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Chapter II – Mishnah 16 
  

בַעַל מְלַאכְתְּ˃  ד תּוֹרָה, וְדַע מַה שֶּׁתָּשִׁיב לְאֶפִּיקוֹרוֹס. וְדַע לִפְנֵי מִי אַתָּה עָמֵל. וְנֶאֱמָן הוּא  וֹאוֹמֵר, הֱוֵי שָׁקוּד לִלְמ רַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר
  .  לָּתֶ˂וּשֶׁיְּשַׁלֶּם לָ˂ שְׂכַר פְּע

 
Rabbi Elazar said: Be diligent to learn the Torah; And know how to answer an 

Epicurean, and know before Whom you toil, and that your Employer is faithful, for He will 
pay you the reward of your labor. 

- - - - - - - - - - 
מַר "הֱוֵי שָׁקוּד",  כּוֹ". הִתְחִיל לוֹ"וּטֳהָר־יָדַיִם יֹסִיף אֹמֶץ", וִיבַקֵּשׁ רַחֲמִים שֶׁיִּהְיוּ הַכֹּל מְאַמְּצִין כֹּחוֹ, וּמִטַּעַם "וְיאֹחֵז צַדִּיק דַּרְ 

נוּ שֶׁמֵּעַצְמוֹ  ימּוּד הַתּוֹרָה", דְּהַיְ יוְלאֹ אָמַר, "הֱוֵי שָׁקוּד בְּלִ   דְּמַשְׁמַע פָּעוּל מֵאֲחֵרִים, שֶׁאֲחֵרִים יִהְיוּ יוֹעֲצִים אוֹ מַכְרִיחִים אוֹתוֹ.
בַּלִּ וֹיִשְׁק לִרְמיד  שֶׁאֵ וֹמּוּדִים.  לְמַה  דְּשַׁבָּתיז  כ"ב  בְּפֶרֶק  זַ"ל  שֶׁאָמְרוּ  מַה  שֶׁמִּלְּבַד  לוֹ,  חַמְרָא  רַע  מֵחֲמַת  תַּלְמוּדוֹ  שֶׁשָּׁכַח   ,

"כִּי הָעֹשֶׁק יְהוֹלֵל    עַל פָּסוּק   עוֹד שָׁכַח תַּלְמוּדוֹ, לְפִי שֶׁאִשְׁתּוֹ לאֹ נָתְנָה לוֹ עֵצָה טוֹבָה, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּמִדְרָשׁ קֹהֶלֶת  ,דִּפְרוּגִיתָא
נֶה, וְר' אֶלְעָזָר בֶּן עֲרָ˂ הָלַ˂ אֵצֶל אִשְׁתּוֹ, הִמְתִּין לָהֶם שֶׁיָּבוֹאוּ אֶצְלוֹ,  חָכָם", כְּשֶׁנִּפְטָר רַבָּן יוֹחָנָן בֶּן זַכַּאי, הָלְכוּ תַּלְמִידָיו לְיַבְ 

כִים לִי. אָמְרָה ם צְרִיכֵּיוָן שֶׁלּאֹ בָּאוּ, בִּקֵּשׁ לֵילֵ˂ אֶצְלָם, וְלאֹ הִנִּיחָתוֹ אִשְׁתּוֹ. אָמְרָה לוֹ, מִי צָרִי˂ לְמִי. אָמַר לָהּ, הֵ   וְלאֹ בָּאוּ.
לָם סֵב וְאוֹכְ י טִּין אוֹ פַּת שְׂעוֹרִים, מֵ י לְאַחַר זְמַן, בָּאוּ אֶצְלוֹ וְשָׁאֲלוּ לוֹ, פַּת חִ   .תַּלְמוּדוֹלוֹ וְכוּ', שָׁמַע לָהּ וְיָשַׁב לוֹ, עַד שֶׁשָּׁכַח  

  בְּלִפְתָּן. וְלאֹ יָדַע לַהֲשִׁיבָם. עכ"ל.
 
