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Chapter XXXIV: Bamidbar (Num. 1:1-4:20)

Essay 4. The love of Israel and the love of Torah
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse discussed in the above Essay, Num. 1:1-2.

Another explanation: “The number of the people of Israel shall be like
that of the sands of the sea, which cannot be measured or counted; and instead of
being told, ‘You are Not-My-People,’ they shall be called ‘Children of the Living
G-d.’ ! This is as it is written: “Vast floods cannot quench love, nor rivers
drown it.”?> And it says, “if a man offered all his wealth for love, they would
utterly scorn him.”>

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachman said: The verse speaks of two kinds of love.
its beginning is referring to the love of Israel. Were all the nations of the world
to assemble, to uproot the love that is between [G-d] and Israel, they would be
unable, as it is stated: “Many waters cannot extinguish the love.” “Many
waters” is nothing other than the nations of the world . ...

The end speaks of the love for Torah. Were all the nations to come and
say, “We will sell all our possessions to fulfill the Torah and the
commandments,” the Holy One, Blessed be He, would say to them: “Even if
you sell all your possessions to acquire the Torabh, it is disgraceful to you, as it
is written, “If a man offered all his wealth for love, they would utterly scorn
him.”

- Num. Rabbah 2:17

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com
! Hosea 2:1.

2 Song of Songs 8:7.

3 Ibid.




This is astonishing: how could one even imagine that the nations could nullify the love
between the Holy One, Blessed be He, and Israel? See above at the end of Chapter XXII,
parashat Vayakhel, essay 9, where we also discuss this question.
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One can say that in chapter 3 of tractate Yom Tov, i.e., Beitzah 25b, we read: “Rabbi
Shimon ben Lakish said: There are three who are brazen: The Jewish people among the
nations; [the] dog among animals; [and the] rooster among birds.”

Rashi and the Maharsha explain: they are difficult to subdue and do not retreat before
anyone, like a dog among animals. The Holy One, Blessed be He, only spreads out His
Shechinah upon the humble, “with the contrite and lowly of spirit,”* and not upon the
brazen. Thus, because G-d prefers the humble, while Israel is apparently brazen, the nations might
think that they can nullify the love between G-d and Israel.

However, even if all the nations were to gather and challenge the Holy One, Blessed
be He, “Why do You love Israel, who are brazen and not humble,” it would not avail them at
all, as it is written, “Many waters cannot extinguish the love.”

The reason is that to the contrary, their very brazenness made them worthy to receive
the Torah, as it is said there in Beitzah 25b, “Why was the Torah given to Israel? Because they
are brazen!” The Maharsha explains: Because they are brazen, and they will learn the Torah
as it is intended, for “a timid person cannot learn.”>

When there are questions and solutions, this is the study of dialectics and halachah,
and we hold that “the Holy One, Bless be He, rejoices in dialectics.”® Also, G-d loves the gates
of Zion, which are distinguished in the study of halacha.” Also, when there is wisdom, there is
fear of Heaven, which brings humility, for the fear of Heaven brings humility, as it is written,
“The effect of humility is fear of the L-rd.”% Also, it is written, “in order that the fear of [G-d]
may be ever with you”—this is shame, as it is said in chapter 4 of tractate Nedarim (20a), and
see there.

4 Isaiah 57:15.

3 Pirkei Avot 2:5.

¢ Judah ben Samuel Rosanes (1657-1727), Parshat Derachim 23:29 (Constantinople, 1727).
7 Berachot 8a.

8 Prov. 22:4.

° Ex. 20:17.
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Reviewing the end of our Midrash: “The end speaks of the love for Torah. Were all the
nations to come and say, ‘We will sell all our possessions to fulfill the Torah and the
commandments,’ the Holy One, Blessed be He, responded to them: ‘Even if you sell all your
possessions to acquire the Torah, it is disgraceful to you.” ”

Apparently, this is difficult to understand, for what kind of answer is this? Why does
it say “even if,” as though G-d were suggesting that, for hadn’t [the nations themselves] said
that, when they said that they would sell all their wealth?

