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Chapter XVII: Yitro (Ex. 18:1–20:23) 
 
Essay 18. The guarantee of the children 
 
In this week’s parsha, Moses ascended Sinai and received the Torah. This essay discusses 

a midrash that G-d asked the Jewish people for guarantors that they would uphold the Torah. 

 

“O L-rd, our L-rd, how majestic is Your name throughout the earth, You who have set Your 

splendor upon the heavens! From the mouths of infants and sucklings You have founded strength, 

on account of Your foes, to put an end to enemy and avenger. When I behold Your heavens, the 

work of Your fingers, the moon and stars that You set in place, what is man that You have been 

mindful of him, mortal man that You have taken note of him.” – Ps. 8:1–5 

  

˃ בְּכָל־הָאָרֶץ" וְעִם  עוֹלְלִים וְיֹנְקִים יִסַּדְתָּ עֹז". יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק מָה קֶשֶׁר יֵשׁ לְפָסוּק זֶה עִם הַפָּסוּק הַקּוֹדֵם "מָה־אַדִּיר שִׁמְ   "מִפִּי

  "מָה־אֱנוֹשׁ כִּי־תִזְכְּרֶנּוּ" וְכוּ', וְעוֹד מַהוּ "צוֹרְרֶי˃" וּמָה עִנְיָן "לְהַשְׁבִּית אוֹיֵב" בְּכָאן. הַפָּסוּק שֶׁלְּאַחֲרָיו

 

“From the mouths of infants and sucklings You have founded strength.” We need to 

examine the connection between this verse and the preceding verse, “how majestic is Your 

name throughout the earth,” and with the following verse, “what is man that You have been 

mindful of him,” and also what is this “Your foes” and what is the subject “to put an end to 

enemy”? 

  

שֶׁבָּא הקב"ה לִיתֵּן הַתּוֹרָה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל שָׁאַל מֵהֶם עַרֵבִים וְכוּ', וּלְבַסּוֹף בָּנִים שֶׁלָּהֶם נִכְנְסוּ עַרֵבִים  וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל שֶׁכְּ 

וּת צָרִי˂ שֶׁיִּהְיֶה דַּוְקָא  וְהָעוֹלָם מַקְשִׁים הוֹאִיל שֶׁלְּמַתָּן תּוֹרָה צָרִי˂ עַרְבוּת וְזֶה הָעַרְב  לְיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּדִכְתִיב "מִפִּי עוֹלְלִים" וְכוּ'.

  .וּם עַרְבוּת לִיתֵּןאִם כֵּן הַמַּלְאָכִים שֶׁאֵין לָהֶם בָּנִים בְּאֵיזוֹ סְבַרָא הָיוּ טוֹעֲנִים שֶׁיִּתֵּן הַתּוֹרָה לָהֶם, וְהָא אֵין לָהֶם שׁ .מֵהַבָּנִים

 

It can be said that [the rabbis] of blessed memory said when the Holy One, Blessed be 

He, came to give the Torah to Israel, he asked them for guarantors that they would observe it. 

In the end, the children entered as guarantors for Israel, as it is said, “from the mouths of 
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infants” etc.1 Everyone asks: since for the giving of the Torah, [G-d] required a guarantee, 

and this guarantee specifically needed to come from the children; if so, regarding the angels, 

who have no children, by what sort of thinking were they claiming that He should give the 

Torah to them, when they have no children to give a guarantee? 

