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Chapter XXXVII: Shelach (Num. 13:1–15:41) 
 
Essay 3. The sin of the spies and the destruction of the First Temple 
 

ה אָמַר הקב"ה  עַל פָּסוּק "וַתִּשָּׂא כָּל־הָעֵדָה וַיִּתְּנוּ אֶת־קוֹלָם", אָמַר רַבִּי יוֹחָנָן אוֹתוֹ הַיּוֹם לֵיל תִּשְׁעָה בְּאָב הָיָ   יַלְקוּט  מִדְרָשׁ

ן קֶשֶׁר עִנְיָן עָוֹן זֶה עִם חֻרְבָּן הַבַּיִת נַקְדִּים הַפָּסוּק לְהָבִי  הּ לְדוֹרוֹת עכ"ל.יאַתֶּם בְּכִיתֶם בִּכְיָהּ שֶׁל חִנָּם אֲנִי אֶקְבַּע לָכֶם בִּכְיָ 

, וְכַמָּה דִּקְדּוּקִים יֵשׁ בַּפָּסוּק הַזֶּה, וּבִפְרָט "כִּי־עָלָה מָוֶת בְּחַלּוֹנֵינוּ בָּא בְּאַרְמְנוֹתֵינוּ לְהַכְרִית עוֹלָל מִחוּץ בַּחוּרִים מֵרְחֹבוֹת"

 . חַלּוֹנֵינוּ" מָה עִנְיָן חַלּוֹנוֹת לְכָאן"מָוֶת בְּ 

  

Ten of the twelve spies sent into the Land of Israel gave a slanderous report that the Land 

was filled with giants, leading the Israelites to cry out of fear.  

Midrash Yalkut (remez 744) comments as follows on the verse: “ ‘The whole 

community lifted up their voice, and the people cried that night.’1 Rabbi Yochanan said: That 

night was the night of the Ninth of the month of Av. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to 

them: You wept needlessly; I will establish for you [a true tragedy over which there will be] 

weeping for generations.”2  

According to Yoma 9b, the First Temple was destroyed because of idolatry, forbidden 

sexual relations, and bloodshed. How then is lashon hara, slander, implicated in the destruction? 

To understand the connection of this sin of the spies with the destruction of the Temple, 

we advance the verse, “For death has climbed through our windows, has entered our 

fortresses, to cut off infants from without, young men from the roads.”3 There are many 

subtleties in this verse, and in particular, [regarding] “death has climbed through our 

windows,” what is the connection of windows to this? 

  

   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com  
1 Num. 14:1. 
2 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 743:14, but this also appears in Taanit 29a. 
3 Jer. 9:20. 
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ן נֶגֶד בֵּית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ וּבֵית הַמִּקְדָּשׁ כֻּלּוֹ תַּחַת הַחַלּוֹן הַהוּא וּכְשֶׁהָיָה הַשֶּׁפַע  ור טוֹב הָאָרֶץ, יֵשׁ לְמַעְלָה חַלּוֹן אֶחָד מְכַוֵּ וְכָתַב סֵפֶ 

דֶּרֶ צִ  מִלְּמַעְלָה  הַנִּזְ ייוֹרֵד  חַלּוֹן  הַיְּשָׁרָה עַד  דֶּרֶ  אָז  יוֹרֵד  הָיָה  מַלְכוּת  הַמִּקְדָּשׁ  נּוֹר  וּמִבֵּית  הַמִּקְדָּשׁ  מִשָּׁם עַד בֵּית  וְיָרַד  כָּר 

יִשְׂרָאֵל, אֶרֶץ  כֹּל  עַל  מְעַט    יִתְפַּשֵּׁט  מְעַט  לְהִסָּגֵר  הִתְחִיל  הָרָע  לָשׁוֹן  דִּבְרֵי  מֵהֶבֶל  רִאשׁוֹן  הַמִּקְדָּשׁ  בְּבֵית  הַפָּרִיצִים  וּכְשֶׁרָבוּ 

"וַיַּדְרְכוּ אֶת־לְשׁוֹנָם קַשְׁתָּם שֶׁקֶר  וּלְעֵיל אָמַר הַכָּתוּב    ה בְּאָב נִסְגָּר כֻּלּוֹ וְנִפְסַק הַשֶּׁפַע וְנֶחֱרַב הַבַּיִת עכ"ל.מֵהַחַלּוֹן עַד שֶׁבְּתִּשְׁעָ 

