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Chapter L: Ki Tavo (Deut. 26:1–29:8) 
 
Essay 5. Avoided sins 
 
“And it came to pass, when Israel dwelt in that land, that Reuben went and lay with Bilhah 

his father’s concubine; and Israel heard of it. Now the sons of Jacob were twelve.”1 As will be 
discussed in this essay, we do not believe that Reuben literally slept with Jacob’s concubine. 

 

עָתִיד זָרְעוֹ  תַּנְיָא, ר' שִׁמְעוֹן בֵּן אֶלְעָזָר אוֹמֵר מוּצָל אוֹתוֹ צַדִּיק מֵאוֹתוֹ עָוֹן, וְלאֹ בָּא מַעֲשֶׂה זֶה לְיָדוֹ. אֶפְשָׁר    פֶּרֶק ה'  שַׁבָּת
 וְיָבאֹ חֵטְא זֶה לְיָדוֹ וְכוּ'.   "אָרוּר שֹׁכֵב עִם־אֵשֶׁת אָבִיו"לַעֲמוֹד עַל הַר עֵיבָל וְלוֹמַר 

  
Tractate Shabbat, chapter 5: 

It was taught [in a Baraita that] Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar says: This 
righteous person, [Reuben], was saved from that sin [of adultery], and that 
action did not come to [be performed by] him. Would it be possible that his 
descendants are destined to stand on Mount Ebal and say: “Cursed be he that 
lies with his father’s wife” (Deut. 27:20), while this sin came to him?  

- Shabbat 55b  
 

דִּבְאוֹתָהּ שָׁעָה שֶׁרָצָה יוֹסֵף לְהִזְדַּקֵּק בְּאֵשֶׁת    קְדָּם כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ בְּסוֹטָהוּמַקְשִׁים לָמָּה אֵינוֹ מוֹכִיחַ דִּרְאוּבֵן לאֹ חָטָא מִדָּבָר הַמּ 
וְהָכִי  .  נְ˃ שֶׁיִּמָּחֶה שִׁמְ˃ מִבֵּינֵיהֶםפּוֹטִיפֶרַע בָּאתָה לוֹ דְּיוֹקְנוֹ שֶׁל אָבִיו וְאָמַר לוֹ, יוֹסֵף עֲתִידִין אַחֶי˃ שֶׁיִּכָּתְבוּ עַל אַבְנֵי אֵפוֹד רְצוֹ

   לּוּ חָטָא רְאוּבֵן הָיְתָה אַבְנוֹ כָּהָה אוֹ הָיָה נִמְחֶה שְׁמוֹ מִשָּׁם.ינָמֵי נֵימָא הָכִי שֶׁאִ 
 
People ask why [Rabbi Shimon ben Elazar] does not prove that Reuben didn’t sin 

from the earlier fact, as they said in tractate Sotah, that at the same moment that Joseph 
wanted to have relations with Potiphar’s wife: 

His father’s image came and said to him: Joseph, [the names of] your 
brothers are destined to be written on the stones of the ephod, and you [are to 
be included] among them. Do you desire your name to be erased from among 
them, and to be called an associate of promiscuous women? 

- Sotah 36b 
So, too, let us say thus, that if Reuben had sinned, his stone would have faded, or his name 
would have been erased from there. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 35:22. 
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"וַיִּהְיוּ    קְדָּם לְכָל, שֶׁתֵּכֶף אַחַר הַמַּעֲשֶׂה כְּתִיב וּאֵינוֹ מוֹכִיחַ מִפָּסוּק הַמּ  אַמַּאיטַעְמָי˂  וּלְדִידַן לאֹ קַשְׁיָא כְּלָל, דְּאִיכָּא לְמֵימַר וְלִ 

הַתָּם    וְכִדְאָמְרִינַן, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר דְּדִילְמָא עֲבַד תְּשׁוּבָה  נַחְמָנִיבְנֵי־יַעֲקֹב שְׁנֵים עָשָׂר" וּכְמוֹ שֶׁהוֹכִיחַ שָׁם ר' שְׁמוּאֵל בָּר  
  בַּסָּמוּ˂ זִעְזַעְתָּ, הִרְתַּעְתָּ, פָּרְחָה חֵטְא מִמְּ˃.

