between the Sages’ exegeses.

The second chapter will present our research data, findings, and their analysis; more

about this below.

METHODOLOGY

The research methodology employed in this thesis is the identification of the interactions
between ibn Ezra’s commentaries on the Book of Exodus and between the exegesis and statements of

the Sages, and their division into three categories:

(A) Argument with the Sages: overt argument explicitly presented as such; covert argument

(B) “Tradition of the Sages” in ibn Ezra’s Commentary: Ibn Ezra’s acceptance of exegesis as a

“tradition of the sages” (kabbalat ChaZal); conflict between the peshat and factual determinations of
the Sages, by way of “If it is a tradition, we must accept it”; or an express declaration that a given

rabbinic midrash does not fit into the category of “a tradition of the sages”

(C) Incorporation of the Sages’ Teachings and Their Attitudes into ibn Ezra’s Commentary: These

sources will be presented according to degree—from ibn Ezra’s absolute identification with the Sages’
teachings and the acknowledgement of his words as being their words, up to and including a lesser
degree of identification with their words and of acknowledging his words as theirs—as follows:
explicit concurrence with the words of the Sages; citation of an opinion of the Sages; support for a
minority opinion of the Sages; reliance on the Sages in establishing a rule that ibn Ezra himself

believes in; and argument over the intention of their statements. At the owest level of
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identification, there are cases in which ibn Ezra presents a concept identical to one of the Sages’
without expressly identifying this concept as having been taken from the Sages. This category is
defined as a correspondence between ibn Ezra’s statements and those of the Sages with which he was

either familiar or possibly unfamiliar.

In each of the cases belonging to one of the above-mentioned categories, the appropriate
analysis was conducted: the extent of relationship between a statement of the Sages and between one
of ibn Ezra’s; the reason for his concurrence and incorporation or rejection of the exegesis; and the

manner in which it is mentioned: overtly or covertly.

RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH AND THEIR CONCLUSIONS:

(A) 70 Explicit/Implicit References:

In examining ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Book of Exodus, it emerges that there are 70
places in which he addresses rabbinic midrash, parallel interpretations appearing in the long and short
commentaries generally being counted as one. Of these 70 sources, in 47 instances (67%) the Sages’
interpretation was clearly identified; in the remaining 23 instances (33%) the identification is defined

as covert.

(B) Sources in Rabbinic Exegesis:

From the results of the study it emerges that the sources explicitly mentioned by ibn Ezra are
the Babylonian Talmud, the Book of Numbers (Sefer Bemidbar), and Seder Olam. Aside from these
three, there emerges from the study a lengthy list of sources for the Sages’ statements with which he

was either probably or certainly familiar, and as is detailed in the body of the thesis.

(C) Twice as Many Concurrences as Rejections:

The central finding that emerges from the study’s data is that in 22 cases out of 70, ibn Ezra
rejects the Sages’ interpretation. In 43 out of the 70 cases, the Sages’ statements or stances are
incorporated into ibn Ezra’s commentary in varying degrees; and in 5 cases, ibn Ezra is unsure as to
whether to accept them.

All in all, the results of the study demonstrate that ibn Ezra takes the Sages’ exegesis into
account throughout the entire Book, citing their statements in over 70 instances, in which the division
between rejection and concurrence is:  31%, rejection; 62%, either concurrence or incorporation; and
7% regarding which ibn Ezra is unsure as to whether they fall into the category of “a tradition of the
Sages”—in which case they are to be accepted—or into the category of rabbinic reasoning (sevara), in

which case it is not imperative to interpret according to their opinion.
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(D) Peshat and Midrash:

In 46 instances, ibn Ezra refers to his citations of rabbinic exegesis as being midrashic, and to

the remaining 24 as being “close” to the peshat.

(E) Rejection/Concurrence in the Short vs. the Long Commentaries:

Another interesting detail emerging from the results of the study is that in his short
commentary, ibn Ezra rejects the Sages’ interpretations four times as often as he does in his long
commentary. In the long commentary, he addresses and cites the Sages almost twice as often as he
does in the short commentary; the number of places in which he concurs with them is even greater.

The central conclusion emerging from the results of the study is that ibn Ezra straddles a
complex ideology, ranging from admitting the greatness of the Sages and their halachic and exegetic
primacy, on the one hand; and on the other, aspiring to impart a novel and well-defined methodology,
that of peshat. During the course of the commentary, one value occasionally becomes obscured by
another, but in no wise can this be viewed as an attempt on ibn Ezra’s part to negate the former.

Beyond a shadow of a doubt, ibn Ezra accords great respect to the Sages and believes in their
authority and their words, regardless of whether he accepts or rejects their interpretation in any
particular instance. Furthermore, he even recognizes the legitimacy of midrash as a tool for adding
supplementary ideas and important content; for conveying information via midrashic means; and, most
importantly, for preserving rabbinic tradition.

Apparently, ibn Ezra is cultivating a complex, three-dimensional relationship to rabbinic
midrash: the first dimension, that of rejection; the second, that of doubt; and the third, that of
acceptance, concurrence, and identification. This three-dimensional relationship stems from a number
of motives: an interpretative presence, both negative and positive; imparting his methodology; an
awareness of and commitment to rabbinic tradition; and an interpretative and substantive agenda
having a theological, moral, or philosophical perspective.

The results of the study have indeed proven that there are many more cases of rejection of
rabbinic midrash in his short commentary than in his long commentary, and more cases of concurrence
with rabbinic midrash in his long commentary than in his short commentary. But in any event, one
must reject the argument that while in Italy—where he composed the short commentary— ibn Ezra
displayed interpretative independence and evinced overt criticism towards the Sages, whereas in
France—where he composed the long commentary—he showed himself to be a moderate, a
traditionalist who displayed loyalty and submission to the words of the Sages. An alternative
explanation for this difference between the long and short commentaries is that in the latter, he focused
on his methodological system and on imparting it, which is why he rejected the Sages’ interpretations
with greater frequency. But in the former, he took a more values-oriented and less methodological

approach, which is why he saw fit to incorporate various midrashim of the sages

v



into his commentary. During the course of his writing, ibn Ezra made new choices, weighing each
interpretation a further time. He reexamined the peshat of the Biblical verses in greater depth,
reevaluated his commitment to “the tradition of the Sages,” and afforded us a glimpse into his
philosophical and ethical world-view via basing himself specifically on the midrashic exegesis of the
Sages, thereby helping to fortify his readers’ faith and trust in G-d and in Jewish values.

It appears that ibn Ezra adopted rabbinic midrash out of recognition of their indispensability,
and out of acknowledgement of their contribution—to himself, as well as to his audience. This fact, in
all its diverse ramifications, has never been explored or presented in any previous research study on the

subject, and is therefore an innovation of this present thesis.



