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Chapter I1: Noach (Gen. 6:9-11:32)

Essay 4. Corruption and violence

A. Was there a valid defense for their corruption?
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Regarding the three verses beginning: “The earth became corrupt before G-d” etc.
(Gen. 6:11), we should scrutinize these verses, for at the beginning it says “it became corrupt,”
which is sexual immorality, and also, “the earth was filled with violence,” which is robbery.
Afterward, in the second verse, [Scripture]| doesn’t mention the robbery anymore; it only says,
“When G-d saw how corrupt the earth was, for all flesh had corrupted its ways on earth” (Gen.
6:12), with the meaning that this sexual immorality was more difficult for the Holy One,
Blessed be He, than the robbery. Afterward, in the third verse, it says, “G-d said to Noah, ‘An
end of all flesh has come before Me, for the earth is filled with violence through them’ ” (Gen.
6:13), with the opposite meaning, that to the contrary, the principle reason for their
punishment was because of the violence rather than the sexual immorality, and afterward it
says, “ ‘I will destroy them with the earth,” ” which is the punishment for sexual immorality,
because “the earth became corrupt.”
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Another question is on the words of the rabbi, of blessed memory, Rashi, who said,
“Wherever you find sexual immorality and idolatry, punishment of an indiscriminate

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
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character comes upon the world killing good and bad alike.”' If so, from the law of sexual
immorality only they were deserving of destruction. However, they also say, their fate was
sealed only on account of their sin of robbery,” so that apparently they contradict one another.
Even though the author of the Yafeh To’ar® commentary on Gen. Rabbah wrote on the verse,
“how beautiful the daughters of man were” (Gen. 6:2), that it was impossible to reconcile these
two Aggadot that are surely different, in any case, where we are able to expound a midrash,
we should expound it. That’s even more the case since Rashi in his commentary on the Torah
brought both Aggadot, even though these Aggadot are mutually contradictory.
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This will be solved by what it says in the fifth chapter of tractate Berachot:

What is [the meaning of] “and Di-Zahav” (Deut. 1:1)? The Sages of the
school of Rabbi Yannai said that Moses said the following before the Holy One,
Blessed be He [to atone for Israel after the sin of the Golden Calf]: Master of the
Universe, because of the gold and silver that you lavished upon Israel [during
the Exodus from Egypt] until they said enough [dai]; [it was this wealth] that
caused [Isracl] to make the [Golden] Calf. [Establishing a general moral principle,
the Sages] of the school of Rabbi Yannai said: A lion does not roar [standing] over
a basket of straw [from which he derives no pleasure], but [he roars standing]
over a basket of meat [as he only roars when satiated]. . . .

[The Gemara offers another analogy]: Rabbi Chiyya bar Abba said that
Rabbi Yochanan said: [This is] comparable to a person who had a son; he
bathed him and anointed him [with oil], fed him and gave him drink, and hung
a golden purse around his neck. [Then, he] brought [his son] to the entrance of
a brothel. What could the son do to avoid sinning?

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani said [that] Rabbi Yonatan said: From
where [is it derived that] the Holy One, Blessed be He, ultimately conceded to
Moses [that the reason for the sin of the Golden Calf was indeed the riches lavished
upon Israel]? As it is stated: “And I gave them an abundance of silver and gold,
which they used for the Ba’al” (Hosea 2:10).

- Berachot 32a

I Rashi on Gen. 6:13, based on Gen. Rabbah 26:5.

2 Rashi on Gen. 6:13, based on Sanhedrin 108a.

3 Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi community of
Constantinople. Yafeh To’ar was his commentary to the Midrash Rabbah: Genesis (Venice, 1597-1606); Exodus
(Venice, 1597); and Leviticus (Constantinople, 1648).
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So too, here in the generation of the Flood, regarding sexual immorality, they could
have responded that they sinned because they of the great goodness by which the Holy One,
Blessed be He, influenced them. This is as it says in chapter Chelek [“portion”] of tractate
Sanhedrin,* “The sages taught [in a Baraita]:> The generation of the Flood became haughty
[and sinned] due only to the goodness that the Holy One, Blessed be He, bestowed upon
them.”® The generation of the Flood “was given a foretaste of the World-to-Come,”’ as it
says, “Their homes are secure from fear.”® They are not so guilty if they go after their evil
inclinations, for it is written in Scripture, “When they grazed, they were sated; when they
were sated, they grew haughty; and so they forgot Me” (Hosea 13:6), and it is written, “Sexual
immorality, wine, and new wine take away the heart” (Hosea 4:11). That’s especially true in
that generation, for they had exceedingly beautiful women, and what could they do so as not
to sin, if “the eye saw and the heart lusted”’ etc.? That’s especially true, because even “the
sons of G-d”'°—who were two angels who fell to the earth—even they sinned on account of
the beautiful women.'!
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Indeed, this claim that they are saving themselves from the sin of sexual immorality
arouses judgments of judgments upon them, for they extended their hands in robbery. For if
they were given a foretaste of the World-to-Come and grew haughty because of the great

4 Chapter Chelek is the 11" chapter of tractate Sanhedrin, which begins on page 90a. It is named for the opening
words, “All Israel have a portion [chelek] in the World-to-Come.”

