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Human and Divine Justice in the Testament of Abraham

Meredith J.C. Warren

1. Introduction

The Testament of Abraham depictsthe last days of the life of the biblical patriarch Abrahiaim.
telling Abraham’s experience resisting Death, the text preserves a certain understatiténg of
rewards and punishments associated vigthteousness and sin, respectively, and a particular
view of the appropriate and inappropriate ways of processing the souls of the dédduse
modes of divine and human justice in Testament of Abraham are not uniform, and represent a
complex understanding of both righteous humans and the ditheelescription of judgment

and punishment follows a visit from the Archangel Michael tofpdtbraham, as a matter of
courtesy, that his life is about to end. After giving the messenger of the Most Higipthe sl
several times, Abraham agrees to be taken up to heaven, where God instructstvsiinae

him “all things” and that Michael shouldlfow Abraham’s instructions concerning the meting
out of punishments for mortal beings. Abraham’s decisions do not turn out to be models of
divine best practice. Abraham unleashatsibution upon a number of people before God notifies

him that his serviceare no longer required: Abraham “hasmercyon sinners,” God

! Most scholars date the composition of the textikatly early, prior to the third century CE, and gupossibly as
early as the turn of the era; d8¢C. Allison, Testament of Abraham (Berlin: W. de Gruyter2003), 3440. In

contrast, Davila cautiously assumes a Christian caitipp no later than the fifth century CE; see J.Bvila, The
Provenance of the Pseudepigrapha: Jewish, Christian, or Other? (JSJSup 105; Leiden: Brill, 2005), 1297.

2 Throughouthis paper, | refer to Recension A’s versification and versi the narrative events. This recension
preserves more of the comedic elements of the charactenizatd plot. Other recensions will be noted where
appropriateThe recension tradition dfestament of Abrahamis complex but the majority position understands the
longer Recension A to be the more original, at leattrms of its narrative structure if not its abalary; see here
J.W. Ludlow, “Humor and Paradox in the Characterization of Adoraim the Testament of Abraham,” irAl.
Brantet al., eds. Ancient Fiction: The Matrix of Early Christian and Jewish Narrative (Atlanta: SBL, 2005), 202.



determineg10.14)> While God criticizes Abraham for his lack of mercy, and while Abraham
eventually learns compassion after visiting heaven and witnessing the processeof div
judgment, the notion of what divine justice looks like is not unambiguous in the Testament of
Abraham. Abraham’s learned compassion is not modelled on God’s own charastasitidge;
he, as well as Abraham, seems changeable in his judgment. This characteriZatdmesults

in an unsettling view of the nature of divine justice, where God, like Abraham, must leel cajo
and convinced in order to grant mercy to sinn€hsés paper explores the modes of divine and
human justice portrayed in this curious text, and considers the significameepzfrodic genre
and thecomedic charactemationof Abraham awehiclesfor theological reflection on judgent

in antiquity.

2. The Testament of AbrahanNarrative and Parody

An overview of thenarrative serves to contextualize the characterization of Abraham and God
the Testament of Abraham and provides a framework for interpretitgmechanisms of heavenly
judgment. The general consensus is that the longer version, Recension A, appears tp be olde
despite possible interpolations; this longer versimmudes many humorous elements that
Recension B has apparently remowedn attempt to make the narrative less problematic in its
depiction of the patriarchin an effort to postpone his death, Abrahzomvinces the Archangel
Michael to show him “all the inhabited world and all the created things” (9.7), girggrthat

after he is given a tour of heaven and earth, heastijuiesceo God’s summons. It is while
Abraham is on this tour that he calls doptmishments on the sinners he sees from he&azh
time Abraham sees sinnersome murderers, a couple engagingsexial immorality” thieves

— he prays to the Lord, whaarries outAbraham’s gruesome punishments: wild beasts devour

the murderers; thearth swallows up the coupfie consumes the thieves (10.4-1Dgspite

% Unless otherwise noted, English translations offéstament of Abraham are drawn from 2. Sanlers,
“Testament of Abraham,” in J.H. Charlesworth, &the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Volume 1: Apocalyptic
Literature and Testaments (New York: Doubleday, 1983), 87402.