However, when we check that they said, “We will sell all our possessions and fulfill the
Torah,” and the Holy One, Blessed be He, responded to them, “Even if you sell all your
possessions to acquire the Torah,” the matter is understood well, for it is brought in the first
chapter of tractate Chagigah:

What is the meaning of that which is written, “See, I refine you, but not
as silver; I test you in the furnace of affliction.”!? This teaches that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, sought after all good character traits, and He found only
poverty to give to Israel ..., which is as people say: Poverty is good for the
Jewish people like a red bridle [is attractive] for a white horse.

- Chagigah 9b
The Maharsha explained that poverty is called a good quality because it brings a person back
to proper conduct, and conversely, wealth leads one astray, as it is written, “I increased their
silver and gold, which they used for Ba’al.”!!
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If so, the nations are saying: “Since wealth is an obstacle to receiving the Torah, we
will sell all our possessions, and in this way, it will enable us to fulfill the Torah and
commandments, as this will be the “furnace of affliction” for us.

10 Isaiah 48:10.
' Hosea 2:10.



The Holy One, Blessed be He, responded to them: “It’s not enough, for you are not
able to merit the Torah after you initially rejected it, and Israel has already merited it.” This
is as it is written, “Moses charged us with the Teaching as the heritage of the congregation of
Jacob”!>—it is our heritage and not theirs, and a gentile who engages in the Torah is liable
to death.!® Rather, “even if you sell your possessions in order to acquire the Torah”—as if to
say, that you want to merit the Torah of Israel by giving them your wealth, in the way that it
says, “She is a tree of life to those who grasp her, and whoever holds on to her is enriched”!*—
it is disgraceful to you.

As it is said in chapter 3 of tractate Sotah:

Hillel and Shevna were brothers; Hillel engaged in Torah; Shevna
entered into a business. In the end, [Shevna] said to [Hillel]: Come, let us join
[our wealth] together and divide it. [I.e., Hillel would gain half of Shevna’s
material wealth, and Shevna would gain half of Hillel’s spiritual wealth.] A Divine
Voice issued forth and said: “If a man offered all his wealth for love, they
would utterly scorn him.”

- Sotah 21a
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We still need to check the verse itself, “they would utterly scorn him.” What is the intent
of the duplication 32 132 [boz yavuzu]? When verbs are duplicated, the traditional interpretation
is that it is for emphasis, and thus we have translated, “utterly scorn.” The Maharsha, in Sotah
21a, explained: “One [verb] refers to [scorn] in this world, and one [verb] to [scorn] in the
World-to-Come.”

Also, it can be said that certainly with Shimon, brother of Azarya, also discussed in
Sotah 21a, the Torah learning of Shimon helped Azaria, since if he had not supported all his
needs, it’s possible that Shimon would not have been able to learn. But with Sheva and Hillel,
it’s possible that even from the outset, it would not have availed [Sheva] to support Hillel, as
Hillel’s intention was to study Torah regardless, as indeed he did. Even with financial
support, he would not have studied more than he already did without it. For this reason, it
said, “they would utterly scorn him,” since in any case [Shevna] waited until Hillel had
already become wise.

See also later, in Chapter LV: Shir haShirim, Essay 17, on the verse, “A brother cannot
redeem a man, or pay his ransom to G-d.”'?

12 Deut. 33:4.

13 Sanhedrin 59a.
14 Prov. 3:18.

15 Ps. 49:8.
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As for what the [rabbis] of blessed memory said, “Whoever brings a gift to a Torah
scholar, it is as though he has presented first fruits,”'® “and one who benefits Torah scholars
with his property, [it is as though] he is cleaving to the Shechinah.”!” This is one who does so
without condition, but regarding one who does so with the condition to acquire [the scholar’s]
Torah, it is disgraceful and shameful for him. This proves that he is not doing so for the sake
of Heaven, but in hope of reward, and “they would utterly scorn him.”

