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Chapter LI: Nitzavim (Deut. 29:9—30:20)

Essay 4. Riches, honor, and length of days
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Shabbat, Chapter 6:

Rava bar Rav Sheila said, and some say Rav Yosef bar Chama said [that]
Rav Sheshet said: What is the meaning of that which is written, “In her right
hand is length of days; in her left hand, riches and honor”'? [Does that mean,]
however, [that] in her right hand [there] is long life, but there are not riches
and honor? [In his commentary to the Gemara, Rashi explained “but there are
not riches and honor” as a question. l.e., the Gemara was written without
punctuation, but Rashi clarifies in his commentary that it was not a statement, but
a question. Since there is length of days, how much more so should there be
riches and honor!]

Rather, for those who incline to the right of it, i.c., who engage in Torah
for its own sake, there is length of days, and certainly riches and honor as well.
For those who incline to the left of it, i.c., only for the hope of reward, there are
riches and honor, but not length of days.

- Shabbat 63a
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People raised a question according to Rashi’s explanation: What was the objection of
the questioner, “There is length of days, but not riches and honor”? Perhaps there is also
riches and honor, and the verse mentioned only length of days because it relies on the
a fortiori mentioned above, as Rashi explained?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
! Prov. 3:16.
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It must be said that Rashi, of blessed memory, sensed in the words of the one
answering: Why didn’t he reply briefly, “In the right hand there is length of days, and all the
more so riches and honor”? Why did he elaborate: “For those who incline to the right of
it ..., for those who incline to the left of it . . . ” etc.?

Rather, one must certainly say that the simple answer—that when there is length of
days, all the more so there are riches and honor—was not hidden from the questioner, as
Rashi explained. On the contrary, that is precisely what troubled him: the main difficulty of
the questioner is why it was necessary to say here “length of days is in her right hand,” if we
already know this from the verse in the Torah: “For it is your life and the length of your
days.”” Certainly, this refers to one who engages in it for its own sake, that is, on the right
side. So it only needed to say, “In her left hand, riches and honor,” which we do not know
except from this verse.
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Rather, it must certainly be said that “length of days in her right hand” is written here
in order to compare it to “riches and honor in her left,” to say: just as there, in the left, there
are riches and honor but no length of days, so too on the right, there is length of days but no
riches and honor. This is incredible, for as Rashi answered with astonishment, when there is
length of days, how much more so should there be riches and honor!

[The Gemara] answered: “For those who incline to the right of it . . ., for those who
incline to the left of it,” as if to say, the verse comes to teach us that for those who incline to
the right of it, riches and honor are indeed not given to him in this world as a reward for his
Torah, since there is no reward for mitzvot in this world. Rather, only length of days is given
to him as his reward, and even that is not truly the reward for the mitzvah, but because “in
the path a person wishes to go, he is led,” i.c., since his soul desires Torah, he is given long
life so that he may fulfill his desire and learn much.

2 Deut. 30:20.
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Furthermore, one who studies Torah for its own sake doesn’t need a reward of riches and
honor in this world, for riches and honor are already his. How is that possible? For we say in
Chapter 6 of Pesachim:

Rav Sheshet, would review his studies every thirty days ... and say:
Rejoice my soul, rejoice my soul, for you I have read [Scripture], for you I have
studied [Mishna].

Is that so? But didn’t Rabbi Elazar say: If not for the [study of] Torah,
Heaven and earth would not be sustained, as it is stated: “If not for My
covenant by day and by night, I would not have set up the laws of heaven and
earth.”’ [But] at the outset when a person does [this mitzva of Torah study], he
does it for himself [only afterward does he consider the benefit to the world].

- Pesachim 68b

From here, it appears that the way of the world is to begin Torah study for one’s own
sake, and then it is called “on the left,” and he thereby merits riches and honor.

But after he has studied Torah and then returns and strengthens himself and engages
in it for the general sustaining of the world, that is, truly for its own sake. This is the precise
meaning of “those who incline to the right of it,” meaning they already have Torah, but now
they go with it on the right side. To them is added the reward of length of days. But regarding
the reward of riches and honor, he already merited from the very first moment he began to
learn.
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This is the intent of the verse “length of days is in her right hand.” Why do I say that
the reward is only length of days? Is there not also the reward of riches and honor? He
answered that this reward does not need to be specified, for from the very first moment he
began to study not for its own sake—that is, for his own interest—he already merited,
through “in her left hand,” riches and honor.

3 Jer. 33:25.
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With this, it is also explained why in the verse “For it is your life and the length of
your days,” the reward of riches and honor is not also mentioned. It is because that is not a
reward that comes to a person due to his engaging in Torah for its own sake, but rather he
has already merited it from the beginning, as explained above.
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Alternatively, one may say the following, and this would also explain the apparent
repetition in “for it is your life and the length of your days,” that is, “your life” is “the length

of your days.”

The verse wished to allude to all the reward a person may receive through Torah. If
he engages in it not solely for its own sake—for as it says, “A person should always engage in
Torah and mitzvot, even if not for their [own] sake, as through [the study of Torah and
performance of mitzvot] not for their [own] sake, [one] comes [to perform them] for their [own]
sake”*—then he will merit riches and honor.

This is what the verse means by “in her left hand, riches and honor.” When there are
riches and honor, there is certainly life, as it says in tractate Ta’anit (8b) that “when the
Merciful One gives abundance, He gives it for [the sake of] the living,” only that one’s days
are not lengthened. But if he engages in it for its own sake, then he will also merit length of
days, that his days be extended. According to this, even the reward of riches and honor is
alluded to in the Torah.
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4 Pesachim 50b.