* J.W. Ludlow, “TheTestament of Abraham: Which Came First Recension A or Recsion B?"JSP 13 (2002): 3
15, andA.Y. Reed, “The Construction and Subversion of Patriarchd&&en: Abraham and Exemplarity in Philo,
Josephus, and tHestament of Abraham,” JSJ 40 (2009): 1858212. For the Greek recensions, B&&. Stone;The
Testament of Abraham, The Greek Recensions (New York SBL, 1972).



answering Abraham’s request for punishments for these three incidents, God|sveinacis
Michael to stop that portion of the tour so as to avoid Abraham destroying thecessited
world (10.13); Abraham, according to God, has not himself sinned and thus is not capable of

being merciful towards those who have.

Once Abraham has been prevented from killing all the sinners on the face of ththeatigel
takes him through a gate and into a throne room, in which a fearsome man is sittingooe.a thr
This man is not God, but rather, the angel explains, thigd#m “the first formed.” Adam’s task

is to watch souls entering in through one of two gates to heavethaimenarrow and one that

is wide. The narrow gate is entered only by the righteous, who pass on to Paradiségwhile t
wide gate leads to destriart and eternal punishment (1112). Each time Adam sees a soul
enter through the broad gate, he weeps and mourns, while he rejoices each time arsoul ent
through the narrow gate. In another room, a glorious jadgested by angles weighs each 'soul
sins and judges it according to a divine book. This judge is Abel, who was killed by his wicked
brother CainGen 4:8), and is therefore in a good position to evaluate the consequesioes of
The text explains this according to God’s word: “For God said, ‘| do not judge you, but every
man is judged by méh (13.3). This justification does not quite answer the question, since God’s
statement about humanity judging itself refers to “man” in a general rathea gpgtific sense;

it does not explain whgbel in particular should be the judge as opposed to, for instance,
another prominent and respected figure suohbmaham. It is possible th#te author had in

mind, as Jan Dochhorn suggests, Gen 9:6, which connects judgment and blood in a way that
might callto mind Abel’s blood in 4:16.Regardless, the discussion of Abel’s fitness to judge
apparently resides in his role as victim of sin rather than as sinner, which appeassstent

with God'’s earlier statement that Abraham is incapable of appropragegnt of sin because

he himself had not sinned.

®J. Dochhorn, “Abel and the Three Stages of Postmortal Judgef@ekt-Critical and Redactioritical Study
of the Christian Elements ifestament of Abraham A 13;2-8,” in I.H. Henderson and G.S. Oegema, €tlse,
Changing Face of Judaism, Christianity, and Other Greco-Roman Religionsin Antiquity (Studien der JSHRZ 2;
Gutersloh: Gutersloher Verlag, 2006), 398 at 413.



According to the text as it has been preservad,method of judgnent with Abel presidingis

the preferred method only until the Parousia, when Abel will be replaced as smédjuthe
twelve tribes,and finally, by the Lord God himself in a third stag@ewever, this threstage
judgment may reéict a later, Christian intermlon, as Dochhorn has argueid.heis correct,

this suggests that Abel stands in for God’s judgment and does not repttresgra, stofgap
measure, but is part of the intended process for eternity. The mechanism forrjuggme
explained in the next section. Two angels, one on each side, record righteous addiestiss
respectively, which are then weighed by a third angel named Dokiel, who is desctithed as
righteous balancbkearet (13.9-10).This angel weighs a person’s righteous deeds against his or
her sins and metes out reward or punishment accordingly. Similarities have beed point
between these procedafer heavenly judgment and Egyptian and Neoplatonic versions of the
afterlife.” What is clear from the text, however, is that it is seemingly oblivious to any distinc
between Grec®Roman, Egyptian, and Jewish views of the afterlife and heavenly jud§ment.
This lack of discrimination suggests that ffestament of Abraham preserves nosectarian

Jewish beliefs about the afterlife.