This applies for the nations of the world with Israel, and in the answer of the Holy
One, Blessed be He, to them. For with their wealth, they wished to purchase a bit of the
portion of the reward for the Torah of Israel, since they were not able to merit the Torah
itself, having initially rejected it. However, indeed, even if the nations had supported Israel
so they could engage in Torah, they would have received reward, as it is said in the 1% chapter
of Avodah Zarah (2b), where the nations say: “We have built many bridges, we have
conquered many cities, we have fought many wars, and we only did this so that Israel would
engage in Torah [study].” If it had been the truth, they would have been saved.
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This interpretation relies on the verse, “The number of the people of Israel shall be like
that of the sands of the sea, which cannot be measured or counted; and instead of being told, ‘You
are Not-My-People,’ they shall be called ‘Children of the Living G-d.” ” This is because there the
verse compares [Israel] to sand, and it is said in the Midrash for this parashah:

They are compared to sand, for just as when a person takes a handful
of sand and places it into dough or a cooked food, no creature can taste it
because it dulls the teeth, so too are Israel: anyone who robs or scorns them in
this world will have his teeth dulled in the World-to-Come.

- Num. Rabbah 2:13

16 K etubot 105b.
17 Ketubot 111b.



From this, it seems that Israel are not brazen, but on the contrary, all others overpower and
plunder them, and thus they are lower than all the nations. Also, sand is against the sea and
water, which is that the water represents the nations who oppose the sand, representing [Israel],
as [the nations] are referred to as “many waters,” thus, “Many waters cannot extinguish the
love.” This is what the verse concludes, “and instead of being told, ‘You are Not-My-
People,” ” because they are brazen and unworthy to be His people, “it shall be said to them:
‘You are children of the living G-d.” ”
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We should also check the plain meaning of the verse, “and instead of being told, ‘You
are Not-My-People,’ they shall be called Children of the Living G-d,” for this appears contrary
to justice, and there is room for a litigant to protest. It can be said that since the Holy One,
Blessed be He, selected the kingdoms for us as oppressors in order to spare us from Gehenna,'®
if so, the Exile is payment of the debt of the Holy One, Blessed be He. “Once one has been
flogged, he is like your brother,”!” and because of this, the prophet Jeremiah warned Israel,
“Do not learn to go the way of the nations, and do not be dismayed by portents in the sky; let
the nations be dismayed by them! For the laws of the nations are delusions . . . .”?°
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It is brought in Midrash Rabbah on the verse, “Moses then summoned all the elders of
Israel and said to them, ‘Draw out and take for yourselves lambs for your families, and slaughter
the Passover offering’ »*!:

You find four times on one page that Jeremiah demonstrated the
denigration of idol worship and praise of the Omnipresent, as it is said, “For
the laws of the nations are delusions.” You have heard the denigration of idol
worship; come and hear the praise of the Omnipresent, “There is none like
You, L-rd.”*? You have heard the praise of the Omnipresent, come and hear the
denigration of idol worship, etc.

- Ex Rabbah 16:2

18 Ex. Rabbah 51:7.
19 Megillah 7b.

20 Jer. 10:2-3.

2L Ex. 12:21.

2 Jer. 10:6.
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The reason why the Midrash relies upon the verse, “Draw out and take for yourselves
lambs” for this matter condemning idolatry, is because it is written at the end of the verse, “and
slaughter the Passover offering.”

Granted, in the earlier verses, when G-d was instructed Moses, that is, in the section,
“This month shall mark for you the beginning of the months; it shall be the first of the months
of the year for you,”**> He only commanded that we take a “lamb shall be without blemish, a
yearling male,”** and there he did not call it a Passover offering. For the name of the Passover
offering relates to “who passed over the houses of the Israelites in Egypt when smiting the
Egyptians,”* and at the hour of taking the lambs and slaughtering them, this name was not
yet relevant. Rather, it was only during the eating of it that it was properly called a Passover
offering, because the skipping and passing over the houses of the Israelites was precisely at the
time they were eating it. If so, it’s fine that Scripture said, “and you shall eat it in haste; it is
a Passover offering, for that night I will go through the land of Egypt and strike down every [male]
first-born in the land of Egypt.”?

However, in the later verse, when Moses was instructing the elders, and said, “Draw out
and take for yourselves lambs,” it is difficult: how can he say “and slaughter the Passover
offering,” for as we saw when G-d was instructing him, at the time of slaughtering, it was still
not appropriate to call it by that name?