“One whose hands are clean grows stronger,”1 and he will request mercy that all 

[Heavenly beings] should strengthen his power,2 for the reason that “the righteous man holds 
to his way.”3 

[Rabbi Elazar] begins by saying, “Be diligent to learn the Torah,” which means he 
should seek an action from others, that others will advise or press him so that he learns. It 
doesn’t say, “Be diligent in the study of Torah,” which is that by his own efforts he should be 
diligent in learning. This hints at what happened to [Rabbi Elazar], that apart from what 
[the rabbis] of blessed memory said in the 22nd chapter of tractate Shabbat,4 that he forgot 
his learning because of his attraction for the wine of Phrygia, he also forgot his learning 
because his wife did not give him good advice. This is as it is said in Midrash Eccl. Rabbah on 
the verse, “Surely oppression turns a wise man into a fool”5: 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Job 17:9. 
2 Sanhedrin 44b. 
3 Job 17:9. 
4 Shabbat 147b. 
5 Eccl. 7:7. 
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When Rabban Yochanan ben Zakkai died, his students went to [learn 
at] Yavneh, while Rabbi Elazar ben Arach went to his wife [at Emmaus]. He 
waited for them to come to him, but they did not come. Since they didn’t come, 
he asked [her] if he could go to them, but his wife did not allow him. She said 
to him, who needs whom? He said to her, they need me. She said to him: “In 
the case of a food container and mice, does the food go to the mice or do the mice 
go to the food?” He listened to her, and remained there until he forgot his 
learning. After a while they came and asked him, “Which is better to eat along 
with a ‘relish,’ wheat bread or barley bread?” But he couldn't answer.  

- Midrash Eccl. Rabbah 7:2 
 

פֶ˂. וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַבְנוּ רָה, וְלאֹ לְהֵ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמַר, "הֱוֵי שָׁקוּד", הִשְׁתַּדֵּל שֶׁיִּהְיוּ לְ˃ יוֹעֲצִים טוֹבִים שֶׁיִשְׁקִידוּ˃ עַל דְּלָתוֹת הַתּוֹ
פִי שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לֵב  עַל ר' אֶלְעָזָר אוֹמֵר, לֵב טוֹב, שֶׁרַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר בֶּן עֲרָ˂ שָׁכַח תַּלְמוּדוֹ, וּמִן הַשָּׁמַיִם הֶחְזִירוּהוּ לוֹ, לְ   לְעֵיל בְּפִרְקִין

כַּוָּ   טוֹב. זוֹ  בְּמִשְׁנֶה  הַשָּׁמַיִ ואַף  מִן  שֶׁבְּזֶה  הוּא,  בָּרוּ˂  בְּהַקָּדוֹשׁ  דָּבוּק  וְטָהוֹר,  טוֹב  לֵב  לוֹ  שֶׁיִּהְיֶה  הָאָדָם,  אֶת  לְהַזְהִיר  ם  נָתוֹ 
   . וְזֶהוּ "שָׁקוּד", לְשׁוֹן פָּעוּל.תוֹעִין אוֹיטַהֵר מְסַיְּ ימּוּדִים, עַל דֶּרֶ˂, הַבָּא לִ יעוּהוּ לִהְיוֹת שָׁקוּד בְּלִ ייְסַיְּ 

 
Because of this, [Rabbi Elazar] said, “Be diligent,” strive to have good counselors who 

will be diligent for you with opening the doors of the Torah, and not the other way around, 
i.e., not closing them. We wrote above in our chapter, Mishnah 11, regarding “Observe which 
is the right way to which a man should cleave, . . . [to which] Rabbi Elazar said, ‘A good heart,’ ” 
that Rabbi Elazar ben Arach forgot his learning, and from Heaven it was returned to him, 
because he had a good heart. So too in our Mishnah, his intent is to warn the man that he 
should have a good and pure heart, clinging to the Holy One, Blessed be He, that by this he 
will be assisted from Heaven to be diligent in his learning, in the way that, “If one comes to 
purify himself, they assist him.”6 This is the meaning of “be diligent,” the language of a verb 
without the infinitive, expressing the idea of indirectly causing an action. 

  
בְּפֶרֶק ד' דְּסַנְהֶדְרִין אָן נָטָה    -  "אַיֶּכָּה"  , דְּרַב דְּאָמַר, אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן מִין הָיָה, מִדִּכְתִיבוְעוֹד יוּבַן, בְּמַה שֶׁכָּתַב הַתּוֹרַת חַיִּים 

ר עֵץ הַדַּעַת הוּא רֶמֶז שֶׁיִּהְיֶה לִבּוֹ  יסוּאֶתְרוֹג הָיָה. וּלְדִידֵיהּ נִרְאֶה דְּאִ  עֵץ שֶׁאָכַל אָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן, אָמַרסְבִירָא לֵיהּ כְּמַאן דְּ  .לִבְּ˃
נִמְשָׁל לְאִילָן,    יִתְבָּרַ˂לְפִי שֶׁהוּא    "וּבוֹ תִּדְבַּק".  שֶׁל אָדָם דָּבוּק בּוֹ בְּהַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא תָּמִיד, לאֹ יִפָּרֵד עוֹלָמִית, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתוּב

