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Chapter II: Noach (Gen. 6:9–11:32) 
 
Essay 8. The punishment of Babel 
 

שֶׁאָמְרוּ דְּבָרִים חַדִּים עַל "ה' אֱ˄הֵנוּ ה' אֶחָד" וְעַל אֶחָד הָיָה אַבְרָהָם    :מִדְרָשׁ "וַיְהִי כָל־הָאָרֶץ שָׂפָה אֶחָת וּדְבָרִים אֲחָדִים"
וְהוּא תָּמוּהַּ מַה    ר לוֹ אֶת הָעֶלְיוֹנִים עכ"ל.וֹאָמְרוּ אַבְרָהָם פִּרְדָּה עֲקָרָה וְאֵינוֹ מוֹלִיד, וְעַל ה' אָמְרוּ לאֹ כָּל הֵימֶנּוּ שֶׁיָּב  .בָּאָרֶץ

 נָתָם בְּקֶשֶׁר הַזֶּה לוֹמַר מֵה' וְאַף מֵאַבְרָהָם יַחַד, וְעוֹד מַהוּ זֶה שֶׁאָמְרוּ אַבְרָהָם פִּרְדָּה עֲקָרָה.ווָּ הָיְתָה כַּ 
  

There is a Midrash: 

“And the whole earth was of one language and of one speech.”1 . . . That 
[means that] they spoke [against] two who were singular, against “The L-rd our 
G-d, the L-rd is One,”2 and against Abraham, who was only one man3 in the 
Land. They said: “This Abraham is a barren mule and cannot produce 
offspring.” Against G-d, they said, “He has no right to choose for Himself the 
uppermost [Heavens] and assign us the lowermost parts [i.e., the Earth]. But come, 
let us build a tower at the top of which we will set an idol holding a sword in its 
hand, which will thus appear to wage war against Him.” 

- Gen .Rabbah 38:6 
 
This is strange. What was their intention with regard to this, to speak of G-d and 

Abraham together? Also what was their intent when they said that, “Abraham is a barren 
mule”? 

 
ה וְנַעֲשֶׂה מִלְחָמָה. זוֹ שֶׁאוֹמֶרֶת  וְאִיתָא בְּפֶרֶק י"א דְּסַנְהֶדְּרִין נֶחֶלְקוּ לִשְׁלוֹשָׁה כִּתּוֹת. אַחַת אוֹמֶרֶת נַעֲלֶה וְכוּ', וְאַחַת אוֹמֶרֶת נַעֲלֶ 

  חוֹת שֵׁדִים וְלִילִין ע"כ.זוֹ שֶׁאוֹמֶרֶת נַעֲלֶה וְנַעֲשֶׂה מִלְחָמָה, נַעֲשׂוּ קוֹפִים וְרוּוְ וְכוּ', הֱפִיצָם ה'. 
 
It’s brought in the 11th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin: 

Rabbi Yirmiya bar Elazar says: They divided into three factions; one said: 
Let us ascend [to the top of the tower] and dwell there. And one said: Let us ascend 
[to the top of the tower] and engage in idol worship. And one said: Let us ascend 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 11:1. 
2 Deut. 6:4. 
3 Cf. Ezek. 33:24. 
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[to the top of the tower] and wage war. [With regard to] that [faction] that said: 
Let us ascend [to the top of the tower] and dwell there, G-d dispersed them. And 
[with regard to] that [faction] that said: Let us ascend [to the top of the tower] 
and wage war, they became apes, and spirits, and demons, and female demons. 
And [with regard to] that [faction] that said: Let us ascend [to the top of the tower] 
and engage in idol worship, [it is written]: “Because there the L-rd confounded the 
language of all the earth.”4 

- Sanhedrin 109a  
 

נַעֲשֶׂה  שֶׁהַכַּתְּ שֶׁאָמְרוּ  יָּפֶה תֹּאַר  וְתֵּירֵץ הָרַב בַּעַל    וְיֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק דְּמַה עִנְיָן שֶׁנַּעֲשׂוּ קוֹפִים וְכוּ' עִם מַה שֶׁרָצוּ לַעֲשׂוֹת מִלְחָמָה.
תֵיהֶם וְעַל כֵן הָיָה עָנְשָׁם שֶׁנַּעֲשׂוּ קוֹפִים הֲכָנוֹמְלֶאכֶת הַשָּׁמַיִם עַל יַד  מִטְבָּע    בַּהֶכְרֵחַ מִלְחָמָה הָיוּ חוֹשְׁבִים לְהוֹרִיד שֶׁפַע עֲלֵיהֶם  

