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A Guide to This Work
···························································································································

This work presents both the big picture as well as a comprehensive detailed
account of the events and laws recorded in Sefer Bamidbar. To achieve these two
objectives, and prevent “losing sight of the forest due to the trees,” the work first
presents the big picture and then, like a camera lens, gradually zooms in and offers
more and more detail. Therefore, each parashah is presented in four sections —
“Outline,” “Overview,” Summaries,” and “Running Commentary”: 

Outline — Get a snapshot of the entire parashah, organized according to its
major events and laws, on just one page. 

Overview — Now zoom in and see the entire parashah in just a few pages,
without becoming overwhelmed by the details. Each overview:
 briefly describes the events and laws contained within the parashah,
 explores the parashah’s major ideas and themes,

 explains the sequential order of the passages, and
 explains why the parashah follows the previous one.

Summaries — Following the overview are two summaries:
 the first clarifies and summarizes the chronology of events, and 
 the second summarizes the themes of the parashah.

Running Commentary — Here is the “close-up” view of the parashah. To
maintain focus on the big picture, the “Running Commentary” explains each group
of related verses at a time. First it explains exactly what happened in the section of
verses being discussed and clarifies any laws mentioned therein. Then major ideas
and concepts that underlie the text are presented, and finally the order in which
the events took place and the sequence of the passages are explained. 

The “Running Commentary” also contains the following features: 
 Chumash text and translation. The relevant text of the Chumash with a new

English translation appears at the top of each page. (When cited in the
“Running Commentary,” the words of the Chumash are in bold for easy
reference.)
 Questions and answers. On the outside margin of each page are basic

questions with brief answers paraphrased from the adjacent commentary. 
 A Closer Look. Here you can zoom in close and see interesting issues raised by

the commentators.
 Footnotes. Extensive footnotes contain further details, opinions, and sources.
 Brackets. This work endeavors to faithfully record the words and ideas of the

commentators. Throughout the “Running Commentary,” brackets [] are used
to indicate an explanation or addition by this author or by a different
commentator than the main commentator being cited. These brackets are to
ensure clarity: the reader should know exactly who said what.
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                                     Parashas

·············································································  Outline  ·················

Part 1. The Sin of the Spies
 Hashem told Bnei Yisrael that they could send spies to explore Eretz

Yisrael.
 Moshe Rabbeinu chose twelve spies and told them what to observe

in the land.
 When they returned, all but two — Yehoshua and Kalev — said that

it would be impossible to conquer the land.
 The people cried and complained, ignoring all reassurances.

Part 2. The Punishments
 Hashem was angry and wanted to annihilate the people, but Moshe

prayed on their behalf and He forgave them.
 However, He decreed that the men of that generation would roam in

the desert over the next forty years and die there.
 Ten of the twelve spies died immediately in a plague. Only Yehoshua

and Kalev were allowed to live and enter the land.
 The people mourned grievously. Some of them tried to enter the

land anyway, but were struck down by the nations of Amalek and
Canaan.

Part 3. Mitzvos to Strengthen the People’s Faith
 Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to bring libations with certain

offerings and to separate challah (a portion of their daily bread).
 He explained what is required to atone for idolatry.
 He revealed the exact punishment for desecrating Shabbos after a 

man was found gathering sticks on Shabbos.
 He commanded Bnei Yisrael to attach tzitzis (fringes) to their

garments.
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·····················································································  Overview  ·················

A Lack of Faith

Hashem forbade Bnei Yisrael from entering Eretz
Yisrael because they lacked faith — but then helped

them rectify this flaw

Part 1. The Sin of the Spies
A lack of faith.  Bnei Yisrael stood at the border of Eretz Yisrael, ready to enter the
land. Moshe Rabbeinu called out, “See, Hashem, your God, has given you the land! Go
up and possess it… Do not be afraid!” (Devarim 1:20–21). After all the miracles that
Hashem had performed for them, they should have placed their complete trust in Him
and immediately embarked on the land’s conquest.1 But the people faltered. While
their faith in Hashem was great — beyond anything we can possibly imagine — it was
not absolute. They were afraid that the land’s inhabitants would be too strong for
them. Even worse, they began to doubt if the land was as good as He had promised
and questioned whether it was worth risking their lives over it. Hence, they decided to
ask Moshe to send spies to explore the land before undertaking its conquest.2

The spying mission.  Knowing the people’s true fears, Hashem was not in favor of
the spying mission. Nevertheless, He did not prevent it; after all, the people had free
choice.3 He did, however, tell Moshe to choose twelve distinguished leaders, one from
each tribe, to be the spies. This would at least give the mission the greatest chance of
success.4 The final selection included Moshe’s prize disciple, Yehoshua son of Nun;
Miriam’s husband, Kalev son of Yefuneh; and others who were even greater than they
(13:1–16).5

Moshe also told the spies what to look for on their mission (13:17–20). If they had
followed his advice, they would have seen that the land was abundantly fertile. They
would have also understood that they had nothing to fear; although its inhabitants
were strong, they were afraid of Bnei Yisrael and could easily be defeated.6 However,
influenced by the people’s fears, ten of the twelve spies became fainthearted and lost
faith.7 When they arrived in Chevron, they saw the three giants who resided there and
were overwhelmed with fear.8 Instead of remembering that Hashem was the decider
of the nation’s fate, and would grant the people victory if He found them worthy, the
spies’ hearts filled with trepidation. They felt helpless before the land’s mighty
inhabitants (13:21–24).9 

The ten spies concluded that it would be impossible to conquer the land. On their
return — after a forty-day trip — they sought to persuade the people that they would

1. Ramban, 13:2; see Rashi, 14:11.     2. Rashi and Gur Aryeh, 13:2, and on Devarim 1:22.     3. Rashi
and Gur Aryeh, 13:2.     4. Ramban, 13:2.     5. Ibid., 13:4.     6. See Ramban, 13:2, and Ohr HaChaim,
13:28.     7. Gur Aryeh, 13:3.     8. Ramban, 13:32; R’ Hirsch, 13:32.     9. R’ Hirsch, 15:41.
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not be able to defeat the land’s inhabitants.10 They described the land in terrifying
terms, and even resorted to slander and lies to influence the people (13:25–33).11

The people cried.  The people believed the ten spies and cried all night over their
“terrible” predicament (14:1–4).12 Although Yehoshua and Kalev — the two spies who
remained loyal to Hashem — attempted to encourage the people to remain faithful,
they were not pacified. Afraid to fight for the land, the people attempted to appoint a
new leader to lead them back to Mitzrayim; after all, they reasoned, better to live as
slaves than to die by the sword.13 They even wanted to stone Yehoshua and Kalev, but
just then the heavenly Cloud appeared in order to protect them (14:5–10).14

Part 2. The Punishments
Hashem’s wrath.  Since the people had demonstrated a lack of faith in Him, Hashem
told Moshe Rabbeinu that He wanted to destroy them and form a new nation from
Moshe’s descendants (14:11–12). Moshe did not, of course, accept this. He loved his
people and pleaded on their behalf (14:13–19). However, Hashem would not absolve
the people of their sin. Because they had proven themselves unworthy of entering the
land, Hashem decreed that they live out the remainder of their lives in the desert.15 He
told Moshe to communicate to the people the details of the fateful decree: over a
period of forty years, all men aged between twenty and sixty years would die in the
desert. This would atone for the forty days that the spies had explored the land
(14:20–35).16

As for the ten spies who had maliciously slandered the land, Hashem smote them
(14:36–38).17 They should have known that it was forbidden to speak such words
after seeing how Miriam was punished for speaking improperly about Moshe (see
Parashas Beha’aloscha, 12:1–15).18

Mourning.  On hearing Hashem’s decree and seeing the death of the spies, the people
mourned grievously and acknowledged their lack of faith.19 Some of them sought to
rectify their sin by grabbing their weapons and embarking on the conquest of Eretz
Yisrael on their own.20 Moshe warned them against doing this; Hashem had just
condemned them to die in the desert, so He would certainly not help them. But they
did not listen. They stubbornly ascended the mountain that bordered Eretz Yisrael,
only to be struck down by the people of Amalek and Canaan who dwelled there
(14:39–45).21

After this incident, the people humbled themselves and truly repented. They wept
in regret for their sins and asked Hashem for His forgiveness.22 But their sin was too
great and their repentance too late. Hashem had sealed the decree and would not
annul it.23

10. Tanchuma 7; Ramban, 13:32; R’ Hirsch, 13:32.       11. Rashi, 13:29–33; Ramban, 13:32–33; Ohr
HaChaim, 13:28.     12. R’ Hirsch, 14:1.     13. Malbim, 14:4.     14. Rashi, 14:10.15. R’ Hirsch,
14:22–23.      16. R’ Hirsch, 14:34; see Seforno, 13:2 and Eichah Rabbah, Pesichta 33.      17. Seforno,
14:27; Rashi, 14:37.     18. Tanchuma 5; Rashi, 13:2.     19. Seforno, 13:2.      20. Abarbanel, 14:39.
21. Rashi, 14:41–45.      22. See Devarim 1:45.      23. Seforno, 13:2; Seforno, Ohr HaChaim, and
Ramban on Devarim 1:45.
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Building faith.  In contrast to the other spies, Hashem promised Yehoshua and Kalev
that they would enter the land because they had followed Him wholeheartedly.24 He
also promised that the children of the condemned generation — those under twenty
years old — would be allowed to enter as well (14:30–31). However, this would only
happen after forty years of roaming in the desert, while awaiting their parents’ death.
This period would be vital for their development; it would be their “schooling in faith.”
By faithfully following the Cloud, eating the manna, and learning Torah directly from
Moshe, they would build up their reservoirs of faith to the level required to enter the
land.25

Part 3. Mitzvos to Strengthen the People’s Faith
Libations and challah.  The Torah now sets forth a number of mitzvos that Hashem
taught after the incident of the spies. The mitzvah to bring libations requires Bnei
Yisrael to offer a minchah (flour offering), consisting of flour and oil, and a wine
libation whenever they bring an olah (burnt offering) or shelamim (peace offering)
(15:1–16). The mitzvah of challah requires them to give a small portion of their dough
or bread, known as “challah,” to Hashem’s representatives, the Kohanim (15:17–20).
Both these mitzvos were to take effect only when Bnei Yisrael entered Eretz Yisrael.
Nonetheless, Hashem taught these mitzvos now to console His people: although they
would die in the desert, their children would without a doubt enter the land.26

These mitzvos — whether in their observance, on entering the land, or through
studying them — were also intended to strengthen the people’s faith. As explained
above, the sin of the spies came about because the people had failed to place their full
trust in Hashem and recognize that only He determines every aspect of their fate. To
help the people develop this awareness, Hashem commanded them to bring libations
consisting of flour, oil, and wine. By offering these basic food items, the people would
realize that they were totally dependent on Him, both with regard to their well-being
(as represented by the flour and oil) and their happiness (as represented by the
wine). By offering challah from their daily bread, the people would foster an
awareness that Hashem’s providence also extends to each and every home and
individual. Together, the two mitzvos would bring the people to realize that Hashem
would take care of them, and that if they wanted Him to continue to do so to the
greatest extent, they must obey Him.27

Idolatry.  The sin of the spies had also involved elements of idolatry. As noted above,
the people had wanted to appoint a new leader to lead them back to Mitzrayim. This
indicated that they wished to cast off the yoke of Heaven and live an idolatrous life
without Torah and mitzvos.28 Some say they even wanted their new leader to be an
idol.29 In response, Hashem now taught the people the way to atone for the sin of
idolatry. When committed unintentionally, they could seek atonement by bringing
special offerings. When committed intentionally, they had to repent and change their
ways, or else suffer kareis (spiritual excision) (15:22–31).30

24. Rashi, 14:24; see 32:11–12.     25. R’ Hirsch, 14:33–34; Tzeidah LaDerech, 14:34.     26. Rashi,
15:2; Ramban, 15:2.     27. R’ Hirsch, 15:16, 17–20; see Running Commentary on 15:1-12 and
15:17-21 for a fuller discussion.     28. Ramban, 15:22; R’ Hirsch, 15:22; see Rashi, 14:4.     29. Rashi,
15:22.     30. Ramban, 15:31; see Rashi, 15:31. See Running Commentary, note 96 for an explanation
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Shabbos.  The Torah next records the regrettable incident of the man who was
caught desecrating Shabbos by gathering wood (15:32–36). Some say this incident
actually occurred shortly after the Jewish people left Mitzrayim, but it is recorded here
because desecrating Shabbos is similar to idolatry.31 Just as an idolater denies Hashem
through his idol worship, so, too, a Shabbos desecrator denies that Hashem created
the world in six days and rested on the seventh.32 Indeed, Hashem decreed that the
wood gatherer receive the same severe punishment as an idolater: stoning to death.33 

Others, however, explain that this incident took place right after the sin of the
spies.34 It is therefore particularly significant that rather than focusing on what the
wood gatherer did, the Torah focuses on how the people reacted. After finding him
and bringing him to Moshe, they duly carried out the decreed punishment. This
indicates that the lack of allegiance demonstrated in the incident of the spies had
come to an end. Now the people wholeheartedly upheld the Torah, doing, as the verse
testifies, “just as Hashem had commanded Moshe” (15:36).35 

Tzitzis.  The parashah closes with Hashem commanding Bnei Yisrael to attach tzitzis
(fringes) to the corners of their garments (15:37–41). This would be their “emblem,”
displaying to all that they were Hashem’s servants — and it still serves this purpose
today. It is a constant reminder that one cannot simply do as one pleases, but rather is
obligated to fulfill Hashem’s mitzvos.36 

Here, Hashem also commanded the people “not to stray [literally, “explore”] after
your heart and eyes” (15:39).37 This forbade them from entertaining improper
thoughts and desires in their hearts and then using their eyes to find ways to satisfy
those desires.38 The spies had sinned by doing just this. They had been sent “to
explore” (13:17) the land and bring back a report describing its good points, but, as
noted earlier, because their hearts were filled with trepidation, they saw only negative
things and therefore slandered the land. To prevent a similar sin from happening in
the future, Hashem now warned against such behavior.39 Moreover, He promised the
people that if they would cleanse themselves from improper desires and whole-
heartedly fulfill all the mitzvos, they would become holy and attain eternal life.40

of kareis.     31. Rashi, 15:32.     32. Rashi, 15:41, and on Chullin 5a.     33. See Tosafos, Sanhedrin 78b.
34. Tosafos, Bava Basra 119b; Ramban, 15:32; R’ Hirsch, 15:32.       35. R’ Hirsch, 15:32.
36. Seforno, 15:39; Ohr HaChaim, 15:39–41.          37. See Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah 387.
38. R’ Hirsch, 15:39; Sifri, 15:39.     39. R’ Hirsch, 15:41; see Rashi, 15:39.     40. Seforno, 15:40.
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····················································································  Summaries  ·················

Summary of Chronology
 On the twenty-ninth of Sivan (the third month of the year), Bnei Yisrael arrived

at Kadeish Barnei’a and sent spies to explore Eretz Yisrael.41

 The spies took forty days to explore the land. They returned on the eighth of Av
(the fifth month) and gave their report to the people.