וְלִבּוֹ שֶׁל אָדָם, שֶׁשָּׁם מִשְׁכָּן הַנְּשָׁמָה הַנֶּאֱצֶלֶת    קִצֵּץ בַּנְּטִיעוֹת.  אַחֵר , אַרְבָּעָה נִכְנְסוּ לְפַרְדֵּס, וְ נוּ מַה שֶׁאָמְרוּיוְהַיְ   ,כְּנוֹדָעכִּבְיָכוֹל,  
. לְכָ˂ גָּזַר הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא שֶׁלּאֹ יאֹכַל מִן הָעֵץ, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ ג, כִּדְאִיחָא בַּמִּדְרָשׁ מִמֶּנּוּ יִתְבָּרֵ˂ כְּנֵר מִנֵּר, נִמְשָׁל וְדוֹמֶה לְאֶתְרוֹ

יִתְבָּרַ˂. מִמֶּנּוּ  וְנִשְׁמָתוֹ  וְהַיְ   יַפְרִישׁ לִבּוֹ  וְהָיָה דּוֹמֶה לְאַחֵר, שֶׁהָיָה מִין,  בִּנְטִיעוֹת,  נוּ ינִמְצָא, כִּי בְּמַה שֶׁעָבַר עַל הַצִּוּוּי, קִצֵּץ 
 רֶ˂.וֹשָׁם בְּא ןיעַיֵּ טָה לִבְּ˃ וְכוּ', דְּדָרֵישׁ "אַיֶּכָּה", אָן נָ 

 
This will also be understood, by what is written by the Torat Chaim7 on the 4th chapter 

of tractate Sanhedrin (38b), where it is written: “And Rav Yehuda says [that] Rav says: Adam 
the first [man] was a heretic, as it is written: 

 
6 Yoma 38b. 
7 Rabbi Avraham Chaim Schor (c. 1560–1632), author of Talmud commentary Torat Chaim (Lublin 1624). 
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“And the L-rd G-d called to the man and said to him: ‘Where are you?,’ ”8 
[meaning, to] where has your heart turned [indicating that Adam turned from the 
path of truth].” [Rav’s] opinion is like the one who says that: The tree from 
which Adam ate was an etrog,9 and to him, it appears that the prohibition of 
the Tree of Knowledge was a hint that the heart of man should cling always to 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, never separating [from Him], as it is written, “to 
G-d you shall cling,”10 This is because [G-d], may He be blessed, is compared 
to a tree, as it were, as is known.11  

This is what [the rabbis] said, “Four entered the orchard . . . and Acher 
cut down the shoots [of saplings, i.e., he became a heretic].”12 The heart of a 
person, where the soul resides, the soul that emanates from [G-d], may He be 
Blessed, as a candle is lit from a candle, is compared and similar to an etrog. 
This is brought in the Midrash Rabbah, parashat Emor 30:14. For this reason, 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, decreed that [Adam] should not eat from the tree, 
so that his heart and soul would not be separated from Him, may He be 
Blessed. It was found that in the way that he transgressed that commandment, 
“he cut down the shoots,” and was similar to Acher, who was a heretic. That is 
what [Rav] taught, “ ‘Where are you?,’ where has your heart turned?” 

- Torat Chaim (Lublin 1624), page 41a 
See there at length. 

  
נוּת, כְּמוֹ הַמִּ ד תּוֹרָה", שֶׁבְּזֶה יִהְיֶה תָּמִיד דָּבוּק בְּהַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא, וְלאֹ תִּטֶּה אַחֲרֵי  וֹוְעַל זֶה אָמַר הַתַּנָּא, "הֱוֵי שָׁקוּד לִלְמ

    , זוֹ מִינוּת וְאֶפִּיקוֹרְסוּת. וְאַדְרַבָּא, סָמִי˂ לֵיהּ, וְדַע מַה שֶׁתָּשִׁיב לָאֶפִּיקוֹרוֹס., "וְלאֹ־תָתֻרוּ אַחֲרֵי לְבַבְכֶם"שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל
 
About this, [Rabbi Elazar] said, “be diligent to learn Torah,” that by this you will 

always be clinging to the Holy One, Blessed be He, and you will not turn after heresy, as [the 
rabbis] of blessed memory said, “ ‘so that you do not follow your heart and follow your eyes 
in your lustful urge,’13 this is [a reference to] heresy and Epicureanism.” To the contrary, rely 
upon Him, “and know how to answer an Epicurean.” 

