
 

AVRAHAM ’S OLD AGE  
  

 In this week’s parsha the Torah mentions 

Avraham’s advanced age. He is referred to as a zoken, an 

elderly man.  ל ם ַבכ ַֽ ְך ֶאת־ַאְבָרָהָּ֖ ַרַ֥ יָיָ֪ בֵּ ים ַוַֽ ִ֑ א ַבָימ  ן ָבָּ֖ ם ָזקֵֵּ֔ ְוַאְבָרָהָ֣  “Now 

Avraham was old, well on in years, and Hashem had blessed Avraham 

with everything.” What is so unique about Avraham’s aging that 

it is pointed out to us? 

 

The Gemorah in Bava Metzia (87a) says, “Until the 

time of Avraham, there were no signs of old age.” As 

Avraham and his son Yitzchak appeared identical, whoever 

wanted to speak with Avraham would sometimes confuse him 

with his son Yitzchak, and whoever wanted to speak with 

Yitzchak, might unwittingly talk to Avraham. Avraham came 

and beseeched Hashem to resolve this, and from then on 

physical indications of old age came into being.  As it says: 

“Now Avraham was old, well on in years.” The Maharsha, (Rav 

Shmuel Eidels 1555 – 1631) questions this statement. He says 

that the Torah mentions the concept of ziknah, old age, prior 

to Avraham. For example, the Torah says that those who 

surrounded Lot’s house to harass his guests were both “young 

and old.”   ם י ְסד  ֵׁ֤ יר ַאְנשֵּ י ָהע ִ֜ ְשָכבוּ֒ ְוַאְנשֵֵּׁ֨ בו"ֶטֶר֘ם י  ַנַָּ֖ער ". "ָנַסָ֣ ת מ  י  ַעל־ַהַבֵ֔

ןְוַעד־ ֵ֑ ה ָזק  ָקֶצַֽ ָכל־ָהָעָּ֖ם מ   Similarly we find that Sarah referred to 

Avraham as old, “ זקןואדני  .” In another instance we see Lot’s 

daughters calling their father old, "אבינו זקן” Clearly aging was 

a recognizable concept recognized before this posuk 

mentions Avraham becoming old.  What does the gemorah 

intend to teach us?  

The Maharsha says it is obvious from various verses 

prior to Avraham’s old age that people indeed became old, 

but there was nothing distinctive about them. Avraham 

became distinctively old because his hair turned white. Prior 

to this no one else’s hair turned white. From Avraham and on, 

white hair became synonymous with ziknah, old age. This 

change came as a result of Avraham’s prayer. Avraham prayed 

that Hashem should show clear differences between a young 

and an old person. Furthermore, the Rambam explains that 

another reason why a person’s hair would turn white is due to 

worry. In particular a father’s worry for his daughter. With 

this knowledge in mind we can again examine the same verse. 

ל ם ַבכ ַֽ ְך ֶאת־ַאְבָרָהָּ֖ ַרַ֥ יָיָ֪ בֵּ ים ַוַֽ ִ֑ א ַבָימ  ן ָבָּ֖ ם ָזקֵֵּ֔  Now Avraham was“ ְוַאְבָרָהָ֣

old, well on in years, and Hashem had blessed Avraham with everything. 

The Gemorah in Bava Basra(141a) quotes Rav Yehuda who 

believed that Avraham had a daughter and her names was 

 

“Until the time of Avraham, there were no signs of old age.” 
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“Bakol.” "רבי יהודה אומר: שהיתה לו בת ובכל שמה " .  When 

Avraham asked Hashem to make him look older, Hashem 

gave him a daughter and his hair turned white with worry 

about her. In particular, he was concerned about finding her a 

suitable mate. The Gemorah in Sanhedrin says that a daughter 

is a constant source of worry to her father. “From worry 

about her he cannot sleep at night; in her childhood he 

worries that she may be seduced; in her puberty he worries 

that she may behave promiscuously; when she reaches 

maturity he worries that she might not marry; when she 

marries he worries that she may not have children; when she 

grows old he worries that she may practice sorcery.” A 

father’s love for his daughter is so intense that it brings 

constant concern which in turn makes his hair turn white.  

When does the process of aging begin? According to 

Rav Yosef Karo in his sefer Magid Myishorim, old age begins 

at forty. Likewise, the Rashash (Rav Shalom Sharabi 1720–

1777) agrees that the aging process begins at the age of forty 

and he brings a proof from the gemorah in Shabbos. The 

Gemora says that when a person reaches the age of forty his 

body needs liquids more than before and craves them. 

According to this Gemora as the body begins to weaken, 

liquids are easier to digest and more desirable for heart health 

and overall health.   

The Sifri comments on the verse which speaks about 

recruiting Jewish soldiers to the army. “The officers shall speak to 

the people saying. “Who is the man who is fearful and fainthearted? Let 

him go and return to his house.” The Sifri says that those who 

have reached the age of forty are no longer desirable for 

military service, because at forty the body becomes weakened, 

they may be courageous but they are also “faint of heart.” 

Homiletically, at forty men might lack the quality of 

recklessness, the faculty of shortsighted audacity that 

distinguish a young man.  At the age of forty, a man might 

have lived long enough that he would not take risks necessary 

in battle, so he is excused from participating altogether.    

The author of the Sefer Hachaim, Rav Chaim Lowe 

disagrees and believes that old age starts at the age of sixty.  

This is because the Torah tells us that at this age a person’s 

drive to violate prohibitions of the Torah decreases. In other 

words, in some ways a G-d fearing person might begin to 

breathe easier when he reaches the age of 60, because the grip 

of his body on his mind is beginning to loosen.  

To answer our initial question, what is unique about 

Avraham’s aging that it is pointed out to us, we can think of 

all the meanings of old age as they are explained.  Avraham 

asked Hashem to distinguish him from his young son.  

Hashem obliged him by changing his physical appearance. In 

the year 2015, thousands of people are spending billions of 

dollars for a contrary reason - to avoid looking older.  The 

stream of advertisements for anti-aging products, plastic 

surgery, massage, etc. is never-ending. Society dictates that the 

ideal individual should age without looking as if his life 

affected him at all, as if worry had never creased his brow, 

concern had never entered his mind, and vigor had never left 

him.  This is not the message Avraham left to his descendants.  

Old age bears its own rewards – rewards of children, rewards 

of lessons learned and caution internalized, rewards of mental 

and emotional strength that youth cannot even dream of.  

Avraham did not want to be confused with his son Yitzchak 

because he had lived a lifetime before Yitzchak was even born 

and he wanted people to see the experiences etched on his 

face.   

May we all merit living well into old age with dignity, 

with our physical and mental health intact, and with the 

confidence of knowing that we won many battles with the 

yetzer hora!  

      Wishing everyone a great Shabbos! שבת שלום 

 


