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Chapter II – Mishnah 17 
  

  .בָּה, וְהַפּוֹעֲלִים עֲצֵלִים, וְהַשָּׂכָר הַרְבֵּה, וּבַעַל הַבַּיִת דּוֹחֵקוּמְראוֹמֵר, הַיּוֹם קָצָר וְהַמְּלָאכָה  רַבִּי טַרְפוֹן
  

Rabbi Tarfon said: The day is short, and the work is plentiful, and the laborers are 
lazy, and the reward is great, and the Master of the House is insistent. 

- - - - - - - - - - 

בָּה. אֲבָל עַתָּה שֶׁהַיּוֹם וּמִשְׁנָה זוֹ, דְּבִשְׁלָמָא אִם לאֹ הָיָה הַיּוֹם קָצָר, לאֹ הָיְתָה הַמְּלָאכָה מְר  בְּסִגְנוֹן פֵּרוּשׁמֵאֶרֶ"שׂ תִּצְמַח    אֱמֶת
, צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר הַפּוֹעֲלִים עֲצֵלִים, דִּבְלאֹ זֶה לאֹ הָיִיתִי בָּהוּמְרבָּה. וְעַתָּה שֶׁאָמַרְנוּ הַמְּלָאכָה  וּהַמְּלָאכָה מְר  בַּעֲוֹנוֹתֵינוּ הָרַבִּיםקָצָר,  
  לָּם.וּהַפּוֹעֲלִים עֲצֵלִים, וְכֵן כּ אוֹמֵר

  
Truth springs up from an utterance of our lips,1 by an expression of explanation of 

this Mishnah, that granted, if the day were not short, the work would not be plentiful. But 
now that the day is short—because of our many sins, as will be explained below—the work is 
plentiful. I.e., “the work” refers to the learning of Torah. If there were more hours in the day, the 
workload per day would be reduced. Now that we say that the work is plentiful, it’s necessary 
to say that the workers are lazy, for if not so that the work is plentiful, I would not say that the 
workers are lazy. I.e., many people engage in bitul Torah, wasting time in trivial pursuits instead 
of learning Torah. That is considered laziness. If they wouldn’t be lazy, i.e., if they would spend 
more time learning Torah, they would accomplish more of “the work.” So forth for all of [the 
clauses of this Mishnah]. I.e., the reward for learning Torah is great, and if the laborers would be 
more diligent, lessening their bitul Torah, they would receive a greater reward. The Master of the 
House refers to G-d, Who has instructed us to learn His holy Torah. 
 

רוּת  י, חֵ רוּת עַל־הַלֻּחֹת"שֶׁכְּבָר נוֹדַע שֶׁכְּשֶׁקִּבְּלוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל אֶת הַתּוֹרָה, קַבְּלוּהָ עַל מְנַת שֶׁלּאֹ תִּהְיֶה עוֹד מִיתָה בָּעוֹלָם, "חָ   וְהָיִינוּ
אָמְרִינַן, אִלְמָלֵא לאֹ חָטְאוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל,   וּבְפֶרֶק ג' דִּנְדָרִים  . אַ˂ לְאַחַר שֶׁחָטְאוּ, חָזַר יֵצֶר הָרַע וּמַלְאָ˂ הַמָּוֶת לִמְקוֹמוֹ.מִמַּלְאָ˂ הַמָּוֶת

כִּים,  וּם שֶׁיְּחַטְּאוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיוּ הַיָּמִים אֲרדֶ וֹמְשֵׁי תוֹרָה וְסֵפֶר יְהוֹשֻׁעַ בִּלְבַד וְכוּ'. וְאִם כֵן נִרְאֶה, שֶׁקּוּן לָהֶם אֶלָּא חֲמִשָּׁה חתַּ ילאֹ נִ 
תוֹרָה. אֲבָל לְאַחַר שֶׁחָטְאוּ, שֶׁנַּעֲשֶׂה הַיּוֹם  מְשֵׁי  וּח וְהַמְּלָאכָה מוּעֶטֶת, לְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ אֶלָּא חֲמִשָּׁה    לּאֹ הָיְתָה מִיתָה בָּעוֹלָם.לְפִי שֶׁ 

  ."אֲרֻכָּה מֵאֶרֶץ מִדָּהּ"צְרַ˂ לָתֵת לָהֶם כָּל הַתּוֹרָה, וּ בָּה, שֶׁהוּקָצָר, שֶׁיֵּשׁ מִיתָה בְּעוֹלָם, אָז נַעֲשֵׂית נָמֵי הַמְּלָאכָה מְר
 