Even more so, it says “the Passover offering,” with the definite article heh, and it is
difficult to understand: how is it appropriate to use the definite article for something that has
not yet come into being?
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Therefore, [the author of the Midrash] explained that Moses’ intent was to command
Israel to withdraw their hands from idolatry and to take for themselves sheep for a mitzvah,

B Ex. 12:2.

2 Ex. 12:5.

% Ex. 12:27.

26 Ex, 12:11-12.



as it is written, “Draw out and take for yourselves.” In order that they do this wholeheartedly,
he showed them the disgrace of idolatry, that it has no power, not in the past, not in the future,
not in the present, as will be explained shortly. It is also possible that this is the reason why
that Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted this command to be spoken to the people on Rosh
Chodesh, while the taking of the lamb would happen on the tenth of the month, so that Israel
would observe that the idol has no power: not before the time, not at the actual time, and not
afterward. For the speech occurred on Rosh Chodesh, the taking of the lambs was on the
tenth, the slaughtering was on the fourteenth, and the passing over of the Israelites’ homes
was on the fifteenth. Even so, the passing over that would occur later was already considered
as if it had happened, since even now as Moses instructed the elders, the lamb was already
called a Passover offering.
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Now we return to the words of Jeremiah, whose intention was to show Israel
compelling reasons to despise idolatry and place their trust in the Holy One, Blessed be He.
He showed them that idolatry never had any power, and it’s impossible that it will have any
in the future, and also now there is no time that it will have power, that is, in all times, past,
future, and present, it has no power. Even if one were to say that sorcerers have some power,
this is only as long as the Holy One, Blessed be He, desires it, such as when Israel has no
merit. But when He does not desire it, that is, when Israel is meritorious, then their power is
immediately nullified.
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Initially, [Jeremiah] said to them: How can you say that someone who came into the
world after you is your god, after you yourselves witnessed its birth and creation? So he said:

For the laws of the nations are delusions: For it is the work of a
craftsman’s hands. He cuts down a tree in the forest with an ax, he adorns it
with silver and gold, he fastens it with nails and hammer, so that it does not totter.
They are like a scarecrow in a cucumber patch, they cannot speak. They have to be
carried, for they cannot walk. Be not afraid of them, for they can do no harm; nor
is it in them to do any good.

-Jer. 10:3-5



But you yourselves saw that initially it was not a god, but rather a tree, so how can you now
say that it is a god? But not so is the Holy One, Blessed be He, as it is written regarding him,
“T am the first and I am the last, and there is no god but Me.”?” For this reason, [Jeremiah] said,
“There is none like You, L-rd, You are great and Your Name is great in power,” for You were
the first, and that is Your greatness, that You were first among all the gods. Just as one who
is born first should be honored by those born after him, so too, all must honor Him. Also,
since He exists forever, it must be said that He is G-d, which is not the case with idolatry, for
they are “both dull and foolish,”?® etc., “made by skilled workers,”* and just as [the workers]
will wear out and perish, so too the works of man will wear out and perish and not endure,
for all vessels eventually break. But not so the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who is “the last.”
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This is the meaning of: “But the L-rd G-d is the true G-d, He is the living G-d, and
the everlasting King.”*° Even if idolatry had neither a beginning or an end, but had the power
to make new heavens and earth, like our G-d who ex nihilo created heaven and earth, then
it would have some substance. But even this is not so, and therefore, “Thus shall you say to
them: Let the gods, who did not make heaven and earth, perish from the earth and from under
these heavens.”?!

09 2 W P71 0399 Ay X9 yIR) 2w Ay X9 ox AR ,h0) "innona San Pan ind2 v ad" 5"apn oy
D3R ,"02 MR 1991 pY 03" 01927 IR IPRY KR 77 ARY RPN NivYH aipn Aprk 12 o 03 OprR nivy?
YRWNT ,"0OTOR TR TV TIN0R IR TIURT IR 23027 RY 7121 12102 97pa K17 02,2y phn apRoRY"

.0ODYI 190K

However, the Holy One, Blessed be He, “made the earth by might, established the
world by wisdom, and with understanding stretched out the skies,”*? and even if He had not
created the heavens and the earth, and had done nothing else, but merely possessed the power
to perform some miracle, there would still be some room for error to question His Divinity.
But even this is not the case with idols: they are not fit for anything, for “their molten images
are falsehood, and there is no breath in them.”>* However, “not like these is the Portion of
Jacob,”* for He is mighty and capable. As Scripture said, “I am the first and I am the last,
and there is no god but Me,” which means not even sorcery.