At this point,Abraham asks his guide what happens when a soul has exactly the sanee ol
righteous deeds as singn impatantquestion The angelic guide replies that souls in this
scenario are in a kind of limbo; they must wait for the judge of all to come (14.2), at whith poi
presumably, Goavill employ some other kind girocessunavaable to angels, to judge
righteousness. The angelic guide tells Abraham that a soul in limbo would only need one
righteous deed more to be saved (14.4). The balance of righteous deeds to wicked ones is
therefore crucial to howivine judgment is carried out; Abraham’s previoustakis was

apparently that he did not take into account the entirety of a person’s Ne&dy, he mercy

® Ibid.

" M.R. JamesThe Testament of Abraham (T&S 2.2; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 189}, G.

McCurdy, “Platonic Orphism in the Testament of AbrahadBl” 61 (1942): 2136 at 218, and G.W.E.

Nickelsburg, “Eschatology in the Testament of Abraham: A Stdidlge Judgment Scenestire Two Recensions,”

in G.W.E. Nickelsburg, edSudies on the Testament of Abraham (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1976); 3L

8 Reed, “Patriarchal Perfection,” 210..

° In Recension B chapter 10, the soul that Abraham observes bdiegjis a murderer and is shown no mercy; this

is in contrast to the evenlyalanced soul in Recension A.



that Abraham was said to lack in the earlier section of the text is not yet a funicticeangelic
juridical procedures.

Abraham begins to intduce the aspect of merdye urges the angel to join him in prayer on
behalf of the soul, and when the patriarch and the archangel arise, the soul is goneataken int
Paradise because God listened to their prélyeb-8). Realizing the ramifications of prayer

that intercession on behalf of another is effectatdeast in the case of an evebblanced soul

— Abraham begs the angel to join him again in prayer, this time on behalf of all the peopl

cursed previously the ones he set on fire and caliséld beasts to attack. He says:

| beg you, archangel, heed my plea; let us beseech the Laadaiatand let us prostrate ourselves for
his compassion and beg his mercy on behalf of the souls of tlesimhom | previously, being evil
minded, cursednd destroyed, whom the earth swallowed up and whom the wild besésunder
and whom the fire consumed because of my words. Now | havetodmew that | sinned before the
Lord our God(14.1612)

God hears Abrahamsprayer and restores thos@éam Abraham cursed, althoughstriot
immediatelyclear whether they atbenrestored to life on earfior a timeor directly toeternal

life in ParadiseGod declares that “those whdrdestroy while they are living on the earth, | do
not requite in death” (14.15); in a kind of pre-modern correctional policy that S&me=d

counts for double,” God does not punish in the afterlife those who die prematurely synce the
have already received punishment in their early death. In effect, Abraham’s mayerdated

his earlier unjust punishments, but atgdentiallyresulted in the automatic entry into Paradise
of those whom he had killed.

After this Abraham’s tour of the heavens comes to a close and Michael returns him to earth to
finally prepare for his death. Once again, however, Abraham refuses to come qufethewi

angel and questions Michael’'s divine pronouncements. Having no other recourse, sai@arAbr
will not follow the directions of his messenger, God summons Death “the one of ab@minabl
courtenance and merciless Idqid.6.1). Death disguises his fearful appearance and takes on the
outward appearance of an archangebrder to respect Abraham’s special relationship with