 
For us, this is not difficult at all, that it could be said, “And according to your 

reasoning, why doesn’t he prove from the earliest verse, that immediately after the matter, 
viz, “that Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine,” it is written, ‘Now there were 
12 sons of Jacob.’2 As Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani proved there: 

Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said: Anyone who 
says that Reuben sinned [with Bilhah] is nothing other than mistaken, as it is stated: 
“Now the sons of Jacob were twelve.” [The fact that the Torah stated the number 
of Jacob’s sons at that point in the narrative] teaches that, [even after the incident 
involving Bilhah], all [of the brothers] were equal [in righteousness]. [Apparently, 
Reuben did not commit such a grievous sin.] How then do I establish [the meaning 
of the verse]: “And he lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine”? This [verse] teaches 
that [Reuben] rearranged his father’s bed [in protest of Jacob’s placement of his 
bed in the tent of Bilhah and not in the tent of his mother Leah after the death of 
Rachel]. And the verse ascribes to him [liability for his action] as if he had [actually] 
lain with [Bilhah]. 

- Shabbat 55b 
Rather it’s certainly necessary to say that perhaps he repented, and as it is said there, in the 
adjacent text of the Gemara, “you shook, you recoiled, and the sin flew from you.”3 

 
תְקַבְּלָה תְּשׁוּבָתוֹ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי  הָכִי נָמֵי יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁאֵינוֹ מֵבִיא רְאָיָה מֵאַבְנֵי אֵפוֹד מִשּׁוּם דִּלְאַחֵר שֶׁחָטָא שֶׁמָּא עָשָׂה תְּשׁוּבָה וְנִ 

שֶׁאִם הָאֱמֶת שֶׁחָטָא לאֹ הָיָה גּוֹזֵר הקב"ה שֶׁיִּהְיוּ בָּנָיו מִן הַמְּקַלְּלִים,   רְאָיָה,  לאֹ נִמְחֶה שְׁמוֹ, אָמְנָם מֵהַר עֵיבָל שַׁפִּיר מַיְיתֵי
  וֹן מַעֲשָׂיו הָרִאשׁוֹנִים.כְּפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שָׁם, וְאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁעָשָׂה תְּשׁוּבָה עִם כֹּל זֶה הָיָה לוֹ לַמַּזְכֶּרֶת עָ 

 
Indeed, it can be said that he does not bring a proof from the stones of the ephod, 

because after he sinned, perhaps he repented, and his repentance was accepted, and because 
of this, his name was not erased. Indeed, bringing a proof from Mount Ebal is fine, for if the 
truth is that he had sinned, the Holy One, Blessed be He, would not have decreed that his 
sons would be among those cursing on Mount Ebal, as Rashi interprets there.4 Also, even 
though he repented, nevertheless he would have, as a reminder of his sin, his initial actions. 

 

 
2 Gen. 35:22. 
3 Shabbat 55b. 
4 For the reading from Shabbat 55b quoted above, “Would it be possible that his descendants are destined to stand 

on Mount Ebal and say: ‘Cursed be he that lies with his father’s wife’ (Deut. 27:20), while this sin came to him,” Rashi 
writes: “and the Holy One, Blessed be He, decreed they [i.e., the descendants] would be among those cursing.” 
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כְרָח  וּ˃ מִבֵּינֵיהֶם וְכוּ', דְּזֶה אֵינוֹ מאֶלָּא דְּקָשֶׁה מַה שֶׁאָמַר אוֹתוֹ הַדְּיוֹקָן לְיוֹסֵף עֲתִידִין אַחֶי˃ שֶׁיִּכָּתְבוּ וְכוּ' רְצוֹנְ˃ שֶׁיִּמָּחֶה שִׁמְ 

