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Chapter XLVI: Ekev (Deut. 7:12–11:25) 
 
Essay 2. Do not fear the nations 
 

דְּיִשְׂרָאֵל לִהְיוֹת הֵם הַמְּעַט מִכָּל הָעַמִּים וּלְעֵיל הֹוֶה   דִּבְכָאן סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂תאֹמַר בִּלְבָבְ˃ רַבִּים הַגּוֹיִם הָאֵלֶּה" וְכוּ'. קָשֶׁה  "כִּי

 וְכוּ'.  "לאֹ מֵרֻבְּכֶם מִכׇּל־הָעַמִּיםסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ לְהֶפֵ˂ דְּאִיצְטְרִי˂ קְרָא לְמֵימַר "
  

“Should you say in your heart, ‘These nations are more numerous than we; how can 
we dispossess them?’ ”1 There is a difficulty, for can it enter your mind here that Israel is 
fewer than all the nations, but above, can the opposite enter your mind, that Scripture needed 
to say, “It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the L-rd grew attached to 
you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of peoples.”2 I.e., at Deut. 7:7, Moses was telling 
the people, “Don’t think that G-d chose you because you are the largest nation. In fact, you are the 
smallest.” But then a few verses later, in Deut. 7:17, there is a warning not to think that other 
nations are more numerous.  

Question 1: How do we explain the discrepancy? Did they suddenly change their mind 
because they were told they were the smallest nation? 

 
לאֹ מֵרֻבְּכֶם"  "מֵהֵם, דְּאִם כֵּן תֵּכֶף שֶׁאָמַר    וְאֵין לוֹמַר שֶׁמֵּאַחֵר שֶׁשָּׁמְעוּ שֶׁהקב"ה אָמַר לָהֶם "כִּי־אַתֶּם הַמְעַט" אוֹ הִתְחִילוּ לִירָא

לִכְתּ תִּזְכֹּר"וֹהָיָה לוֹ  זָכֹר  מֵהֶם  תִירָא  הַמְּעַט "לאֹ  פִּי שֶׁאַתֶּם  וְאַף עַל  דַּוְקָא   .ב  לְמָה  בִּלְבָבְ˃"  מַהוּ הַלָּשׁוֹן "כִּי תאֹמַר  וְעוֹד 
   מּוֹת שִׁבְעִים.וּמָּה יְחִידָה וְהָאוּמּוֹת, וְהַלּאֹ הֵם אוּוְעוֹד אֵי˂ סָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ דְּיִשְׂרָאֵל לוֹמַר שֶׁהֵם הָרַבִּים נֶגֶד כָּל הָא  ."בִּלְבָבְ˃"

 
One can’t say that after that they heard that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to 

them, “indeed, you are the smallest of peoples,” they began to fear [the nations]. For if so, 
since He said, “it is not because you are the most numerous,” it should have immediately been 
written to reassure them, “Even though you are few, ‘Do not fear them; only remember what 
the L-rd, your G-d, did to Pharaoh and all the Egyptians.’ ”3 But instead, there were several verses 
between Deut. 7:7 and 7:17. So the fear did not arise from being told they were the smallest of 
nations. So how do we explain the discrepancy? 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com  
1 Deut. 7:17. 
2 Deut. 7:7. 
3 Deut. 7:18. 
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Question 2: Also, what is this language, “Should you say in your heart”—why 
specifically “in your heart”? 

Question 3: Also, how would it enter your mind that Israel would have said that they 
are the most numerous of peoples, for aren’t they one nation, and the other nations seventy 
in number? 

 
לָּם, וְהקב"ה  וּלָּה מִכּוּמָּה יוֹתֵר גְּדוּ מָּה לְחוּדַהּ אָנוּ הָאוּמָּה וְאוּ חַק שֶׁהֵם הָיוּ חוֹשְׁבִים בְּדַעְתָּם מִכָּל אוֹוְלִכְאוֹרָה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר בְּד 
  לָּם יַחַד. וּמָּה לְבַדָּהּ אֶלָּא כִּי אַתֶּם הַמְּעַט מִכָּל הָעַמִּים מִכּוּב כָּל אוֹאָמַר לָהֶם שֶׁאֵין לַחְשׁ

 
Answer to Question 3: Apparently, it can be said that they would think in their minds 

that compared individually to each and every nation, we are the nation that is greater than 
all. But the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them that they shouldn’t think of each nation 
alone, rather, that you are the smallest from all the nations taken together.  