It so happens that it was already known that when Israel accepted the Torah, they 

accepted it on condition that there would be no more death in the world, “engraved [חָרוּת] 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Cf. Ps. 85:12, “Truth springs up from the earth . . .” The author has poetically replaced מֵאֶרֶץ [“from the earth”] 

with ׂמֵאֶרֶ"ש, with ׂאֶרֶ"ש being an abbreviation for ּאֲרֶשֶׁת שְׂפָתֵינו [“an utterance of our lips”].   
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[charut] on the Tablets,”2 and the Midrash interprets this as freedom [חֵ רוּת] [cherut] from the 
Angel of Death.3 But after they sinned, the evil inclination and the Angel of Death returned 
to its place. In the third chapter of tractate Nedarim (22b), it is said that if Israel had not 
sinned, only the Five Books of the Torah and the Book of Joshua alone would have been given 
to them. Joshua was needed because it explains the division of the Land of Israel among the tribes, 
but the other books of the prophets primarily discuss how Israel angered G-d, so that He sent 
prophets to admonish them. If so, it appears that before Israel sinned, the days were long, 
because there was no death in the world. The work was less, because there were only the Five 
Books of the Torah. But after they sinned, such that the day was made short, for there was 
death in the world, the work also was made plentiful, for it was necessary to give them the 
entire Torah, “it’s measure is longer than the Earth.”4 

 
"קְוּצּוֹתָיו תַּלְתַּלִּים", "רָאמוֹת    עַל פָּסוּק  כָּה, אָז הַפּוֹעֲלִים עֲצֵלִים. כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּמִדְרָשׁ שִׁיר הַשִּׁירִים רַבָּהוּוּכְשֶׁהַתּוֹרָה הִיא אָר

פְּרָקִים וְכוּ'.  הֵיאַ˂ אֲנִי לוֹמֵד תּוֹרָה, שַׁבָּת עֶשְׂרִים וְאַרְבָּעָה פְּרָקִים, נְזִיקִין שְׁלוֹשִׁים פְּרָקִים, כֵּלִים שְׁלוֹשִׁים    יל חָכְמוֹת"לֶאֱוִ 
    עכ"ל.

 
When the Torah is long, then the workers are lazy. As it is said in Midrash Song of 

Songs Rabbah (5:2) on the verse, “His head is finest gold, His locks are curled and black as a 
raven,”5 “ ‘Wisdom is too lofty for a fool,’6 how do I learn Torah? Tractate Shabbat has 
twenty-four chapters, tractate Nezikim has thirty chapters, tractate Kelim has thirty chapters, 
etc. With so much to learn, it can seem overwhelming, and one can become discouraged and lazy. 

  
"רָאמוֹת  לִים, הַשָּׂכָר הַרְבֵּה. שֶׁהֲרֵי כְּשֶׁיֵּשׁ מִיתָה בָּעוֹלָם, יֵשׁ נַמִּי יֵצֶר הָרַע בָּעוֹלָם, וְהוּא הוּא הַגּוֹרֵם שֶׁ וּלְפִי שֶׁהַפּוֹעֲלִים עֲצֵ 

ה לְהִנָּצֵל מִמֶּנּוּ, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי, רַח הַרְבֵּ וֹלֶאֱוִיל חָכְמוֹת", וְשֶׁיִּהְיוּ הַפּוֹעֲלִים עֲצֵלִים. וּכְשֶׁיֵּשׁ יֵצֶר הָרַע, צָרִי˂ שֶׁהָאָדָם יַעֲשֶׂה ט
   .צָרִי˂ שָׂכָר הַרְבֵּה, דִלְפוּם צַעֲרָא אַגְרָא

 
Because the workers are lazy, the reward is great. For when there is death in the 

world, there is also the evil inclination in the world, and this is the cause that “wisdom is too 
lofty for a fool,” and that the workers will be lazy. When there is an evil inclination, it is 
necessary that the man will make great efforts to save himself from it. Because of this, he 
needs a great reward, as “According to the labor is the reward.”7 

 
2 Ex. 32:16. 
3 Ex. Rabbah 32:1. Also Tractate Kallah Rabbati 8:2: “R. Joshua b. Levi said: Every day a Bat Kol [Heavenly 

Voice] goes forth from Mount Horeb and proclaims, ‘Woe to mankind for the contempt which they display towards 
the Torah! For whoever is not constant in his study of the Torah is termed ‘censured’ . . . and it states, ‘And the Tablets 
were the work of G-d, and the writing was the writing of G-d, engraven upon the Tablets.’ Do not read charut 
[engraven] but cherut [freedom], for no man is free but he who occupies himself with the Torah; and whoever studies 
the lore of the Torah is exalted . . .” 

