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Chapter I: Bereisheet (Gen. 1:1-6:8)

Essay 7. A teaching of proper behavior and humility.
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There is a Midrash Yalkut Shimoni, on the verse, “And G-d said, “Let us make man in
our image, after our likeness. They shall rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the
whole earth, and all the creeping things that creep on earth.” (Gen. 1:26). The Midrash says:

[Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani said in the name of R’ Yochanan]': At
the time that Moses wrote the Torah he wrote each incident day by day, and
when he arrived at the verse, “Let us make man,” he said before [G-d],
“Master of the Universe, why do you give an opening here for heretics?” That
is, a heretic might point to the plural language, “Let us,” and might argue that there
were multiple gods. He said to him, it is written, “One who wishes to sin will
sin.”

- (Midrash Yalkut Shimoni 13:3)

This is strange, for Moses’ question is a strong question, and the answer of the Holy One,
Blessed be He, is peculiar.
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That is to say, that Moses was of the opinion that because of this verse, men would
turn to heresy and say that there are two or more Heavenly powers, G-d forbid. The Holy
One, Blessed be He, answered him that it is impossible that because of this verse that [people]
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would turn to heresy, for “the response to his inference is right by its side,”” i.e., in the next
verse: “And G-d created man in His image, in the image of G-d He created him; male and female
He created them” (Gen. 1:27). And it is written, “Ever since G-d created man on earth, from
one end of heaven to the other: has anything as grand as this ever happened, or has its like ever
been known?” (Deut. 4:32). Thus, there are other verses that clarify that it was G-d alone who
created man.
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Because of this protection provided by the other verses, He wanted [Moses]| to write thus,
“Let us make man,” to teach the lesson that the greater one should not be ashamed to take
advice from one lesser than him. That is, as Rashi notes, “Even though the angels did not
participate in G-d’s creation and the verse provides room for heretics to err, Scripture did not
refrain from teaching an important lesson in proper behavior and in humility, that that one who is
greater should still consult—and take permission from—one who is smaller.”

Indeed, the fear is possible that one who already has thoughts of heresy, will have his
foolishness and wickedness grow stronger because of this verse, and won’t want to listen to
what we answer him, as above, that other verses prove that G-d was the sole Creator. Therefore,
He said to [Moses], “Write it, for there’s no room for harm because of this verse.” l.e.,
someone who’s not already a heretic won’t be harmed. “And even though you have to feel for
someone who is already inclined toward the path of heresy—that he would be strengthened
in his weak thinking because of this verse—there is no responsibility upon us, because it is
already his will to err.”
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This is the meaning of, “One who wishes to sin will sin.” Midrash Shmuel interpreted
the first chapter of tractate Pirkei Avot (1:11), which states: “Abtalion used to say: Sages be
careful with your words, lest you incur the penalty of exile, and be carried off to a place of evil
waters, and the disciples who follow you drink and die, and thus the name of heaven becomes
profaned.” As Midrash Shmuel explained regarding this, sages should be careful in their words not
to say things for which there is room to suffer another interpretation other than the true
interpretation. We do not need to worry about the possibility of harm to the heretics themselves,
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but we should worry about their students, who may be misled by our teachings that the heretics
misinterpret.

Similarly, we will write below in Essay 8 of Parshat Va’yishlach on the teaching from
Berachot 13a, “Bar Kappara taught: Anyone who calls Abraham ‘Abram’ transgresses a positive
mitzvah, as it is stated: ‘And your name will be Abraham’ (Gen. 17:5). Rabbi Eliezer says: [One
who calls Abraham ‘Abram’] transgresses a negative mitzvah, as it is stated: ‘And your name shall
no longer be called Abram’ (Gen. 17:5).” There too, we discuss the principle that we are not obliged
to correct the thinking of someone who is determined to be a heretic.
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