Possible answer to Question 1: Perhaps Israel was larger than each of the 70 nations, so at 
Deut. 7:7, Moses was telling the people, “Don’t think that G-d chose you because you are the 
largest nation, i.e., Israel was larger than each of the 70 nations.” In the later verse, Deut. 7:17, the 
thinking that other nations were more numerous was with regard to the seven Canaanite nations, 
taken as a whole. But if Israel was larger than each of the 70 nations, why did Deut. 7:7 add, “you 
are the smallest”? 

 
  . בוֹ כָמָה וְהַבְּקִיאוּת אוֹ בָּתַר הָראֲבָל יוֹתֵר נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר דִּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה אִיפְּלִיגוּ תְּנַאי בְּבָרַיְיתָא אִי אָזְלִינַן בָּתַר הַחֲ 

בֵּית שַׁמַּאי כְּדִבְרֵיהֶם אַף עַל גַּב דְּהוּה בֵּית הִלֵּל רוּבָּא, דְּכִי אָזְלִינַן בָּתַר רוּבָּא    עָשׂוּ  דִּכְתִיבנָמֵי מַאי  וּבְפֶרֶק קַמָּא דִּיבָמוֹת  
סִימָן  רַח חַיִּים  וֹאוְאַף בְּעִנְיַן אֲכִילַת הַחוֹלֶה בְּיוֹם הַכִּפּוּרִים כָּתַב הַטּוּר (  נִינְהוּ. הָכָא בֵּית שַׁמַּאי מְחַדְּדִי טְפֵי.  הֵיכָא דְּכִי הָדְרִי 

 ב שֶׁל הָרוֹפְאִים שֶׁאֵינָן כָּל כָּ˂ חֲכָמִים.וֹדַּאָמַר דַּאָזְלִינַן בָּתַר הַחֲכָמָה וְהַבְּקִיאוּת אַף נֶגֶד הָר מַאן תרי"ח) אִיכָּא
 
But it appears better to say that in the 1st chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah, there is a 

Baraita that brings a dispute if we follow the ruling of rabbis who are distinguished for their 
wisdom and expertise, or if we follow by the ruling of the majority of the rabbis, even if there 
are rabbis with a different minority opinion who are wiser.  

In the 1st chapter of tractate Yevamot, why is it written that Beit Shammai acted in 
accordance with their own opinion, even though Beit Hillel formed the majority? When do we 
follow the majority? Where [the parties] are equal [in wisdom] to one another. Here, Beit 
Shammai were sharper [than Beit Hillel; thus, they followed their own opinion, even though they 
were in the minority].4 

Even regarding a sick person eating on Yom Kippur, the Tur writes, “Some say we 
follow [doctors] with the most wisdom and expertise, even when it conflicts with the majority 
[of the doctors], who are not so wise.”5 

 

 
4 Yevamot 14a. 
5 Tur, Orach Chaim, siman 618. 
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ב אֵינוֹ נֶחְשַׁב לִכְלוּם, וְאַדְרַבָּא יִשְׂרָאֵל נִקְרְאוּ וֹב עִם כָּל זֶה, אוֹתוֹ הָרוֹ מּוֹת הֵם הָרוּוְזוֹ הָיְתָה סְבָרַת יִשְׂרָאֵל שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָא
חָכְמַתְכֶם וּבִינַתְכֶם לְעֵינֵי הָעַמִּים" וְכוּ',וֹהָר וְנָבוֹן הַגּוֹי "  ב הוֹאִיל שֶׁהֵם יוֹתֵר חֲכָמִים מֵהֶם כְּדִכְתִיב "כִּי הִוא  רַק עַם־חָכָם 

ב מַמָּשׁ אוֹ לְפָחוֹת נִשְׁאַר הַדָּבָר בַּסָּפֵק כְּמוֹ  וֹהַגָּדוֹל הַזֶּה", וְהקב"ה הֵשִׁיב לָהֶם שֶׁהַדִּין אֵינוֹ כָּ˂ אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא אָזְלִינַן בָּתַר הָר
  ". אַתֶּם הַמְעַט מִכׇּל־הָעַמִּים ""לאֹ מֵרֻבְּכֶם מִכׇּל־הָעַמִּים" וְכוּ' שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַפּוֹסְקִים, וְזֶהוּ  