 On hearing the report, the people cried all night — on Tishah B’Av, the ninth of
Av — and complained to Moshe in the morning.

 In response, Hashem decreed that all the men aged between twenty and sixty
years would die in the desert, over a period of forty years. However, the spies
died immediately.42 Some say they became sick and did not die until about a
month later.43

 Immediately afterward, Hashem commanded the mitzvos of libations and challah,
and the laws of atonement for idolatry.

 The episode of the man who desecrated Shabbos by gathering wood might have
occurred shortly after the incident of the spies, or at an earlier time — perhaps
shortly after the Jews crossed the Yam Suf (Reed Sea), or after the giving of the
Torah, or sometime after the tribes formed degalim (camps).

 Hashem taught the mitzvah of tzitzis after the incident of the spies, or at an earlier
time (after the incident of the wood gatherer, if it took place earlier).

Summary of Themes

While reading through the Overview, you may have noticed a number of themes
recurring throughout all or part of the parashah. Here are two: 

1. Lack of faith. Bnei Yisrael wanted to send spies to explore Eretz Yisrael because
they lacked faith in Hashem. When they heard the report of the ten spies, they
cried and wanted to return to Mitzrayim. For their lack of faith, Hashem
condemned the men who were between twenty and sixty years to die in the
desert.

2. Building faith. The forty years in the desert would build up the faith of the
children of those who had sinned, readying them to enter the land. The mitzvos of
libations and challah would help the people realize that Hashem was looking after
the nation collectively, as well as each individual. The mitzvah of tzitzis would
help them remember that Hashem was their Master and that they must fulfill
their obligations to Him.

As you read the Running Commentary and take a deeper look at the parashah, try
looking out for passages and interpretations that support these themes. In addition,
look out for any time there is something that atones for or rectifies the sin of the spies.

The Parashah Summary appears on page 596

41. Ta’anis 29a.    42. Seforno, 14:27, and others.     43. Targum Yonasan, 14:37.



How did
Moshe
encourage the
people to
conquer Eretz
Yisrael?
He told them
that Hashem
was giving them
the land — all
they had to do
was take
possession of it.

 bi `:xŸ «n`¥N d¬¤WŸnÎl¤̀ d̈Fd§i x¬¥A ©c§i©e
 au¤x´¤̀Îz¤̀ ÆEx ª̧zï§e mi À¦Wp̈£̀  Ĺ§lÎg©l§W

l®¥̀ ẍ §U¦i í¥p§a¦l o¥zŸp i¬¦p£̀ Îx¤W£̀  o©r ½©p§M
Æeiz̈Ÿa£̀  d³¥H©n§l c ¹̈g¤̀ Wi¦̧̀  Ácg̈¤̀ Wi¦̀́

:m«¤dä `i¬¦Up̈ lŸ M Eg ½̈l §W¦Y 

13 1 Hashem spoke to Moshe, saying, 2 “Send
forth for yourself, if that is what you want,
important men who will explore the land of
Canaan which I am now giving to Bnei
Yisrael; send [pl.] one man for each
patriarchal tribe [lit., “for his fathers’ tribe], each
one being a leader among [Bnei Yisrael].”
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For clarity, brackets [] indicate an addition by the author or a different commentator from
the one being cited.  “See commentary on…” and “see comm. on…” refer to the Running
Commentary in this or another parashah.  For easy reference, all sources are in italics.

·························································  Running Commentary  ··········

Part 1. The Sin of the Spies 
Verses 13:1–14:45

The Decision to Send Spies
 At the people’s request, Hashem told Moshe to send men to spy out the

land — one leader from each tribe.
 Moshe selected the spies.
 He renamed one of the spies, Hoshea son of Nun, “Yehoshua.”

····································································································
Bnei Yisrael had arrived at the border of Eretz Yisrael and camped in
a place called Kadeish Barnei’a.1 Beyond lay the Amorite mountains,
the first region of the Promised Land. Seven weeks earlier, when
Hashem had commanded the people to depart from Mount Sinai and
begin journeying to Eretz Yisrael, He encouraged them with the
words “See, I have given you the land! I have handed its inhabitants
into your hands. You will not have to fight them, for they are terrified
and will flee from you. So come and possess the land that I swore to
your forefathers, to Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov…” (Devarim 1:8)
(according to Rashi, Seforno, and Targum Yonasan).

Now, when they were actually at the land’s border, Moshe
Rabbeinu repeated the same message: “We have come to the Amorite
mountain [range] that Hashem, our God, is giving to us. See, Hashem,
your God, has given you the land! Go north and possess it, just as
Hashem, the God of your forefathers, told you. Do not be afraid and do
not lose resolve!” (Devarim 1:20–21).

············································································  13:1-2  ··········
The request to send spies.  Despite Hashem’s promises, the people
were afraid. Rashi (13:2 and on Devarim 1:22–46, according to Gur Aryeh)
explains that they feared the inhabitants of the land would be too
powerful for them to conquer. Moreover, they wondered if it was

1. Although this place is simply called Kadeish in 13:26, in Devarim 1:19 Moshe calls it by its full name.
See Ramban, 12:16.
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people want

to send spies?
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of the land’s
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the land.
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He believed that
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not want to rely

on miracles.
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 He allows a
person to have

free choice.
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worth risking their lives to fight for it. True, in Mitzrayim Hashem had
promised them “a land flowing with milk and honey” (Shemos 3:8),
but no one had actually seen this land; maybe it was not as good as
those words implied. So the people went to Moshe and said, “Let’s
first send men to explore the land” (Devarim 1:22). They did not
reveal their real concerns to him. [They were afraid to do so, lest he
chastise them for their lack of faith and refuse the request.] Instead,
they argued that the spies would be able to discover the most direct
route to enter the land and advise them which cities to conquer first.2

When Moshe heard that they wanted to send spies, it was, as he
later testified, “good in my eyes” (Devarim 1:23). Sending spies does
not necessarily indicate a lack of faith. After all, one is not meant to
rely on miracles, but rather one must do whatever is appropriate and
necessary.3 Nevertheless, Moshe did not want to send spies without
first consulting Hashem.4

Hashem, of course, knew the people’s real motivations.5 He
revealed to Moshe that they lacked faith: “I told them that the land is
good [yet they want to send spies to verify that this is so]!”
Nevertheless, although Hashem disapproved of the spying mission, He
did not stop it. As a general rule, He does not remove a person’s free
choice, but acts in accordance with the dictum “If someone chooses to
sin, they allow him to do so” (Shabbos 104a). He therefore told Moshe,
“Send forth for yourself men…” (13:2). By this, Hashem indicated
that He was not commanding or even advising Moshe to send spies.
Rather, He was telling him that it was a matter of choice: “If you want,
you may send spies, but I am not commanding you to do so.”6

2. Rashi’s explanation follows Chazal. According to Ramban (13:2, first explanation), the people’s
request was entirely proper. See also Ibn Ezra.
3. See Pesachim 64b. Ramban (13:2, first explanation) notes that all conquering armies use this
strategy. Forty years later, Moshe himself sent spies to search out the city of Yazer (see 21:32), and
Yehoshua sent spies into Eretz Yisrael before crossing the Jordan River (see Gur Aryeh and Malbim).
4. Although Moshe did not always consult with Hashem (see Rashi, Shemos 32:7), it appears that here
he saw that it was necessary.
5. Many commentators note that although the people asked to “investigate” (Ex§R§g©i§e) the land (Devarim
1:22), meaning to find out the best way to conquer it, Hashem instructed them to “explore” (Ex ªzï§e)
the land (13:2), meaning to survey its good points. This shows that Hashem knew that the people did
not trust Him and were really interested in knowing whether the land was good or not. Moshe
subsequently followed Hashem’s lead and sent the spies to “explore” the land (13:17), after specifying
to them which good points to look for (see comm. on 13:17–20). See Ramban, 13:2, second
explanation, Malbim, and R’ Hirsch.
6. According to Ohr HaChaim, Hashem told Moshe to communicate His words exactly to Bnei Yisrael.
He hoped that on hearing them, the people would realize their mistake and choose instead to put their
trust in Him. Ramban (13:2, second explanation) takes a different approach. He agrees that the people
wanted to send spies without having been commanded to do so, but suggests that Hashem’s
immediate response was to issue a command to spy out the land before Moshe approached Him.
Although Hashem thought that the spying mission was wrong, He wanted to maximize its chances of
success by having the people undertake it at His command. According to this approach, the expression
“at Hashem’s order” (13:3) is to be taken literally. See also R’ Hirsch, 13:1; and commentary on
13:3–15).
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Unfortunately, as we will see (comm. on 14:11–12), the people’s decision
to send spies had disastrous consequences.

Twelve distinguished leaders.  Although Hashem was not in favor of
the spying mission, He wanted it to have the greatest possible chance
of success. Therefore, even though it was the norm to send just two
men on a spying expedition,7 Hashem told Moshe to send twelve, one
from each tribe. In addition, each one had to be a “leader among
them” (13:2), that is, one of the most prominent members of his
tribe. Hashem wanted the greatest members of all the tribes to
participate equally in the expedition so it would lead to one of two
possibilities. Preferably, the spies would relinquish their distrust in
Him [after seeing the land, and they would in turn encourage the rest
of the nation to put their complete trust in Him]. If, however, the
spies (and the nation) would continue to lack faith in Him, then the
entire nation would bear equal responsibility for the outcome
(Ramban).

The order of events.  As discussed in Parashas Beha’aloscha, on
leaving Mount Sinai the people began to sin. In Taveirah they com-
plained about the journey, and in Kivros HaTa’avah they found fault
with the mann. Subsequently, in Chatzeiros, even Aharon and Miriam
transgressed by criticizing Moshe. All of these sins involved a misuse
of speech (see comm. on 12:11–16). They were now followed by yet
another speech-related sin; as we will soon see (13:30–33), when the
spies returned from their mission, they slandered the land (Tzeror

HaMor).
In fact, this explains why Hashem’s command to explore the land

follows immediately after the account of Miriam’s tzara’as — her
punishment for slandering Moshe (see 12:1–15). Since Hashem foresaw
that the spies would slander the land, He only gave the command
after the nation saw how severely Miriam was punished for her
improper speech.8 Now the spies would not be able to claim igno-
rance of the laws of slander and the punishment it incurs. Of course,
Hashem truly hoped that the spies would learn from the incident and
restrain themselves from slandering the land in the first place, but
unfortunately this was not to be (Tanchuma 5 cited in Rashi, 13:2; Gur Aryeh).

