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Love in Judaism 

Stanton St. Beit Midrash, February 2011 

 

When Jewish sources discuss "אהבה" or "love" it's usually in reference to God such as the beginning 

of the Shema when we are told "to love God with all of our heart and soul" (Devarim 6:5). But what 

does Torah have to say about loving other people, and what would that say about romantic 

relationships? 

 

The first time the root "אהב" is found in the Torah appears in a less than romantic passage: 

Bereishit 22:1-2 
Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to 
him, "Abraham!" "Here I am," he replied.  Then 
God said, "Take your son, your only son, whom 
you love—Isaac—and go to the region of 
Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering 
on a mountain I will show you." 

 בראשית פרק כב 
 וַיְהִי אַחַר הַדְבָרִים הָאֵכֶה וְהָאֱלֹהִים נִמָה אֶת( א)

 :אַבְרָהָם וַטֹאמֶר אֵלָיו אַבְרָהָם וַטֹאמֶר הִםֵנִי
תָ אֶת וַטֹאמֶר קַח נָא אֶת בִנְךָ אֶת יְחִידְךָ אֲשֶר אָהַבְ ( ב)

שָם לְעֹלָה עַל  יִצְחָק וְלֶךְ לְךָ אֶל אֶרֶץ הַלֹרִטָה וְהַעֲלֵהו
 :אַחַד הֶהָרִים אֲשֶר אֹמַר אֵלֶיךָ 

 

Aside from the obvious context of being commanded to sacrifice one's son what is unusual about 

this usage of love, especially being the first time it's ever mentioned? 

 

The first time we find the root "אהב" referring to what we might call "romantic" love, though 

perhaps it is unusual in its own right: 

Bereishit 24:67 
Isaac brought her into the tent of his mother 
Sarah, and he married Rebekah. So she became 
his wife, and he loved her; and Isaac was 
comforted after his mother’s death. 

 בראשית פרק כד 
בְקָה וַיְבִאֶהָ יִצְחָק הָאֹהֱלָה שָרָה אִלוֹ וַטִקַח אֶת רִ ( סז

 : לוֹוַתְהִי לוֹ לְאִשָה וַטֶאֱהָבֶהָ וַטִםָחֵם יִצְחָק אַחֲרֵי אִ 

 

The first instance of more romantic love seems a little more appropriate: 

Bereishit 29:18 
Jacob was in love with Rachel and said, "I’ll 
work for you seven years in return for your 
younger daughter Rachel. 

 בראשית פרק כט 
ע שָנִים וַטֶאֱהַב יַעֲקֹב אֶת רָחֵל וַטֹאמֶר אֶעֱבָדְךָ שֶבַ ( יח)

 :הבְרָחֵל בִתְךָ הַקְטַםָ 
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Now consider the physicality of their relationship: 

Bereishit 29:11 
Then Jacob kissed Rachel and began to weep 
aloud. 
 
Bereishit 29:25 
When morning came, there was Leah! So Jacob 
said to Laban, "What is this you have done to 
me? I served you for Rachel, didn’t I? Why have 
you deceived me?" 

 בראשית פרק כט 

 :וַטִשַק יַעֲקֹב לְרָחֵל וַטִשָא אֶת קֹלוֹ וַטֵבְיְ ( יא)

ה וַיְהִי בַבֹקֶר וְהִםֵה הִוא לֵאָה וַטֹאמֶר אֶל לָבָן מַ ( כה)
 :יתָנִיזֹאת עָשִיתָ כִי הֲלֹא בְרָחֵל עָבַדְתִי עִלָךְ וְלָלָה רִלִ 

 

Not long after, we find a use of "אהב" antithetical to what we ought to expect: 

Bereishit 34:1-4 
 Now Dinah, the daughter Leah had borne to 
Jacob, went out to visit the women of the land.  
When Shechem son of Hamor the Hivite, the 
ruler of that area, saw her, he took her and raped 
her.  His heart was drawn to Dinah daughter of 
Jacob; he loved the young woman and spoke 
tenderly to her.  And Shechem said to his father 
Hamor, "Get me this girl as my wife." 