God He tells Abraham that he Beath, but once again Abraham questions the truth of his



statement$16.12-14)Regardless of Abraham’s preferences now, Death follows Abraham
everywhere: “Abraham arose and went into his house, and Death followed him there. Abraham
went up into his room, and Death also went up with him. Abraham reclined on his couch, and
Death came ansht by his feét(17.1). The humor here is subtle yet unmistakeaft@aham
demands to know what is going on, and when Deattticalateshis identity, Abraham demands
proof: he wants to see Death’s true appearance, not the one he assumes for the (igh®ous
Death obliges, and his appearance is so ferocious and frightenintgkitaill of Abraham’s

seven thousand male and femsdevantg17.18) — God later bringbem back to earthly life

after Abraham and Death pray together (18.11). Abrahanselffaints and begDeath to hide

his true natureand then retires to his room to recover. Death follows him once more, and in
anger Abraham challenges Death’s authority and once again demands proof, asking Death t
teach him how he changes his appearance, and allekigicable mysteries of death, which
Death obliges (19.96). Understandably, Death is getting a bit tired of Abraham’s continuous
evasi\e tricks, like a child who will not be put to bed. In the end, offering to restore Abraham’
strength after his ordeals, Death tricks Abraham into kissing his hand, aalgafis soul leaves
his body (20.8-9)Although the reader is nohewn the judgment of Abraham’s soul on the
balance, the text states tiAdirahamentersParadise to join the other rightecurses (20.14).

3. Analysis

The origins ofTestament of Abraham have implications for how we understand the kind of
judgmentit portrays as well afor its characterization of Abraharmhe current consensughat

the Testament is Jewish in origin despite its preservation and redaction by Christlzas been
challenged? but the text nevertheless persists in resisting categoriZation the one hand,

there is no concern about belonging to the people of Israetiér to be saved after death

deeds hold more weight than religious memberdbgspite this emphasis dehaviour,

however the text issilent about keeping the Sabbath, circumcision, or Torah observance of any
specified kind, and the text seems at peace with the idea of Jews living in harrtfongmnwi

Jewishneighbours, if its use of Egyptian and Neoplatonic descriptions of the afterlife is a

19 Davila, Provenance of the Pseudepigrapha, 199207.
" Reed, “Patriarchal Perfection,” 24101..



indication On the other hand, tleceived texts are Christian and were preservecdned by
Christians, and yet do not show any clear indications of Christian theitduyjdea of Christ

as eschatological judge is absent from the narrativethierefore very diffickito say anything

of certainty about whether and in what way the text reflects ancient Javasisient Christian

ideas about divine justic&hat the text's major features were acceptable to its first authors

likely Jews,as well ago its later Christian redactoperhapsmplies that thelestament of

Abraham reflects a generalizedncient understanding of divine and human notiongstice.

Above all, the text upholds the idea of mercy as something to be commended in human beings,
with Abraham’s redemption from his earlier judgmental attitude supporting this traltle for

mortal beings.

Thegenre of thelestament of Abraham is also complicated. Thext itself lls us variously that

it is a estamenta narrative, an account, an apocalypse, and a biography, depending on the
recensiort? In reality, it is a combination of theggenresand containsamiliar elemets of each
which is of course typical of manyeient texts, not just tHEestament of Abraham.** Part of

how the text plays with genre is in Abraham’s heavenly journey, which is a majmefed both
apocalypses and testamedhat Abraham specifically is taken up to heaven and favoured by
God to see divine things is not unique to this book, or, in fact, testenerdry genre, parody

2 Dochorn’s proposal thafest. Abr. 13.58 is a later Christian interpdlan (“Abel and the Three Stages of
Postmortal Judgement,” 402) suggests that an original reconstruction of 13.16 depict&/#hee apostles as the
eschatological judges in the second stage of judgment rather tharebe tribes, but likewise propes that the
threestage judgment as a whole is a later addition. The-8tegge judgment, apparently unprecedented in early
Jewish literature (Nickelsburg, “Eschatology in frestament of Abraham,” 40) and the mention of {hestes, if
original, possily could be the only distinctively Christian elemzof the text.

13 Allison, Testament of Abraham, 41-42.

14 E.S. GruenDiaspora: Jews amidst Greeks and Romans (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 191,
and L.M. Wills, The Jewish Novel in the Ancient World (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), 254.