 

" הוֹסִיף לוֹמַר "מִפִּי עוֹלְלִים וְיֹנְקִים"  וּלְפִי דַּעְתֵּנוּ בָּא הַכָּתוּב לְתָרֵץ קוּשְׁיָא זוֹ מַמָּשׁ, דִּלְאַחֵר "אֲשֶׁר תְּנָה הוֹדְ˃ עַל־הַשָּׁמָיִם

לְפִי שֶׁהֵם נִכְשָׁלִים בַּעֲבֵירוֹת וְאָז הַתּוֹרָה שֶׁלּוֹמְדִים אֵינָהּ   וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר טָעַם וְצוֹרֵ˂ לָעַרְבוּת הַבָּנִים לאֹ שַׁיָּי˂ אֶלָּא לִבְנֵי אָדָם,

 ם אֶלָּא בְּהֶבֶל פִּיהֶם שֶׁל תִּינוֹקוֹת שֶׁל בֵּית רַבָּן, וּכְדַאֲמַר לֵיהּ אַבָּיֵי לְרָבָא דִּידִי וְדִידָ˂ מַאי? ימִתְקַיֵּ תּוֹרָה טְהוֹרָה, וְהָעוֹלָם אֵינוֹ  

ד אָמְרִינַן הַתָּם כָּל עִיר שֶׁאֵין  אָמַר לֵיהּ אֵינוֹ דּוֹמֶה הֶבֶל שֶׁיֵּשׁ בּוֹ חֵטְא לְהֶבֶל שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ חֵטְא, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּשַׁבָּת פֶּרֶק ט"ז, וְעוֹ

כִּדְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "הַקֹּל קוֹל יַעֲקֹב", כֹּל זְמַן שֶׁצִּפְצוּף קוֹלָן שֶׁל תִּינוֹקוֹת   בָּהּ תִּינוֹקוֹת שֶׁל בֵּית רַבָּן מַחֲרִיבִין אוֹתָהּ,

  '.שֶׁל יַעֲקֹב אֵין הַיָּדַיִם יְדֵי עֵשָׂו שׁוֹלְטוֹת וְכוּנִשְׁמָע בְּבָתֵּי כְּנֵסִיּוֹת וּבָתֵּי מִדְּרָשׁוֹת 

 

In our opinion, the Scripture came specifically to solve this question. For after the text, 

“You who have set Your splendor upon the heavens,” it continues, saying, “From the mouths 

of infants and sucklings” etc. This is as if to say, that the reason and the need for the 

guarantee of the children was only relevant to the sons of man, because [adult men and 

women] fail by their sins, and thus the Torah they learn is not a pure Torah.  

The world only exists by the breath of the mouths of schoolchildren who learn Torah, 

and as Abaye said to Rava, “My [Torah study] and yours, what [is its status; i.e., why is it worth 

less than that of children]? He said to him, there is no similarity between the breath of adults, 

that has sin within it, and the breath of children, that has no sin within it,” as it says in tractate 

Shabbat, chapter 16.2  

Also, it says there, “Any city in which there are no schoolchildren [studying Torah], 

destroy it.” As it is brought in the midrash on the verse, “the voice is the voice of Jacob, but 

the hands are the hands of Esau” (Gen. 27:22), “as long as the singing voice of schoolchildren 

is heard in synagogues and study houses of Jacob, the hands that are the hands of Esau will 

not rule.”3 Thus, the children would guarantee the observance of the Torah, sustaining the world, 

and also protecting the Jewish people.  

 
1 Song of Songs Rabbah 1:4: “At Sinai, when the Jews were ready to receive the Torah, G-d said to them, ‘What? 

Am I supposed to give you the Torah without any security? Bring some good guarantors that you will keep it properly, 
and I will give it to you.’ Jews: ‘Our ancestors will be our guarantors.’ G-d: ‘They themselves need a guarantor! 
Abraham questioned Me: ‶How will I know?″ (Gen. 15:8). Isaac loved Esau although I hate him (Malachi 1:3). Jacob 
thought I mistreated him (Isaiah 40:27).’ Jews: ‘Our prophets.’ G-d: ‘I have complaints against them, too: ‶The 
shepherds sinned against Me″ (Jer. 2:8). ‶Israel, your prophets were like foxes″ (Ezek. 13:4).’ Jews: ‘Our children are 
our guarantors’. G-d: ‘Now, that’s a guarantor! ‶From the mouth of infants and babes You founded strength″ (Ps. 
8:3)—this [refers to] Torah (Ps. 29:11).’ What happens if the borrower doesn’t pay? The lender collects from the 
guarantor. ‘If you forget [My] Torah, I will forget your children’ (Hosea 4:6). Therefore, a man must bring his child 
into the Torah and educate him in it.” 