  

 
8 Gen. 3:9. 
9 This was the opinion of Rabbi Abba of Acco, per Gen. Rabbah 15:7 and 20:8. 
10 Deut. 10:20. 
11 Zohar II:60b (Beshalach, 348): “It is written, ‘And he cried to Hashem, and Hashem showed him a tree’ (Ex. 

15:25). A ‘tree’ means only Torah, as it is written, ‘She is a Tree of Life to those who lay hold on her’ (Prov. 3:18). 
And Torah means the Holy One, blessed be He. Rabbi Abba said, ‘Tree’ means the Holy One, blessed be He.” 

12 Chagigah 14b: Four entered the orchard [i.e., dealt with the loftiest secrets of Torah], and they are as follows: 
Ben Azzai; and ben Zoma; Acher [i.e., Elisha ben Avuya]; and Rabbi Akiva. . . . Ben Azzai glimpsed [the Divine 
Presence] and died. . . . Ben Zoma glimpsed [the Divine Presence] and was harmed. . . . Acher chopped down the 
shoots [of saplings. In other words, he became a heretic]. Rabbi Akiva came out safely.” 

13 Num. 15:39. 
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בָּנִים  , אִמְרֵי לָרַבִּי יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בֶּן חֲנַנְיָה, וּמַאי תֶּהֱוֵי עֲלָּן מִן מִיָנֵאי. אָמַר לְהוּ, "אָבְדָה עֵצָה מִ אִי נַמִּי, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּחֲגִיגָה
ד תּוֹרָה", שֶׁאָז  וֹוְלָכֵן, אַחַר שֶׁהִזְהִיר "הֱוֵי שָׁקוּד לִלְמ  ., כֵּיוָן שֶׁאָבְדָה עֵצָה מִבָּנִים, נִסְרְחָה חׇכְמָתָם שֶׁל עַכּוּ"םנִסְרְחָה חׇכְמָתָם"

וְאֶפִּיק וּבְהַמִּינִים  בָּעַכּוּ"ם  תִּהְיֶה אַף  בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל,  גָּדוֹל  חָכָם  וּכְשֶׁיֵּשׁ  גָּדוֹל,  חָכָם  יִהְיֶה  שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ  בְּוַדַּאי  גְּדוֹלָה,  חָכְמָה  וֹרוֹסִים 
 ם, צָרִי˂ נַמִּי שֶׁיֵּדַע מַה שֶׁיָּשִׁיב לְאֶפִּיקוֹרוֹס, דְּהָא בְּלאֹ הָא, לאֹ סַגְיָא. אָבְדָה עֵצָה מִבָּנִי

 
Alternatively, as it is said in the first chapter of tractate Chagigah:  

[The sages] said to Yehoshua ben Chananya [when he was dying]: 
What will become of us, from [the threat of] the heretics [when there is no scholar 
like you who can refute them]? He said to them, “Has counsel perished from the 
prudent? Has their wisdom vanished?”14 Since counsel has perished from the 
prudent, [from the Jewish people, the] wisdom of the nations of the world has 
vanished [as well, and there will be no superior scholars among them]. 

- Chagigah 5b  
Therefore, after he warned, “be diligent to learn Torah,” for then there will certainly be a 
sage in Israel, and when there is a great sage in Israel, there will also be great wisdom among 
the nations and the heretics and the Epicureans, for counsel will not have perished from the 
prudent, it’s also necessary that he will now how to answer an Epicurean, “for this, without 
that, does not suffice.”15 

 
ידִיעָתָם, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִזְהִיר "וְדַע  וּלְפִי שֶׁצָּרִי˂ לִתְשׁוּבַת הַמִּינִים אַף יְדִיעַת הַדְּבָרִים שֶׁאֵינָם תְּלוּיִים בְּחָכְמָה, וְאֵין צוֹרֵ˂ כְּלָל בִּ 

' וְכוּ, אִימֵּיהּ דְּאַבְרָהָם וְכוּ', וְאִימֵּיהּ דְּהָמָן  שֶׁצָּרִי˂ שֶׁתִּשְׁתַּדֵּל לָדַעַת אוֹתָם, כְּהַהִיא דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ה' דְּבַתְרָא  מַה שֶׁתָּשִׁיב",
    ם.ץ, לִתְשׁוּבַת הַמִּינִייאִימֵּיהּ דְּשִׁמְשׁוֹן וְכוּ'. וּפָרִי˂, לְמַאי נָפְקָא מִינַּהּ. וְתֵרֵ 