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
Moshe “agreed” to send spies.  Although Moshe realized that Hashem
disapproved of the spying mission, he saw that he would not be able to

7. As we find that Yehoshua sent two spies to explore Eretz Yisrael. See Yehoshua 2:1.
8. Although we noted earlier that the people only asked Moshe to send spies when they reached
Kadeish (see Devarim 1:22), it is likely that they already asked Moshe to send spies shortly after
leaving Mount Sinai. Already then, after travelling a way of three days in just one day (see comm. on
10:33-34), they knew that Hashem wanted them to enter the land as soon as possible. Hashem did
not, however, consent to their request until after they witnessed Miriam’s punishment, so that the
spies would learn the appropriate lesson and refrain from slander (Be’er BaSadeh and Gur Aryeh).
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Moshe agree
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confidence, the
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3 Moshe sent them from the Paran
Desert at Hashem’s order. All of them
were important men; they were the
heads of Bnei Yisrael. 4 And these were
their names: For the tribe of Reuven,
Shammua son of Zakkur. 5 For the tribe
of Shimon, Shafat son of Chori. 6 For the
tribe of Yehudah, Kalev son of Yefuneh.
7 For the tribe of Yissachar, Yigal son of
Yosef. 8 For the tribe of Efraim, Hoshea
son of Nun. 9 For the tribe of Binyamin,
Palti son of Rafu. 10 For the tribe of
Zevulun, Gaddi’el son of Sodi. 11 For the
tribe of Yosef: for the tribe of Menasheh,
Gaddi son of Susi. 12 For the tribe of Dan,
Ammi’el son of Gemalli. 13 For the tribe of
Asher, Sesur son of Micha’el. 14 For the
tribe of Naftali, Nachbi son of Vofsi. 15 For
the tribe of Gad, Ge’uel son of Machi.  

 bo ̈x`R̈ x¬©A §c¦O¦n d²¤WŸn m¬̈zŸ̀  g©̧l §W¦I©e
Îi«¥p§a i¬¥W`ẍ mi ½¦Wp̈£̀  ḿN̈ªM d®̈Fd§i i¦́RÎl©r

:dÖ«¥d l¥̀ ẍ §U¦i c d¥́H©n§l m®̈zFn§W d¤N¥̀ §e
:xE «M©fÎo¤A ©rE O©W o ½¥aE` §x d oF ½r§n¦W d¥́H©n§l

:i «¦xFgÎo¤A ḧtẄ e a¥lM̈ d ½̈cEd§i d¥́H©n§l
:d«¤Pªt§iÎo¤A f Îo¤A l̈̀ §b¦i x ½̈kUV̈¦i d¥́H©n§l

:s«¥qFi g :oE «pÎo¦A ©r¬¥WFd m¦i ̈x§t¤̀ d¬¥H©n§l
 h:`E «tẍÎo¤A i¦h§l©R o ½¦nï§p¦a d¥́H©n§l i d¥́H©n§l

:i «¦cFqÎo¤A l¥̀ i ¦C©B o ½ªlEa§f `i s¥qFi d¬¥H©n§l
:i«¦qEqÎo¤A i ¦C©B d®¤X©p§n d¥́H©n§l ai o ½̈c d¥́H©n§l

:i«¦N©n§BÎo¤A l¥̀ i¦O©r bi xE z§q x ½¥W῭  d¥́H©n§l
:l«¥̀ k̈i «¦nÎo¤A ci i ¦§Ag©p i ½¦lŸ§t©p d¥́H©n§l

:i«¦q§tëÎo¤A eh :i «¦kn̈Îo¤A l¥̀ E`§B c ½̈b d¥́H©n§l
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persuade the people to abandon it. Instead, he pretended to agree to
it and told the spies exactly what to look for [in order to determine the
extent of the land’s goodness (see comm. on 13:17–20)]. He hoped that on
seeing his confident attitude, they would change their minds and
abandon the mission on their own.  

Chazal compare Moshe’s approach to that of a salesman: A buyer
wished to buy a donkey, but first asked to test its suitability. The seller
willingly agreed. The buyer then asked if he could test its agility over
hills and mountains. Again the seller readily agreed. On seeing the
seller’s confident attitude, the buyer said to himself, “He’s obviously
convinced that I won’t find any problems with it.” He therefore agreed
to buy the animal without actually testing it. Moshe hoped for a similar
change in heart from the people. Unfortunately, it did not happen
(Rashi, Devarim 1:23; see Gur Aryeh, Bamidbar 13:2).  

·········································································  13:3-15  ··········
Choosing the spies.   In accordance with Hashem’s instructions,
Moshe chose twelve men (Devarim 1:23), one from each tribe. Only the
tribe of Levi was excluded, since they would not receive a portion in
the land (Da’as Zekeinim, 13:2; Rashi, Devarim 1:23).9 [Even without a spy from
the tribe of Levi, there were still twelve spies since the tribes of
Efraim and Menasheh each sent a spy.] They were all “important
men” (13:3) (Rashi).10 Although they were not the tribal leaders, they
were prominent and respected men within their tribes (R’ Hirsch, 13:2).11 

9. As we will see in Parashas Masei (35:1–8), the Levi’im were allotted cities within the territories of
the other tribes, but no territory of their own.
10. It is evident from the inclusion of Moshe’s disciple, Yehoshua bin Nun, and Miriam’s husband,
Kalev ben Yefuneh, that these men were important.
11. Ba’al HaTurim (13:3) suggests that each was a leader of fifty men in the judicial system set up by
Moshe on Yisro’s advice (see Shemos 18:21).
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16 These are the names of the men whom
Moshe sent to explore the land, but Moshe
called [i.e., renamed] Hoshea son of Nun
“Yehoshua.”

 fhg¬©lẄÎx¤W£̀  mi ½¦Wp̈£̀ «̈d zFń §W d¤N¥µ̀
`¬̈x§w¦I©e u¤x®̈̀ d̈Îz¤̀ xEźl̈ d¤WŸn

:©r «ªWFd§i oE pÎo¦A ©r¬¥WFd§l d²¤WŸn
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Still, Moshe did not want to take sole responsibility for selecting
them, so he consulted with Hashem. Only when Hashem assured him
that they were all tzaddikim (righteous men) did he send them off.
This is the meaning of “Moshe sent them…at Hashem’s order”
(13:3) — although Hashem did not approve of the mission, He did
help Moshe choose the men (Tanchuma 4; see Rashi, 13:3 and Be’er BaSadeh).

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
The order of the names.  The first four of the twelve spies (from the
tribes of Reuven, Shimon, Yehudah, and Yissachar) are listed
according to their ancestors’ seniority. The remaining eight spies,
however, are not listed in that order, nor according to the order of
the degalim. Some suggest, therefore, that the twelve spies are listed
according to their ages (Seforno, 13:4), or according to their personal
importance (Ramban, 13:4).12 If the latter is true, it is significant that
Yehoshua, Moshe’s disciple and successor, is listed fifth. This indicates
just how great all the spies really were.

Alternatively, the spies are listed on the whole according to the
order in which their tribes were counted at the national census (see
1:20–43), except that the spies [or tribes] who truly cherished the land
were elevated slightly in the list, while those who did not sufficiently
appreciate the land were demoted slightly (Tzeror HaMor).  

·············································································  13:16  ··········
Yehoshua.  Before the spies departed, Moshe added the letter yud to
the beginning of the name of his prize disciple, Hoshea (©r¥WFd),
renaming him Yehoshua (©rªWFd§i). The new name means “Hashem
(d-i) will save.” It seems that Moshe sensed that the spies would go
astray and eventually slander the land (see 13:32). He therefore
changed Yehoshua’s name with the prayer that Hashem save his
righteous and humble disciple from joining their evil conspiracy (Rashi;
Ralbag; see Ohr HaChaim, Targum Yonasan, and Gur Aryeh).13

12. According to these opinions, it is simply a coincidence that the first four spies are listed according
to their ancestors’ seniority and that the last four spies are all descended from the maidservants, the
less important of the ancestors. 
13. We find that the Torah already refers to him as Yehoshua before this point in time — in the war
against Amalek (Shemos 17:9), at the sin of the golden calf (ibid. 32:17), and in Kivros HaTa’avah
(11:28). Therefore, some suggest that Moshe renamed him when he first became his disciple. It
appears that Moshe foresaw even then that Yehoshua would one day need God’s protection in the
spying mission (Ramban, Shemos 17:9; see Rashbam). Others suggest that Moshe did change his name
at this point, but the Torah nevertheless refers to him as Yehoshua earlier since that is what he was
destined to be called (Zohar 3:158b; Maharsha on Sotah 34b; see R’ Bachya). 
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17 Moshe sent [the spies] to explore the
land of Canaan and said to them, “Go from
here north [lit., “ascend”] along this way that is
in the south of Canaan, and ascend the moun-
tain country on its border. 18 Look at the land
—what is it like? Determine this by looking at
the people who dwell on it: Are [they] strong
or weak? Are [they] few in number or
numerous? 19 And how is the land in which
[they] dwell — is it full of good springs or
bad? And see if the people are afraid: how are
the cities in which [they] dwell — are they in
open [i.e., unwalled] cities or in fortified cities?
20 And the land — is it fertile [lit., “fat”] or
lean? Is there in it a righteous man whose
merit protects others like a ‘tree,’ or not? Be
courageous and take some of the land’s
fruit.” It was the season of [lit., “the days were
the days of”] the ripening of the first grapes.

 fixE zl̈ d ½¤WŸn Æmz̈Ÿ̀  g³©l §W¦I©e
m À¤d¥l£̀  x¤n Ÿ̀́I©e o©r®̈p§M u¤x´¤̀Îz¤̀ E¬l£r

:x«̈dd̈Îz¤̀ m¤zi¦l£r«©e a¤b ½¤P©A Æd¤f
 gi`e®¦dÎd©n u¤ẍ̀ d̈Îz¤̀ m¬¤zi¦̀ §xE

Æ̀ Ed w¬̈fg̈«¤d d̈i ½¤lr̈ a ¥́WŸI©d Æmr̈d̈Îz¤̀§e
:a «̈xÎm¦̀  `E d h¬©r§n«©d d ½¤tẍ£d hi d´̈nE

d¬̈aFh£d D ½̈A a ¥́WŸi Æ̀ EdÎx¤W£̀  u ¤x À̀̈ d̈
Îx¤W£̀  mi À¦xr̈«¤d d´̈nE d®̈rẍÎm¦̀  `e¦d
m¬¦̀  mi¦p£g«©n§A«©d dP̈ ½¥dÄ a ¥́WFi Æ̀ Ed

:mi «¦xv̈§a¦n§A k d¸̈p¥n§X©d u¤x Â¨̈̀ Âd d´̈nE
Îm¦̀  Æu¥r D¬̈AÎW«¤i£d dÀ̈fẍÎm¦̀  `e ¹¦d
i ¦́x§R¦n m¤Y§g©w§lE m ½¤Y§w©G©g §z¦̧d§e o¦i ½©̀

i ¬¥xEM¦A i¥n§i mi ½¦nÏ©̧d§e u¤x®̈̀ d̈ :mi«¦ap̈£r
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The Spying Mission
 Moshe instructed the spies to look closely at the nature of the land and

its people and to bring back fruit.
 The spies explored the entire land, visiting Chevron, where three giants

lived, and Nachal Eshkol, where they picked fruit.

·······································································  13:17-20  ··········
Moshe’s instructions to the spies.  Before the spies embarked on
what would turn out to be a forty-day exploration of Eretz Yisrael,
Moshe Rabbeinu gave them detailed instructions, specifying to them
exactly what to look for there. He hoped that the spies would see how
rich and fertile the land was [and how greatly its inhabitants feared
the Jewish nation]. If they would communicate this to the people, it
would encourage the nation — with renewed faith, the people could
confidently embark on the conquest of the land (Ramban, 13:2; see Aderes

Eliyahu, Devarim 3:26). He therefore instructed the spies to evaluate the
land and its inhabitants in the following manner:

1. The route. He told them to begin their search “in the south”
(13:17), the poorest part of the land. This is in line with the strategy
of merchants who display their poorest items of merchandise first
and then their superior items (Rashi). This makes the superior items
appear especially good (Nachalas Yaakov). 

2. The land. He told them to look closely at the land to see if it was
good or not. He explained to them how to determine this: “Look at…
the people who dwell on it: Are [they] strong or weak? Are [they]
few in number or numerous?” (13:18). A good land nurtures inhabi-
tants with a strong constitution and in large numbers, whereas a poor
land raises weak inhabitants in small numbers. Moshe gave the spies
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a further means of determination: “And how is the land in which
[they] dwell — is it good or bad? (13:19). A good land has springs
and deep wells, and it  is also rich and fertile (13:20), whereas a poor
land is lean (13:20) and barren” (Rashi, 13:18–19; Gur Aryeh, 13:18; Seforno).

3. The inhabitants. Moshe also told the spies to look at the land’s
inhabitants to see if they could be conquered. Moshe’s emphasis was
on whether or not they were afraid of the Jewish people. He gave
them a sign to determine this: “How are the cities in which [they]
dwell — are they in open [i.e., unwalled] cities or in fortified
cities? (13:19). If they live in open cities, it indicates that they are
strong and confident since they are confident of their strength. If,
however, they dwell in fortified cities, this indicates that they are a
weak and frightened people, even if they appear to be physically
strong” (Rashi, 13:18–19; Gur Aryeh, 13:18; Seforno).

4. Spiritual merits. Moshe then told the spies to find out if there
was a righteous individual living in the land whose merit might
protect the inhabitants from being conquered. He therefore asked
them, “Is there a ‘tree’ in it or not?” (13:19) (Rashi).14 He figuratively
referred to a righteous person as a tree because just as a tree protects
all those who shelter beneath its branches from the harsh sun, so, too,
the presence of the righteous protect the less righteous from divine
judgment. Some suggest that Moshe was referring to Iyov, who lived
at this time and died during the spies’ visit (Kli Yakar, citing Bava Basra 15a;
see Rashi, 14:9).

5. Evidence. Finally, Moshe told the spies to “take some of the
land’s fruit” (13:20) so that the people would see with their own
eyes the wondrous nature of the land (Ramban, 13:2). He knew,
however, that it would not be easy for them to do this. It was the
beginning of the summer, and the grapes and other fruits were just
beginning to ripen. The vineyards and orchards would be full of
sentries. By their taking fruits, it would be obvious to all that they
were spies. Therefore, Moshe told them to “be courageous” (13:20)
and trust in Hashem (Ramban; Chizkuni; R’ Hirsch). He said that if no one
tried to stop them, it would be a sign that Hashem had given the land
into the Jewish nation’s hands (Me’am Lo’ez).