 

This was Israel’s opinion, that although the nations are the majority, nevertheless, 
that majority was considered worthless. Rather, Israel was called the majority, because they 
were wiser than [the nations] were, as it is written: “Observe them faithfully, for that will be 
proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on hearing of all these laws will 
say, ‘Surely, that great nation is a wise and discerning people.’ ”6  

The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered them that the law is not like this. Rather, to 
the contrary, we are guided by the actual majority, or at least the matter remains uncertain, 
as the decisors wrote. This is the meaning of “It is not because you are the most numerous of 
peoples that the L-rd grew attached to you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of 
peoples.” That is, Israel was not larger than the individual 70 nations; they just had thought that 
they should be considered as larger, because they were wise and discerning. But G-d corrected 
them that that didn’t mean they should consider themselves larger. 

 
יִשְׂרָאֵל עַם־קְרֹב כְּדִכְתִיב "לִבְנֵי  לִי  קְרוֹבִים  מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאַתֶּם  וְלאֹ בָּהֶם הוּא  שֶׁבָּחַרְתִּי בָּכֶם  וְר וְהַטַּעַם  אַחַר  וֹוֹ",  הַלֵּ˂  וְקָרוֹב  ב 

דְּגָרְסִינַן בְּבָבָא בָּתְרָא (דַּף כ"ג ע"ב) אָמַר   ב,וֹהַקָּרוֹב, וְאִם לאֹ תִּשְׁמְעוּ בְּקוֹלִי לאֹ תִּהְיוּ עוֹד קְרוֹבִים לִי וְאָז יֵשׁ לֵילֵ˂ אַחַר הָר
פִילּוּ הָכִי, רוּבָּא עֲדִיף. מֵתִיב  רַבִּי חֲנִינָא, רוֹב וְקָרוֹב, הוֹלְכִין אַחַר הָרוֹב, וְאַף עַל גַּב דְּרוּבָּא דְּאוֹרָיְיתָא וְקוּרְבָא דְּאוֹרָיְיתָא, אֲ 

, דִּלְר' חֲנִינָא אָזְלִינַן בָּתַר רוּבָּא אַף עַל גַּב דְּאִיכָּא (בד"ה רֹב וְקָרוֹב הָלוֹ˂ אַחֵר הָרוֹב)  הַתּוֹסָפוֹת שָׁם וְזַ"ל  וְכָתְבוּ  ר' זֵירָא וְכוּ',
   קוּרְבָּא דְּמוּכָח וְרַב פְּלִיג עֲלֵיהּ, וּבִדְּאִיכָּא קוּרְבָּא דְּמוּכָח אָזַל בָּתַר קוּרְבָּא וְעיי"ש.

 
The reason I chose you and not them is because you are close to me, as it is written, 

“to the children of Israel, the people close to Him.”7 Perhaps the rule is that between majority 
and closest, follow the closest, but if you won’t listen to My voice, you will no longer be close 
to me, and then, one should follow the majority. As it is said in tractate Bava Batra (page 23b): 

Rabbi Chanina says: [When resolving an uncertainty regarding the status 
of a found item, such as whether a piece of meat is kosher, if the status of the] 
majority [of like items indicates that it has one status] but [the found item is] 
proximate [to a source that indicates otherwise, one] follows the majority. And 
even though the majority [applies] by Torah law and [the rule] of proximity 
[also applies] by Torah law, even so, the majority is preferable. 

Rabbi Zeira raises an objection . . .  

- Bava Batra 23b 

 
6 Deut. 4:6. 
7 Ps. 148:14. 
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The Tosafot write there (at the text, “[Between] majority and closest, follow the 
majority”), and this is their language, that according to Rabbi Chanina, we follow the 
majority even though [the object] is so close [to a source that indicates otherwise] that it is 
like a proof [that it came from there].  

Rav disagrees with this, [and holds] that if it is close [to a source that indicates 
otherwise] that it is like a proof, we follow the close [source]. 