הְיוֹת בְּדֶרֶ˂ הָאֲנָשִׁים וְכָל שֶׁכֵּן לְהַכְרִיחַ לְהָבִיא עֲלֵיהֶם שֶׁפַע וְלִילִין שֶׁהֵם מָצוּאִים חַסְרֵי הַיְּצִירָה וְלאֹ יָכוֹלוּ לְהַשְׁלִים עַצְמָם לִ 
 .בְּרָכוֹת עכ"ל

 
It’s necessary to check what the connection is between “they became apes etc.” with 

the fact that they wanted to wage war. The author of the Yafeh To’ar5 explained that the 
faction that said “let us wage war” were thinking to bring down abundance upon themselves 
by the force of the impression of their [idolatrous] preparations upon the Heavens. Therefore, 
their punishment would be that they were made apes and female demons, that they would be 
found lacking in creation and could not complete themselves to be in the way of the people, 
let alone to forcibly bring upon themselves the abundance of blessings. 

 
לְפֵ  שֶׁכַּוָּ יוְקָרוֹב  לוֹמַר  נִרְאֶה  הָיָה  אֲפִ ורוּשׁוֹ  בְּהֶכְרֵחַ  בְּכִשּׁוּפֵיהֶם  וְטוֹבָה  שֶׁפַע  עֲלֵיהֶם  לְהָבִיא  הָיְתָה  נֶגֶד  ינָתָם  שֶׁל  לּוּ  רְצוֹנוֹ 

דְּחוּלִּין קַמָּא  דִּבְפֶּרֶק  אֲפִ   הקב"ה,  מִלְבַדּוֹ"  "אֵין עוֹד  עַפְרָא  יאָמְרִינַן  לְמִשְׁקַל  מְהַדְּרָא  קָא  דַּהֲווֹת  אִיתְּתָא  הַהִיא  כְּשָׁפִים,  לּוּ 
˂ "אֵין עוֹד מִלְבַדּוֹ", כְּתִיב!  וְהָאָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן: לָמָּה נִקְרָא מִתּוּתֵי כַּרְעֵיהּ דְּר' חֲנִינָא. אָמַר לָהּ: שְׁקוּלִי, לָא מִסְתַּיְיעָא מִילְּתִי

  זְכוּתֵיהּ ע"כ. נְפִישׁשְׁמָם 'כְּשָׁפִים'? שֶׁמַּכְחִישִׁין פָּמַלְיָיא שֶׁל מַעְלָה. שַׁאנִי רַבִּי חֲנִינָא, דִּ 
 
His interpretation seems to be saying that their intent was to bring upon themselves 

abundance and goodness through the force of their sorcery, even in opposition to the will of 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, as in the first chapter of tractate Chullin: 

[Regarding the verse:] “There is no other beside Him,”6 Rabbi Chanina 
says: “And even sorcery [is ineffective against the will of G-d].” A certain woman 
would try to take dust from beneath the feet of Rabbi Chanina [in order to 
perform sorcery on him and harm him]. He said to her: “Take it, [but] the matter 
will be ineffective for you, [as it] is written: ‘There is no other beside Him.’ ” 

 
4 Gen. 11:9. 
5 Yafeh To’ar was written by Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac Ashkenazi Jaffe (d. late 16th century), rabbi of the Ashkenazi 

community of Constantinople.  
6 Deut. 4:35. 
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But doesn’t Rabbi Yochanan say: Why [is sorcery] called keshafim? [It 
is an acronym for] mach’chishin pamalya shel mala, [meaning]: That they 
diminish the Heavenly entourage [indicating that they function contrary to the 
will of G-d]. Rabbi Chanina is different, as his merit is great [so sorcery has no 
effect on him]. That suggests that at least some rabbis believe that sorcery could 
have some effect upon the physical world. 

