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Chapter XL: Balak (Num. 22:2–25:9) 
 
Essay 7. Balaam testifies as to Israel’s uniqueness 
 

מַאי רְבוּתַיְיכוּ? אַתּוּן נָמֵי ד' דְּסַנְהֶדְרִין אֲמַר לֵיהּ הָהוּא מִינָא לְרַבִּי אֲבִינָא: כְּתִיב "וּמִי כְעַמְּ˃ כְּיִשְׂרָאֵל גּוֹי אֶחָד בָּאָרֶץ"    פֶּרֶק

כִּדְרַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר,    אֲמַר לֵיהּ: מִדִּידְכוּ אַסְהִידוּ עֲלַן, דִּכְתִיב "וּבַגּוֹיִם לאֹ יִתְחַשָּׁב",,  עָרְבִיתוּ בַּהֲדַן, דִּכְתִיב "כׇּל־הַגּוֹיִם כְּאַיִן נֶגְדּוֹ"

"טוֹב ה' לְקֹוָו", מָשָׁל לְאָדָם שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ פַּרְדֵּס: כְּשֶׁהוּא מַשְׁקֶה, מַשְׁקֶה אֶת כֻּלּוֹ,   דְּרַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר רָמֵי: כְּתִיב "טוֹב־ה' לַכֹּל" וּכְתִיב

 ע"כ.  ר, אֵינוֹ עוֹדֵר אֶלָּא הַטּוֹבִים שֶׁבָּהֶםוּכְשֶׁהוּא עוֹדֵ 

  

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.’1 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.’ ”2  

[Rabbi Avina] said to him: “One of yours, [i.e., 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.’ ”3 

This is like Rabbi Elazar, for Rabbi Elazar raises [a contradiction]: “It 

is written, ‘The L-rd is good to all,’4 but [elsewhere] it is written, ‘The L-rd is 

good to those who wait for Him.’5 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  
1 II Sam. 7:23. 
2 Isaiah 40:17. 
3 Num. 23:9. 
4 Ps. 145:9. 
5 Lam. 3:25. 
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וְכוּ', דְּמַה   עֲלַןצְטְרִי˂ רַבִּי אֲבִינָא לְמֵימַר מִדִּידְכוּ אַסְהִידוּ  י דְּמַאי נָפְקָא מִינַּהּ בֵּין רַבִּי אֲבִינָא לְהַהוּא מִינָא, וְאֲמַאי אִ קָשֶׁה  

 , בִּלְעָם הָיָה רְאָיָה עַל זֶהרֶ˂ הָיָה שֶׁיַסְהִידוּ הֵם מִינַּיְיהוּ עַל זֶה, וַהֲלאֹ אִם הָיָה כָּתוּב בְּתוֹרָה פָּסוּק זֶה בְּלִי שֶׁיּאֹמַר אוֹתוֹ  וֹצ

˂ ירֶ˂ שֶׁיָּעִיד בִּלְעָם. וְעוֹד מַאי שַׁיָּ וֹוּמַה צ  ,דְּהוֹאִיל דְּהַהוּא מִינָא הֵבִיא רְאָיוֹת מִן הַתּוֹרָה אַף הוּא הָיָה יָכוֹל לַהֲשִׁיבוֹ מִן הַתּוֹרָה

   .הָכָא הָ˂ דְּרַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר וְהַמָּשָׁל לָאָדָם שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ פַּרְדֵּס וְכוּ'

 

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.? 

 

יִתְחַשָּׁב", כְּשֶׁא בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "וּבַגּוֹיִם לאֹ  דְּאִיתָא  וּכְשֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל  וּוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  עִמָּהֶם  שְׂמֵחִים  יִשְׂרָאֵל  שְׂמֵחִים  מּוֹת הָעוֹלָם 

נַת הַמִּין הָיְתָה לוֹמַר אַתּוּן ווְכַוָּ   מּוֹת הָעוֹלָם שְׂמֵחִים עִמָּהֶם שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "הֶן־עָם לְבָדָד יִשְׁכֹּן וּבַגּוֹיִם לאֹ יִתְחַשָּׁב". וּשְׂמֵחִים אֵין א

יֵשׁ   כֵּן  וְאִם  בַּהֲדָן  עָרְבִיתוּ  לִשְׂמנָמֵי  הַחֲלוֹלָנוּ  שֶׁאַחַר  לְפִי  שְׂמֵחִים,  כְּשֶׁאַתֶּם  לְחֶלְקוֹ וּחַ  נָטַל  שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב  וְעֵשָׂו  יַעֲקֹב  שֶׁעָשׂוּ  קָּה 

אֶלָּא שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁיַּעֲקֹב הָיָה רַחְמָן עַל בָּנָיו   .הָנוֹת מֵהָעוֹלָם הַזֶּהי הָעוֹלָם הַבָּא וְעֵשָׂו הָעוֹלָם הַזֶּה לאֹ נִשְׁאַר לְיַעֲקֹב שׁוּם טַעֲנָה לֵ 

הָנוֹת מְעַט מֵהָעוֹלָם הַזֶּה, כִּדְאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ עַל פָּסוּק "מִכְרָה כַיּוֹם אֶת־בְּכֹרָתְ˃ לִי", זַבֵּין לִי  י נִתְחַכֵּם לִקְנוֹת מֵעֵשָׂו הָרְשׁוּת לֵ 

מּוֹת  וּשֶׁיִּהְיוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל שְׂמֵחִים מְעַט עִם הָא  וּכְמוֹ שֶׁהֶאֱרַכְנוּ עַל זֶה לְעֵיל בִּמְקוֹמוֹ וְעיי"ש, וְאִם כֵּן בִּשְׁלָמָא,  חַד יוֹם מִן דִּידָ˂

  .מּוֹת לאֹ נִיחָא וּמֶקַח טָעוּת הוּא זֶה וְאֵינוֹ מִן הַדִּיןוּנִיחָא, אֲבָל שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל יִהְיוּ שְׂמֵחִים לְבַדָּם בְּלאֹ הָא

 

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,”6 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.] 

