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Chapter XLVII: Re’eh (Deut. 11:26–16:17) 
 
Essay 2. Don’t follow the way of the idol worshipers   
 

ה כֵן לַה' אֱ˄הֶי˃  "וּפֶן־תִּדְרֹשׁ לֵא˄הֵיהֶם לֵאמֹר אֵיכָה יַעַבְדוּ הַגּוֹיִם הָאֵלֶּה אֶת־אֱ˄הֵיהֶם וְאֶעֱשֶׂה־כֵּן גַּם־אָנִי, לאֹ־תַעֲשֶׂ   פָּסוּק

  . ר אָמַר "אַחֲרֵי הִשָּׁמְדָם מִפָּנֶי˃"רֵי כְּבָ קָשֶׁה דְּהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "אֵיכָה עָבְדוּ" לָשׁוֹן עָבַר שֶׁהֲ   .כִּי כָּל־תּוֹעֲבַת ה' אֲשֶׁר שָׂנֵא" וְכוּ'
 ? עַל זֶה בְּמָקוֹם אַחֵר "לאֹ־יִהְיֶה־לְ˃" וְ"לאֹ־תִשְׁתַּחֲוֶה"  עָנַשׁוְהַלּאֹ כְּבָר הִזְהִיר וְ   ,וְעוֹד מַהוּ "לאֹ־תַעֲשֶׂה כֵן לַה' אֱ˄הֶי˃" וְכוּ'

סּוּר עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה,  י וּם כִּי אֶת "כָּל־תּוֹעֲבַת ה' אֲשֶׁר שָׂנֵא עָשׂוּ לֵא˄הֵיהֶם" וְלאֹ מִשּׁוּם אִ נֶשׁ רַק מִשּׁוֹוּמִכָּאן נִרְאֶה שֶׁאֵין שׁוּם ע
 ד עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה דְּקָאָמַר "וְאֶעֱשֶׂה־כֵּן גַּם־אָנִי".וֹסַּק אַדַּעְתִּין לַעֲביוְאֵי˂ תִּ 

  
There are verse[s]: “When the L-rd your G-d has cut down before you the nations that you 

are about to enter and dispossess, and you have dispossessed them and settled in their land; you 
should be careful, lest you be lured into their ways after they’ve been wiped out before you! Do 
not inquire about their gods, saying, ‘How will [ּיַעַבְדו] [ya’avdu] those nations worship their 
gods? I will also do this.’ You shall not act thus toward the L-rd your G-d, for every abhorrent 
act that the L-rd detests they perform for their gods; they even offer up their sons and daughters 
in fire to their gods.” (Deut. 12:29-31). There is a difficulty, for [Moses] should have said, “how 
did [ּעָבְדו] [avdu] those nations worship their gods,” in the past tense, for he already said, “after 
they’ve been wiped out before you.” Also, what is this, “you shall not act thus toward the 
L-rd your G-d,” for didn’t [Moses] already prohibit and prescribe this behavior in another 
place, viz, in the Ten Commandments: “You shall have no other gods besides Me” (Ex. 20:3) 
and “You shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Ex. 20:5)? From here in Deut. 12:29-31, 
it appears that the only punishment that would occur in the event of a violation is because 
“every abhorrent act that the L-rd detests they perform for their gods”, and there would not 
be any punishment because of the prohibition against idol worship. That is, if the verses were 
meant as a warning against idol worship, they would have explicitly said that. Rather, something 
else is intended by the verses. For how would it enter their minds to worship idols, when it 
says, “I will also do this”? In other words, they knew from past experiences that idol worship was 
a grave sin, so they couldn’t have meant idol worship when they said, “I will also do this.” 

 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
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נְפָרֵשׁ הַפָּסוּק כְּדַעַת הָרַמְבַּ"ן שֶׁ"וְאֶעֱשֶׂה־כֵּן גַּם־אָנִי" רָצָה לוֹמַר בַּעֲ  יִתְבָּרֵ˂, גַּם זֶה אֵין סְבָרָא לַעֲבֹד ה'  וְאַף אִם  בוֹדַת ה' 
 בַּעֲבוֹדָה נָכְרִיָּה, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁהִקְשָׁה הָרַב אַלְשֵׁי˂ ועיי"ש. 

 
We can interpret the verse according to the opinion of the Ramban,1 that “I will also 

do this” does not mean “I will also worship idols,” but rather means to say, I will follow the same 
practices but do so “in the service of G-d, may He be blessed.” But even so, if we interpret 
according to the Ramban’s view, it doesn’t make sense to serve G-d in a foreign manner, as 
Rabbi Alshich2 questioned, and see there.   

 
שֶׁהָיוּ סְבוּרִים לְהַמְשִׁי˂ עֲלֵיהֶם הַמַּזָּל טוֹב וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכְּתַב    "עֹרְכִים לַגַּד שֻׁלְחָן"וּלְדִידַן נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר לְפִי שֶׁבְּאוֹתָם הַזְּמַנִּים הָיוּ  

לָּה לְמַזָּל  ישֶׁמִיחָה בְּאוֹתָם אֲנָשִׁים שֶׁהָיוּ עוֹרְכִים שֻׁלְחָן בְּמִינֵי מַאֲכָל בְּלֵיל שֶׁלִּפְנֵי הַמִּ , חָםהַבֵּית יוֹסֵף, יוֹרֶה דֵּעָה, בְּשֵׁם ר' יְרוּ
הַר  וֹם קְסָמִים, כִּדְאִיתָא בַּזּוֹוְזֶה הָיָה דַּרְכּוֹ שֶׁל בִּלְעָם לִקְס  ".עֹרְכִים לַגַּד שֻׁלְחָן"נוּ מַמָּשׁ  יינוֹק הַנִימּוֹל מִשּׁוּם דְּהַיְ טוֹב שֶׁל הַתִּ 