·······································································  13:21-25  ··········
The spies’ expedition.   The Torah describes the spies’ journey
through the land in only five verses. The first verse describes the
route the spies took: “from the Tzin Desert, in the southeast of the
land, until Rechov, which is in the northwest…” (13:21) (Rashi). The

14. According to the plain meaning of the verse, Moshe wanted to know if the land contained all
different types of trees (Ohr HaChaim). Alternatively, he instructed them to see if it had the five fruit
trees for which we praise the land: grapevines, figs, pomegranates, olives, and dates (Seforno; see
Devarim 8:8).
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21 [The spies] went north [lit., “ascended”]
and explored the land from the Tzin Desert
in the southeast until Rechov, which is in the
northwest on the way to Chamas.  22 First they
went north through the south of the land and
Kalev came [sing.] to Chevron, where there
dwelled Achiman, Sheishai and Talmai, the
children of the giant; Chevron had been built
up with seven times more goodness than [lit.,
“built seven years before”] Tzo’an in Egypt.
23 Then they came to the Eshkol [Cluster]
Valley and cut down from there a grapevine
branch with one bunch of grapes hanging
from it and carried it on two poles, and they
also took from the pomegranates and from
the figs. 24 He had called that place the Eshkol
Valley on account of the grape cluster that
Bnei Yisrael cut down from there. 25 They
returned from exploring the land at the end
of forty days.
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next three verses record their visit to Chevron (13:22) and nearby
Nachal Eshkol (13:23–24). And the last verse mentions that the spy-
ing mission took forty days (13:25). Considering the length of time
the spies spent in the land, their experiences in Chevron and Nachal
Eshkol must have been of crucial importance for the Torah to focus
on them (see also 32:9). A closer analysis of these verses reveals why:

1. Chevron and its giants. Located in the poorest region of the land,
the southern city of Chevron should not have been anything
noteworthy. Nevertheless, the spies found it to have “seven times
more goodness than Tzo’an” (13:22), the best region of Mitzrayim
(Rashi; see Me’am Lo’ez, 13:27). Although the land around the ancient city
had been farmed for centuries, it still produced large, luscious fruits,
showing that the land was indeed rich, one of the things Moshe had
asked them to determine (Ramban; see commentary on 13:17–20). 

Regrettably, for most of the twelve spies, this paled into
insignificance. Chevron was home to three mighty giants, who, even
by “giant” standards, were unusually strong and of breathtaking
size.15 They were so tall they appeared to reach as high as the sun (see
Rashi, 13:33; R’ Hirsch; and Tanchuma 7), and they were so heavy, they made
furrows in the ground wherever they stepped (Rashi, Sotah 34b).16 Most
commentators agree that all the spies saw these giants firsthand
(Tanchuma 7; Rashbam; Chizkuni; Rashi, 13:33).17 As a result, ten of the twelve

15. See 13:33 and comm. on 13:30–33 below, where it is explained where these giants came from.
16. Rashi on Sotah 34b explains that the giant Talmai was particularly identified by his heavy stride —
the word talmai in Hebrew means “furrows.” The other two giants were surely of similar dimensions.
17. This is also the opinion of the Middrash Aggadah (cited below in the comm. on 13:31-33) and
Tanna D’Bei Eliyahu Rabbah 29. But see Maharsha (Sjotah 34b), who  suggests that the spies never
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spies (all except Kalev and Yehoshua) became so overwhelmed with
terror that they lost heart. They concluded that it would be
impossible to conquer the land (Ramban, 13:32; R’ Hirsch; Tanchuma 7).

2. Kalev prayed by the graves of the Avos. Only two spies remained
faithful to Hashem. As mentioned earlier (comm. on 13:16), Moshe
beseeched Hashem to save Yehoshua from evil before the spies
departed.18 As for Kalev, when he sensed the other spies’ loss of faith
(R’ Hirsch, 13:22), he risked his life to travel alone to the burial place of
the Avos (Patriarchs). There, in the Cave of Machpelah,19 he prostrated
himself on their graves and implored them to entreat Hashem on his
behalf. He prayed that Hashem have compassion on him and save
him from being tempted to join the spies’ evil designs (Sotah 34b and
Maharsha there; Rashi, 13:22). As we will see below (14:24), Hashem
rewarded him generously for his courageous act.

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
“He” came to Chevron.  Chazal derive that Kalev went alone to the
Avos’s burial place in Chevron from the singular form of the verb in the
verse “He [ Ÿ̀aÏ©e] came to Chevron” (13:22) (Sotah 34b, cited in Rashi). Sup-
port for this is found in Devarim (1:36), where Moshe said, in Hashem’s
Name, “To him I will give the land that he trod upon,” and in Shoftim
(1:20), where we see that Kalev did receive Chevron: “They gave to
Kalev Chevron, just as Moshe said” (Rashbam, 13:22; R’ Hirsch, 13:22).

Nevertheless, according to Rashbam, the plain meaning of the
verse is that “each and every one of the spies came to Chevron.”
Hence, the spies later declared, “We saw the giant’s children there…”
(13:28, 33). R’ Hirsch suggests that the singular form alludes to the
initial unity of the spies, that they entered the land and journeyed to
Chevron “as one man,” with one mind and purpose. It was only on
sighting the giants that the faith of ten of the spies weakened, as
noted above (R’ Hirsch, 13:22).  

3. Nachal Eshkol. From Chevron the spies journeyed to nearby
Nachal Eshkol,20 literally, the “Valley of the Cluster.” It was given this
name many years earlier by divine providence (see 13:24), in anticipa-
tion of what now took place (Tanchuma 9).21 When they came to Nachal

actually saw the giants, and that what they said later, “we saw the giant’s children there” (13:28), was
a lie. Rashi might also ascribe to this view since he explains that only Kalev entered Chevron, the place
where the giants lived (see A Closer Look:  “He” came to Chevron), and see note 34.
18. This explains why he did not have to risk his life to pray by the graves of the Avos, as Kalev did.
19. See Bereishis 23:9, where we learn that Avraham purchased the Cave of Machpelah, the burial site
of Adam HaRishon and Chavah, so that he could bury Sarah there. Subsequently, Avraham, Yitzchak
and Rivkah, and Yaakov and Leah were also buried there.
20. See Bereishis Rabbah 58:4 and Bamidbar Rabbah 13:16.
21. The Midrash explains that though the place appears to be named after Avraham Avinu’s benefac-
tor, Eshkol (see Bereishis 14:13), Hashem “arranged” for Eshkol to be so-named in anticipation of this
incident with the spies. Kli Yakar suggests that originally  the place was simply called “Eshkol,” but
now it was called “Nachal Eshkol. ” Targum Yonasan (13:24) explains that the place was specifically
called the “Stream of the Cluster” (the word nachal means both “stream” and “valley”) after the juice
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26 They went and came to Moshe,
Aharon, and the entire community of Bnei
Yisrael, to the Paran Desert, to Kadeish,
and they brought back a report to [Moshe
and Aharon] and to the entire community,
and they showed them the land’s fruit. 
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Eshkol, the spies took from there a huge cluster of enormous grapes.
It was so big that it took eight of them to carry “one bunch of
grapes... on two poles” (13:23) — four spies carried the cluster on
two parallel poles (one spy at each end of each pole), while another
four spies supported the cluster with two more poles that crossed
perpendicularly below the first two poles. Another spy carried a huge
pomegranate and another, a gigantic fig (Rashi, 13:23, and on Sotah 34a).22 

Although the spies pretended to do this in fulfillment of Moshe’s
command to bring back fruit, their real motive — after their
terrifying experience in Chevron — was to prove to the people that it
would be futile to even attempt to conquer Eretz Yisrael. They
deliberately chose oversized fruit to make the brazen claim that “just
as the fruit are unusual and strange, so are the inhabitants; they are
extremely strong and very tall!” Yehoshua and Kalev carried nothing,
not wanting to be part of their evil conspiracy (Rashi, 13:23, and on Sotah

35a; Etz Yosef, Bamidbar Rabbah 13:16).23

The Torah makes little mention of the rest of the trip. It appears
that the determining events had already taken place — the spies had
concluded that it would be impossible to conquer the land, and they
carried with them the “evidence” to prove it.

The Spies’ Report
 Ten of the spies returned saying that it would be impossible to conquer

the land.
 One of the spies, Kalev, said that Bnei Yisrael could conquer the land.
 The ten spies countered that they could not since the land consumed its

inhabitants and there were giants there.

·······································································  13:26-29  ··········
On their return, the ten spies presented their findings to “the entire
community of Bnei Yisrael” (13:26). This was the first sign of their
evil intentions. Had their intentions been good, they would have first

that dripped from the succulent grapes and formed a stream. See Kli Yakar for another explanation.
22. Others suggest that two spies carried the grape cluster by a single pole and the others took five
pomegranates and five figs (Tanna D’Bei Eliyahu Rabbah 29; see Targum Yonasan).
23. This explanation follows the opinion of the Gemara (Sotah 34a). According to the Midrash, the
spies initially refused to pick any fruit (in order to conceal the land’s richness from the people),
whereupon Kalev drew his sword and forced them to pick some (Bamidbar Rabbah 13:16). Etz Yosef
reconciles the two explanations by suggesting that at first Yehoshua and Kalev also planned on taking
fruit (and therefore forced the spies to do so), but they then refrained from participating further when
they saw that the spies chose the most strange-looking fruit in order to denigrate the land.
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27 They related to [Moshe] and said in front of
the community, “We came to the land to which
you sent us, and it is even flowing with milk
and honey, and this is its fruit. 28 But it is
impossible to conquer, for the people inha-
biting the land are mighty, and the cities well
fortified and very large, and we also saw the
giant’s children there. 29 Moreover, the people
of Amalek inhabit the southern land
bordering Eretz Yisrael; the Chitti people
[Hittites], the Yevusi people [Jebusites], and the
Emori people [Amorites] inhabit the mountain
area; and the Canaani people [Canaanites]
dwell by the Mediterranean Sea and next to
the Jordan River.”
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presented their report to Moshe and Aharon in private and sought
their advice. However, as explained above, the spies had already
concluded that the land was unconquerable, and they believed the
only way to save themselves and the nation was to arouse the people
to rebel (R’ Hirsch; Ralbag; but see Malbim).

To achieve their ends, the spies decided to publicly disparage the
land. Before doing so, however, they realized that they would first
have to say something good about it (see Sifsei Chachomim), as Chazal
state, “Slander that does not begin with some truth will not endure”
(Sotah 35a). People assume that all of a speaker’s words are false
unless he begins with a truth (Rashi, there; see Rashi, 13:27). The spies
therefore began their report by acknowledging the goodness of the
land. It was fertile, they admitted (see 13:20), and “even flowing with
milk and honey”24 (13:27) (Ramban). In fact, it was so “good” (see
13:19), that without needing to exert much effort the land produced
plentiful honey and flocks with abundant milk (Seforno) — as Hashem
had originally promised them in Mitzrayim (Shemos 3:8; see Kli Yakar).25

The spies’ sin.  “But,” they stressed, “the people inhabiting the
land are mighty…” (13:28). The spies went on to list four reasons
why it would be impossible to conquer the land (Malbim, 13:28):

1. The people. The inhabitants of the land were powerful.
2. The cities. The cities were fortified and impregnable.
3. The giants. There were giants living in the land.
4. The borders. It would be impossible even to enter the land. All its

borders were occupied by powerful nations. The avowed enemy

24. A figurative reference to the plentiful goat milk due to the rich pasturage and the abundant
“honey” from the succulent dates and figs that grew there. See Rashi, Shemos 13:5. The Gemara
relates that one time Rami bar Yechezkel saw goats grazing under a date palm in Bnei Brak.
Seeing honey dripping from the dates and mixing with milk trickling from the goats' udders, he
exclaimed, “A land flowing with milk and honey!” (Kesubos 111b).
25. Some say that actually Yehoshua and Kalev said these words of praise (Yerushalmi, Sotah 9:6).
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of the Jewish people, Amalek, were in the south. Although they
did not dwell in the land, they would surely fight to prevent Bnei
Yisrael from crossing the border. The Hittites, Jebusites, and
Amorites lived in the mountains [which encompassed the
northern border (Malbim)], and the Canaanites dwelled along the
Mediterranean Sea in the west and along the Jordan River in the
east (Ramban; Rashi; R’ Hirsch).

On the surface, it does not appear that the spies did anything
wrong. Moshe had asked them to find out if the land was rich and
fertile, and they said that it was. He had commanded them to bring
back fruit, and they did. He had asked them to discover whether the
people were strong and the cities fortified, and they said that they
were (Ramban). But a deeper look at their words reveals that rather
than being objective reporters about what they saw in the land, they
appointed themselves as the people’s advisors — which they had no
right to do (Me’am Lo’ez). 

Their sin began with the word “but” (13:28). With this quali-
fication, they declared the absolute impossibility of conquering the
land. In essence, their message was, “But of what value is a land that
is rich and fertile — we will not be able to conquer it since the people
are too powerful!” (Ramban; Seforno, 13:28; Gur Aryeh, 13:2).

They also lied. Moshe had told them that if the inhabitants dwelled
in walled cities, it would mean that they were afraid (see comm. on
13:17–20). Although this was in fact the case, the spies declared that
the inhabitants were strong and confident, and that the fortifications
were not a sign of weakness (Be’er BaSadeh, 13:2). To prove their point,
they mentioned the presence of the giants. They declared that just as
the giants were certainly unafraid, so, too, the fortified cities did not
indicate weakness (Ohr HaChaim, 13:28). Moreover, they stressed that the
cities were “well fortified” (13:28) — they had been built by giants
to resist giants, making them completely impregnable against
ordinary people like them (R’ Hirsch).