 בראשית פרק לד 
וֹת וַתֵצֵא דִינָה בַת לֵאָה אֲשֶר יָלְדָה לְיַעֲקֹב לִרְא( א)

 :בִבְנוֹת הָאָרֶץ
ץ וַטִקַח וַטַרְא אֹתָה שְכֶם בֶן חֲמוֹר הַחִוִי נְשִיא הָאָרֶ ( ב)

 :אֹתָה וַטִשְךַב אֹתָה וַיְעַםֶהָ 
הַםַעֲרָ  וַתִדְבַק נַפְשוֹ בְדִינָה בַת יַעֲקֹב וַטֶאֱהַב אֶת( ג)

 :וַיְדַבֵר עַל לֵב הַםַעֲרָ 
וַטֹאמֶר שְכֶם אֶל חֲמוֹר אָבִיו לֵאמֹר קַח לִי אֶת ( ד)

 :הַטַלְדָה הַזֹאת לְאִשָה

 

Back to Yaakov, it's clear that "love" can be quantifiable: 

Bereishit 29:30 
Jacob made love to Rachel also, and his love for 
Rachel was greater than his love for Leah. And 
he worked for Laban another seven years. 

 בראשית פרק כט 
וַטַעֲבֹד  וַטָבֹא גַם אֶל רָחֵל וַטֶאֱהַב גַם אֶת רָחֵל מִכֵאָה( ל)

 :אֲחֵרוֹתעִלוֹ עוֹד שֶבַע שָנִים 

Bereishit 37:3 
Now Israel loved Joseph more than any of his 
other sons, because he had been born to him in 
his old age; and he made an ornate[a] robe for 
him. 

 בראשית פרק לז 
 הוא וְיִשְרָאֵל אָהַב אֶת יוֹסֵף מִךָל בָנָיו ךִי בֶן זְקֺנִים( ג)

 :לוֹ וְעָשָה לוֹ ךְתֹנֶת ןַמִים

 

So Yaakov was the first person to actively feel romantic love, but he also loves one more than the 

other.  How does this affect our view of "Love" in his eyes? 
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As we can see in the Rabbinic era, not all uses "אהב" are pure: 

M. Avot 2:3 
Be careful in your relations with the 
government; for they draw no man close to 
themselves except for their own interests. 
They appear as friends when it is to their 
advantage, but they do not stand by a man 
in his time of stress. 

 ה מסכת אבות פרק ב משנה גמשנ
הוו זהירין ברשות שאין מקרבין לו לאדם אלא לצורך  

בשעת הנאתן ואין עומדין לו  כאוהביןעצמן נראין 
 : לאדם בשעת דחקו

 

But the sages also provide the idyllic relationship: 

M. Avot 5:16 
Whenever love depends upon something and it 
passes, then the love passes away too. But if love 
does not depend upon some ulterior interest 
then the love will never pass away. What is an 
example of the love which depended upon some 
material advantage? That of Amnon for Tamar. 
And what is an example of the love which did 
not depend upon some ulterior interest? That of 
David and Jonathan. 

 משנה מסכת אבות פרק ה שנה טז
כל אהבה שהיא תלויה בדבר בטל דבר בטלה אהבה 

ושאינה תלויה בדבר אינה בטלה לעולם איזו היא 
אהבה התלויה בדבר זו אהבת אמנון ותמר ושאינה 

 : תלויה בדבר זו אהבת דוד ויהונתן

I Sam 16:21 
David came to Saul and entered his service. Saul 
liked him very much, and David became one of 
his armor-bearers. 

 שמואל א פרק טז 
ו מְאֹד וַטָבֹא דָוִד אֶל שָאול וַטַעֲמֹד לְפָנָיו וַטֶאֱהָבֵה( כא)

 :וַיְהִי לוֹ נֹשֵא כֵלִים

I Sam 18:1-3 
After David had finished talking with Saul, 
Jonathan became one in spirit with David, and 
he loved him as himself.  From that day Saul 
kept David with him and did not let him return 
home to his family.  And Jonathan made a 
covenant with David because he loved him as 
himself.  
 
I Sam 20:16-17 
So Jonathan made a covenant with the house of 
David, saying, “May the LORD call David’s 
enemies to account.” And Jonathan had David 
reaffirm his oath out of love for him, because he 
loved him as he loved himself. 

  יח פרק א שמואל
 נִקְשְרָה יְהוֹנָתָן וְנֶפֶש שָאול אֶל לְדַבֵר ךְכַכֹתוֹ וַיְהִי( א)

 :ךְנַפְשוֹ יְהוֹנָתָן וַטֶאֱהָבֵהו ויאהבו דָוִד בְנֶפֶש
 בֵית לָשוב נְתָנוֹ וְלֹא הַהוא בַטוֹם שָאול וַטִקָחֵהו( ב)

 :אָבִיו
  ךְנַפְשוֹ אֹתוֹ בְאַהֲבָתוֹ בְרִית וְדָוִד יְהוֹנָתָן וַטִכְרֹת( ג)