  

אַחַר כָּ˂ נִתְגַּלְגְּלוּ הַדְּבָרִים וּבָאוּ  וּרְבִי אֲבִינָא רָצָה לְתָרֵץ לוֹ דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי דְּמִטַּעַם אוֹתָהּ הַמְּכִירָה הָיָה הַדִּין כָּ˂, אֲבָל הוֹאִיל שֶׁ 

וְאִם תּאֹמַר וְעַל זֶה אֲנִי דָּן וְיֵשׁ לִי  הָנוֹת מִכֹּחַ הַמֶּקַח יֵהָנֶה מֵחֲמַת הַבְּרָכוֹת.יתּוֹסֵף כֹּחוֹ שֶׁמַה שֶׁאֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לֵ יהַבְּרָכוֹת לְיַעֲקֹב, נִ 

בְּיָדוֹ לְפִי שֶׁבָּאוּ לוֹ בַּמִּרְמָה וּבְעָקְבָּה, הֲלאֹ כְּבַר הוֹדֵיתֶם שֶׁתִּהְיֶינָה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל   אַף בְּזֶה מָקוֹם טָעֲנָה לוֹמַר שֶׁהַבְּרָכוֹת הֵן גְּזוּלוֹת 

וְזֶהוּ שֶׁהֵשִׁיב לוֹ ר' אֲבִינָא מִדִּידְכוּ וְכוּ' כְּלוֹמַר הוֹאִיל שֶׁמֵּעַצְמְכֶם הוֹדֵיתֶם    אֵלּוּ הַבְּרָכוֹת וְאֵלּוּ הַהֲנָאוֹת הַבָּאוֹת מֵחֲמַת הַבְּרָכוֹת.

    .וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי נָקַט מִדִּידְכוּ וְכוּ' ,כֵּן הוֹדָאַת בַּעַל דִּין כְּמֵאָה עֵדִים דָּמֵילָנוּ שֶׁבְּעֵת שִׂמְחָתֵנוּ אֵין לָכֶם חֵלֶק עִמָּנוּ אִם 

 

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.” 

 

 
6 Gen. 25:31. 
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מּוֹת נוֹתֵן אַף לְיִשְׂרָאֵל אֲבָל כְּשֶׁנּוֹתֵן  וּאלָ וְהָשָׁתָא אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר הַמָּשָׁל שֶׁהֵבִיא מָשָׁל לָאָדָם וְכוּ', אַף כָּאן הקב"ה כְּשֶׁנּוֹתֵן שַׁלְוָה  

אַף מּוֹת  וּאלָ כְּשֶׁאַתָּה מְשַׂמֵּחַ  ,  "נָתַתָּה שִׂמְחָה בְלִבִּי מֵעֵת דְּגָנָם וְתִירוֹשָׁם רָבּוּ"  לְיִשְׂרָאֵל אֵין זָר אִתָּם וְעַל זֶה אָמַר הַכָּתוּב רַק  

אֲבָל "כִּי־אַתָּה ה' לְבָדָד"    .לַיְלָהשֵׁינַת  תְעֲדָן אֵיזֶה מְעַט כְּמוֹ  י אִ   אֲנִי שָׂמֵחַ עִמָּהֶם מְעַט, וְלָכֵן "בְּשָׁלוֹם יַחְדָּו אֶשְׁכְּבָה וְאִישָׁן"

כְּמוֹ "ה' בָּדָד יַנְחֶנּוּ", אָז "לָבֶטַח תּוֹשִׁיבֵנִי" לאֹ יִהְיֶה עוֹד כְּמוֹ שֵׁינַת לַיְלָה, רַק תִּהְיֶה מְנוּחָה    כְּלוֹמַר כְּשֶׁאַתָּה מְשַׂמְּחֵנִי לְבַדִּי, 

 מּוֹת, שֶׁהֲרֵי כְּבָר הוֹדוּ לִי עַל הַבְּרָכוֹת.וּשְׁלֵמָה בְּלִי שׁוּם עִרְעוּר מֵהָא

 

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,”7 i.e., when You gladden the nations, I too rejoice with them a bit. Therefore, “safe 

and sound, I lie down and sleep,”8 I enjoy a small measure of delight, like a night’s sleep. But 

when “You alone, O L-rd,”9 as if to say when You gladden me alone, as in “The L-rd alone 

will guide them,”10 then “You cause me to dwell in safety.”11 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. 

 

* * * 

 
7 Ps. 4:8. 
8 Ps. 4:9. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Deut. 32:12. 
11 Ps. 4:9. 


