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Chapter XLIV: Devarim (Deut. 1:1–3:22) 
 
Essay 4. Did Moses agree with the idea of sending spies? 
 
“ ‘Go up, take possession, as the L-rd, the G-d of your fathers, promised you; fear not and 

be not dismayed. Then all of you came to me and said, ‶Let us send men ahead to reconnoiter the 
land for us and bring us back word on the route we shall follow and the cities we shall come to.″ 
The matter was good in my sight, and so I selected twelve of your men, one from each tribe.’ ”  

- Deut. 1:21–23 
 

רוֹ מְכוֹר  ימָשָׁל לָאָדָם שֶׁאוֹמֵר לַחֲבֵ  ?בְּתוֹכֵחוֹתאֲמָרָהּ לָמָּה  ,רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י וְאִם בְּעֵינֵי מֹשֶׁה הָיָה טוֹביבְּעֵינַי הַדָּבָר", פֵּ  "וַיִּיטַב 

 שֶׁאֵינִי  נוֹתְנוֹ אַתָּה לִי לְנִסָּיוֹן? אָמַר לוֹ הֵן וְכוּ'. אַף אֲנִי הוֹדֵתִי לְדִבְרֵיכֶם שֶׁמָּא תַחְזְרוּ בָּכֶם כְּשֶׁתִּרְאוּ.  זֶה אָמַר לוֹ הֵן  ,לִי חֲמוֹרְ
 עכ"ל.מְעַכֵּב, וְאַתֶּם לאֹ חֲזַרְתֶּם בָּכֶם 

 
“The matter was good in my sight” (Deut. 1:23), Rashi explained, “But if it was good 

in Moses’ sight, why did he mention it in [these] rebukes? It is a parable, as a man said to his 
fellow, ‘Sell me this donkey of yours.’ He replied to him, ‘Yes.’ He asked him, ‘Will you give 
it to me on trial?’ He replied: ‘Yes.’ ‘On hills and mountains?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’ — When he 
saw that [the seller] put no obstacles in his way, the purchaser says to himself: ‘He is certain I 
won’t find any defect in it,’ and he at once says to him, ‘Take your money, I don’t need to put it to 
trial.’ [Moses was saying:] ‘I, too, consented to your words, thinking that you would perhaps 
turn back on yourselves [i.e., reconsider the question of sending spies] when you saw that I was 
not preventing your idea, but you did not reconsider.”1  

 
יִשְׁאֲלוּ כְּלוּם, אֶלָּא  יקָשֶׁה דְּהָא מִכָּל מָקוֹם אַף לְפִי פֵּ  רוּשׁ זֶה לאֹ שַׁיָּי לוֹמַר "וַיִּיטַב בְּעֵינַי הַדָּבָר", דְּיוֹתֵר טוֹב הָיָה שֶׁלּאֹ 

וְאַחַר כָּ    .יַאֲמִינוּ בְּהקב"ה וּבְמֹשֶׁה בְּעֵינֵי מֹשֶׁה שֶׁיִּשְׁאֲלוּ דָּבָר זֶה  נִרְאֶה שֶׁהָיָה טוֹב  בְּעֵינֵי הַדָּבָר",  יוֹדוּ וּמִדְּקָאָמַר "וְיִיטַב 
 רוּצוֹ שֶׁל רַשִׁ"י זַ"ל. יפִי תֵּ הֶאֱמִינוּ בַּתְּחִלָּה בְּלאֹ שְׁאֵלָה כְּלָל, וְזֶה אֵינוֹ לְ יוֹתֵר מְשֶּׁאִם , לִדְבָרָיו

 
A difficulty is that in any case, even according to this explanation of Rashi, it was not 

appropriate to say, “The matter was good in my sight,” for it would have been better if they 
had not questioned anything, rather, if they had believed in the Holy One, Blessed be He, and 
in Moses. In other words, the people were wrong to even suggest sending spies. Since it says, 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 Rashi’s comment is based on Sifrei Devarim 21:1. 
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“The matter was good in my sight,” it appears that it was good in the eyes of Moses that they 
requested this thing, and afterword he praised their words, more so than if they had believed 
from the beginning in G-d and Moses without any question at all, and this is not according to 
the explanation of Rashi of blessed memory.  

 
צְרַ  וּדְּמַה ה.  בְּמָה שֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה לִמְרַגְּלִים, "וּרְאִיתֶם אֶת־הָאָרֶץ" וְכוּ' "הֶחָזָק הוּא הֲרָפֶה הַמְעַט הוּא" וְכוּ'  וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק

וֹ לִדְבָרִים אֵלּוּ בְּלִי שֶׁיְּפָרֵשׁ אוֹתָם  מֹשֶׁה לְבָרֵר לָהֶם דַּוְקָא עִנְיָנִים אֵלּוּ, וַהֲלאֹ הֵם דְּבָרִים פְּשׁוּטִים שֶׁכָּל מִי שֶׁיִּשְׁתַּלֵּחַ יָשִׁית לִבּ
  .וְהָיָה דַּי לוֹמַר בַּסְּתָם "וּרְאִיתֶם אֶת־הָאָרֶץ מָה הִיא וְאֶת־הָעָם הַיֹּשֵׁב עָלֶיהָ" וְתוּ לָא ?תְּחִלָּה

 
We also have to scrutinize what Moses said to the spies, “and see the land, what it is; 

and the people that dwell therein, whether they are strong or weak, whether they are few or 
many” (Num. 13:18). For why did Moses need to clarify for them these particular matters, 
for wouldn’t these things be obvious, that anyone sent away would set his heart to these 
things, without them being clarified first? It would have been enough for him to simply say: 
“and see the land, what it is; and the people that dwell therein,” and not [say anything] more. 