   לֵי לָשׁוֹן הָרָע.נוּ נֶגֶד בְּעָ יוְלאֹ" וְכוּ', "חֵץ שוחט [שָׁחוּט] לְשׁוֹנָם מִרְמָה דִבֵּר" וְכוּ', דְּהַיְ 

 

The book, Tov Ha’aretz [“The Good Land”]4 wrote, “Above there is one window 

positioned across from the Temple, all of which is under this window. When the goodness was 

flowing from Heaven downward through the path of the pipeline [tzinor] of the final sefira of 

Malchut, it was descending directly to the aforementioned window, and descended from there 

to the Temple, and from the Temple it spread out to all the Land of Israel. When the 

uninhibited ones5 in the first Temple multiplied from the vanity of words of slander [lashon 

hara], [the goodness] through the window began to very slowly be closed off, until on the 

Ninth of Av, it closed completely, and the goodness ceased and the Temple was destroyed.” 

Above, in Jeremiah, the Scripture said, “And they bend their tongue, their bow of falsehood, 

and not for truth have they grown mighty in the land; for they proceed from evil to evil, and Me 

they know not, said the L-rd.”6 Jeremiah also said: “Their tongue is a sharpened arrow, they 

use their mouths to deceive.”7 This is directed against those who speak slander. 

 

שֶׁעִקָּר הַמִּיתָה  שֶׁנִּסְגַּר כֻּלּוֹ, וְנוֹדָעוְהַשְׁתָּא אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר כִּי עָלָה מָוֶת בְּחַלּוֹנֵנוּ שֶׁמֵּחֲמַת הֶבֶל לָשׁוֹן הָרָע בָּא הַמָּוֶת בְּאוֹתוֹ הַחַלּוֹן 

עַל דֶּרֶ וְהַחֲכָמָה תִּחְיֶה אֶת בְּעָלֶיהָ, וּלְפִיכָ קָרָא לִסְגִירַת הַחַלּוֹן   שֶׁנִּסְגְּרוּ וְנִסְתְּמוּ מֵאוֹתוֹ הָאָדָם אוֹרוֹת הַחֲכָמָה הָעֶלְיוֹנָה, הִיא  

 . רַב הַבַּיִתמִיתָה שֶׁהַכֹּל אֶחָד, וּכְשֶׁנִּסְגַּר הַחַלּוֹן בָּא הַמָּוֶת בְּאַרְמְנוֹתֵנוּ שֶׁנֶּחֱ 

 

Now it’s fine, i.e., we understand the reason that the verse states that “death has climbed 

through our windows,” for because of the vanity of slander, death came through the same 

window that had completely closed. It’s known that the basis of a man’s death is that the 

lights of Supernal wisdom have been closed and shut off from the same man,8 in the way that 

“wisdom preserves the life of him who possesses it.”9Therefore, the closing of the window is 

called “death,” as it is all the same, and when the window closes, death entered into our 

fortresses,10 as the Temple was destroyed. 

 

 
4 Rabbi Natan Shapira (1585-1633), Polish rabbi and Kabbalist. 
5 Kiddushin 71a uses the term to refer to those who would indiscriminately use the 12-letter name of G-d. 
6 Jer. 9:2. 
7 Jer. 9:7. 
8 The translator has not located a source. 
9 Eccl. 7:12. 
10 Jer. 9:20. 
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ב נוֹפֶלֶת עַל הַתִּינוֹקוֹת, וְזֶהוּ  וֹ כָּרָה בַּר מִינַן עַל הָר"לְהַכְרִית עוֹלָל מִחוּץ" שֶׁבִּשְׁבִיל הַלָשׁוֹן הָרָע אַסְכָּרָה בָּאָה לָעוֹלָם, וְהָאַסְ 

עוֹלָל", דְּפֵאָה יוַאֲפִ   "לְהַכְרִית  בִּירוּשַׁלְמִי  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן  מִחוּץ,  וְ   שֶׁהוּא  לּוּ  בְּרוֹמִי  אוֹמֵר  בְּרוֹמִי  וְהוֹרֵג  כָּאן  כָּאן. אוֹמֵר   הוֹרֵג 

מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהָ  הָיוּ יוֹצְאִין לְמִלְחָמָה וְנוֹפְלִין  דָּוִד  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן הָתָם שֶׁדּוֹרוֹ שֶׁל  וְעוֹד הוֹסִיף    יוּ בָּהֶם דֵּלָטוֹרִין.וּ"בַּחוּרִים מֵרְחֹבוֹת" 

 . כָּל הַמִּסְפָּר לָשׁוֹן הָרָע רָאוּי לְהַשְׁלִיכוֹ לִכְלָבִים דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק י' דִּפְסָחִים"וְנָפְלָה נִבְלַת הָאָדָם כְּדֹמֶן עַל־פְּנֵי הַשָּׂדֶה" 

 

The verse says, “to cut off infants from the streets,” for because of slander, diphtheria 

came to the world,11 and the diphtheria, may it not happen to us, generally falls upon the 

babies, and this is [the meaning of the words] “to cut off infants.” Even the words “from 

without” can be understood, as it says in the Jerusalem Talmud of tractate Peah, that [the 

speaker of slander] says something here and it kills someone in Rome, and he says something 

in Rome and it kills here.12 I.e., “from without” is interpreted to mean the sin can cause harm 

“from a distance.” Regarding the words, “and young men from the roads,” it says there in 

tractate Peah that the generation of David would go out to war and would fall in battle, because 

among them were informers.13 [Scripture] also adds, “the carcasses of men shall lie like dung 

upon the fields,”14 as it is said in the tenth chapter of tractate Pesachim, “Everyone who speaks 

slander is fit to be thrown to the dogs.”15 

Thus, we understand now that lashon hara can lead to the deaths of innocents, whether 

children or Jewish soldiers fighting a righteous war. Thus, one of the causes of the destruction of 

the First Temple, bloodshed, has a connection to lashon hara. 

  

רָתִי אֲשֶׁר נָתַתִּי לִפְנֵיהֶם וְלאֹ־שָׁמְעוּ "עַל־מָה אָבְדָה הָאָרֶץ" וְכוּ' "וַיּאֹמֶר ה' עַל־עָזְבָם אֶת־תּוֹ  יוּבַן הַכָּתוּב לְמַעְלָה  זוֹוּבְדֶרֶ  

סַפֵּר  הֵם עָזְבוּ אֶת תּוֹרָתִי וְלאֹ זֶה בִּלְבַד אֶלָּא אַף "לאֹ־שָׁמְעוּ בְקוֹלִי", שֶׁכַּמָּה פְּעָמִים הִזְהַרְתִּים שֶׁלּאֹ לְ   בְקוֹלִי וְלאֹ־הָלְכוּ בָהּ".

אִם הָיוּ חוֹזְרִים לַתּוֹרָה הָיוּ מִתְרַפְּאִין,   ם אוֹתוֹ, וְאַף עַל פִּי כֵן שֶׁסִּפְרוֹ לָשׁוֹן הָרָע וּכְבָר חָטְאוּ,לָשׁוֹן הָרָע וְהֵם מְסַפְּרִים וּמְקַבְּלִי 

לָשׁוֹן עֵץ חַיִּים", וְהֵם לאֹ רָצוּ בְּזֶה וְלאֹ הָלְכוּ בָּהּ  "מַרְפֵּא  ק בַּתּוֹרָה דִּכְתִיב  וֹמַאי תַּקַּנְתֵּיהּ דִּמְצוֹרָע? יַעֲס  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בַּעֲרָכִין

  ". לָכֵן "אָבְדָה הָאָרֶץ

 

In this way, the Scripture above will be understood, “Why is the land lost, laid waste 

like a wilderness, with none passing through? The L-rd replied: Because they forsook the 

Teaching I had set before them; they did not hear My voice and they did not follow it.”16 

 
11 Shabbat 33a: “The Sages taught [in a Baraita that] . . . a sign of slander is diphtheria.” 
12 Yerushalmi Peah 1:1:49, “The one who speaks says [something] here and it kills in Rome, and he says 

something in Rome and it kills in Syria.” 
13 Yerushalmi Peah 1:1:46, “Rabbi Abba bar Cahana said, the generation of David were all just [on the surface], 

but because there were [secret] informers among them, they would go out to war and would fall.” 
14 Jer. 9:21. 
15 Pesachim 118a: “And Rav Sheshet said, citing Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya: Anyone who speaks slander, and 

anyone who accepts [and believes the] slander, and anyone who testifies falsely about another, it is fitting to throw 
him to the dogs.” 