15 3.J. Collins, “Introduction: Towards the Morphology of a GénBemeia 14 (1979): 120 at 15jdem, “The Genre
Apocalypse in Hellenistic Judaism,” in D. Hellholed.,Apocalypticism in the Mediterranean World and the Near
East. Proceedings of the International Colloquium on Apocalyticism, Uppsala, August 12-17, 1979 (Tibingen:

Mohr Siebeck, 1983), 5348 at 541jdem, “The Testamentary Literature in Recent Scholarship” in Rftkand
G.W.E. Nckelsburg, edsEarly Judaism and Its Modern Interpreters (Atlanta: Scholas Press, 1986), 26835 at
277-78,andAllison, Testament of Abraham, 42.



or not'® In 4 Ezra 3:1314, Abraham is chosen and to him alone God reveals the end of times. In
2 Bar. 4.5, again Abraham is shown Paradisehgydivinity. And finally, PsPhilo, LAB 18.5

implies that when God promised Abraham that his descendants would be as numerous as the
stars, he did so while God had taken Abraham up into the heavens to reveal diviretmatte

him. There is even a long section in fy@calypse of Abrahamthat cetals over several chapters
(9-32) what Abraham saw when he visited heaven, including the royal throne, Paradisk, the Fa

and the events leading up to the end times.

A significantproblem, however, with th&estament of Abraham as a testameim that it bicks

one key element of the genfcholars of early Jewishidrature point out that thBestament of
Abraham has no farewell discoursmd therefore departs from the genre in that respect; it seems,
rather, to be a parody Abraham never makes his tesemh despite being given ample warning
that he is to dieAny expectation foa melancholy text, reflecting the somber situation of an
aged patriarch about to meet his maker, is actuallgrted. This fits well with the multiple

comic elements throughout the wottis genericcomplexity allows the text to complicate and
subvert religiouglements such as piety and jutgnt. The comedic elements include the
elaborate introduction of Abraham as a righteous mathenarratoreiterates what other texts
mention in praise of Abraham — his hospitality, his gentleness, and hisThetycontrasts with
Abraham’s own speech and actions, which illustrate indteackeluctance of Abraham to obey

God'’s messengers, and indeed, conflicts with his judgmental behaviour in sectfon 10.

18 Nickelsburg, “Eschatology,” 224.

" G.W.E. Nickelsburg, “Stories of Biblical and Earlyg8iblical Times,” in M.E. Stone, edJewish Writings of

the Second Temple Period: Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Qumran Sectarian Writings, Philo, Josephus (CRINT 2.2;
Assen/Philadelphia: Van Gorcum/Fass, 1984), 387 at 62; Wills Jewish Novel, 253, and J.W. Ludlow
Abraham Meets Death: Narrative Humor in the Testament of Abraham (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002),
18. Ludlow takes issue with describing the texa garody, since strictly spieag a parody mocks a specific
rendition of a story or character, a specific text, ratinn the idea of the virtuous patriarch as a whole (“Humor and
Paradox,” 204, andbraham Meets Death, 56). See also R. Doran, “Narrative Literature,” in Rkdaft and G.W.E.
Nickelsburg, edsEarly Judaism and Its Modern Interpreters (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986), 2ZBI0 at 288, and
Gruen,Diaspora, 187.

18 |_udlow, Abraham Meets Death, 57-64.



While Abraham’s comedic characterization is significant, other characteatsarparodied.