 
בְּשׁוּלְחָן   אִיתָא  סְעִיףוֹ עָרוּ חאָמְנָם  מִשְׁפָּט (סִימָן רל"ב  שֶׁמַּחְזִירִין בּוֹ    שֶׁן  הַמְּדִינָה שֶׁהוּא מוּם  בְּנֵי  עָלָיו  שֶׁהִסְכִּימוּ  כָּל  ו') 

ל הַנּוֹשֵׂא וְנוֹתֵן סְתָם עַל מִנְהַג רֵשׁ, שֶׁכָּ יוְכָל שֶׁהִסְכִּימוּ עָלָיו שֶׁאֵינוֹ מוּם הֲרֵי זֶה אֵינוֹ מַחְזִיר בּוֹ אֶלָּא אִם פֵּ   הַמִּקָח זֶה מַחֲזִירִין.
 עכ"ל. הַמְּדִינָה הוּא סוֹמֵ

 
Indeed, it’s brought in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat (siman 232, se’if 6): 

“Whenever those in a community agree that a blemish [of an object is serious enough that it] 
warrants return [of the object and nullification of a transaction], the object should be returned. 
Whenever they agree that [a fault] is not [considered to be] a blemish, [the object] should not 
be returned unless there was an explanation [by the purchaser that he refused to accept even the 
slightest blemish]. Everyone who conducts business without [making a] specific demand relies 
upon the custom of the community.”2 

 
אִם יִהְיֶה   :נוּיכִּימוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם עַל עִנְיָן הַמוּמִין שֶׁיִּמְצְאוּ בָּהּ, דְּהַיְ חַ הַמְּרַגְּלִים, וְהִסְ וֹוְאִם כֵּן נִרְאֶה שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל הָלְכוּ אֵצֶל מֹשֶׁה לִשְׁל

לָהֶם לִרְאוֹת אִם הוּא חָזָק כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י  שֶׁמָּסַר  בִּפְרָזִים, שֶׁהוּא הַסִּימָן  שֶׁיָּשְׁבוּ  נוּ  ידְּהַיְ   ,אִם יִהְיוּ חֲזָקִים  ,ב עַםוֹשָׁם הָר
צְרַ מֹשֶׁה לְפָרֵשׁ לָהֶם "הֶחָזָק  וּ כִי הוּמִשּׁוּם הָ   .אוֹ לאֹ יִהְיֶה בָּהּ עֵץ  רָזָהוְעוֹד יִהְיֶה נִקְרָא מוּם אִם הָאָרֶץ תִּהְיֶה    .פָּרָשַׁת שָׁלַח לְ

 הוּא הֲרָפֶה" וְכוּ' כְּדֵי לְהוֹדִיעַ לָהֶם עִנְיָן הַמוּמִין שֶׁהִסְכִּימוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם.
 
If so, it appears that Israel went to Moses to send the spies, and they agreed amongst 

themselves regarding the blemishes that were found within [the Land], that is: if there were 
many people there; and if they were strong, meaning that they dwell in open cities,3 which is 
a sign that [Moses] gave them to see if the [Canaanites] were strong, as Rashi explained in 

 
2 The Shulchan Aruch’s text is taken almost verbatim from the Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, Sales 15:5. 
3 Num. 13:19: “ ‘Is the country in which they dwell good or bad? Are the towns they live in open or fortified?’ ” 
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parshat Shalach Lecha (on verse Num. 13:18).4 Furthermore, it will be called a blemish if the 
land will be poor, or if there will be no trees there.5 Because of this, Moses needed to explain 
to them, “[are the people] strong or weak” etc., in order to inform them of the matter of 
blemishes that they agree amongst themselves.  

 
ה שׁוּם  הַדָּבָר" שֶׁהָיָה טוֹב בְּעֵינַי לְהַסְכִּים בֵּינֵינוּ הַמוּמִין, לְפִי שֶׁהָיִיתִי יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁבְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ הָיָ   וְזֶהוּ שֶׁכְּתָב "וַיִּיטַב בְּעֵינַי 

תְנוֹ אַתָּה לִי לַנִּסָּיוֹן? אָמַר לוֹ,  שֶׁל רַשִׁ"י, "בְּהָרִים וּגְבָעוֹת? אָמַר לוֹ, הֵן. נוֹתֵּירֻצוֹ  וּבְזֶה דָּיֵיק שַׁפִּיר    מוּם מֵאוֹתָם שֶׁהִסְכַּמְנוּ.
רָט מֹשֶׁה "הֶחָזָק הוּא הֲרָפֶה הַמְעַט  הֵן." הֵיכָן מִצִּינוּ שֶׁבֵּין מֹשֶׁה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל הָיוּ כָּל כָּ שְׁאֵלוֹת וּתְשׁוּבוֹת, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁמִּמָּה שֶׁפְּ 