[The very mention of giants was intended to frighten the people,
just as they themselves had been terrified by them.] Similarly, their
reference to Amalek was meant to frighten. Since the people had been
attacked by them once before (see Shemos 17:8–13), the spies knew that
the mere mention of their presence would cast fear into the people’s
hearts (Rashi, 13:29).26

·············································································  13:30  ··········
Kalev spoke up.  The people understood the implications of the
spies’ message and began to cry, complain, and even yell at Moshe

26. Ramban (13:27) notes that the spies never addressed Moshe’s question as to whether the
inhabitants were few or numerous (see 13:18). He explains that since they had already decided to say,
if necessary, their slanderous claim that the land “consumes its inhabitants” (13:32), they argued that
while the people were few in number, it was because the land had consumed them. They were,
however, very strong .
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30 Then Kalev made all the people silent so
that they would listen to what he would say
toward Moshe, and he also said, “We will
surely go up and over the walls of the fortified
cities and possess [the land], for we will surely
be able to overcome [the people].” 
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(Seforno; Ramban; Bamidbar Rabbah 16:19). Moshe and Aharon did not know
what to do (Tanchuma 2), so Kalev quickly intervened. Although he had
always fully trusted in Hashem, he had given the spies the impression
that he was in total agreement with them. Thus, they willingly
allowed him to speak now (Rashi, 14:24). 

Seeing that the people would respond neither to appeasement nor
to rebuke (Sha’arei Aharon), he called out to them, “Is this all that the son
of Amram [an uncomplimentary reference to Moshe] has done for
us?!” Upon hearing these words, the people became silent, thinking
that Kalev was about to disparage Moshe.27 Instead, he declared,
“Look! He split the sea for us, he brought down mann from Heaven,
and he provided quails!” (Rashi, 13:30; see Mizrachi).28

Kalev did not contest the spies’ words — it would have been futile
to do so. Instead, he sought to strengthen the people’s faith. He said,
“True, the land’s inhabitants are strong. But we will overcome them
and their cities (Ramban, 13:27). With Hashem’s help, we will conquer
them (see Kli Yakar). We will surely go up (13:30) — even if their cities
were fortified with walls up until the heavens and Moshe would
command us, ‘Make ladders and ascend to the heavens!’ we would be
successful (Rashi; Sotah 35a; Be’er Basadeh). But the truth is that the inhabi-
tants will not prevent us from entering the land, and once there, they
will flee from us since their hearts have melted!” (Seforno).

·······································································  13:31-33  ··········
The spies’ response: outright slander.  Up until this point, the spies
conveyed their evil intentions only through allusions due to their fear
of Moshe and Aharon. Now, after Kalev’s confident words, they
openly claimed, “We will not be able to possess the land... for [they]
are stronger than us!” (13:31). Even if they would leave their
fortified cities, we could not conquer them in face to face combat;
certainly we cannot conquer them if they remain within their cities!”
(Ramban, 13:30). Moreover, “we will not be able even to go north

27. As the Me’am Lo’ez points out, why else would Kalev have referred to Moshe in such a
dishonorable  way?
28. Many suggest that Kalev silenced the people to enable Moshe to speak (Seforno; Mizrachi; see
Onkelus and Targum Yonasan). Moshe’s words are recorded in Devarim (1:29–31): “Do not be
discouraged! Do not fear them! Hashem, your God, Who journeys before you, will fight for you as you
saw Him do in Mitzrayim, and as you have seen Him do in the desert [the awesome desert full of
snakes and scorpions (Seforno)]. The entire way He bore you, Hashem, your God, until you reached
this place, like a man bears his son [and protects him from all harm (Rashi)].” Only after Moshe
finished speaking did Kalev defend him, as recorded here (Seforno).
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31 But the men who had gone up to the land
with [Kalev] said, “We will not be able to pos-
sess the land or even to go north across the
border to the people, for [they] are stronger
than us.” 32 They then spoke out falsely [lit.,
“brought out speech”] to Bnei Yisrael about the
land that they had explored, saying, “The land
through which we passed in order to explore it,
it is a land that consumes its inhabitants, and
all the people whom we saw within it were men
of huge dimensions. 33 There we saw the nefillim
[i.e., giants; lit., “fallen ones”], the sons of the giant
who was descended from the original nefillin who
fell from Heaven; we were in our eyes like
grasshoppers compared to the land’s inhabitants,
and so we were in [the people’s] eyes.”
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u¤x¤̀́ D À̈zŸ̀  xEźl̈ D ¹̈a Ep §x©̧ar̈
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ÆEpi¥̧pi¥r§a i ³¦§dP©e mi®¦l¦t§P©dÎo¦n ẅp£r

:m«¤di¥pi«¥r§A Epi¦id̈ o¬¥k§e mi ½¦ab̈£g«©M
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across the border,” for they will gather against us and stop our entry
(Sforno; Malbim; see 14:45).

The spies’ words, EP¤O¦n `Ed ẅfg̈, “stronger than us,” include a more
sinister meaning. The Hebrew word mimenu also means “than Him.”
In other words, they claimed, “We are unable to go up…for they are
stronger than Hashem” (Sotah 35a; Rashi; see Kli Yakar). By this, they denied
Hashem’s omnipotence and revealed their lack of faith. 

They did not stop there. Seeing that the people did not know
whom to believe — them or Kalev — and that the people were still
considering entering Eretz Yisrael, the spies decided to discourage
them by brazenly slandering the land. They declared, “The land…
consumes its inhabitants!” (13:32).29 It had, they claimed, such a
harsh air and such a difficult environment that only giants could
survive there; ordinary people like them would die. This, they
declared, was the reason “all the people…within it were men of
huge dimensions” (13:32)30 and the fruit was so enormous (Ramban;
see comm. on 13:21–25). They claimed that this was also the reason they
saw funerals wherever they went. 

This last statement particularly angered Hashem. For forty days
the spies had traveled through the land and, thanks to Him, had not
been noticed by the local population.31 He accomplished this by send-
ing a plague against the inhabitants of every city they entered, killing
their most important members. The remaining inhabitants were too

29. According to Ramban (13:32, 14:1), the spies did not say these words in the presence of Moshe
and Aharon [or Yehoshua and Kalev — lest they contradict them (see Me’am Lo’ez, 13:32)]. Rather,
they said this to the people later in their dwellings (see comm. on 14:1–4). According to the Midrash,
however, these words were said in front of Moshe (Yerushalmi, Ta’anis 4:5; Tanna D’Bei Eliyahu 1:29).
30. Instead of seeing the strength of the land’s inhabitants as a sign of its richness, as Moshe had told
them (see comm. on 13:17–20), the spies presented this as something negative (Seforno, 13:32).
31. This is the opposite of what happened to the two spies Yehoshua sent to Yericho. Almost
immediately on arriving there, the king of Yericho discovered their presence and tried to capture
them. See Yehoshua 2:1–7.



How did the
spied prove
their claims?
The enormous
fruit gave an
idea of the
awesome size of
the inhabitants.

How did the
spies lose
faith?

Their encounter
with the giants
terrified them.
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involved in burying their dead to pay any attention to the spies.32

Thus, with the very miracles that He did for them, the spies slandered
the land (Tanchuma 7; Bamidbar Rabbah 16:24; Rashi, 13:32; see Kli Yakar, 13:32).

The spies then proceeded to frighten the people by extolling in
even greater detail the enormous strength of the giants. They now
referred to them as “nefillim” (13:33) to clarify that the three giants
in Chevron were descendants of the original giants who lived in the
days of Noach (see Bereishis 6:4) and who were infamous for their
enormous strength (Ramban; Rashbam).33 The spies declared, “We were
like grasshoppers in the giants’ eyes! (Midrash Aggada). It was only
because we were so insignificant to them that they did not harm us”
(Seforno). Alternatively, even in the eyes of the other inhabitants of
the land they were like grasshoppers! (Rashi on Sotah 35a).34 The fruit
was their proof. They claimed that the extraordinary size of the fruit
gave some idea of the awesome size of the inhabitants (R’ Hirsch, 13:26).

In truth, the people should have realized what a miracle it was
that the spies openly carried such enormous fruit throughout the
entire country without anyone stopping them (Tzeror HaMor, 13:20).
Moreover, the very return of the spies should have encouraged the
people. Although they were few in number, they had safely walked
among great and mighty people. Hashem would surely do the same
for the nation (Ohr HaChaim, 13:26). But the people had already lost faith.

How the spies lost faith.  As mentioned above (comm. on 13:3–15), the
spies were all righteous leaders whom Moshe had specially chosen,
with Hashem’s approval, to represent the nation on the spying
mission. Yet they lost faith, sinned grievously, and, as we will see
below (14:36–38), were punished by death. Several approaches explain
how this happened: 

1. They were terrified of the giants. As noted earlier (comm. on
13:21–25), the spies became overwhelmed with terror when they saw
the giants. This caused them to lose heart and conclude that it would
be impossible to conquer the land (Ramban, 13:32; R’ Hirsch, 13:22; Tanchuma

7). They consequently believed that the only way to save themselves
and the nation was to give up trying to conquer the land — even if
that meant they might have to slander it.35

32. Some say that Iyov died at this time, and all the land’s inhabitants were busy mourning and
eulogizing him (Sotah 35a).
33. Nefillim literally means the “fallen ones.” These giants were originally angels who were cast out of
Heaven in the days of Enosh (Rashi, 13:33). Their descendants were also named “nefillim” after their
ancestors (Nachalas Yaakov). Alternatively, their name refers to the effect they had on onlookers —
their hearts would “fall” on sighting the giants (Ibn Ezra, 13:33).
34. The incident behind the spies’ comment occurred when they were hiding from the giants in a
vineyard. They heard them say, “There are men like grasshoppers in the vineyard!” (Midrash
Aggadah). According to Rashi (13:33 as explained by Nachalas Yaakov, and on Sotah 35a) they were
hiding from the land’s inhabitants who then called them grasshoppers.
35. Although the spies’ experience was certainly an awesome test of faith, Hashem deemed that these
exceptionally righteous men should have been able to pass the test (see Seforno, 13:2). Certainly they



Or they were
adversely

influenced by
the people.

Or the spies
were afraid they
would lose their

positions of
leadership.

14 1 The entire community raised their
voices and shouted; and the people wept
that night. 2 Then in the morning all of Bnei
Yisrael complained against Moshe and
Aharon, and the entire community said to
them, “If only we had died in the land of
Egypt or in this desert — if only we had
died! 3 Why is Hashem bringing us to this
land to fall in battle by the sword? Our
wives and children will become captives
[lit., “spoils”] for the Canaanites! Look! It is
better for us to return to Egypt to be slaves”
4 So they said to each other, “Let us appoint
a new leader and return to Egypt.”

 ci `Îz¤̀ E p §Y¦I«©e d ½̈c¥r´̈dÎlM̈ Æ̀ V̈ ¦Y©e
:`E «d©d dl̈§i¬©N©A m̈rd̈ E ¬M§a¦I©e m®̈lFw

 aí¥p§A lŸ M oŸ ½x£d«©̀ Îl«©r§e d´¤WŸnÎl©r ÆEp ¸ŸN¦I©e
d À̈c¥r«̈dÎlM̈ m ¹¤d¥l£̀  Ex̧ §n Ÿ̀«I©e l®¥̀ ẍ §U¦i
x¬̈A §c¦O©A F ²̀  m¦i ½©x§v¦n u¤x´¤̀ §A ÆEp §z©̧nÎEl

:Ep §z«̈nÎEl d¤G©d b `i¦̧a¥n dÂ̈eŸd§Âi d´̈nl̈§e
a ¤x ½¤g©A ŸlŔ§p¦l Æz Ÿ̀G©d u¤x³̈̀ d̈Îl¤̀ Ep ¹̈zŸ̀
Ep̈l aF…h `Fl̄£d f®©al̈ Eí §d¦i Ep¥R©h§e Epi¬¥Wp̈

:dn̈§i «̈x§v¦n aE ¬W c Îl¤̀ Wi¦̀́  E x§n Ÿ̀«I©e
:dn̈§i «̈x§v¦n däE ¬Wp̈§e W Ÿ̀ x d¬̈p §Y¦p ei®¦g῭
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2. The people influenced them. In describing the spies’ return to the
camp, the Torah states, “They went and came back to Moshe…”
(13:26). By comparing their return to their setting off, the Torah
implies that just as they came back with evil intentions, so, too, they
went with evil intentions (Sotah 35a; Rashi, 13:26).36

This is difficult to understand since Hashem testified when they
were chosen that they were all righteous men (see comm. on 13:3–15). Gur
Aryeh (13:3) explains that they were indeed righteous when they were
appointed. But as soon as they became Bnei Yisrael’s representatives,
they were subject to the people’s influence. Since the people lacked
faith that the land was really good (see comm. on 13:1–2), the spies also
lost faith and set off on their mission with evil intentions.37 

3. They desired honor. Mesilas Yesharim (end of chap. 11, citing Zohar

3:158a) explains that the spies were affected by a desire for honor.
They were worried that once the nation entered the land, they would
no longer be counted among the leaders of the people (see comm. on
13:3–15). This [subconscious] desire to keep their positions caused
them to slander the land to prevent the nation from entering it.

The People’s Reaction and the Leaders’ Pleas
 The people cried all night and complained to Moshe and Aharon. 
 Moshe and Aharon prostrated themselves before the people. 
 Yehoshua and Kalev said the land was very good and told the people

not to rebel. But, in response, the people wanted to stone them.