 
יוֹת לוֹ לְעַם סְגֻלָּה" וְכוּ',  וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "כִּי מֵאַהֲבַת ה' אֶתְכֶם" "כִּי עַם קָדוֹשׁ אַתָּה לַה' אֱ˄הֶי˃ בְּ˃ בָּחַר ה' אֱ˄הֶי˃ לִהְ 

אֲבָל אַף זֶה הוּא דְּלאֹ    ˂ תִּהְיֶה מִכָּל־הָעַמִּים" וְכוּ'.כְּלוֹמַר לְפִי שֶׁאַתֶּם קְרוֹבִים לִי בִּשְׁבִיל זֶה "וַאֲהֵבְ˃ וּבֵרַכְ˃ וְהִרְבֶּ˃" "בָּרוּ
לּוּ בְּקוּרְבָּא דְּמוּכָח, וְעַיֵּן בַּשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ (יוֹרֶה דֵּעָה סִימָן קכ"ט סְעִיף  יב אֲפִ וֹב וְקָרוֹב הַלֵּ˂ אַחַר הָרוֹדְּהָא קַיְימָא לַן ר  כְּהִלְכְתָא

  מּוֹת. וּב שֶׁהֵם הָאוֹיָה לוֹ לֵילֵ˂ אַחַר הָרי"ח) וְעיי"ש, וְאִם כֵן הָ 
 
This is the meaning of Scripture, “but it was because the L-rd loved you,”8 “because 

you are a holy people to the L-rd, your G-d, the L-rd, your G-d, chose you to be His treasured 
nation out of all the nations on the face of the earth.”9 This is as if to say that you are close to 
me, because of this, “He will favor you, and bless you, and multiply you,”10 and “You shall be 
blessed above all other peoples.”11 But even this isn’t the halacha, for we hold that between 
majority and closest, we follow the majority, even if [the object] is so close [to a source that 
indicates otherwise] that it is like a proof. See Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, siman 129, se’if 
18. If so, [G-d] should follow after the majority, which is the nations. 

 
שֶׁהַבְטָחָה שֶׁעָשִׂיתִי לְ˃ אֵינָהּ הַבְטָחָה מִפְּנֵי שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא ב  וֹקֶת הַנַּ"ל יַחְשׁוֹוְלָכֵן אָמַר הַכָּתוּב פֶּן תּאֹמַר בִּלְבָבֵ˂ כְּשֶׁהַלֵּב יָבִין בַּמַּחֲל

דְּלָאו מִטַּעַם קוּרְבָּא דְּמוּכָח לְחוּדַהּ    .ב וּבִשְׁבִיל זֶה תִּתְיָרֵא מֵהֵם מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהֵם רַבִּים, "לאֹ תִירָא מֵהֶם"וֹצָרִי˂ אֲנִי לֵילֵ˂ אַחַר הָר
שָׁם (סִימָן הַנַּ"ל סְעִיף י"א) וְאִם   דְּאִיתָא  .עָשִׂיתִי הַבְטָחָתִי לָכֶם, אֶלָּא מִטַעְמָא אַחֲרִינָא, "זָכֹר תִּזְכֹּר וְכוּ' "הַמַּסֹּת הַגְּדֹ˄ת" וְכוּ'

וְכָתְבוּ הַטָ"ז וְהַשָׁ"˂ דְּאַף עַל גַּב    ה,ב בְּנֵי הַשְּׁכוּנָ וֹ הַגּוֹיִים מַפְסִיקָתָהּ, הוֹלְכִים אַחַר ר  יֵשׁ לַיְּהוּדִים שְׁכוּנָה לְבַדָּם, שֶׁאֵין דֶּרֶ˂
   .בְדָּל בִּפְנֵי עַצְמוֹ עכ"לוּלּוּ בְּקוּרְבָּא דְּמוּכָח, שָׁאנֵי הָכָא שֶׁהַמּוּעָט הוּא מיב אֲפִ וֹדְּרוֹב וְקָרוֹב הוֹלְכִים אַחַר הָר

 
Answer to Question 2: Therefore, the Scripture essentially said: Perhaps you’ll say in 

your heart—when your heart understands the above dispute—it will think that the promise 
I made to you is not a promise. Perhaps you’ll say that to the contrary, I need to follow the 
majority, and for this reason, you should be afraid of [the nations] because they are many. To 
address this possibility, Scripture said, “do not fear them.” For it is not for the reason of a 
closeness that is like a proof alone that I have made My promise to you, rather for a different 
reason, “only remember what the L-rd, your G-d, did to Pharaoh and all the Egyptians, the 
wondrous acts that you saw with your own eyes . . .”12 