16 Jer. 9:11–12. 
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They left my Teaching, and not only that, but they did “not hear My voice,” for several times 

I warned them that they shouldn’t speak slander, and yet they spoke it and accepted it.  

Even despite this fact, that they spoke slander and had already sinned, if they had 

returned to the Torah, they would have been healed, as it says in tractate Arachin 15b, “What 

is the remedy for [one with the skin disease Tzara’at]?17 He should engage in Torah, as it is 

written, ‘The tree of life heals the tongue,’18 ” but they didn’t want this and didn’t follow it. 

Therefore “the land is lost.” 

 

נִסְתָּם אֶלָּא בֶּעָוֹן לָשׁוֹן הָרָע,  וּבְזֶה אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר אַף הַמִּדְרָשׁ נֶחְרַב אֶלָּא לְאַחֵר שֶׁנִּסְתַּם הַחַלּוֹן וְהַחַלּוֹן לאֹ    הַנַּ"ל שֶׁהַבַּיִת לאֹ 

וְכָ אָמַר    עוֹר וּמַזָּל יוֹם וְשָׁעָה גָּרַם,יוּבָעֵת הַחֻרְבָּן שֶׁחָטְאוּ בַּלָשׁוֹן הָרָע, נִתְעוֹרֵר עֲלֵיהֶם עָוֹן הָאָבוֹת וּמָצָא מִין אֶת מִינוֹ וְנֵ 

בִּכְיָ  לָכֶם  אֶקְבַּע  אֲנִי  אֲבוֹתֵ ילָהֶם הקב"ה  מַעֲשֶׂה  יַאַחְזוּ  בְּנֵיכֶם  שֶׁאִם  לְדוֹרוֹת  בִּכְיָ הּ  לָהֶם  יִהְיֶה  הָרַע  בְּלָשׁוֹן  וִיחַטְּאוּ  הּ  ייהֶם 

 .לְדוֹרוֹת בַּיּוֹם הַזֶּה דַּוְקָא

 

In this way, even the above-mentioned Midrash is fine, that the Temple was not 

destroyed until after the window was closed, and the window was only closed because of the 

sin of slander. At the time of the destruction, in which they sinned by slander, the iniquity of 

the ancestors was awakened upon them, for “a type has found its own type, and is 

awakened,”19 i.e., just as the spies had committed the sin of lashon hara by falsely exaggerating 

the risks that would be faced in conquering the Land of Israel, their descendants committed lashon 

hara while the Temple stood. It is not the constellation of the week or the hour that determines 

what will happen, but rather the Temple was destroyed because of the sin of slander, even though 

the Jews had repeatedly been warned by G-d not to continue with this sin.20 By this, the Holy 

One, Blessed be He, said to them, “I will establish for you [a true tragedy over which there will 

be] weeping for generations,” for if your sons will hold on to the deed of their ancestors and 

will sin by slander, they will weep for generations on this very day.” 

  

* * * 

 
17 Our version of Arachin 15b (and earlier variants) explicitly refers to a slanderer, rather than one who suffers 

from tzara’at: “Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina says: What is the remedy for those who speak slander? If he is a 
Torah scholar, [let him] study Torah, as it is stated: ‘A soothing tongue is a tree of life’ (Prov. 15:4). And ‘tongue’ 
[means] nothing other than slander, as it is stated: ‘Their tongue is a sharpened arrow [it speaks deceit]’ (Jer. 9:7). And 
‘tree’ [means] nothing other than Torah, as it is stated: ‘It is a tree of life to them that lay hold of it’ (Prov. 3:18).” 
Earlier on Arachin 15b, Reish Lakish indicated that one became a metzorah [מצורע], i.e., afflicted with tzara’at, 
because he was guilty of motzi shem ra [מוציא שם רע] [“giving someone a bad name”]. 

18 Prov. 15:4. 
19 This saying appears at least as early as the commentary on Eruvin 8b by Rabbeinu Chananel (965-1055). See 

also Rashi on Avodah Zarah 73a. 
20 Cf. Shabbat 156a: “Rabbi Chanina said to his students who heard all this: Go and tell the son of Lei’vai [who 

had attributed personality traits to the day of the week a person was born], Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi: It is not the 
constellation of the day of the week that determines a person’s nature; rather, it is the constellation of the hour that 
determines his nature.” 