 
Because it is necessary to answer the heretics, Rabbi Elazar holds that he needs even the 

knowledge of things that do not depend on wisdom, and even things for which there is no need 
at all to know them. Because of this, [Rabbi Elazar] warned, “and know how to answer,” that 
it is necessary that he should strive to know them. This is like the teaching in the 5th chapter 
of tractate Bava Batra (91a), “The mother of Abraham [was called] Amatlai bat Karnevo. The 
mother of Haman [was called] Amatlai bat Orevati. . . . The mother of Samson [was named] 
Tzelelponit.” [The Gemara] challenges, “what is the practical difference,” and explains, “to 
answer the heretics [who ask the names of these women. One can reply that there is a tradition 
handed down concerning their names.]” 

  
ל לְתָרֵץ הַקֻּשְׁיוֹת שֶׁלָּהֶם עַל הַפְּסוּקִים,  וֹוְלַעֲמ  חַ ולִטְרֹ   וְאַחַר כָּ˂ אָמַר, וְדַע לִפְנֵי מִי אַתָּה עָמֵל. לְפִי שֶׁלִּתְשׁוּבַת הַמִּינִים צָרִי˂

יוֹמָא חַד אַשְׁכְּחוּהָ, רָמוּ לֵיהּ    , מִשְׁתַּבֵּחַ לְהוּ ר' אַבָּהוּ לְמִינֵי בְּרַב סַפְרָא, דְּאָדָם גָּדוֹל הוּא.כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה
וּמַאי שְׁנָא אָתּוּן   בְּתַנָּאֵי, בִּקְרָאֵי מִי אָמְרֵי.  . אָתוּ אָמְרוּ לֵיהּ לְר' אַבָּהוּ. אָמַר לְהוּ, אֵימוּר דַּאֲמִינָא לְכוּ,קְרָאֵי, וְלאֹ הֲוָה בְּיָדֵיהּ

    .נִינָן בִּקְרָאֵי וְיָדְעִינַן, אִינְהוּ לאֹ מְעַיְינִי בִּקְרָאֵייכוּ, רָמִינָן אַנַּפְשִׁין וּמְעַיְ ידְּיָדְעִיתוּ, וְהוּא לאֹ יָדַע. אֲנַן דִּשְׁכִיחַן גַּבַּיְ 
 
Then [Rabbi Elazar] said, “and know before Whom you toil,” because to answer the 

Epicureans one needs to take pains and labor to resolve their questions on the verses. This is 
as it is said in the first chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah:  

 
14 Jer. 49:7. 
15 Niddah 70b. 
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Rabbi Abahu would praise Rav Safra to the heretics [by saying] that he 
is a great man. They exempted him from paying taxes for 13 years. One day [the 
heretics] found Rav Safra and raised [questions on Biblical] verses to him, and 
he didn’t have [the answer] at hand. They came to Rabbi Abahu and told him 
about this. He said to them, I said this [praise] with regard to [the Oral law’s 
teachings of the] tannaim, regarding the Bible, who said this [praise] to you? 
They said to [Rabbi Abahu[: What is different about you [sages of the Land of 
Israel], that you know [the Bible as well], but [Rav Safra of Babylonia] did not 
know? [Abahu] said to them: We, who are situated among you [heretics and are 
forced to debate the meaning of verses], we impose upon ourselves [this 
obligation] and analyze [verses in depth. By contrast], those [sages of Babylonia, 
who are not forced to debate you], do not analyze [the Bible in such depth].  

- Avodah Zarah 4a 
 

טָעֻיּוֹתֵיהֶם, מִשּׁוּם  בִּים אַחֲרֵיהֶם בְּ וּלְפִי שֶׁכְּבוֹדוֹ שֶׁל הַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא, הוּא לְהַכְחִישׁ דֵּעוֹתֵיהֶם הַנִּפְסָדוֹת, כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִמְשְׁכוּ רַ 
  מָּה לְ˃ לְאַבֵּד זְמַנְּ˃, אֵינוֹ כֵּן, אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא, תִּשָּׂא שָׂכָר טוֹב מֵאֵת ה'. וּ הָכִי כָּתַב, "וְדַע לִפְנֵי מִי אַתָּה עָמֵל". אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁכַּמְד

זֶה לְשׁוֹנוֹ, כַּד דְּמַ˂ ר' אַבָּהוּ, אַחְווּ לֵיהּ תְּלַת עֲשַׂר  וְ ,  דְרָשׁ סוֹף פָּרָשַׁת חַיֵּי שָׂרָהוּכְמוֹ שֶׁמָּצִינוּ בְּר' אַבָּהוּ גּוּפֵיהּ, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּמִ 
אמרו ליה, דידך. אמר לְהוּ, אִילֵּין דְּאַבָּהוּ, "וַאֲנִי אָמַרְתִּי לְרִיק יָגַעְתִּי לְתֹהוּ וְהֶבֶל כֹּחִי    נַהֲרֵי אֲפַרְסְמוֹן, אָמַר לְהוֹן, אִילֵּין דְּמָן.