- Chullin 7a 
 

ב טוֹבָה אַף נֶגֶד רְצוֹנוֹ וֹכִּשּׁוּפֵיהֶם לְהָבִיא עֲלֵיהֶם שֶׁפַע וְרוְהַשְׁתָּא קָאָמַר הַמִּדְרָשׁ הֵם הָיוּ רוֹצִים לַעֲשׂוֹת מִלְחָמָה כְּלוֹמַר בְּכֹחַ 
לּוּ הַכִּשּׁוּפִים אֵין לָהֶם שׁוּם כֹּחַ כְּדִכְתִיב "אֵין עוֹד יוְלאֹ הָיוּ מַאֲמִינִים שֶׁבִּזְמַן שֶׁאֵין רְצוֹנוֹ שֶׁל הקב"ה בְּכָ˂ אֲפִ   .שֶׁל הקב"ה

אֵין    ,וּנְפִישׁ זְכוּתֵיהּ וְיָרֵא אֱ˄הִים מְבִיאִים רְאָיָה לְדִבְרֵיהֶם שֶׁהֲרֵי אַבְרָהָם פִּרְדָּה עֲקָרָה שֶׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהוּא צַדִּיקוְהָיוּ  .  מִלְבַדּוֹ"
נַעֲשׂוּ שֵׁדִים וְקוֹפִים וְכוּ', וְאָתֵי שַׁפִּיר שֶׁאָמְרוּ   מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה  ,מִשּׁוּם הָכִי.  לוֹ כֹּחַ לְהָטִיב לוֹ וּמִכָּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁלּאֹ יַכְחִישׁ הַכִּשּׁוּפִים

 .לִשְׁנוֹת הַמַּזָּלנוּ עַל "אֵין עוֹד מִלְּבַדּוֹ" וְעַל אַבְרָהָם שֶׁהָיָה עָקַר לְפִי שֶׁמַּזָּלוֹ הָיָה כָּ˂ וְאֵין לוֹ כֹּחַ חָס וְשָׁלוֹם  יעַל "ה' אֶחָד" דְּהַיְ 
 
Now, as the Midrash says, they wanted to wage war, as if to say, by the power of their 
sorcery to bring upon themselves abundance and much goodness, even in opposition 
to the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He. They couldn’t believe that when something 
is not the will of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that even the sorcerers have no power, 
as it is written, “There is no other beside Him.” They brought evidence to their words 
that Abraham was a barren mule, that although he was righteous and had great 
merits and feared G-d, [that G-d] did not have the power to do [Abraham] any good, 
and moreover that he couldn’t weaken the sorcerers. Because of this, as measure-for-
measure punishment, they were turned into demons and apes. Based on their mistaken 
understanding, it made sense to them that they said regarding “the L-rd is One,” that 
is, against the One for Whom we say, “There is no other beside Him,” they said that He 
has no right to choose for Himself the uppermost Heavens, and against Abraham they 
said that he was barren, because his luck was such, and they mistakenly believed that 
[G-d] had no power, G-d forbid, to change the luck of Abraham.  

 
לָא  דְּ סְתָּרֵס  יאַחֵר אִ   אֵלקָאָמַר דְּ   םאָמְנָם כְּדֵי לְדַקְדֵּק לְשׁוֹן דְּבָרִים חַדִּים וּמַה הֵם אֵלּוּ דְּבָרִים חַדִּים, יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דִּבְסָבָא דְּמִשְׁפָּטִי

רְשׁוּ לָנוּ הַמְּקוּבָּלִים "לאֹ־יִהְיֶה בְ˃ עָקָר וַעֲקָרָה" יפּוֹת), וְעַל זֶה פֵּ יהַקְּלִ  דֵירוּשׁרוּשׁוֹ בְּסֵפֶר אָדָם יָשָׁר (בְּ יוְעַיֵּין פֵּ . רִיןיד פֵּ יעָבֵ 
 ."פָּה לאֹ יִהְיוּ לְהָרַע לְ˃ שֶׁגַּם הִיא נִקְרֵאת "אֵלָה נֹבֶלֶת עָלֶהָ י נוּ הַזָּכָר וְהַנְּקֵבָה שֶׁל הַקְּלִ ידְּהַיְ 