···········································································  14:1-4  ··········
On hearing the spies’ report, the people became fainthearted and

should not have stooped to slander the land. For this sin in particular they deserved a severe
punishment (Ramban, 13:2).
36. The previous verse (13:25) already stated, “They returned from exploring the land…” The word
Ek§l¥I©e, “they went,” therefore seems superfluous. However, it is there to teach that just as the spies
came back with evil intentions, so they “went” with evil intentions (Sifsei Chachomim).
37. See also Ohr HaChaim, 13:2, s.v. “o efshar.”



Why did the
people think
Hashem would
let them die?
They thought He
hated them for
practicing
idolatry in
Mitzrayim.

Why did
Moshe and
Aharon
prostrate
themselves?
Either to plead
with the people,
or as a sign that
they had
relinquished
their leadership.

5 Moshe and Aharon fell [sing.] on their
faces and prostrated in front of the entire
assembly of the community of Bnei Yisrael.
6 Then Yehoshua son of Nun and Kalev son
of Yefuneh — of those who had explored
the land — rent their garments in grief.
 7 They spoke to the entire community of
Bnei Yisrael, saying, “Regarding the land
through which we passed in order to
explore it — the land is very, very good. 

 di¾¥p§t¦l m®¤di¥p§RÎl©r oŸ x£d«©̀ §e d²¤WŸn lŸ¬R¦I©e
l¬©d§wÎlM̈ :l«¥̀ ẍ §U¦i i¬¥p§A z©c£r e ©r´ªWFdi«¦e

mi ¦xŸ©dÎo¦n d ½¤Pªt§iÎo¤A Æa¥lk̈§e oEÀpÎo¦A
:m«¤di ¥c§b¦A †Er §x «̈w u¤x®̈̀ d̈Îz¤̀ f E ½x§n Ÿ̀́I©e

xŸ ®n`¥l l¥̀ ẍ §U¦iÎi«¥p§A z¬©c£rÎlM̈Îl¤̀
D ½̈zŸ̀  xEźl̈ ÆDä Ep §x³©ar̈ x ¤̧W£̀  u ¤x À̀̈ d̈
:cŸ «̀ §n cŸ¬̀ §n u¤ẍ̀ d̈ d¬̈aFh
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began to wail and cry. They continued crying throughout the night (R’

Hirsch). By morning, the entire nation was stirred up. Representatives
of “all of Bnei Yisrael” (14:2) came before Moshe and Aharon to
complain and make their accusations (R’ Hirsch; Ramban; see Rashi, 14:1).38

The people thought that any attempt to enter the land would lead
to certain death. In their bitter mood, they actually accused Hashem
of hating them (Rashi, Devarim 1:27). Although He had redeemed them
from Mitzrayim and protected them in the desert, they claimed that
He did all this to deliver them into the hands of the nations “to fall in
battle by the sword” (14:3). Perhaps, they rationalized, He hated
them for practicing idolatry in Mitzrayim (Seforno, 14:2–3; see Devarim 1:27). 

The people were distraught. They spoke about appointing a new
leader who would take them back to Mitzrayim. At least there they
would remain alive, even if it meant living as slaves (Malbim, 14:4).

All this demonstrates, as Hashem later testified (14:11; 32:11), that
the people did not wholeheartedly trust Hashem. Chazal actually
understand that the “leader” the people wished to appoint was an
idol (Sanhedrin 107a; Rashi, 14:4). How far they had fallen!

·········································································  14:5-10  ··········
Moshe and Aharon’s response.  Seeing that the people wanted to
appoint a new leader and return to Mitzrayim, Moshe and Aharon
threw themselves to the ground “on their faces” (14:5) and lay
prostrate before the people. Ramban suggests that this was part of a
passionate appeal: “My brothers,” they begged, “please do not
stumble and sin in this matter!”39 

R’ Hirsch suggests they did this to convey that they were giving up
their leadership. Since the people had renounced their loyalty to
them, the two leaders’ power had now come to an end and they could
do nothing more.

38. As discussed in note 29, according to Ramban (14:1), the spies said their slander that evening in
the privacy of the people’s tents, away from Moshe and Aharon. By morning, the people were
sufficiently incited to complain directly to Moshe and Aharon. See also Tanchuma 11 and Yalkut
Shimoni. According to Rashi, “the entire community” — as opposed to the “people” mentioned at the
end of the verse — refers to the members of the Sanhedrins.
39. According to Malbim, Moshe addressed the people at this point. His words are recorded in
Devarim (1:29–31). See note 28.



What was the
message of

Yehoshua and
Kalev?

That the land
was very good

and Hashem
would help them

conquer it. And
being afraid of

the land’s
inhabitants was
tantamount to

rebellion.

8 As for its conquest — if Hashem favors [lit.,
“desires”] us because we are worthy, He will
bring us to this land and give it to us; it alone
is a land that is flowing with milk and
honey. 9 Only do not rebel against Hashem,
and then you need not fear the land’s people,
for they are like our bread and we will
consume them easily. Their ‘shade’ of protection
[i.e., the righteous] has left them; Hashem is
with us — do not fear them.”  

10 But in response the entire community
spoke about stoning them to death with
stones, so to prevent this Hashem’s Glory
descended in a cloud and appeared in the Tent
of Meeting to all of Bnei Yisrael. 

iyily g `i³¦a¥d§e d½̈eŸd§i ÆEp ¸̈A u¬¥tg̈Îm¦̀
D̈pz̈§pE z Ÿ̀½G©d u¤x´̈̀ d̈Îl¤̀ ÆEp ¸̈zŸ̀
älg̈ z¬©äf `e²¦dÎx¤W£̀  u ¤x ¾¤̀ Ep®̈l

:W«̈a §cE h ¼EcŸ¼x§n¦YÎl©̀  »dF̈di«©A K©̀́
u ¤x ½̀̈ d̈ ḿ©rÎz¤̀ ÆE` §xi «¦YÎl©̀  m À¤Y©̀ §e
m²¤di¥l£r«¥n m̄N̈¦v x´̈q m®¥d Ep¥n§g©l i¬¦M

:m«ª̀ẍi «¦YÎl©̀  Ep̈Y¦̀  d¬̈Fdi«©e i ÆEx§n Ÿ̀«I©e
mi®¦pä£̀ «̈A m̈zŸ̀  mF¬B §x¦l d ½̈c¥r´̈dÎlM̈
c ½¥rFn l¤dŸ ´̀ §A Æd῭ §x¦p dÀ̈eŸd§i cFá§kE

:l«¥̀ ẍ §U¦i i¥p§AÎlM̈Îl«¤̀   t
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Yehoshua and Kalev’s response.  In grief over the people’s sin,
Yehoshua and Kalev “rent their garments” (14:6) (R’ Hirsch; see Tzeror

HaMor).40 They called out, “It is not true what our fellow spies said, that
the land devours its inhabitants (see 13:32). The land is very, very
good (14:7): the air is pleasant, and the land truly flows with milk
and honey, just as Hashem promised (Ramban; Seforno; R’ Hirsch, 14:7–8).
Indeed, “it alone is a land that is flowing with milk and honey”
and there is no land like it (Ohr HaChaim). As for our taking possession
of it, it depends entirely on us — if Hashem favors us because we
are worthy, He will…give it to us” (14:8) (R’ Hirsch; Seforno).

“Only do not rebel against Hashem (14:9). That you are afraid
of the land’s inhabitants is tantamount to rebellion! For just as it was
not with your own strength that you left Mitzrayim — but rather,
Hashem performed miracles for you — so, too, now He has promised
to expel the inhabitants from the land. Trust in Him and you will
succeed (Ramban).

“Moreover, our fellow spies’ contention that the people are too
powerful for us to conquer is false. You need not fear them, for we
will devour them like our bread (14:9) — just as bread cannot stop
people from eating it, so the inhabitants are too afraid to oppose us in
any way (Seforno; Ramban).41 What is more, they have lost their ‘shade’
(14:9); that is, the righteous among them, who until now shielded
them with their merits, have died” (Rashi, 14:9; see comm. on 13:17–20).42

40. As to why they were the only ones to rend their garments — and not Moshe and Aharon as well
— the Torah explains that they were “of those who had explored the land” (14:6). Since they had
seen the great goodness of the land, they felt [deeply the people’s refusal to believe that it was good].
Moreover, they hoped that their drastic action would arouse the people to repent (Ohr HaChaim).
41. According to this explanation, the verse, “Do not rebel…and do not fear” (14:9) contains two
independent ideas. However, according to Rashi one phrase is a consequence of the other: “If you do
not rebel, then you will not need to fear them…”
42. Alternatively, Hashem has removed His shade that was shielding them (Rashi, 14:9). According to
Ramban (14:9), Yehoshua and Kalev were alluding to the guardian angels of the nations that inhabited
the land; only when a nation’s guardian angel “falls” does the nation fall. See R’ Bachya.



Why did
Hashem want
to annihilate
His people?
After all the
miracles they
had experienced,
they should have
believed He
could fulfill His
promise.

11 Hashem said to Moshe, “For how long will
this people anger Me, and for how long will
they not trust in Me as they should in
consequence of all the miraculous signs that I
have performed among [them]? 12 I will
strike [them] down with a plague and drive
[them] out of existence, and in their place I
will make you into a greater and stronger
nation than [they].”

 `id̈p¬̈̀ Îc©r d ½¤WŸnÎl¤̀ ÆdF̈d§i x¤n Ÿ̀³I©e
Ædp̈ ¸̀̈ Îc©r§e d®¤G©d ḿr̈d̈ i¦pªv£̀«©p§i
x¬¤W£̀  zF ½zŸ̀ «̈d ÆlŸk§A i ½¦a Epi ¦́n£̀«©iÎ Ÿ̀l

:F «A §x¦w§A i¦zi¦Ur̈ ai x¤a¤C©a EP¬¤M©̀
lF ¬cB̈ÎiF «b§l ½L §zŸ «̀  Æd¤U¡r«¤̀§e EP®¤W ¦xF «̀ §e

:EP«¤O¦n mE vr̈§e
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Not only did the people reject these pleas, but they even spoke
among themselves about  stoning “them” (14:10) (Abarbanel) — some
say this refers to Yehoshua and Kalev (Rashi; Ohr HaChaim; Abarbanel);
others say that the people even wanted to stone Moshe and Aharon
(Tanchuma 12). Whatever the case, the heavenly Cloud descended on the
Ohel Mo’ed at that moment to protect them from the people’s evil
designs (Midrash HaGadol on 14:4; Abarbanel).

Part 2. The Punishments
Verses 14:11–45

Hashem’s Response
 Hashem said He would destroy the people for angering Him and not

trusting in Him.

·······································································  14:11-12  ··········
Angry at the people’s reaction to the spies’ report, Hashem said to
Moshe Rabbeinu, “For how long will this people anger Me?” (Seforno;
Rashi). He explained, “Since making the golden calf, they have gone
from bad to worse — from complaining in Taveirah to running after
their desires in Kivros HaTa’avah to this incident (Tzeror HaMor). For
how long will they not put their full trust in Me?43 After all the
miracles that I performed for them, they should believe that I have
the ability to fulfill My promise [to bring them into the land]” (14:11)
(Rashi).

“So now I will smite them with a plague and annihilate them. And
if you ask, ‘What about My oath to the Avos [in which I promised to
make their descendants into a great nation and to give them the
land]?’44 I will keep My word. Since you are also descended from the

43. Ohr HaChaim wonders why it was necessary for Hashem to state that they did not trust in Him
after He just said that they had angered Him (which certainly involves a lack of faith). He suggests that
Hashem’s comment about being angry was directed at the ten spies, while His comment about the
lack of faith was directed at the people. Sifsei Kohen suggests that Hashem’s anger was directed at the
eirev rav, because it was they who aroused the nation to complain against Moshe and Aharon. See also
Abarbanel.
44. Moshe used this argument to defend the Jews after they sinned with the golden calf (see Shemos
32:13 and Rashi there). Regarding His oaths to the Avos, His promises to Avraham can be found in
Bereishis 12:2 and 22:17; to Yitzchak, in Bereishis 26:3–4; and to Yaakov, in Bereishis 35:11–12.



What was the
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that they were
afraid and did

not trust in
Hashem...

and that they
didn’t believe
the land was

truly good.
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Avos, I will fulfill My promise by making you into a greater and
stronger nation than [they]” (14:12) (Rashi).

The people lacked faith from the outset.  Hashem testified that the
people did not put their full trust in Him. He was not only referring to
the fact that they chose to believe the slander of the ten spies, but
also to the entire spying mission. From its inception, they demon-
strated a lack of faith:

1. The people did not trust Hashem. As explained above (comm. on
13:1–2), one of the reasons the people wanted to send spies was
because they were afraid of the land’s inhabitants and thought they
might be too strong to conquer.45 This indicated an obvious lack of
faith in Hashem and His ability to fulfill His promise to give them the
land (see Rashi 14:11, Ohr HaChaim 13:2 and Malbim).46

2. They did not believe the land was good. Another reason for
sending spies was because the people had doubted Hashem’s promise
that the land was “a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk
and honey” (Shemos 3:8). When Moshe consulted with Hashem as to
whether to send spies, He responded, “I said the land is good, but
they do not believe Me… If I refuse [to let them send spies], they will
say it is because the land is really not good. So I will let [their
representatives] see it, but I swear that they will not enter it”
(Tanchuma 5; see Rashi, 13:2; see commentary on 13:1-2).47

Moshe’s Prayer
 Moshe prayed on behalf of the people, arguing that when the Egyptians

would hear that Hashem had killed His people, it would be a
desecration of His Name.

 He also pleaded with Hashem to show compassion.