אֶת־ה' מִשְׁפָּטִי  אָכֵן  שֶׁה  וכו'. עכ"ל.  "  כִלֵּיתִי  לְפִי  וְהֶבֶל,  וּלְתֹהוּ  לְרִיק  שֶׁיָּגַע  סוֹבֵר  שֶׁהָיָה  לְהִתְ וּוְהַטַּעַם  יָמָיו  כָּל  עַסֵּק כְרַח 
   בִּתְשׁוּבַת הַמִּינִים, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים זַ"ל.

 
According to the honor of the Holy One, Blessed be He, he should deny their worthless 

opinions, so that they will not pull many after them in their errors. Because of this, [Rabbi 
Elazar] wrote: “Know before Whom you toil.” Although it seems to you that you are wasting 
your time to study the ways and arguments of the heretics, in order to refute them, it is not so, 
but to the contrary, you will receive a good reward from G-d. As we find for Rabbi Abahu 
himself, as it says in the Midrash at the end of parashat Chayei Sarah, and this is its language: 

When Rabbi Abahu died, thirteen rivers of balsam were shown to him. 
He said to [the Heavenly hosts], whose are these? They said to him, yours. He 
said, these are Abahu’s? “I thought, ‘I have labored in vain, I have spent my 
strength for empty breath.’ But my case rested with the L-rd, my recompense 
was in the hands of my G-d.” 

- Gen. Rabbah 62:1 
The reason he thought he had labored in vain and for empty breath, was because he was 
compelled to spend all his days dealing with answering heretics, as the commentators wrote.  
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שֶׁעֲדַיִ וּלְ  הֲוָה עָדִ יפִי  שֶׁלָּהֶם,  בַּהֲבָלִים  וְהָאֶפִּיקוֹרוֹסִים  הַמִּינִים  שֶׁמִּתְעַסֵּק עִם  זְמַן  הָיָה מְקוֹם לוֹמַר, שֶׁבְּאוֹתוֹ  לֵיהּ טוּבָא ן  יף 
לָּתֶ˂", דִּתְנַן וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי, הוֹסִיף "וְנֶאֱמָן הוּא בַעַל מְלַאכְתְּ˃ שֶׁיְּשַׁלֶּם לָ˂ שְׂכַר פְּע  לְפַלְפֵּל עִם הַחֲכָמִים בְּתוֹרַת הָאֱמֶת וְהַצֶּדֶק.

, הָיָה בָּטֵל מִסֶּלַע, לאֹ יאֹמַר לוֹ, תֵּן לִי סֶלַע, אֶלָּא נוֹתֵן לוֹ שְׂכָרוֹ  וּבְשֻׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ חֹשֶׁן מִשְׁפָּט סִימָן רס"ה  מְצִיאוּתבְּפֶרֶק אֵלּוּ  
טּוּל מְלָאכָה שֶׁלּוֹ, הֲרֵי זֶה נוֹטֵל. וְאִם  יל כָּל מַה שֶׁמַּפְסִיד בַּבִּ וֹ טּידָה אוֹ עִם הַבֵּית דִּין, לִ יעִם בַּעַל הָאֲבֵ   תְנֶה יַ אֲבָל אִם    כְּפוֹעֵל.

תֵּן לוֹ שְׂכָרוֹ כְּנֶגֶד יין מַתְנִים, וְהַקָּדוֹשׁ בָּרוּ˂ הוּא מִבְטִיחוֹ לִ וְהָכִי נַמִּי, הַבֵּית דִּ   אֵין שָׁם בְּעָלִים וְלאֹ בֵּית דִּין, שֶׁלּוֹ קוֹדֵם. עכ"ל.
  כָּל מַה שֶׁמַּפְסִיד מִמְּלַאכְתּוֹ.  