Their representations also affédw we understand the kind of divine justice presented by the
text. Oneexamples theparodiccharacterization of Michael as reluctant to face Abraham and
tell him the truth about his impending death, speaking rather around the subject, whichscontras
with Michael’s desription in bold military terms a&od’s commander in cHié® Similarly,

Death which is notypically anthropomorphizeth early Jewish literaturélthough as an agent
of divine destruction Death features widel)here becomes an absurd, fully fleshed out
character, who is further duped into agreeing to Abrasi@onstant demands.The most
fearsomeDeath and the mightiest of angaleboth cowed by a mortallhe comic
characterization of divine beings, representatives of God (though not God hierseglf¢s space
for the human realm and the divine realnini@ract.Characters are made more relatable, and
even though God himself is not portrayed in this comedic way, the fact that the angekdimd D
are offers an opportunity for human readers to relate to divine predicameats fugch as they
might be al# to relate more readily toighteous” Abraham.

Abraham’s characterization in tiestament is likewise subversivdn earlyJewish literature,
including Philo and Josephus, Abraham is frequently held up as an example Gf Faithis
despite the fadhat the biblical Abraham is from time to time depicted as duplicitous and
disobedient® he hagglewith God in Gen 18:223, lies about his relahship to his wife in

Gen 12:10-20 and 20:1-18, and obscures the truth in Gen 22:8. But, perhaps emamatimg fr
tradition that God tested Abraham by asking him to sacrifice his son Isaaceatisefrom

around the time of composition déstament of Abraham, or just before it, consistently uphold
Abraham’s faith. Sirack44:1921) emphasizes the obedience of Abraham in keeping the law,
and reiterates the guarantee by God that the nations of the earth will be blessétAbrabgm

because of his loyalty.ikewise,Jubilees preserves a tradition in which Abraham is tested not

'? Ludlow, Abraham Meets Death, 74-94, and Wills Jewish Novel, 253.

20 |_udlow, Abraham Meets Death, 97-98; cf. Jer 9:2122 for a potential example of personified death.

Z|bid., 95118, for a full discussion of Death’s characterization.

% Reed, “Patriarchal Perfection,” 1-88.2.

2 G.W.E. NickelsburgStructure and Message inet Testament of Abraham,” in G.W.E. Nickelsburg, 8didies
on the Testament of Abraham (Missoula: Scholars Press, 198593 at 87, and Ludlow, “Humor and Paradox,”
203.



only in the incident of the binding of Isaac, sewerabther times** Specifically,Jubilees
records the angels observing Abraham’s patience and forbearing in times ofitnustinat
himself did not grow impatient, yet he was not slow to act; for he was faithful and onewekdo |
the Lord (Jub. 17:18).The text uses the term patient several times in its description of

Abrahams nature in the face of tests.

Despite this characterization of Abraham as patt@strush to judgment in thieestament of
Abraham betrays an impetuousatureand participates in the goc tone of the work as a whole,
and represents a foil to the ordered bureaucracy of the heaoemtg In contrast to the
measured, methodical way that divine justice is portrayed, Abraham’s methaltjioig sinners
is immediate, and he later needs to recant his curses and repent of his impulsiveldgtians.
justice has order: souls progress through objective tests for their rightssuand specific
angels and other divine figures have specdles to play in the administering of divine justice.
Abraham, on the other hand, follows his anger and punishes what he perceives gs impiet
without enquiringwhether his victims have any good deeds to their naraedrom the patient
Abraham we find in mangther early Jewish textthe Testament of Abraham characterizes the

recklesshuman Abraham as a foil to a divinely patient God.

This characterizationf Abraham howeverhas a paralleh the Gospel of Luke. In Luke 16:19-

31, Jesus tells a parable about a man called Laaarcla wealthy man:

“There was a rich man who was dressed in purple and finedimémho feasted sumptuously every
day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, coveredosgth, who longed to satisfy his
hunger wib what fell from the rich man’s table; even the dogs would camadick his sores. The
poor man died and was carried away by the angels to be with Abrdha rich man also died and
was buried. In Hades, where he was being tormented, he looked spw@Abraham far away with

Lazarus by his side. He called out, ‘Father Abraham, have marnye, and send Lazarus to dip the