וְאִם תּאֹמַר מִפְּנֵי הַחֲשָׁשׁ שֶׁלּאֹ יַעֲשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה אוֹ מִשּׁוּם שֶׁלּאֹ   .שֶׁיִּמָּחֶה שְׁמוֹ, דְּשֶׁמָּא אַחַר כָּ˂ יַעֲשֶׂה תְּשׁוּבָה וְיִתְקַבֵּל אַף הוּא
חוּ אוֹתוֹ הַדְּיוֹקָן כְּדֵי לְטוֹרְדוֹ  יִהְיֶה נִרְאֶה כְּאוֹמֵר אֲחַטֵּא וְאָשׁוּב, אִם כֵּן קָשֶׁה לָמָּה מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם חָסוּ עַל יוֹסֵף שֶׁלּאֹ יְחַטֵּא וְשָׁלְ 

  .רִישׁוֹ מִן הַחֵטְא וְלאֹ כָּ˂ עָשׂוּ לִרְאוּבֵן לְטוֹרְדוֹ שֶׁלּאֹ יְחַטֵּאוּלְהַפְ 
 
Rather, it is difficult what [his father’s] likeness said to Joseph, “your brothers are 

destined to be written on the stones of the ephod, etc. Do you desire your name to be erased 
from among them, etc.” For this sin does not compel that his name be erased, for perhaps 
afterward he will repent and even he will be accepted.  

If you will say that it was because of the fear that he won’t repent, or because it 
shouldn’t appear that he is saying, “I will sin and I will repent”—if so, it is difficult to 
understand why Heaven had mercy upon Joseph that he wouldn’t sin. Why did Heaven send 
sent him [his father’s] likeness in order to drive him away from the sin and to rebuke him, 
and such wasn’t done for Reuben, to drive him away so that he wouldn’t sin. 

 
שֶׁלְּכָל הַפּוֹשְׁעִים   בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּעֵירוּבִין  קּוּן כֹּל כָּ˂ מַהֵר כִּדְאָמְרִינַןיוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּהַחֵטְא שֶׁל יוֹסֵף הָיָה חֵטְא יוֹתֵר גָּדוֹל שֶׁאֵין לוֹ תִּ 

דּוֹן בְּאֵשׁ הַגֵּהִינָּם יוּבְעַל כָּרְחוֹ צָרִי˂ לִהְיוֹת נִ   .לְבַר מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל הַבָּא עַל הַנָּכְרִית דְּלָא מְבַשְׁקַר לֵיהּ  אָתֵי אַבְרָהָם וּמְקַבֵּל לְהוּ,
  ן שָׁם.יי"ף וְתוֹסָפוֹת זַ"ל וְעַיֵּ רִ כֶדְּפֵירֵשׁ שָׁם הָ 

 
It can be said that the sin of Joseph that he was able to avoid was a greater sin, for there 

was no very quick correction. This is as it is said in the first chapter of tractate Eruvin, that 
for every sinner “liable at that time [for punishment] in Gehenna, Abraham comes and receives 
them, except for a Jew who had relations with a gentile woman, [in punishment for which] . . . 
[Abraham] does not recognize him [as one of his descendants].”5 He necessarily must be 
judged in the fire of Gehenna, as the Rif6 explained there, and the Tosafists of blessed 
memory,7 and see there. 

 
* * * 

 
5 Eruvin 19a. 
6 This is not the earlier and more famous “Rif” [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (1013-1103)], but rather Rabbi Josiah ben 

Joseph Pinto (c. 1565–c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. His sefer, Me’or Enayim 
(Part One: Venice 1643; Part Two: Mantua 1743) was a commentary on Rabbi Jacob ibn Habib’s Ein Yaakov, a 
compilation of Aggadic material from the Talmud. Both parts of Me’or Enayim are now commonly printed together 
with the Ein Yaakov. 

7 Tosafot on Bava Metzia 58b. 