 
But there was still room to say that at the same time he was dealing with the heretics 

and the Epicureans in their futilities, it would have been better for him to argue with the 
sages in the law of truth and justice. Because of this, [Rabbi Elazar] added, “and [know] that 
your Employer is faithful, for He will pay you the reward of your labor.” For it is taught in 
the 2nd chapter of tractate Bava Metzia, which is entitled “These found objects” and in the 
Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, siman 265, se’if 1: 

[If in the course of tending to and returning the lost item, the finder] was 
idle from [labor that would have earned him] a sela, he shall not say to [the owner 
of the item]: Give me a sela [to compensate me for my lost income]. Rather, [the 
owner] gives him his wage as [if he were] a laborer [a payment that is 
considerably smaller]. But if he stipulated [in advance] with the owner or with 
the court [that if he were able to find and return the lost object] that he would take 
the entire lost income, then [if he finds and returns the lost object], [the entire 
lost income] is taken. And if there is no owner and no court, the finder takes 
precedence. 

- Bava Metzia 30b 
Indeed, the court provides, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, promises to give him his wages 
against all that he loses from his work.  

 
סְתָם,   תָּנֵי  וְלאֹ  דְּקָתָנֵי,  שְׂכָרְ˃ילִ "וְזֶהוּ שְׂכָר "פְּעֻלָּתֶ˃"  דְּהַיְ יוְדִיֵּ   ." תֵּן לְ˃  מְלַאכְתְּ˃",  נַמִּי לוֹמַר "בַּעַל  זוֹ שֶׁל יק  מְלָאכָה  נוּ 

ן עוֹד לְקַמָּן בְּסוֹף  יתֵּן לְ˃ הַשָּׂכָר שָׁלֵם, שֶׁהָיָה מַגִּיעַ לְ˃ בְּפִלְפּוּל עִם הַחֲכָמִים בְּתוֹרַת הָאֱמֶת. וְעַיֵּ יתְּשׁוּבַת הַמִּינִים, נֶאֱמָן הוּא לִ 
   פִּרְקִין.

 
This is the reward of “your labor” that was taught by Rabbi Elazar. He didn’t teach a 

vague expression, “to give you your reward,” but rather he specified, “He will pay you the 
reward of your labor.” Also, he was precise to say “your Employer.” That is, G-d will pay you 
the reward of the labor of answering the heretic. He is faithful to give you the complete wages, 
which would have come to you if you had instead spent your time in debating with the sages in 
the true law. See further below at the end of our chapter.  
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ילוֹסוֹפָא חוֹכֵי בֵּיהּ בְּהַהוּא פִּ וֹ, דְּרַבָּן גַּמְלִיאֵל בָּעָא לְאדְּשַׁבָּת  ]ז"ט[וְעוֹד יֵשׁ לְפָרֵשׁ "וְנֶאֱמָן הוּא בַּעַל" וְכוּ', דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק  
וַהֲוָה סָלְקָא דַּעְתִּין לוֹמַר, דְּלאֹ שַׁפִּיר עָבְדוּ לְאַבֵּד    נוּ שְׁרָגָא דְּדַהֲבָא וַחֲמָרָא לוּבָּא, כְּדֵי לְהִתְלוֹצֵץ מִמֶּנּוּ.יוְכוּ', וְאִבֵּד מָמוֹנוֹ, דְּהַיְ 

   .. וְעוֹד, דְּמוֹרִידִין, וְאֵין מַעֲלִין, לאֹ תִּתֵּן לָהֶם מַתְּנַת חִנָּםל "לאֹ תְחׇנֵּם"מָמוֹנָם, חֲדָא, דְּעָבַר עַל "בַּל תַּשְׁחִית". וְעוֹד, דְּעָבַר עַ 
 
Also, to explain the statement that “your Employer is faithful,” as it is said in the 16th 

chapter of tractate Shabbat: 

Imma Shalom, the wife of Rabbi Eliezer, was Rabban Gamliel’s sister. 
There was a [Christian] philosopher in their neighborhood who spread the 
reputation [about himself] that he did not accept bribes. They wanted to mock this 
philosopher [and reveal his true nature]. [Imma Shalom] gave him a golden lamp 
[as a bribe], and [then she and Rabban Gamliel] came before him [as if they 
were seeking judgment]. She said to [the philosopher]: I want to share [in the 
inheritance] of my father’s estate. He said to them: Divide it. [Rabban Gamliel] 
said to him: It is written in our [Torah]: In a situation [where there is a] son, the 
daughter does not inherit. [The philosopher] said to him: Since the day you 
were exiled from your land, the Torah of Moses was taken away and the sinful 
folio [i.e., the Christian bible] was given [in its place]. It is written in there: A son 
and a daughter shall inherit alike.  