·······································································  14:13-19  ··········
Upon hearing Hashem’s threat of annihilation, Moshe rose to defend
his people. He had two main arguments:

45. Meshech Chochmah (13:30) suggests that since the people had heard from Eldad and Meidad that
Moshe would die and Yehoshua would bring them into the land (see comm. on 11:24–29), they were
afraid that without their revered leader, it would be impossible to conquer it. This explains why Kalev
specifically mentioned the miracles that Moshe had done for them (see comm. on 13:30). He wished
to emphasize that their leader’s greatness was actually dependent on them and that Hashem would
continue to perform miracles for them and expel the inhabitants from the land if the people remained
worthy.
46. The truth is, even sending spies to find the best way to conquer the land was wrong at this point
in time. Having witnessed all of Hashem’s miracles and salvations, they should have faithfully followed
the Cloud wherever it would lead them. By requesting to send spies, they indicated that they rejected
Hashem’s leadership (Ramban, 13:2, based on the Midrash).
47. According to Rashi (13:2), Hashem told Moshe, “I swear that I will give them room to err through
the spies’ words! [Since they do not trust in Me,] they [will have the opportunity to be led astray and]
will not inherit the land” (see Be’er BaSadeh).



How did
Moshe plead
on behalf of
the people?
He argued that
killing the people
suddenly
desecrate
Hashem’s Name
in the eyes of
the Egyptians.

13 Moshe said to Hashem, “But the people of
Egypt will hear that You killed Your nation —
those people who saw that You lifted this people
out from among them with Your great power.
14 They will consequently say about the inhabi-
tants of this land of Canaan — since they heard
that You, Hashem, are among this people, and
that You, Hashem, appear to them eye to eye,
and Your cloud stands over [i.e., covers] them,
and in a pillar of cloud You go before them by
day leading them, and in a pillar of fire by night,
thereby showing Your love for them, 15 and yet now
You will kill this entire people like a single man
[i.e., suddenly] — and all the nations (not just the
Egyptians) who have heard of Your reputation
will speak about the Canaanites’ strength, saying,
16 ‘Because of Hashem’s inability to bring this
people into the land that He swore to give them,
He slaughtered them in the desert.’

17 “So now, please expand Your power of com
passion, my Master, and do as You once spoke,
saying that 18 ‘Hashem, the Compassionate One, is
slow to anger for everyone and abundant in
kindness, He bears and forgives sin and
rebellion, He cleanses of sin those who repent but
does not cleanse those who do not, and eventually
He recalls the sins of the unrepentant fathers on
the children, and on the third and fourth
generations [i.e., the grandchildren and great
grandchildren] if they repeat their father’s sins.’ 

 biEŕ §n«̈W§e d®̈Fd§iÎl¤̀ d¤WŸn x¤n Ÿ̀¬I©e
²L£gŸ «k§a z̈ī¦l¡r«¤dÎi¦M m¦i ½©x§v¦n

:F «A §x¦T¦n d¤G©d m¬̈rd̈Îz¤̀ ci E Àx§n«̈̀ §e
ÆEr§n«̈W ¼z Ÿ̀G©d u¤x´̈̀ d̈ »a¥WFiÎl¤̀
d®¤G©d ḿr̈d̈ a ¤x ¤w§A d½̈eŸd§i d´̈Y©̀ Îi«¦M

d´̈̀ §x¦p o¦i ¹©r§A o¦i©̧rÎx¤£W` | d´̈Y©̀
c¥́nŸr ÆL§p«̈p£r«©e dÀ̈eŸd§i c´ªO©r§aE m ½¤d¥l£r

m ½̈nFi Æm¤di¥p§t¦l K³¥lŸd d ¸̈Y©̀  o À̈pr̈
 :dl̈§i«̈l W¥̀  cE ¬O©r§aE ehd²̈Y©n«¥d§e

c®̈g¤̀ Wi¦̀́ §M d¤G©d m¬̈rd̈Îz¤̀
E¬r§n«̈WÎx¤W£̀  m½¦iFB©d ÆEx§n«̈̀ §e

L£r§n¦WÎz«¤̀ :xŸ «n`¥l fh i º¦Y§l¦A¦n
ḿr̈d̈Îz¤̀ Æ̀ i¦ad̈§l dÀ̈eŸd§i z¤lŸḱ§i
r©́A §W¦pÎx¤W£̀  u¤ẍ̀ d̈Îl¤̀ d½¤G©d

:x«̈A §c¦O©A m¥hg̈ §W¦I©e m®¤dl̈ fi d ¾̈Y©r§e
x¬¤W£̀ «©M i®̈pŸc£̀  ©gŸḾ ̀̈pÎl ©C§b¦i

:xŸ «n`¥l Ÿ §x©A ¦C gi K¤x³¤̀ dÀ̈eŸd§i
oŸ er̈ ¬̀¥UŸp c¤q ½¤gÎa ©x§e Æm¦i©̧R©̀
c º¥wŸR d ½¤T©p§i`´Ÿl Æd¥T©p§e r©W®̈të
mi ½¦pÄÎl©r ÆzFa῭  oŸ³e£r
:mi«¦r¥A ¦xÎl©r§e mi¦W¥N¦WÎl©r
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1. Do not desecrate Hashem’s Name (14:13–16). He told Hashem
that if He would carry out His threat, it would bring about a
tremendous desecration of His Name (Ohr HaChaim, 14:13–16; Rashbam,
14:14; see also Rashi, 14:21; Gur Aryeh, 14:16; and others). “The people of Mitzra-
yim will hear that You killed Your people.48 Having seen You bring
them out of Mitzrayim with great power, and, moreover, having
heard that You dwell among Bnei Yisrael with [Your glory], appearing
to them before their very eyes, the Egyptians know of Your love and
affection for Your people. When they hear about how You suddenly
killed them, they will certainly not think that it is because the people
sinned. Rather, they will say that You were able to wage war against
Mitzrayim, but not against the inhabitants of the land, for one cannot
compare the might of Pharaoh to that of the thirty-one kings of
Canaan” (Rashi, 14:13–16).49

48. Ohr HaChaim (14:13, 15) suggests that initially Moshe spoke only about the people of Mitzrayim
(see 14:13) — and not about the other nations — because only they knew firsthand that the Jews had
succeeded in leaving Mitzrayim solely because of Hashem’s great strength. Then Moshe added that
Hashem’s Name would be desecrated also among all the nations of the world (see 14:15).
49. Alternatively, Moshe argued that the Egyptians would think that the gods of Canaan were more



Instead, Moshe
asked that

Hashem, in His
compassion,

delay punish-
ment so the

people could
repent.

Hashem’s
compassion

extends even to
evildoers.

19 Please forgive this people’s sin according
to Your great kindness, and like You have
borne and forgiven this people from the time
they left Egypt until now.”

 hil ¤cŸb́§M d¤G©d m¬̈rd̈ oŸ²e£r«©l `À̈pÎg«©l§«q
d½¤G©d ḿr̈l̈ Ædz̈` ¸̈Up̈ x³¤W£̀ «©k§e L®¤C§q©g

:dP̈«¥dÎc©r§e m¦i ©x§v¦O¦n
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2. Delay the punishment (14:17–19). Moshe then asked Hashem to
arouse His compassion (Ramban; Tanchuma 13). He pleaded, “Even if the
people do deserve this punishment (R’ Hirsch), please expand Your
power of compassion (14:17) so that Your attribute of compassion
overcomes Your attribute of judgment. When I ascended Mount Sinai,
You said that You are ‘slow to anger’ (14:18) and delay punishing so
that every sinner can repent — not just tzaddikim, but even evildoers
(Rashi on 14:17–18, Shemos 34:6, and Eruvin 22a). This would be the greatest
manifestation of Your power. While the sudden destruction of the
people would also demonstrate Your strength, it will be manifest in
all of its greatness by letting them live” (R’ Hirsch).50  

Moshe concluded his plea by asking Hashem to forgive the people
out of His “great kindness” (14:19), with the same tolerance that He
had shown them since their redemption from Mitzrayim (R’ Hirsch). 

Ramban explains that Moshe did not ask Hashem to completely
absolve the people of their sin. He asked only that they be given time
to repent. In addition, if it would not be possible to absolve them
completely, then at least their punishment should be spread out over
many generations (see also Abarbanel).

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ··························································
Hashem’s attribute of patience.  The Midrash relates that when
Moshe ascended to Heaven to receive the Torah, he found Hashem
sitting and writing (so to speak) the words of the verse “Hashem is
slow to anger…” (14:18). Moshe said to Him, “For the sake of the
tzaddikim.” Hashem responded, “Even for the sake of evildoers.”
Moshe contended, “Let the evildoers perish!” whereupon Hashem
rejoined, “I swear by your life that you will need this attribute of
Mine!” And so it was. When Bnei Yisrael sinned in this incident, and
Moshe pleaded with Him to be slow to anger, Hashem said, “But did
you not say to Me that I should do this only ‘for the sake of the
tzaddikim’?” Moshe rejoined, “But did You not say to me, ‘Even for the
sake of evildoers’?” (Rashi, 14:18, citing Sanhedrin 111a).  

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
Six attributes of mercy.  In all, Moshe asked Hashem to display six
attributes of mercy. Two have been described above — that Hashem
be: (1) compassionate (as indicated by Moshe’s mention of His Name,

powerful and better able to defend their peoples from Him than the god of Mitzrayim (Ramban).
Although Hashem promised to build a new nation from Moshe’s descendants and they would later
conquer the land, the nations of the world would attribute their conquest to the new nation’s greater
strength, and not to Hashem’s (Ohr HaChaim). Alternatively, although Hashem’s Name would be
sanctified in the long run, it would be desecrated in the interim (R’ Hirsch).
50. Similarly, Rashbam cites Mishlei (16:32): “Better is the one who is slow to anger than a strong
man…” See also Avos 4:1, Malbim, and Ibn Ezra.



Moshe appealed
to many of
Hashem’s
attributes of
mercy.

20 Hashem said to Moshe, “I have
forgiven them in accordance with your
words (about what the nations will say).
21 However, I swear that as surely as I am
alive, the glory of Hashem will still fill the
entire earth, 22 for all the men who saw My
glory and My miraculous signs that I
performed in Egypt and in the desert, yet
tested Me these ten times and did not
listen to My voice, 23 they will not see the
land that I swore to give their forefathers.
In addition, all those who anger Me will not
see it.” 

 k:L «¤xä §c¦M i¦Y§g ©̈lq d½̈eŸd§i x¤n Ÿ̀́I©e
 `kd̈Fd§iÎcFa§k ¬̀¥lÖ¦i§e i¦p®̈̀ Îi©g m̈lE`§e

:u ¤x«̈̀ d̈ÎlM̈Îz¤̀ ak mi À¦Wp̈£̀ «̈dÎlk̈ i¦́M
Îx¤W£̀  i ½©zŸzŸ ´̀ Îz¤̀§e Æi ¦cŸa§MÎz¤̀ mi³¦̀ Ÿx«̈d
i À¦zŸ̀  EQ́©p§i©e x®̈A §c¦O©aE m¦i ©x§v¦n§a i¦zi¬¦Ur̈
:i«¦lFw§A E r§n«̈W `¬Ÿl§e mi ½¦nr̈§R x¤Ú¤r d¤µf

 bkx¬¤W£̀  u ¤x ½̀̈ d̈Îz¤̀ ÆE` §x¦iÎm¦̀
`¬Ÿl i©v£̀«©p§nÎl«̈k§e m®̈zŸa£̀«©l i ¦Y§r©A§W¦p

:d̈E «̀ §x¦i
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Ado-noi, in verse 14:18) and (2) “slow to anger” (m¦i©R©̀  K ¤x¤̀). Moshe
also asked Hashem to (3) be “abundant in kindness” (c¤q¤g a ©x§e) toward
His people, displaying an inexhaustible love that gives again and again,
despite being rejected; (4) “bear and forgive the people’s sin and
rebellion” ( oŸer̈ `¥UŸp r©Wẗë ),51 thereby lifting from them the burdensome
weight of sin and guilt (R’ Hirsch); (5) “cleanse” (d¥T©p§e) those who repent,
and, if He would not absolve them from punishment (d¤T©p§i Ÿ̀l) [for
nothing goes unpunished if there is not complete repentance52], then
He should (6) extend the punishment over many generations, to “the
third and fourth generations” (mi¦r¥A ¦x l©r§e mi¦W¥N¦W l©r),53 the grand-
children and great-grandchildren (Abarbanel; see Ramban).54  

The Decree
 Hashem forgave the people, but swore that they would not see the

land.
 He promised to give Chevron to Kalev.
 He commanded the people to turn back to the desert.
 He told Bnei Yisrael that all the men from age 20 and up would die in

the desert over a period of forty years (except Yehoshua and Kalev), but
their children would enter the land, and the women and Levi’im too.

·······································································  14:20-23  ··········
In His great kindness, Hashem agreed to pardon the people and
refrain from annihilating them all at once, lest, as Moshe had argued,
the nations would claim that He lacked the ability to bring His people

51. “Sin” refers to willful transgressions a person commits when his desires overcome him. “Rebellion”
refers to transgressions committed without such a desire (R’ Hirsch; see also Rashi, Shemos 34:6).
52. Rashi (14:18) explains that Hashem only absolves sinners who repent.
53. According to Chazal, the children and later generations are punished only if they continue to sin in
the manner that their fathers did (Rashi, Shemos 34:6; see Seforno).
54. We see that Moshe mentioned only six of Hashem’s thirteen attributes of mercy. One of those
omitted was the merit of the Avos. He did not beseech Hashem in their merit, as he did in the incident
of the golden calf, since the people had turned against the Avos by not wanting the land for which the
Avos had yearned (Ramban, 14:17; see Bamidbar Rabbah 16:22). For reasons why Moshe omitted
Hashem’s other attributes of mercy, see Ramban, Ohr HaChaim 14:18, Da’as Zekeinim, Moshav
Zekeinim, R’ Bachya and others.