4 Job 11:9. 
5 Song of Songs 5:11. 
6 Prov. 24:7. 
7 Pirkei Avot 5:22, quoting Ben He He. 
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אֶת הַפּוֹעֲלִים, וְאָמַר לָהֶם לְהַשְׁכִּים וּלְהַעֲרִיב, מָקוֹם שֶׁנָּהֲגוּ שֶׁלּאֹ לְהַשְׁכִּים    הַשּׂוֹכֵר,  אִי נַמִּי, מִשּׁוּם דִּתְנַן בְּפֶרֶק ז' דמְצִיעָא
מַהוּ דְּתֵימָא, אָמַר לְהוּ, הָא דִּטְפָאִי    .אַאַגְרַיְיהוּוְשֶׁלּאֹ לְהַעֲרִיב, אֵינוֹ רַשַּׁאי לְכוֹפָן. וּבִגְמָרָא, פְּשִׁיטָא. לאֹ צְרִיכָא, דִּטְפָא לְהוּ  

דְּמַקְדְּמִית אַדַּעְתָּא  אַאַגְרַיְיכוּ,  לָ˂  לְכוּ  דְעֲבִידְנָא  אַדַּעְתָּא  לָן,  דְּטָפַת  הַאי  לֵיהּ,  דְּאָמְרֵי  לָן,  מַשְׁמָע  קָא  בַּהֲדָאִי.  וּמַחְשְׁכִיתוּ  וּ 
, פֵּרֵשׁ רִ"י, כְּשֶׁשְּׂכָרָן סְתָמָא, וְאָמַר לָהֶם לְאַחַר שֶׁשְּׂכָרָן, לְהַשְׁכִּים וּלְהַעֲרִיב. אֲבָל אִם וְכָתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת  עֲבִידְתָּא שַׁפִּירְתָּא.

  . הִתְנָה מֵעִיקָּרָא, הַכֹּל לְפִי תְּנָאוֹ. עכ"ל
 
Alternatively, because of that which we learned in a Mishnah in the seventh chapter of 

Bava Metzia, “[Regarding] one who hires laborers and tells them to rise [to work] early and to 
continue [until] late, [in] a place where [laborers] are not accustomed to rising early or to 
continuing late, [the employer] is not permitted to compel them [to do so]. 8 In the Gemara: 
[Isn’t this] obvious? No, [the Mishnah] is necessary where [the employer] increased their 
wages [beyond the standard in that place]. Lest you say [that the employer could] say to [the 
laborers]: [The fact] that I increased your wages was with the understanding that you would 
rise early and continue [working] late for me, [the Mishnah] teaches us that [the laborers can] 
say [in response] to [the employer]: [The fact] that you increased our [wages was] with the 
understanding that we perform quality work for you [not that we would work longer hours].9  

The Tosafists say: The Ri10 explained that he hired them without condition, but then 
afterwards he told them to start early and end late. However, if he stipulated from the 
beginning, everything is according to his condition. 

  
א כְּמוֹ לְהַשְׁכִּים וּלְהַעֲרִיב, כְּדִתְנַן  וּלְזֶה אָמַר הַתַּנָּא, וְהַשָּׂכָר הַרְבֵּה, דִּטְפָא לְהוּ אַאַגְרַיְיהוּ כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּהְיוּ זְרִיזִים, שֶׁהַזְּרִיזוּת הוּ

. דְּלאֹ מָצוּ לְמֵימַר, הָא דְּטָפַת לָן,  , מִ"וַיַּשְׁכֵּם אַבְרָהָם בַּבֹּקֶר"יָלְפִינַן בְּרֵיש פְּסָחִים  ת,וֹּ הֲרֵי זְרִיזִים מַקְדִּימִין לַמִּצְ בִּמְצִיעָא, שֶׁ 
דְּהַהִיא מַיְירֵי בִּסְתָם, אֲבָל בִּמְפָרֵשׁ, הַכֹּל לְפִי הַתְּנַאי, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת   ן.אַדַּעְתָּא דַּעֲבִידְתָּא שַׁפִּירְתָּא, כְּהַהִיא מַתְנִיתִי

  .כָּמָהתֵּן לָהֶם הַשָּׂכָר הַרְבֵּה, הוּא דּוֹחֲקָם לִמְלַאכְתּוֹ בִּזְרִיזוּת וּבְהַשְׁ יזַ"ל. וְזֶהוּ "וּבַעַל הַבַּיִת דּוֹחֵק", כְּלוֹמַר, כְּשֶׁמַּתְנֶה לִ 
 
To this, the Tanna says, “and the reward is great,” where [the Employer] increased 

their wages [beyond the standard in that place] so that they would be quick, for being quick is 
like what we learned in the Mishnah 7:1 in Bava Metzia of starting early and ending late. After 
all, the quick start early to do mitzvot, as we derive from the beginning of tractate Pesachim 
(4a), from “Abraham started early in the morning.”11 They cannot say, that you increased 
[our wages] with the understanding that we perform quality work, as this Mishnah of Bava 
Metzia 83a has it, for this Mishnah of Bava Metzia 83a is speaking of employment without 
specifying conditions. But where he specifies conditions, everything is according to the 
condition, as the Tosafists of blessed memory said.  

This is the meaning of our Mishnah saying “and the Master of the House is insistent, as 
if to say, He may stipulate to give to them a great reward, as He is pressing them to His work 
quickly and early. 

* * * 

 
8 Mishnah Bava Metzia 7:1; Bava Metzia 83a. 
9 Bava Metzia 83a. 

10 Rabbi Isaac ben Samuel the Elder (c. 1115–c. 1184). 
11 Gen. 22:3. 