24 Jub. 17:17:18 lists seven tests: “the Lord knew that Abrahams faithful inevery affliction which he had told
him, for he had tested him with regard to [leaving his] countryvatidfamine [in Canaan], and had tested hi with
the wealth of kings, and had tested him again when she was tagibtyfand with circumcision; andddhad tested
him through Ishmael and Hagar, his maatvant, when heeat them away.Jub. 198, dthough it does not list

them,gives ten total tesiscluding the binding of Isaac.



tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for | am in agionyese flames.’ But Abraham said,
‘Child, remember that during yolifetime you received your good things, and Lazarus in likemer
evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in agasid8s all this, between you and us a
great chasm has been fixed, so that those who might want to passsfie@io you aanot do so, and

no one can cross from there to us.” He said, ‘Then, fatheg ytne to send him to my fathet®use
—for | have five brothers that he may warn them, so that they will not alsme into this place of
torment.” Abraham replied, ‘Theyalwe Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them.’ithe sa
‘No, father Abraham; but if someone goes to them from the deadwieepent.’ He said to him, ‘If
they do not listen to Moses and the prophets, neither willibesonvinced even if someone rises
from the dead.”(NRSV)

Interestingly, the figure cAbraham here is similar to tlmne depicted in the first part of

Testament of Abraham: he appears to be in a position to pass judgment on certain people, or at
least to offer relief to those in the torments of Hallke’s Abraham is also not interested in
mercy. Rather than tiyg to send the rich man’s family a warning about what befalls the greedy
after death, Abrahamemainssteadfast in his view that anyone should be able to find the path to
heaven through the writings of Moses and the PropBetb. texts also share the idea that those
who suffer while on earth are exempt from suffgrin the afterlife, as Abraham reminds the rich
man: “remember that you in your lifetime eded your good things, and Laxas in like manner

evil things; but now he is comforted here, and you are in ang(fi§t25).As in theTestament

of Abraham, the patriarch ibereportrayed aseitherpatientnor mercifulbut as judgmental.

4. Conclusions: Implications for Divine Judgment

On the face of it, th&estament of Abraham presents two models of judgment. First, we see

human judgnent, imperfect abest, even when carried out by the most pious, patient, and
righteous Abraham. Abraham’s rush to judgment is viewed negatively by his guide, Michael, and
by God, who puts a stop to his activities. Second, there is the divine model of judgmentiswhi
elaborate in its bureaucracy, with multiple angels taking on specific coéesstire the same
treatment of each soul that enters the afterlifes divine model has parallels in both Jewish

literature that predates tAestament of Abraham, and with earlier Egyptian texts and traditions,



particularly concerning the weighing of sodldt is suprising, perhaps, that a soul’s entry into
Paradise or its punishment seems to have no relation to their religious affidiatias rather
determined by whethéheir deeds (rather than their beliefs) are righteAbsaham’s judgnent,
though deemed by God to be inappropriate, likewise relies on actions rather tietioaffi
Abraham’s fault is that he relies only on one action rather than the actions sb@gentire

life; while God states that Abraham lacks compassion, what he really lacks is the fudl pictu

This divine model of justice is not as specific about punishment for sin as Abralra his
pronouncements. Where Abraham specifically dalishe destruction of sinners by wild [sts,

or fire, or pits in the earth, the angels send souls through gateswmgtivaguerthreatsThe
imprecise nature of the divine punishmemight allowthe imagination of the reader to conjure
up even worse fates than those that Abraham dekedever, this too is unclear, as God states
that those who suffer on earth (and therefor suffer only the worst that srcatatonceive) are
not subjected to further punishment in the afterlife. Thus, whatever Abrahascteabjis

victims to while he judged them is considered by God to be ample retribution for whatsver

additional sins might have been.