 
 שמואל א פרק כ 

אֹיְבֵי  וַטִכְרֹת יְהוֹנָתָן עִם בֵית דָוִד ובִקֵש יְקֹוָק מִטַד( טז)
 :דָוִד

תוֹ ךִי וַטוֹסֶף יְהוֹנָתָן לְהַשְבִיעַ אֶת דָוִד בְאַהֲבָתוֹ אֹ( יז)
 : אַהֲבַת נַפְשוֹ אֲהֵבוֹ
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Now compare David's love for Yonatan with his other relationships: 

I Sam 18:18:21 
But David said to Saul, “Who am I, and what is 
my family or my clan in Israel, that I should 
become the king’s son-in-law?”  So[b] when the 
time came for Merab, Saul’s daughter, to be 
given to David, she was given in marriage to 
Adriel of Meholah. Now Saul’s daughter Michal 
was in love with David, and when they told Saul 
about it, he was pleased. “I will give her to him,” 
he thought, “so that she may be a snare to him 
and so that the hand of the Philistines may be 
against him.” So Saul said to David, “Now you 
have a second opportunity to become my son-
in-law.” 

 שמואל א פרק יח 
חַת וַטֹאמֶר דָוִד אֶל שָאול מִי אָנֹכִי ומִי חַטַי מִשְןַ ( יח)

 :חָתָן לַלֶלֶךְ  אָבִי בְיִשְרָאֵל ךִי אֶהְיֶה
נִתְנָה  וַיְהִי בְעֵת תֵת אֶת מֵרַב בַת שָאול לְדָוִד וְהִיא( יט)

 :לְעַדְרִיאֵל הַלְחֹלָתִי לְאִשָה
אול וַטִשַר וַתֶאֱהַב מִיכַל בַת שָאול אֶת דָוִד וַטַגִדו לְשָ ( כ)

 :הַדָבָר בְעֵינָיו
וֹ םָה כוֹ ותְהִי לוֹ לְמוֹקֵש ותְהִי בוַטֹאמֶר שָאול אֶתְנֶ ( כא)

חַתֵן בִי יַד ןְלִשְתִים וַטֹאמֶר שָאול אֶל דָוִד בִשְתַיִם תִתְ 
 :הַטוֹם

II Sam 11:2-4 
One evening David got up from his bed and 
walked around on the roof of the palace. From 
the roof he saw a woman bathing. The woman 
was very beautiful,  and David sent someone to 
find out about her. The man said, “She is 
Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam and the wife 
of Uriah the Hittite.”  Then David sent 
messengers to get her. She came to him, and he 
slept with her. (Now she was purifying herself 
from her monthly uncleanness.) Then she went 
back home. 

 שמואל ב פרק יא 
הַכֵךְ עַל וַיְהִי לְעֵת הָעֶרֶב וַטָקָם דָוִד מֵעַל מִשְךָבוֹ וַטִתְ ( ב)

וֹבַת שָה טגַג בֵית הַלֶלֶךְ וַטַרְא אִשָה רֹחֶצֶת מֵעַל הַגָג וְהָאִ 
 :מַרְאֶה מְאֹד

ת בַת וַטִשְלַח דָוִד וַטִדְרֹש לָאִשָה וַטֹאמֶר הֲלוֹא זֹא( ג)
 :שֶבַע בַת אֱלִיעָם אֵשֶת אורִטָה הַחִתִי

שְךַב וַטִשְלַח דָוִד מַלְאָכִים וַטִקָחֶהָ וַתָבוֹא אֵלָיו וַטִ ( ד)
 :תָה וַתָשָב אֶל בֵיתָהעִלָה וְהִיא מִתְקַדֶשֶת מִחֺמְאָ

 

 

Two more sources to consider: 

B. Sanhedrin 7a 
Another used to say: When love was strong, we 
could have made our bed on a sword-blade; now 
that our love has grown weak, a bed of sixty 
[cubits] is not large enough for us 

  א עמוד ז דף סנהדרין מסכת בבלי תלמוד
 - עזיזא הוה רחימתין כי: ואזיל קאמר דהוה ההוא

 רחימתין עזיזא דלא השתא, שכיבן דספסירא אפותיא
 . לן סגי לא גרמידי שיתין בר פוריא -

Mishlei 10:12 
Hatred stirs up conflict, but love covers over all 
wrongs. 

  משלי פרק י

 :אַהֲבָה שִנְאָה תְעוֹרֵר מְדָנִים וְעַל ךָל ןְשָעִים תְכַמֶה( יב)

 

 

 