27 Isaiah 44:6.
28 Jer. 10:8.
2 Jer. 10:9.
30 Jer. 10:10.
31 Jer. 10:11.
32 Jer. 10:12.
3 Jer. 10:14.
34 Jer. 10:16.
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Similarly, at the beginning of the Ten Commandments, “I the L-rd am your G-d, Who
brought you out of the land of Egypt,”* that He is called “the G-d of Israel” and not “the G-d
of the nations.” As it is brought in the Yalkut Shimoni on the verse, “Let us wipe them out as
a nation,”*® “As long as Israel exists, He is called ‘the G-d of Israel.’ If Israel were uprooted,
whose G-d would He be called? For if ‘they have made an alliance against You,’” everything
they stir up against us is because of You.”*?

He said, “Who brought you out of the land of Egypt,” as it is said in the first chapter
of tractate Chullin:

“There is none other beside Him.”*° Rabbi Chanina says: And even
sorcery [is not comparable]. A certain woman would try to take dust from
beneath the feet of Rabbi Chanina [to perform sorcery and harm him]. He said
to her: Take it; the matter will be ineffective for you. It is written: “There is
none other beside Him.”

But doesn’t Rabbi Yochanan say: Why is [sorcery] called z°pw»
[keshafim]? [It is an acronym for] 7own Yw Xo5np Pwonsnw [“that they diminish the
Heavenly entourage™] [i.e., they function against the will of G-d].

Rabbi Chanina is different, as his merit is great [so sorcery has no effect
on him].

- Chullin 7b
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About this, He said, “I am the L-rd your G-d who took you out of the land of Egypt,”
this is proof that “I am the first and [ am the last, and there is no god but Me,” for I took you

3 Ex. 20:2.

36 ps. 83:5.

37 Ps. 83:6.

38 Yalkut Shimoni, Psalms, remez 832:3.
3 Deut. 4:35.
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out of the land of Egypt.” For wasn’t Egypt full of sorcery, yet I took you out from there.
From here you learn that “there is no god but Me,” not even sorcery.

Perhaps you’ll say, doesn’t Rabbi Yochanan say: Why is [sorcery| called 23%'»
[keshafim]? [It is an acronym for] mopn Pw Xo9n»p Pwonsnw [“that they diminish the Heavenly
entourage”] [i.e., they function against the will of G-d]. Therefore, Scripture said, “I am the
L-rd your G-d,” and did not say “I am the L-rd, G-d,” as if to say, “because I am your G-d,
that I love you more—because you are destined to receive the Torah, and your merit will be
great—therefore, I saved you even in opposition to the sorcery.

PORD PWH) DL TIND QNN NRYITY 2°KRI7 192,078 NRUYY 072 7271 0230 X NiYRT 23y aved i
QAR 0°270 27 DR NI 771R 22p% Rk 27NYY 2°awa 009IT 1 AR P¥ITP 0nR 0°IKY 2NOT 27
DUDYD WPIY 2730 797 "0 YT ARI0 12" OWn TONETT 12 NI 7Y 03 ,7pY) 992 02 Tm7 X9) niyn 2227

M9)

This is the reason why for all the commandments, or most of them, the Exodus from
Egypt is mentioned, as if to say: Since I took you out of the land of Egypt, and I considered
your merit as great, and deemed you worthy to be saved even from sorceries, because you
are destined to receive the Torah and commandments, because of this, you are obligated to
accept my commandments, and not to rebel against Me. For it was on this condition that I
took you out from there “with a mighty hand and an outstretched arm,”*’ opposite the
natural order which is represented by sorceries.
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In this way, we can also understand a puzzling Midrash on the above verse:

Another explanation: “I am the L-rd your G-d”—this is as it is written:
“I have foretold, I have saved, and I have announced, and no stranger was
among you. So you are My witnesses—declares the L-rd—and I am G-d.”*!