The apparent contrast set up by the text between human judgment and divine isstherefor
complicated by the idea aftercessionThe divinecourts, for all their careful precisiocan

likewisebe altered. Whil&od curtails Abraham’s initial judgmentseemingly out of mercy and

in order to assure the dea fair trid, God’s judgments are affected at times by Abnalsa
intercessionWhen one soul has an even number of sins and righteous deeds, Abraham’s prayers
alter tre regular course of divine judgment; the soul’s balance is tipped to righteonsehess

because of God’s inherent mercy but because of Abraham’s. And when Abraham pleads with
God to undo his hasty punishments of chapter 10, God states that those souls were punished in
judgment for a period of time, but that after God has “heeded” his voice, those soustcaesire

Human actiorthereforempacts divinemercy.

Human judgment is likewise complex. While Abraham, the most righteous of theqeriar

seems incapable, at least initially,méting oufustice, other mortalsjamely Adam and Abel,

% Nickelsburg, “Eschatology,” 334.



are wellsuited to their roles in the divine couPuinishmers themselves are equally
problematic; the reader recoils from the idea of immediate and violent pumishimesinners,
such as those doled out by Abraham, and yet Abraham’s punishments are left unchallenged by

God until Abraham prays to him in repentance.

These contradictions, while perhaps frustrating to the scholar seeking ta déénitive answer
about what this text imagines justice to be, actually offer a much more interestivagis,

which is the unpredictability of justic#Vhile intercessory prayer is present elsewhere in early
Jewish literature, this is possibly the earliest text that portrays it as bisntjvef after deatR®

As such, th&estament of Abraham's comments on heavenly judgeméhistratethe
capriciousness of violence in the earthly realm, where one might be struck down at agmyt mom
by a fellow human in a moment of sint the same timeghough the textchallenges the notion
thatGod’s judgments necessarily absoluthis decisiongan also be affected and altered by the
prayers of a humabeing, at least until the final judgement at paeousia (Test. Abr. 13.3-4).

The comic aspect of much of this text breaks down the barrier between ordinary, sinful humans
and righteous father Abraham. Abraham’s foibles, presented in a humorous accentext of
parody, are a non-threatening wayr@dfucing the great patriarébraham to a more human

scale, one potentially attainatfnd thus understandable) by ordinary people. Abraham makes
mistakes, lacks patience at times, disolfegd, and sins. But this does not alienate him from

God entirely— Abraham’s first prayer, after all, is answered beforespents of his capricious
judgments.Thus, as much as this text ridicules the idea of human beings carrying out judgment
for sin on earth, the anticipated divine judgment is likewise challenged and broughiodawn t

human level.

In sum, the universalizing criteria for judgment in Trestament of Abraham reflects a non

sectarian context in which religious identity is not a factor in determiniogls sifterlife

% Ass. Mos. 1117 and 1%, PsPhilo, LAB 33.5,2 En 53.1, and4 Ezra 7:10215; cf. Sanders, Testament of
Abraham,” 891. J.A. Goldstein]l Maccabees (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983), 44%tes that the refence
to prayer in 2 Mac 12:4345 refers to intercessiomdehalf of the living community implicated in the sin and not

the sirs of the dead.



experience. Rather individual deeds represent the most important componeimaredaluation
of righteousness. But this universalising tendency, in conjunction with the humour which is
foundational to the narrative as a whole, extends beyond religious identity and into ontology. The
criteriathatGod uses to critise Abraharis rush to judghent— Abraham'’s lack of mercy also
implicates God, when in the end Abraham, as he does in Gé&Besssable to caje God to
greatemercy in judgment. This levelling therefore emerges not only from the generic
considerations of parody but also from biblical understandings of God’s relatiovithip
Abraham. The malleability of judgment presented inTigstament of Abraham suggests not
only a certain attainability for those who strive for righteousnesslbot because Abraham
introduces an aspect of mercy into Godppraisal of souls includes humanity ineavenly
justice Human engagemerst requiredn order for divine justice tproperly functionThe
reciprocal relationship between divine mercy and human compassion construgligaioa for

human beings not only to perform good deedsalsdto demonstrate divine mercy on earth.