 
Indeed, in order to clarify the language of “one speech” [literally, “singular words”] 

and what these singular words are, it can be said that in the Zohar section entitled Sava 
d’Mishpatim, it says that “another god [i.e., idolatry] is sterile . . . and produces no offspring.”7 
That is, that the world was unified in having idolatrous beliefs, and their sorcery was completely 
ineffective at circumventing the will of G-d. See the explanation in Adam Yashar (in the essay 

 
7 Zohar II:103a. 
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on klipot),8 and on this, the Kabbalists explained for us the verse, “there shall be no sterile 
male or female among you,”9 that is, that the male and female of the klipot will not be harmful 
to you, for it is also called, “a terebinth wilted of leaf.”10 

 
וְהֵם הָיוּ אוֹמְרִים חַס וְשָׁלוֹם אַדְ ווְכָ˂ הָיְתָה כַּוָּ  .  רַבָּא נָתָם רָעָה לוֹמַר אַתֶּם אוֹמְרִים כִּי אֵל אַחֵר אִיסְתָּרֵס דְּלָא עָבֵיד פֵּירִין 
זֶהוּ דְּבָרִים  וְ מְאָה "פְּרֵה וּרְבֵה" וְלאֹ הַקְּדוּשָּׁה חַס וְשָׁלוֹם,  וּבְרָהָם פִּרְדָּה עֲקָרָה וְהוּא צַדִּיק אֶחָד בְּעוֹלָם וְאִם כֵן הַטּוְהָרְאָיָה שֶׁאַ 

רוֹת יהַכִּשּׁוּפִים וְאַף מֵחֲמַת טַעַם הַשֵּׁנִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ עוֹשֶׂה פֵּ וְלָכֵן מֵחֲמַת הַטַּעַם הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁאֵין לוֹ כֹּחַ נֶגֶד . חַדִּים שֶׁהָיוּ בֶּאֱמֶת חַדִּים
שֶׁאֵינוֹ רָאוּי לְכָ˂ חֲלִילָהּ וְחַס, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה נַעֲשׂוּ    ר לוֹ הָעֶלְיוֹנִים,וֹחַס וְשָׁלוֹם הָיוּ אוֹמְרִים לאֹ כָּל הֵימֶנּוּ שֶׁיָּב

 ים וְכוּ' שֶׁאֵינָם לאֹ מִן הָעֶלְיוֹנִים וְלאֹ מִן הַתַּחְתּוֹנִים.קוֹפִים וְשֵׁדִ 
 
Thus, it was their bad intention to say: “You say that another god is sterile . . . and 

produces no offspring,” and they were saying this to the contrary, G-d forbid. I.e., the 
idolators were saying, “How can you followers of Abraham, the monotheist, say that our gods are 
impotent, whereas we believe they have power. Furthermore, Abraham has no children, and 
apparently his G-d, Whom he considers to be all powerful, cannot even help his servant Abraham.”  

 The evidence was that Abraham was a barren mule, even though he was a singular 
righteous person in the world. If so, the impurity of idolatry would be “fertile and increase,”11 
and not the holiness, G-d forbid. Those were the “singular words” of the idolators, that really 
were singular.  

Therefore, because of the first reason, viz, their mistaken belief that He has no power 
against the sorcerers, and even because of the second reason, that He does not create 
offspring for his beloved ones, G-d forbid, they said, “He has no right to choose for Himself 
the uppermost [Heavens]. They thought that He was not suitable for this, G-d forbid. 

Because of this, as measure-for-measure punishment, they were turned into apes and 
demons, who are not part of the uppermost [Heavens], and who are not part of the lowermost 
parts [i.e., the Earth]. 

 
* * * 

 
8 Chaim Vital (1542–1620), Kabbalist and principal student of the Ari Z”L. Adam Yashar was not printed until 

1885, but circulated in manuscript from 1719. 
9 Deut. 7:14. 
10 Isaiah 1:30. 
11 Gen. 35:11. 