מְדִּים הַדִּ  הוּא" וְכוּ', הָיוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם, וְאִם לאֹ הָיוּ מַסְכִּימִים בְּזֶה הָיָה חוֹשֵׁשׁ מֹשֶׁה פֶּן יאֹמְרוּ שֶׁאַף מַה שֶׁאֵינוֹ מוּם  בּוּרִים שֶׁ יאָנוּ 
  .פֶּה לְדַבֵּרשֶׁהוּא מוּם, אֲבָל עַתָּה שֶׁהִסְכִּימוּ אֵין לָהֶם פִּתְחוֹן 

 
This is why it was written, “The matter was good in my sight,” that Moses was saying, 

“It was good in my eyes to agree amongst ourselves [regarding] the blemishes, because I 
knew that in the Land of Israel there was no such blemish of those upon which we agreed.” 
In this [way], Rashi’s explanation is nicely precise, referring to the parable, “ ‘[The donkey is 
good] on hills and mountains?’ He replied, ‘Yes.’ ‘Will you give it to me on trial?’ He replied: 
‘Yes.’ Thus we find that between Moses and Israel were many questions and answers, just as 
between the buyer and seller in the parable. It’s certain that from what Moses detailed, 
“whether they are strong or weak, whether they are few or many” etc., we learn the words 
that were between them. If they hadn’t agreed about this, Moses would have feared lest they 
say that even what wasn’t really a blemish was a blemish in their opinion, but now that they 
had agreed in advance on what defined a blemish, they would have no point of attack. 

 

כְפַּת לְהוּ  ידְּמָה אִ   .שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "וְיָשִׁיבוּ אוֹתָנוּ דָּבָר", בְּאֵיזֶה לָשׁוֹן הֵם מְדַבְּרִים עכ"ליוּבַן נָמֵי מַה    וּבְדֶרֶ זֶה

זֶה לאֹ הוֹעִילוּ כְּלוּם בְּתַקָּנָתָם,  וְעִם כֹּל    .אֶלָּא מִפְּנֵי שָׁאַף זֶה הִסְכִּימוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם שֶׁיִּהְיֶה מוּם  ?לְיִשְׂרָאֵל לָדַעַת בְּאֵיזֶה לָשׁוֹן מְדַבְּרִים
לּוּ שֶׁרָאוּ שֶׁהָיוּ  יוַאֲפִ .  נֶּה"וּנֶּה כָּ עַמָּהּ מְשׁוּבָּה וְאָמְרוּ מוּמִין שֶׁלּאֹ הִסְכִּימוּ בֵּינֵיהֶם, כְּשֵׁם "שֶׁפִּרְיָהּ מְשׁי שֶׁהַמְּרַגְּלִים הוֹצִיאוּ דִּ 

"כִּי־חָזָק ה אָמְרוּ  זֶה,  כֹּל  עִם  חַלָּשִׁים,  שֶׁהֵם  לְהַכִּיר  שֶׁהִסְכִּימוּ  הַסִּימָן  שֶׁזֶּהוּ  בְּמִבְצָרִים,  וּלְפִיכָ  יוֹשְׁבִים  מִמֶּנּוּ",  אֲמָרָהּ  וּא 
  .בַּתּוֹכֵחוֹת

 
In this way, we can also understand the explanation of Rashi on the verse, “and bring 

us back word” (Deut. 1:22), for which Rashi interpreted, “in which language are they 
speaking?”6 For what difference would it make to Israel to know in which language they 
were speaking? Rather, because they agreed amongst themselves as to what would be a 
blemish, Moses even discussed with the spies whether they would have any concern based upon 

 
4 Rashi on Num. 13:18: “He gave them a sign: if they live in open cities, they are strong, since they evidently rely 

on their own strength, but if they live in fortified cities, they are weak.” Rashi’s source was Midrash Tanchuma, 
Shelach 6. 

5 Num. 13:20: “ ‘Is the soil rich or poor? Is it wooded or not? And take pains to bring back some of the fruit of 
the land.’ ” 

6 Rashi’s comment is based on Sifrei Devarim 20:3. 
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the languages spoken by the Canaanites. Despite all these preparations on Moses’ part, the 
enactment of what would constitute a blemish didn’t help at all, for the spies brought forth 
false and defamatory statements and said there were blemishes that they hadn’t agreed upon 
in advance, such as that “the fruits were strange and the people were strange.”7  Another 
example is that even though [the spies] saw that [the Canaanites] were dwelling in fortified 
cities, which was the sign by which they had agreed to recognize that [the Canaanites] were 
weak, despite all this they said, “We cannot attack this people, for it is stronger than we.” 
Therefore, [Moses] mentioned [this incident with the spies] in the rebukes of parshat Devarim. 

 
 

* * * 

 
7 Rashi on Deut. 13:23. 