“I have foretold” to Egypt that you had fled, so they would hear and
pursue after you and be drowned in the sea, as it says: “It was told to the king
of Egypt that the people had fled.”*

“I have saved, as it is written: “The L-rd saved Israel on that day from
the hand of Egypt.”*’

4 Deut. 4:34, 5:15, 26:8; Jer. 21:5; Ezek. 20:33, 20:34; Ps. 136:12.
4l Isaiah 43:12.

42 Ex. 14:5.

43 Ex. 14:30.
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“I have announced” to the nations of the world, as it says: ‘The peoples
heard, they trembled.” **

“And no stranger was among you,” as it is written: “And Moses sent
away his father-in-law.”*

- Ex. Rabbah 29:8
This seems difficult; what is the Midrash trying to teach, and how did it derive this
interpretation from this verse?
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Regarding what we presented earlier, it now fits well. For the intent of the Holy One,
Blessed be He, was to inform Israel that since He took them out of Egypt, one must conclude
that His power is greater even than sorcery. The Midrash sensed a different difficulty in this
verse: How can the verse attribute all the praise to their Exodus from Egypt, when they were
still technically under Egypt’s dominion? For at the splitting of the Sea it says, The L-rd
saved Israel on that day from the hand of Egypt,” and the meaning is “on that day” precisely
they were saved from Egypt, and not beforehand. Because of that, [the Midrash] brought the
explanation of “I have foretold,” to indicate that it is all one matter. Indeed, the Exodus from
Egypt is the essential event, and the subsidiary matters follow after it.
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[The Midrash] said: “ ‘I have foretold’ to Egypt that you had fled, so they would hear
and pursue after you and be drowned in the sea.” But wasn’t Egypt full of sorcerers and
astrologers? Why not tell them the truth, that Israel was fleeing, and that the Egyptians’
pursuit would be to their death? Rather, it’s certainly necessary to say that the Holy One,
Blessed be He, blinded their eyes, so they “neither knew nor understood.”*® “ ‘And I saved’

4 Ex. 15:14.
4 Ex. 18:27.
46 Isaiah 44:18.
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you,” even though [the Egyptians] diminish the Heavenly entourage, because you were
beloved before Me, and from this, you can see that “there is none other beside Him.”

Also, “ ‘I have announced’ to the nations of the world,” for if He had not made it
known to the nations of the world, one might have said: perhaps the nations, too, have a god
like this one. But now that He publicized this miracle and “the peoples heard, they trembled,”
we hear from this that “there is none other besides Him.”
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And furthermore, “and no stranger was among you,” as if to say, by necessity, you
are obligated to observe My commandments. For at the time that I sanctified you standing
at Mount Sinai, when you were like a bride to a groom, there was no stranger among you
who was unfit to testify as witnesses to the marriage. For if there had been a stranger present,
you could have claimed that the marriage was invalid. As the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen
Mishpat (siman 36, se’if 1) writes: “If there were numerous witnesses and one was discovered
to be a relative or otherwise disqualified, the entire testimony is void,” and especially if they
came to testify [together], and see there.

If [such strangers] had been there at Sinai; they would have intended to testify about
the glory of the Holy One, Blessed be He, that He performed with Israel, but then despite their
good intentions, the entire testimony would have been invalidated. Even the mixed multitude
who were with them did not hear the voice of the Holy One, Blessed be He, at Sinai, nor did
they see His glory. This is a tradition we have received.

See in the commentary of the Shach on parashat Yitro: “ ‘The L-rd said to Moses: Thus
shall you say to the Israelites: You saw that I spoke to you from the very heavens.’*’ ‘You saw,’
and not the mixed multitude. ‘So shall you say to the house of Jacob,”*® specifically, and ‘tell
the children of Israel,’*’ and not to others.”

47T Ex. 20:19.
8 Ex. 19:3.
4 Ibid.
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