The next day [Rabban Gamliel] brought [the philosopher] a Libyan 
donkey [as a bribe]. [Afterward, Rabban Gamliel and Imma Shalom came before 
the philosopher for a judgment.] He said to them: I proceeded to the end of the 
sinful folio, and it is written: I did not come to subtract from the Torah of 
Moses, and I did not come to add to the Torah of Moses. And it is written there: 
In a situation [where there is a] son, the daughter does not inherit.  

She said to him: May your light shine like a lamp [alluding to the lamp 
she had given him]. Rabban Gamliel said to him: The donkey came and kicked 
the lamp [thereby revealing the entire episode].  

- Shabbat 116a–b 
They lost their money, that is, the golden lamp and the Libyan donkey, in order to mock him. 
It enters our mind to say, that it’s not nice that they lost their money, for this violates the 
prohibition “do not waste.”16 Also, this violates the prohibition, “give them no quarter,”17 which 
is that we should not give them a chance to acquire property in the Land of Israel18 and that one 
may not give them an undeserved gift.19 Further, regarding heretics, and informants, and 
apostates, they should be lowered into a pit, and not raised from it.20 

 

 
16 Deut. 20:19–20. 
17 Deut. 7:2. 
18 Avodah Zarah 20a. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Avodah Zarah 26b. 
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מִצְוָה גְּדוֹלָה, חֲ   "וְנֶאֱמָן הוּא"קָא מַשְׁמַע לָן,   זָרָה,  וְכוּ', שֶׁעָשׂוּ אַדְרַבָּא  מִלֵּיצָנוּתָא דַּעֲבוֹדָה  בָּר  לֵיצָנוּתָא אֲסִירָא,  דָא, דְּכָל 
שָּׁה  וּם כְּבוֹד הַדִּין שֶׁל הַתּוֹרָה, שֶׁהָיוּ הַמִּינִים כּוֹפְרִים בְּדִין הַיְּרי רְשׁוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים, שֶׁעָשָׂה זֶה כְּדֵי לְקַיֵּ יוְעוֹד, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ   .דְּשַׁרְיָא

  א, שֶׁהָיוּ הַצְּדוֹקִים אוֹמְרִים, תִּירַשׁ הַבַּת עִם בַּת הַבֵּן וְכוּ'. , בְּכ"ד בְּטֵבֵת תַּבְנָא לְדִינָנָ שֶׁל תּוֹרָה, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק יֵשׁ נוֹחֲלִין
 "לָּהוּפְע"וּ "מְלָאכָה"לָּתֶ˃", וְלאֹ וּק לוֹמַר, "מְלַאכְתְּ˃" וּ"פְעינָה. וְדִיֵּ ווְעַל זֶה אָמַר, "וְנְאַמֵּן הוּא" וְכוּ', שֶׁהַכֹּל הוֹלֵ˂ אַחַר הַכַּוָּ 

    סְתָם.
 
[Rabbi Elazar] comes to teach us, “your Employer is faithful,” that to the contrary 

they did a great mitzvah, first of all, that “All mockery is forbidden, except for mockery of 
idolatry, which is permitted.”21 Also, as the commentators explained, that he did this in order 
to uphold the honor of the law of the Torah, for the heretics were denying the law of 
inheritance of the Torah, as it is said in the 8th chapter of tractate Bava Batra, entitled “Those 
who inherit”: 

Rav Huna says that Rav says: [Regarding] anyone who says that a daughter 
should inherit [the estate of her father along] with the daughter of the son [of the 
deceased], even [if he is] a prince of the Jewish people, one should not listen to 
him, as this is nothing other than an act of the Sadducees [and runs counter to the 
ruling of the Mishnah that the descendants of a son inherit before a daughter]. As it 
is taught [in a Baraita in Megillat Ta’anit, which describes various minor holidays 
on which it is forbidden to fast or eulogize]: On the twenty-fourth of Tevet, we 
returned to our law [i.e., the halacha was reestablished in accordance with the 
opinion of the Sages, after having been dictated by the Sadducees]. As the 
Sadducees would say: A daughter should inherit the estate of her father along 
with the daughter of the son of the deceased.  

- Bava Batra 115b 
About this, [Rabbi Elazar] said, “your Employer is faithful, for He will pay you the reward of 
your labor,” that everything goes after one’s intention. He was precise to say, “your 
Employer” and “your labor,” and not simply that He will reward “employment” and “labor”. 

 
* * * 

 

 
21 Megillah 25b, quoting Rabbi Nachman. 