2 Shabbat 119b, though our edition quotes Rav Pappa speaking to Abaye, rather than Abaye speaking to Rava. 
3 Gen. Rabbah 65:20. 
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כְפַּת יאִם תּאֹמַר שֶׁאֵין לָנוּ בָּנִים לִהְיוֹת עַרֵבִים, הֲלאֹ זֶה לאֹ אִ וְהֵם הֵם דִּבְרֵי הַמַּלְאָכִים, יֵשׁ לְ˃ לִיתֵּן הַתּוֹרָה עַל הַשָּׁמַיִם, וְ 

ה שֶׁהַטַּעַם דְּאִיצְטְרִי˂ לְיִשְׂרָאֵל הַיְינוּ מִשּׁוּם דְּ"מִפִּי עוֹלְלִים וְיֹנְקִים יִסַּדְתָּ עֹז", כְּדֵי שֶׁתִּהְיֶ   כְּלָל, שֶׁהֲרֵי לָנוּ אֵין צָרִי˂ עַרְבוּת,

וְעוֹד כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יָבוֹא הָאוֹיֵב לְהַכְרִית אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל וּלְהַשְׁחִית .  ם הָעוֹלָם, כְּמוֹ שֶׁהוּא הַפֶּה שֶׁל עוֹלְלִים וְיוֹנְקִיםיה טְהוֹרָה לְקַיֵּ תּוֹרָ 

רֶ˂ כְּלָל וֹשֶׁלָּנוּ תִּהְיֶה לְעוֹלָם טְהוֹרָה, אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁאֵין צהָעוֹלָם, "לְמַעַן צוֹרְרֶי˃" וְכוּ', אֲבָל אָנוּ שֶׁאֵין בָּנוּ חֵטְא וְהַתּוֹרָה  

  .לָעַרְבוּת

 

These are the words of the angels: “You should give the Torah to the heavens, and if 

You say we angels have no children to be guarantors, this shouldn’t matter at all, for we do 

not need a guarantor, for the reason that it was required for Israel was because, ‘from the 

mouths of infants and sucklings You have founded strength,’ in order that the Torah will be 

pure to sustain the world, as though it is the mouth of infants and sucklings. Also, in order 

that the enemy will not come to cut off Israel and to destroy the world, ‘on account of Your 

foes,’ but we angels, who have within us no sin, and whose Torah will always be pure—it is 

true that there’s no need at all for a guarantee.” Thus, the angels argued that they could fulfill 

the same duty as the Jewish children: sustaining the world, and protecting the Jewish people. 

 

ים, וְלָמָּה אַתָּה חָפֵץ לְהַשְׁרוֹת  וְלָכֵן "מָה־אֱנוֹשׁ כִּי־תִזְכְּרֶנּוּ" וְכוּ', וְהַלּאֹ "כִּי־אֶרְאֶה שָׁמֶי˃ מַעֲשֵׂי אֶצְבְּעֹתֶי˃" הֵם כֻּלָּם טְהוֹרִ 

  ."תְּנָה הוֹדְ˃ עַל־הַשָּׁמָיִם מָּאָה, "מָה־אַדִּיר שִׁמְ˃ בְּכָל־הָאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁרוּ שְׁכִינָתְ˃ בְּאֶרֶץ מָקוֹם מְט

 

The angels continued their argument: “Therefore, ‘what is man that You have been 

mindful of him” etc., for isn’t it “when I behold Your heavens, the work of Your fingers,’ they 

are entirely pure? Why do you prefer to spread your Shechinah in a land that is a place of 

impurity, ‘how majestic is Your name throughout the earth, You who have set Your splendor 

upon the heavens!’?”  

 

* * * 