 
8 Deut. 7:8. 
9 Deut. 7:6. 
10 Deut. 7:13. 
11 Deut. 7:14. 
12 Deut. 7:18-19. 
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For it is brought there in the Shulchan Aruch: 

When thieves have broken into a cellar and opened the barrels of wine that 
were there, the wine contained in these barrels is forbidden, if the majority of the 
thieves in the city are gentiles. But if the majority of the thieves are composed of 
Israelites, the wine is permitted . . . When the Israelites live in a neighborhood 
in a gentile city, in which the gentile have no passage, one must rely on the 
majority of the inhabitants of this neighborhood; even when the majority of the 
inhabitants of the city are gentiles [and thus the wine is permitted].”  

- Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, siman 129, se’if 11 
Also, the Taz and the Shach wrote that even though generally between majority and closest, 
we follow the majority, even if [the object] is so close [to a source that indicates otherwise] 
that it is like a proof—it is different here, for the minority has set itself apart.  

  
נוּ כְּשֶׁהִתְחִיל הקב"ה  י" וְכוּ' "לְפַרְעֹה" וְכוּ' "הַמַּסֹּת הַגְּדֹ˄ת" וְכוּ', דְּהַיְ זָכֹר תִּזְכֹּר אֵת אֲשֶׁר־עָשָׂה  וַהֲכִי נָמֵי "לאֹ תִירָא מֵהֶם 

וְזֶהוּ עִקָּר הַפֶּלֶא וְהַנֵּס שֶׁל הַמַּכּוֹת שֶׁבְּמָקוֹם בְּנֵי    . בְדָּלִים מִן הַמִּצְרִיִיםוּנָּה בִּפְנֵי עַצְמָהּ וֶהֱיִיתֶם מוּר בָּכֶם הָיְתָה לָכֶם שֶׁכּוֹלִבְח
יּוֹם הַהוּא אֶת־אֶרֶץ גֹּשֶׁן"  יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ בָּאוּ שָׁם, כְּדִכְתִיב "רַק בְּאֶרֶץ גֹּשֶׁן אֲשֶׁר־שָׁם בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ הָיָה בָּרָד" "וְהִפְלֵיתִי בַ 

ק  .וְכוּ' הָכִי  וְכוֹוּמִשּׁוּם  אַתָּה"  קָדוֹשׁ  עַם  "כִּי  קְרָא  אָמַר  מֵרֻבְּכֶם"  "לאֹ  מדֶם  דְּמַשְׁמָע  הָאֱמֶת  וּוּ'  הוּא  וְכֵן  עַצְמוֹ,  בִּפְנֵי  בְדָּל 
  מּוֹת.וּבְדָּלִים בְּמַעֲשֵׂיהֶם מִכָּל הָאוּשֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל מ

 
So too, “do not fear them; only remember what the L-rd, your G-d, did to Pharaoh and 

all the Egyptians; the wondrous acts that you saw with your own eyes,” which is that when the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, began to choose you, you had a neighborhood by itself, and you 
lived apart from the Egyptians. This is the principal of the wonder and the miracle of the 
plagues, that in the place of the Children of Israel, they didn’t come, as it is written, “Only 
in the region of Goshen, where the Israelites were, there was no hail,”13 “but on that day I 
will set apart the region of Goshen, where My people dwell, so that no swarms of insects shall 
be there.”14 Because of this, before the verse “it is not because you are the most numerous of 
peoples that the L-rd grew attached to you and chose you,” Scripture said, “because you are a 
holy people to the L-rd, your G-d, the L-rd, your G-d, chose you to be His treasured nation out of 
all the nations on the face of the earth,” the meaning is that you set yourself apart, and thus 
this is the truth, that Israel is distinguished in its actions from all the nations. 

Thus, at Deut. 7:7, when Moses told the people, “Don’t think that G-d chose you because 
you are the largest nation. In fact, you are the smallest,” he meant, “Don’t think that because of 
wisdom that you should be considered the greatest.” Then a few verses later, in Deut. 7:17, the 
Israelites were told not to be afraid: That even though generally the majority would trump those 
closest to G-d, there was another consideration, that they had set themselves as a nation apart. 

* * * 

 
13 Ex. 9:26. 
14 Ex. 8:18. 


