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Chapter XL: Balak (Num. 22:2-25:9)

Essay 7. Balaam testifies as to Israel’s uniqueness
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Chapter 4 of tractate Sanhedrin:

A certain heretic said to Rabbi Avina: “It is written: ‘And who is like
Your people, Israel, a unique nation on Earth.’' What is your uniqueness? You
are also mixed together with us, as it is written: ‘All nations before Him are as
nothing; they are counted by Him less than nothing and vanity.’ >

[Rabbi Avina] said to him: “One of yours, [i.c., Balaam], has testified for
us, as it is written: ‘It is a people that shall dwell alone, and shall not be reckoned
among the nations.’

This is like Rabbi Elazar, for Rabbi Elazar raises [a contradiction]: “It
is written, ‘The L-rd is good to all,’* but [elsewhere] it is written, ‘The L-rd is
good to those who wait for Him.”> There is a parable of a man who has an
orchard. [The man is good to all in that] when he waters it, he waters all of it
[not discriminating between the good trees and the weak trees]. [But he is more
discriminatory| when he hoes [around the trees], [for then] he hoes only [around]
the good ones among them. [Similarly, when G-d bestows goodness to the world,
all receive it, but when He protects people from harm, not all are protected.]

- Sanhedrin 39a

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com
'II Sam. 7:23.

2 Isaiah 40:17.

3 Num. 23:9.

4 Ps. 145:9.

5> Lam. 3:25.
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Question 1: It is difficult to understand what practical difference there is between Rabbi
Avina and that heretic. They have a difference of opinion as to whether Israel is counted among
the nations or not, but isn’t that just a rhetorical dispute? What is the practical significance?

Question 2: Why did Rabbi Avina need to say, “One of yours, [i.e., Balaam], has
testified for us.” What need was there that they should testify from among their own about
this? After all, if that verse had been written in the Torah without being said by Balaam, it
would have still been proof of the matter. Since the heretic brought proof from the Torah,
[Rabbi Avina] also could have responded from the Torah, so why was Balaam’s testimony
necessary?

Question 3: Moreover, what is the relevance here of Rabbi Elazar’s statement and the
parable of a man who has an orchard, etc.?
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One can say that it is stated in the Midrash on the verse, “and shall not be reckoned
among the nations”:

When the nations of the world rejoice, Israel rejoices with them. But
when Israel rejoices, the nations of the world do not rejoice with them, as it is
said, “It is a people that shall dwell alone, and shall not be reckoned among
the nations.”

- Num. Rabbah 20:16
The intention of the heretic was to say: “You too have mingled with us, and therefore we have
the right to rejoice when you are happy.” For after the division that Jacob and Esau made
with the sale of the birthright, that Jacob took for his portion the World-to-Come, and Esau
took for his portion this world, Jacob no longer had any claim to benefit from this world.
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However, since Jacob was compassionate toward his children, he cleverly sought to acquire
from Esau permission to benefit slightly from this world, as is stated in the Midrash (Gen.
Rabbah 63:18) on the verse, “Sell me this day your birthright,” which the Midrash interpreted

as, “Sell me one day from yours,”°

and as we explained at length on this in its place, parashat
Toldot, essay 6, and see there.

If so, the answer to Question 1, as to the practical difference of their argument, the heretic
was arguing that given the contract made between the brothers, it is understandable that Israel
might rejoice a little along with the nations; that is acceptable. But that Israel would rejoice
alone, without the nations; that is not acceptable, as that would be a mistaken transaction
between Jacob and Esau and not just. [This can be understood in at least two different ways.
Artscroll’s interpretation is that “sell me one day from yours” means that Israel could enjoy a small
portion of this world, to rejoice with the nations, but not enough to rejoice alone. The interpretation
of Rabbi Zvi Kahn is that there would have been an expectation on Esau’s part that if he was ceding

a bit of this world to Jacob, that Jacob should have ceded a bit of the World-to-Come to Esau.]
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Rabbi Avina wished to answer him: Indeed, it is true that by reason of that sale, the
law would be as you say, that if Israel wants to claim the entirety of the World-to-Come, it would
have to entirely cede the entirety of this world to Esau. But since afterward, the events unfolded
and the blessings from Isaac came to Jacob, his strength was increased, such that what he
could not lawfully benefit from the transaction, he could now benefit due to the blessings.

Rabbi Avina was essentially saying to the heretic: “If you should say: ‘But this is exactly
what I argue, and I also have grounds to claim that the blessings are stolen in his hand, since
they came to him through deceit and trickery,” haven’t you already admitted that Israel
should have these blessings and the benefits that come because of the blessings?”

Thus, the answer to Question 2 is that this is why Rabbi Avina answered him: “One of
yours, [i.e., Balaam], has testified for us,” as if to say that since you yourselves have admitted
that in our time of joy you have no share with us, then a party’s own admission is as valid as
a hundred witnesses. Because of this, he chose to respond, “One of yours, [i.e., Balaam], has
testified for us.”

® Gen. 25:31.
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Now, the answer to Question 3, is that the parable that was brought, “a parable of a
man who has an orchard,” fits well. So too here, when the Holy One, Blessed be He, gives
tranquility to the nations, He also gives it to Israel. But when He only gives it to Israel, there
is no stranger with them.

About this, the verse says, “You put joy into my heart when their grain and wine show
increase,”” i.e., when You gladden the nations, I too rejoice with them a bit. Therefore, “safe
and sound, I lie down and sleep,”® I enjoy a small measure of delight, like a night’s sleep. But
when “You alone, O L-rd,” as if to say when You gladden me alone, as in “The L-rd alone
will guide them,”'? then “You cause me to dwell in safety.”!!' It will no longer be like the sleep
of night, but rather a complete rest, without any disturbance from the nations, for they have
already admitted to me regarding the blessings.
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7 Ps. 4:8.

8 Ps. 4:9.

? Ibid.

10 Deut. 32:12.
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