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The First Gift of Wlne m_the Torah

Following Avram’s involvement in the war between the four kings vs the
five kings, when Avram rescued Lot (Gen. 14:14-16), we read of the king of
S’dom coming out to meet Avram (Gen. 14:17). However, before the king of
S’dom speaks with Avram (Gen. 14:21-24), there is a brief narrative
interruption where Malkitzedek, the king of Shalem, comes out to Avram

and blesses him (Gen. 14:18-20):
And King Malkitzedek of Shalem

brought out bread and wine; he was
a priest of God Above. He blessed
him, saying, “Blessed be Abram of
God Above, Creator of heaven and
earth. And blessed be God Above,
Who has delivered your foes into
your hand.” And [Abram] gave him a AWYN 7T
tenth of everything. 7on
What stands out here, in addition to the interruption of the king of S"dom
approaching Avram, is that Malkitzedek brings forth bread and wine to
Avram. This is the first time in the book of Genesis that we’ve seen wine
appear since Noah got drunk in chapter 9. While we can understand that
bread will help his hunger, why does he bring wine out to him? Wouldn’t
water have been a more appropriate beverage to provide to those coming
from battle?
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Allegoric & Metaphoric Approaches
One set of approaches regarding this gifting is to suggest that the bread
and wine are not significant in and of themselves, as we read in this
midrash (1:1’n N2 N'wN2):

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahman said: “He nni11a'‘7nme

Rabbi Mordecai ben Avraham Yoffe (1530-1612) provides a fascinating

answer to this question ("1 n"T,N": T NIWNIL ,NIIND BI117):

And regarding the fact that they
brought out bread and wine to meet
him outside the city as a gift — this
hinted to him about the grain
offerings, etc., which are given as gifts
to the Name [of God], since the term
nnan means a “gift.”

And the reason he did not bring him
meat, to hint thereby at the animal
sacrifices, was because among them
are offerings that come for
atonement, such as the sin offering
and guilt offering, which are not in the
manner of a gift — he did not wish to
remind him of the sins of his sons.

revealed to him the laws of the High
Priesthood. ‘Bread’ - this alludes to
the showbread; ‘and wine’ - this
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But the grain offerings come only as
freewill or burnt offerings, which are
indeed gifts.

-

alludes to the libations.” .DDDINITN
The Rabbis say: “He revealed Torah Min N2l
[precepts] to him, as it is stated: NNY L7 N7
‘Come, partake of my bread, and 127:(n,07wn)
drink of the wine that | have mixed’ Nyl mn'711nn7
(Proverbs 9:5).” Jmo0n "

Whereas Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahman advocates for the bread and wine
serving as allegories, his late third century rabbinic contemporaries
advocate that they merely serve as metaphors for what Malkitzedek served
him. These rabbis seem to be unsatisfied with considering Malkitzedek as
simply providing Avram provisions; instead, they consider this story as
relating something to us being beyond the physical aspects of what he
served him, considering that Malkitzedek was revealing something of a
Torah-nature, whether Torah, itself, or, more specifically, the showbread
and libations.

While it seems that subsequent medieval commentators did not take up
the rabbis’ metaphorical approach to this story, Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki
(1040-1105) (popularly known as Rashi), however, seemed to have taken a
liking to Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahman’s allegorical consideration, as he
mentioned it ("1 N7 N"T ,N": T N'wR1L 7V 1"wN). However, if this story was
meant to allegorize offerings in the Temple, why only these items? Why not
meat, which is a more central aspect of the offerings?

Although among the grain offerings
there is the meal offering of the
suspected adulteress, which is
brought for atonement, that one
comes from barley.

However, he brought him only fine
wheat flour and wine — the wine
being for the libations that
accompany burnt offerings.

Rabbi Yoffe here provides a helpful explanation as to how Malkitzedek’s
providing of bread and wine were appropriate gifts, despite the lack of

meat provided.
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Feeding The Battle-Weary

While Rashi wrote about that

idea, he also articulated a more

straightforward comment ()1 DN7 0" T,N":T" NN 7V 1"wN):

Thus is done for those wearied
through battle and he showed him
(Avram) that he bore him no malice
for killing his descendants.

This idea gained traction amongst subsequent medieval commentators,
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such as Rabbi David Kimhi (1160-1235) (popularly known as Radak) (j7"1T
1" ON7 NN N"T ,NeT NN 7V) and Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno
(1475-1549) (popularly known as Sforno) (N'XIN 0"T,N": T N'WKNIL 7V 111190
1" 0N7). However, the question that arises with this notion of providing
bread and wine to battle-wearied men is why are they being provided
wine? Rabbi Elijah Mizrahi (1455-1525) suggested that these may actually
serve as umbrella terms (MANN7n 'wa'7 PRIV D 0T ,N7: T NI ,'NNIN):