3 Tosefta, Sota 3:10.

¢ Sanhedrin 108a.

7 Sanhedrin 108b.

8 Job 21:9, quoted in Sanhedrin 108a.

? Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 445:3; Rashi on Num. 15:39.

19 Gen. 6:1-2, “When men began to increase on earth and daughters were born to them, the sons of G-d saw how
beautiful the daughters of men were and took wives from among those that pleased them.”

"'Yoma 67b: “The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: Azazel atones for the actions of Uzza and Azael.” Pirkei
d’Rabbi Eliezer 22, “Rabbi said: The angels who fell from their holy place in heaven saw the daughters of the
generations of Cain walking about naked, with their eyes painted like harlots, and they went astray after them, and
took wives from amongst them.”



goodness, what need did they have to rob? Rather, certainly they acted to anger G-d. That is,
as Rashi first said, the sin of sexual immorality alone was enough to warrant their destruction. But
perhaps they could say, with some justification, that their sexual immorality was G-d’s fault for
making the women of their generation so irresistible. If so, then G-d could answer, “I have also
given you rich farmlands by which to grow crops and raise animals, so why do you need to resort
to theft and robbery?” So either their attempted defense should be discredited, and they should
deserve death because of the sexual immorality, or even if the defense were to be accepted, we are
told that because of their violent nature, they also deserved destruction. Therefore, their sentence
was sealed by their robbery, but the bulk of their punishment was for sexual immorality.
Therefore, Scripture said “The earth became corrupt before G-d,” and this was not worth
finding them guilty if they could rely upon the defense that the women of their generation were
irresistibly beautiful, but because the earth was filled with violence, then “G-d saw how
corrupt the earth was” etc. See further below, Chapter IV, parshat Vayeira, essay 14, on the
verse, “The people of Sodom were wicked and incurred guilt before the L-rd exceedingly”
(Gen. 13:13).

B. Another reason why the Flood was imposed both for corruption and for violence
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“And G-d said to Noah, ‘An end of all flesh has come before Me, for the earth is filled
with violence through them; and behold, I will destroy them with the earth’” (Gen. 6:13). A
question is what is this language of, “An end of all flesh has come before Me”?
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It can be said that it says in the Jerusalem Talmud of Yevamot, “Rabbi Chanina said
once every sixty or seventy years, the Holy One, Blessed be He, brings pestilence into the
world and consumes mamzerim'? and takes kosher ones [i.c., Jews of unblemished lineage]
with them so as not to publicize which were the sinners.!* “The sinners” could refer to the
parents of the mamzerim, who were the ones who brought them into existence through the sin of
adultery or incest. Or, alternatively, it could refer to the mamzerim themselves, who are not sinners
by virtue of their birth, but who may, if their status is known to all, understand that they cannot

12 A mamzer is sometimes mistranslated as “bastard.” However, it is not related to a child born out of wedlock,
but rather to a child born out of adultery or incest.
13 Yerushalmi Yevamot 49b.



marry a Jew of unflawed lineage, and go out to live among the nations of the world and end up
engaging in idol worship.'* Or it could refer to mamzerim whose status is not known to all, and
perhaps not even to themselves, who might marry a Jew of unflawed lineage and create additional
mamzerim; to prevent this, such mamzerim will die at the hands of Heaven.!> Although no law
against mamzerim was practiced until after the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, in any
case, they were all invalid, for “even cattle, beasts and fowl did not consort with their own
species,”'® thus it was necessary for them to be destroyed, and quite appropriate for G-d to
say, “An end of all flesh has come before Me.” Also, as it says in the Midrash Gen. Rabbah
(32:5) on the verse, “For in seven days’ time I will make it rain upon the earth, forty days and
forty nights, and I will blot out from the earth all existence that I created” (Gen. 7:4), “Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zakkai said, ‘They corrupted the features [of the human embryo] which take
shape after forty days [following conception], and therefore “forty days and forty nights, and
I will blot out from the earth all existence.” * ”
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Moreover, since the Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted to give [the generation of the
Flood] the Torah, but they did not want to receive it, as it is brought in Midrash Ex. Rabbah
30:13 on the verse, “These are the rules that you shall set before them” (Ex. 21:1), because of
this, He punished them and imposed upon them the strict rules later [assigned to] Israel and
also the strict rules later [assigned to] the sons of Noah.!” The strict rules of Israel were that
they would create mamzerim if they engaged in incest or adultery, and the strict rules of the
sons of Noah were that they would die as a result of engaging in robbery. Also, in Midrash
Gen. Rabbah 31:5, they expounded the verse of “and they die, and not with wisdom” (Job
4:21) as applying to the generation of the Flood, which means not in the wisdom of the Torah.
This works out very nicely for our subject, that [G-d] did not treat [the generation of the
Flood] as He later treated Israel and that He did not treat them as He later treated the sons of
Noah, but rather He treated them with the stringencies of both of those!