  וּ שֻׁלְחָן ועיי"שנ י(ח"ג פָּרָשַׁת בָּלָק דַּף קצ"ב) שֶׁשָּׁם עִירוֹ נִקְרָא פְּתוֹרָה שֶׁרָצָה לוֹמַר פָּתוּרָא דְּהַיְ 
 
As for us, it appears to say that in those times, they were “arranging a table for 

Fortune” (Isaiah 65:11),3 for they believed it would bring upon themselves good fortune, as 
the Beit Yosef4 wrote, in Yoreh De’ah, in the name of Rabbeinu Yerucham5 (siman 179:26). 
That is, the non-Jews would set up a table with delicacies, not necessarily to eat, but as a form of 
sympathetic magic that they should be rewarded by Fortune with wealth to continue to be able to 
afford such delicacies. [Rabbeinu Yerucham and the Beit Yosef] criticized those Jewish people 
who similarly arranged a table with types of food on the night before a circumcision, for good 
luck of the infant being circumcised, because this was precisely “arranging a table for 
Fortune,” as the non-Jews had practiced. This was the path of Balaam, who made divinations, 
as is brought in the Zohar (vol. III, parshat Balak, page 192), for there his city was called 
Petora [פְּתוֹרָה]6 which means to say Petura [פָּתוּרָא], an Aramaic word which means “table,” and 
see there. 

 
   

 
1 Rabbi Moses ben Nachman (1194–1270) (“Nachmanides,” also “Ramban”), a leading medieval Jewish scholar, 

Sephardic rabbi, philosopher, physician, kabbalist, and biblical commentator. 
2 Rabbi Moshe Alshich (1508–1593), prominent rabbi, preacher, and biblical commentator. Born in 1508 in the 

Ottoman Empire, he later moved to Safed where he became a student of Rabbi Joseph Caro. 
3  The embodiment of Fortune, the term gad [ גַּד] is understood by Rashi as one of the planets followed by the 

gentiles. Ibn Ezra cites Rabbi Moshe [ben Samuel] haKohen [ibn Gikatilla] as identifying gad as the planet Jupiter.  
4  The Beit Yosef, by Rabbi Joseph Karo (1488-1575), is a long and detailed commentary on Rabbi Jacob ben 

Asher’s Arba'ah Turim (“Tur”). It served as a precursor to the Shulchan Aruch, which Rabbi Karo wrote later in his 
life. 

5 Rabbi Yerucham ben Meshullam (1290–1350), prominent rabi and posek. Born in Provence, after Jews were 
expelled from France, he moved to Toledo, Spain. He greatly influenced Rabbi Yosef Karo, and is quoted extensively 
in both the Shulchan Aruch and Beit Yosef. 

6 Num. 22:4-5: “Balak, son of Zippor, who was king of Moab at that time, sent messengers to Balaam, son of 
Beor, in Petora [פְּתוֹרָה], which is by the Euphrates, in the land of his kinsfolk.” 



3 
 

הָאָרֶץ מִן  שֶׁנִּכְרְתוּ  הַגּוֹיִם  אַרְצָם  ,וּמֵעַתָּה  אֶת  יָרְשׁוּ  שֶׁבָּרְחוּ    רַעוּוְה  ,וְיִשְׂרָאֵל  שֶׁנִּשְׁתַּיְּירוּ מֵהֵם  הַמְּעַט  שֶׁאוֹתָם  בְּוַדַּאי  מַזָּלָם 
  כְּדֵי שֶׁיַּחְזִיר לָהֶם הַמֶּמְשָׁלָה. טוֹב וְיַעַרְכוּ שֻׁלְחָנָם לַגַּד    הַמַּזָּלוְנִמְלְטוּ בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁיַּעֲשׂוּ כָּל מַאֲמַצֵּי כֹּחָם לְהַגְבִּיר עֲלֵיהֶם מְחַדֵּשׁ  

 כִי בָּא וְהִזְהִיר לאֹ תַּעֲשֶׂה כֵּן וְכוּ'. וּפֶן יאֹמְרוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל אַף אָנוּ נַעֲשֶׂה כֵּן לַשֵּׁם שָׁמַיִם כְּדֵי לְהוֹסִיף כֹּחַ עַל מַזָּלֵנוּ הַטּוֹב, מִשּׁוּם הָ 
 .דוּ" בִּלְשׁוֹן עָתִיד וּמְתוּרְצוֹת כָּל הַקּוּשִׁיוֹתוְהַשְׁתָּא דָּיֵיק שַׁפִּיר "אֵיכָה יַעַבְ 

 
Now, the Gentiles were cut off from the land, and Israel inherited their land, and their 

luck worsened. The few who were left of them, who fled and escaped, would surely make 
every powerful effort to strengthen their good fortune again and to arrange their table for 
Fortune, in order that the sovereignty should return to them. Lest Israel say, “We will also 
do this, for the sake of Heaven, in order to add force to our good fortune,” because of this 
concern, [Moses] came and warned [Israel] not to do so. Now, the use of the future tense, “How 
will [ּיַעַבְדו] [ya’avdu] those nations worship their gods,” is nicely precise, in the future tense, for 
it refers to the surviving idolators, and all the difficulties are solved. 

 
 

* * * 