The text only needed to mention the 1217 X N N7

bread, for that is the usual manner T 12¥ DN NN

everywhere — as it says, “l willtakea N9 nnNI N 702

morsel of bread” (Gen. 18:5), and ‘721 10NN N2 DNY

“Aaron and all the elders of Israel DN7 '7ON7 7N 2§71

came to eat bread” (Ex.18:12). Why DNW NN M7'NN

then does it also mention wine? nnn7n 'vary Ny
Because those who return from battle
need it. N7V 11910 N7 72N
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But it was not because he did not
bring out meat, poultry, fish, and the
like, as kings typically do, for one can
say that bread and wine include all
kinds of foods and drinks — as our
Sages said: "aside from the blessing YIN 7"7M nNNN>
of bread and the blessing of wine" N>711 0N70 Nd>1an
(RH 29a), that all types of benefitting niNInn 1N '7dW '
are included within them. D1 0"'7701
Instead of going in the direction that bread and wine serve as catchall
terms for foods and beverages, Rabbi Yoffe suggests that maybe
Malkitzedek brought it out for the soldiers to have a drinking party (w127
M"Y DTN N, MIIND):
It seems to me that a question to ask
upon Rashi's comment: if Malkitzedek
did this out of honor for Avraham
because he was passing by on his
return from war, then he should have
brought him into his house and made
a drinking party for him. Therefore,
Rashi explained that this is what they
would do for those wearied from D'V'a' 0'9'V DNY
battle — who were tired, exhausted, 0N'7 20V ol
and hungry — that dry bread and wine ‘7onnir " wa on7
would be more pleasing to them than 0'71>' DYNW D1TUN
any delicacies, since they could not 17wanw TV 'NNn7
wait for the food to be cooked 1Y '19n 0'758NN
because of their hunger. And it was 1"7V 72UV NIDI
that he came upon him suddenly, and  N7w TwONI DINNOD
it is possible that this was not along 7w D7NN2 AT NN
Avraham’s route, so Malkitzedek did 0w 112Y7 DNNAN
not know beforehand that he would VT N7 {718 12701
come so near to his city. J"> NAW 127 OTIf7
721N
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Afterward, Rashi says, “And the
Midrashic explanation is that he
hinted to him about the meal-
offerings, etc.” That is to say,
according to the Midrash, he certainly NIN wATAN NVUT
brought him into his house, honored N7 IN2NY 'NTI
him, and made for him a huge drinking nnwn I'7 nwv1 171!
party. His bringing out the bread and IN'YINY NNI7ITA
wine to greet him outside the city was INN1j77 1" 0N7
in the manner of presenting a gift. NINN T W7 NN
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One would expect perhaps bread and other foods along with hydrating
water to be brough to battle-wearied soldiers. Moreover, despite the
rather healthy effects that hydration would provide someone who is
tired from battle, it is also very understandable that one would greatly
enjoy drinking wine and relaxing following one's fighting. Moreover, it
sounds like it's not just some wine that was provided, but that it was only
initially some bread and wine before then bringing them in into his house
and then making a huge drinking banquet out of it. As such, the bread
and wine was a mere appetizer to his hospitality for a huge drinking party
as a way to welcome these warriors.

Wine as Good or Bad?
Following the consideration of why Malkitzedek brought out wine in
addition to bread, another aspect that arises in rabbinic literature is the
question: Is this wine even a good thing? In considering this, we read of a
third-century disagreement amongst rabbis about the very appearance
of this wine (1:1”n N1 NwN2):
Rabbi Abba bar Kahana said: "Every time
wine is written in the Torah, it connotes a NIV Min2 ama |1
[negative] impact, except for this one." .71N YN DYin
Rabbi Levi said: "We cannot except this one 1INY¥!' N7 07N 17 201 0N
either, that, from there, He decreed upon "7y N7 DYRY LiTN
him: 'They will be enslaved to them and they = vax DnX11y| DITVI
will oppress them' (Genesis 15:13)." (r,10 MYUNTL) NIY NINQ
What does Rabbi Abba bar Kahana mean that bad things happen
whenever we read of wine in the Torah? Rashi explained his statement as
referring to other scriptural drinking stories (0"T ,/1:3’n N1 N'WN12 7V "'eN
DWIN NIV NMIN2Y " 72):
With Noah, with the daughters of Lot, and with 1211 .017 ni11a .n12
the sons of Aaron — all of them encountered |07 VAN 171D 0N
something involving misfortune related to nm yin N'7j7n 1271
drinking, except for this one instance, when 7N 17N )Ny
Malkitzedek gave wine to Abraham. DNNAN7
One notable problem with this description is the occurrence of Yosef and
his brothers getting drunk (Genesis 43:34), although perhaps it could be
argued that we don’t read of the presence of wine there, so maybe that
was a peaceful drunkenness through beer(?). In any event, Rabbi Abba
Bar Kahana is still pointing out that this story involving the gift of wine is
a demonstrably good story in the book of Genesis involving wine.
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Nevertheless, even Rabbi Levi is not satisfied with this story being the
exception to wine being involved with negative incidents, as he points
out the subsequent decree against Avram’s descendants. However, a
notable problem with his view is that the story that actually follows this
story is that of the king of S'dom (14:21-24), with Avram's vision of God in
chapter 15 seemingly not juxtaposed with this story involving
Malkitzedek's gifting of wine and bread to Avram. While these two rabbis
of the midrash disagreed about whether or not this gifting of wine was
good or bad, they do both agree that stories where wine is involved often
have negative results.

Conclusion

Malkitzedek’s bringing out not just bread, but also wine may have been
done to reveal aspects of the Torah, to demonstrate to Avram that
Malkitzedek had no intent to threaten him, or even as an appetizer to a
larger drinking party. There are certainly multiple possibilities as to what
this providing of bread and wine could have been. As Malkitzedek is
described as a priest of God Above, he may be demonstrating that it’s a
Godly act to provide not just food, but wine, as well. May we all be
blessed to provide gifts of bread and wine.

L’chaim¥
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