14 See Chapter L, Ki Tavo, Essay 4.

15 See Chapter XLIX, Ki Teitzei, Essay 6.

16 Rashi on Gen. 6:12, based upon Midrash Tanchuma, Noach 12:3 and Gen. Rabbah 28:8.
17 1.e., “sons of Noah” referring to post-Flood mankind other than the Jews.
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C. The faulty thinking of the generation of the Flood
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The [rabbis] of blessed memory'® also expounded as applying to the generation of the
Flood two additional verses of Job, “They say to G-d, ‘Turn aside from us; the knowledge of
Your ways, we don’t desire. What is Shaddai that we should serve Him? What will we gain by
praying to Him?* ” (Job 21:14—15). We need a sense why particularly they said these terms,
“Turn aside from us,” and also, “the knowledge of Your ways.” Also, why did they use the
name Shaddai? Here, we have already said that they were suspected of sexual immorality
and robbery, and we found in the Midrash Num. Rabbah 9:9 on the verse, “If any man’s wife
has gone astray and broken faith with him” (Num. 5:12), the adulterer and the adulteress don’t
want their sin to be publicized and thus Scripture says, “The eyes of the adulterer watch for
twilight, thinking, ‘No one will glimpse me then’ ” (Job 24:15), thinking that no eye below will
see him, and no eye above will see him, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, “sits in a hiding
place,”'” recognizing his face,’® thus it is written at the end of Job 24:15, “[G-d] will hide His
face,”?! i.e., so as to secretly observe whether a person will sin or not.>?
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That is why the generation of the Flood said “to G-d, ‘Turn aside from us.” ” We don’t
want you to give us faces, i.c., to recognize us. “And the knowledge of Your ways” etc., as it
says in the third chapter of tractate Sukkah:

18 Ex. Rabbah 30:13.

9 Ps. 91:1.

20 Literally, “He puts a face on him,” the way we would say, “He puts a name to the face,” i.e., G-d recognizes the
adulterer, even though he is striving not to be seen by anyone.

21 Literally, “He will put His face in hiding.”

22 The Zera Shimshon has brilliantly interpreted parts of Job 24:15 and Ps. 91:1 to refer to G-d, even though the
verses are typically interpreted as referring to man. Thus, Ps. 91:1 is typically translated as, “[One who] sits in the
shelter [n92 2¥°] of the Most High, he will dwell in the protection of Shaddai [the Almighty],” but here the Zera
Shimshon uses the words 092 2¥* as meaning that “[G-d] sits in a [hidden] shelter.” Similarly, the conclusion of Job
24:15 is typically interpreted as “[the adulterer] hides his face,” but here the Zera Shimshon uses the words to mean
that “[G-d] hides His face.” In both cases, the change implies that G-d hides Himself so as to give man free will as to
whether he will sin or not.

The Zera Shimshon also uses a play on words between the end of Job 24:15, veseter panim yasim [2°? 0°12 091,
“[G-d] will hide His face,” which allows him to “masim bo panim” [2°13 i2 0°¥7], “put a face on [the adulterer],” i.e.
from His hiding place, He recognizes the adulterer.



And Rabbi Yochanan said in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai: What
is [the meaning of] that which is written: “For 1, the L-rd, love justice, I hate
robbery in a burnt-offering” (Isaiah 61:8)? [The Gemara cites] a parable of a flesh-
and-blood king who was passing by a customs house. He said to his servants:
Pay the levy to the taxmen. They said to him: Doesn’t all the tax in its entirety
belong to you? He said to them: From me, all travelers will learn and will not evade
the tax. So too, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said: “I, the L-rd . . . hate robbery
in a burnt-offering.” From Me, My children will learn and distance themselves
from robbery.

- Sukkah 30a
But those who are robbers said, “and the knowledge of Your ways, we don’t desire.”
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According to what the commentators said, [the generation of the Flood] were all
thinking that G-d had left the earth, and they were not thinking that the goodness they had
was because the Holy One, Blessed be He, was suspending [punishment for] their sins. Because
of this they said, “What is Shaddai that we should serve Him?” As it says in the Midrash,
“When I suspend [punishment for a] man’s sins I am called ‘El Shaddai’ [Almighty G-d].”*
For this reason, they were despising whatever suspension of the punishment of sin there was
in the world, and they were thinking that life went on as usual, and that even if bad days would
come, how would it be useful for them to pray to Him?

23 Ex. Rabbah 3:6; Midrash Tanchuma , Shemot 20:2.