Why didn’t
Hashem fully

pardon the
people?

Even after seeing
His glory and

miracles, they
still doubted His

providence.

In particular, the
people deserved

to be punished
for sinning in the

incidents of the
golden calf and

the spies.
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into the land.55 Rather, “the glory of Hashem will still fill the entire
earth” (14:21) and He would not allow His Name to be desecrated
(Rashi; Ramban, 14:17; Ohr HaChaim; Malbim; Rashbam).56 However, He declared
that He would not pardon them completely. He took a firm and irre-
vocable oath to that effect (R’ Hirsch, 14:22–23), saying, “I swear that as
surely as I am alive…they will not see the land!” (14:21–23) (Rashi).

Hashem stated His reasons: “All the men...saw My glory and My
miraculous signs (14:22) — they observed My deeds both in
Mitzrayim, the most powerful nation on earth, and in the desert, an
awesome wasteland. I did all this to instill in them both fear and trust
in Me, so that they should neither fear any other force [certainly not
the nations of Canaan], nor put their trust in anything else [certainly
not their own strength or strategies]. Yet it was not enough. They
doubted My providence over earthly matters and tested Me these
ten times (14:22) with their sins and complaining.57 And although
they saw time and time again the realization of My promises, they
have still not learned to obey Me. All this shows that they are
unworthy of possessing the land” (R’ Hirsch, 14:22–23; see also Ralbag and
others).

The people particularly deserved to be punished for two of the ten
tests. The first one was the grave incident of the golden calf (see Shemos,
chap. 32). It was actually then that Hashem first considered
pronouncing this fateful decree. However, He waited until “their
measure of sin” was full [for it is not His way to exact punishment
immediately, but to wait until many sins have been committed (see
Rashi, Arachin 15a)]. Now that they had committed this additional grave
transgression, their measure became full, and He decided to punish
them for both sins (Rashi, 14:33, and Sifsei Chachomim there).58 

55. On the use of the past tense — i¦Y§g©lq̈, “I have forgiven” (14:20) — in Hashem’s statement, see
Seforno 14:13, 20, R’ Hirsch, Rashbam, Abarbanel and others.
56. Although Moshe had argued that it would be a desecration of Hashem’s Name to kill the people
(14:13–16), that would only apply if He killed them all at once. Now that they would die slowly — as
we will see — His Name would not be desecrated (see Ohr HaChaim, 14:15 and R’ Hirsch, 14:15). In
fact, it would demonstrate Hashem’s omnipotence. Whereas a king of flesh and blood avenges his
enemies immediately lest he die or his enemies flee, Hashem has no need to do so. He is eternal (“as
surely as I am alive”) and His Presence fills the entire world (“the glory of Hashem will fill the
entire earth”), leaving a sinner with no place to escape (Abarbanel).
57. Rashi (according to Gur Aryeh) explains that the expression “tested Me” should be understood
literally: the people tested Hashem’s ability to fulfill their requests. However, since we find that they
made no request in the sin of the calf, one of the ten tests, Tosafos Yom Tov (Avos 5:4) suggests that
the expression simply means that the people demonstrated a lack of faith. Others understand it to
mean that the people “angered” Hashem ten times (Chizkuni).
58. Rashi (14:33) derives this from verse 14:34, “You will bear your sins,” in the plural, indicating that
the decree was a punishment for two sins. R’ Hirsch (14:33) suggests, however, that according to the
plain understanding of the text, they were being punished for all their sins. The Mishnah, on the other
hand, states that the decree was only sealed because of the sin they committed here, when the spies
slandered the land (Arachin 3:5). This implies that although the people committed many sins, the
decree was a punishment for this sin alone (Tosafos Yom Tov there, citing Rashi; see Rambam, Hilchos
Deos 7:6). 



What were the
“ten tests”?
Two at the Yam
Suf, two over
the mann, two
over meat, two
over water, the
sin with the
golden calf, and
the incident of
the spies.

What was
Kalev’s
reward?
He would enter
the land and
receive Chevron.

24 Hashem continued: “But My servant Kalev,
because there was another spirit with him
and he filled his heart with devotion to follow
after Me, I will bring him to the area of land to
which he came [i.e., Chevron], and he and his
offspring will drive out [its inhabitants].”

 ck©gE ³x d º̈z§i«̈d a¤ẃ¥r a À¥lk̈ i ¦́C§a©r§e
i ®̈x£g«©̀  ̀¥N©n§i©e F ½O¦r Æz ¤x¤̧g©̀
´̀̈AÎx¤W£̀  Æu ¤x ¸̀̈ d̈Îl¤̀ ei À¦zŸ̀ i «¦a£d«©e

:dP̈«¤W ¦xF«i F r §x©f§e dÖ ½̈W 
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 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
The ten tests.  Hashem accused His nation of angering Him“ten times”
(14:22). Some explain that this is not to be taken literally — the people
tested Hashem a number of times, but not specifically ten (Ibn Ezra;
Rashbam; Abarbanel). The Gemara (Arachin 15a, cited in Rashi, 14:22) does,
however, understand this literally and enumerates all ten tests:

1. The first test was at the Yam Suf (Reed Sea). Just before the sea
split, when the people saw Pharaoh and his army approaching
them, they complained to Moshe, “Were there no graves in
Egypt…?” (Shemos 14:11). 

2. After they crossed the sea they demonstrated their limited faith
by declaring, “Just as we are ascending on this side, so, too, the
Egyptians are ascending on the other side!” Hashem proved
otherwise by causing the sea to cast the dead Egyptians onto the
shore (see Rashi, Shemos 14:30). 

3. Three days later they complained to Moshe about the lack of
water at Marah (Shemos 15:24). 

4. Five days later, in the Tzin Desert, they complained about the lack
of meat. Hashem responded by sending quails (ibid. 16:3, 13). 

5–6. At that time, they also twice transgressed the laws related to
the mann — once by leaving over some of it for the next day (ibid.
16:20) and once by going out to look for it on Shabbos (ibid. 16:27). 

7. Soon after, in Refidim, they complained again about the lack of
water (ibid. 17:3). 

8. The next test was the sin with the golden calf (ibid. 32:1–35). 

9. After leaving Mount Sinai, they complained in Kivros HaTa’avah,
again about the lack of meat (11:1–4).59

10. The incident with the spies was the tenth test (see Rashi, Arachin
15a).60  

·············································································  14:24  ··········
Kalev’s reward.  Hashem contrasted the rebellious and unfaithful
behavior of the people with that of Kalev (see Rashi, 14:34; and 32:11–12).
He declared that because Kalev had followed Him wholeheartedly
(Rashi, 14:24; see comm. on 13:30–33), not only would he be exempt from
the decree condemning the people, but he would even enter the land

59. This test includes the sin in Taveirah. See Tosafos Yom Tov on Avos 5:4.
60. Rambam and Rabbeinu Yonah (Avos 5:4) have alternative enumerations of the tests. Rambam
counts the complaints in Taveirah as a separate test. R’ Yonah does as well, and also counts the
complaints in Refidim (“Is Hashem in our midst or not?” — Shemos 17:7) as a separate test.



25 Hashem continued: “Tell the people: ‘The
Amalekites and Canaanites dwell in the valley
and mountain country on the land’s border, so do
not try to enter. Instead, tomorrow, turn back
and journey toward the desert, in the
direction of the Sea of Reeds.’ ”

 dka¥́WFi i¦p£r«©p§M«©d§e i ¬¦w¥l«̈n£r«̈d§e
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and inherit the “area of land to which he came” (14:24) — namely,
the city of Chevron.61 This was his fitting reward for resisting the
enticements of the ten spies.62 As explained above (comm. on 13:21–25),
he achieved this in large measure by risking his life when he went
alone to pray at the graves of the Avos in Chevron. While Yehoshua
had also remained faithful and was similarly excluded from the
decree (see 14:30), that was due to Moshe’s prayers (see comm. on 13:16).
Kalev, on the other hand, had to draw from his own inner strength to
retain his resolve (Ohr HaChaim).63

·············································································  14:25  ··········
Turning back.  After declaring that the people would not be able to
enter the land, Hashem told Moshe that they would now have to
“turn back” and return the way they had come, “in the direction of
the Sea of Reeds (Yum Suf)” (14:25). They would not be allowed to
enter the land, nor should they try to do so. He was not with them, so
they would only end up being killed by the peoples of Amalek and
Canaan who dwelled on the border of the land [in the mountain area
and the valley that was immediately beyond] (Rashi).

·······································································  14:26-35  ··········
The punishment in detail.  Hashem now described to Moshe the
people’s punishment in detail (Tzeror HaMor; R’ Hirsch). First He turned
His attention to the spies, declaring (14:26), “For how long will I let
this evil community of spies live, considering that they are making

61. According to Ramban (14:21) and Mizrachi (14:21), the words in this verse are part of Hashem’s
oath that began in 14:21.
62. According to Ohr HaChaim, the words “there was another spirit with him” (14:24) allude to
Kalev’s battle against his yetzer hara which tried to cause him to go astray. According to Ibn Ezra, R’
Bachya, and Ohr HaChaim (second explanation), Hashem meant that Kalev’s faithful spirit differed
from the evil spirit of the spies. According to Rashi, Kalev had had two spirits within him, one in his
mouth and one in his heart. When he spoke to the other spies, he told them that he was in agreement
with them [and their belief that it was impossible to conquer the land]. In truth, however, there was
“another spirit” in his heart that was faithful to Hashem (see comm. on 13:30; see Gur Aryeh). In
recognition for his faithfulness, Hashem called him “My servant” (14:24) — a title given only to
Moshe Rabbeinu (see 12:7) and to Yehoshua at the end of his life (Ohr HaChaim; see Yehoshua 24:29).
63. This explains why only Kalev is mentioned here and not Yehoshua (Ohr HaChaim). Alternatively,
Ramban suggests that it was appropriate to mention only Kalev’s reward at this stage, and not
Yehoshua’s, since his reward was that he would succeed Moshe as the nation’s leader after his death.
Ramban adds that Kalev is mentioned before Yehoshua in verse 14:30 in recognition of his being the
first to speak out against the ten spies (see 13:30), while Yehoshua is mentioned first in verse 14:38,
in recognition of his superior wisdom. 



How was the
people’s
punishment
appropriate?
They would die
in the desert,
just as they had
“wanted” to. But
their children,
who they said
would be
captured, would
enter the land.

26 Hashem spoke to Moshe and to Aharon,
saying, 27 “For how long will I let this evil
community of spies live, considering that they
are making Bnei Yisrael complain against
Me? For I have heard Bnei Yisrael’s com-
plaints, whom [the spies] are making com-
plain against Me. 28 Therefore, say to [Bnei
Yisrael] that Hashem declared: ‘I swear that as
surely as I am alive, if I will not do to you as
you spoke in My ears [saying, ‘If only we had
died in this desert’] then it’s as if I am not alive!
29 Thus in this desert your corpses will fall —
all those counted in all your various counts;
that is, all the men from the age of twenty
years and up who complained against Me.
30 You will not enter the land regarding
which I raised my hand [i.e., took an oath],
swearing to settle you in it [see Shemos 6:8],
except for Kalev son of Yefuneh and
Yehoshua son of Nun. 31 But your children —
about whom you said, ‘They will become
spoils!’ — I will bring them there, and they
will know the land that you detested. 32 In
contrast you will die — your corpses will fall
in this desert. 33 Your children will have to
roam [lit., “pasture”] in the desert for forty
years and bear the consequences of your sins
[lit., “immoral strayings”] until your corpses
have met their end in the desert. 
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:i ¦Y§r«̈nẄ gk Æi¦p ¸̀̈ Îi©g m À¤d¥l£̀  xŸń¡̀
m¤Y §x©A ¦C x¬¤W£̀ «©M ` ¾ŸlÎm¦̀  d½̈eŸd§iÎmª̀§p

:m«¤kl̈ d¬¤U¡r«¤̀ o¥M i®̈p§f῭ §A hk x´̈A §c¦O©A
Æm¤ki ¥c «ªw§RÎlk̈§e m ¹¤ki ¥x§b¦t Eļ§R¦i dÂ¤G©Âd
d̈pẄ mi ¬¦x §U¤r o²¤A¦n m ½¤k §x©R§q¦nÎlk̈§l

 :i«̈lr̈ m¤zŸpi«¦l£d x¬¤W£̀  dl̈§r®̈në lÎm¦̀
x³¤W£̀  u ¤x ½̀̈ d̈Îl¤̀ E Ÿ̀áŸ Æm¤Y©̀
D®̈A m¤k§z¤̀ o¬¥M©W§l i ½¦cïÎz¤̀ Æi ¦z` ¸̈Up̈
©rªWFdi«¦e d ½¤Pªt§iÎo¤A á¥lM̈Îm¦̀  i¦µM

:oE «pÎo¦A `l m¤Y §x©n£̀  x¬¤W£̀  m ½¤k§R©̧h§e
ÆEr §c«̈i§e m ½̈zŸ̀  i ¦́z`i¥a«¥d§e d®¤i§d«¦i f́©al̈
:D«̈A m¤Y§q©̀ §n x¬¤W£̀  u ¤x ½̀̈ d̈Îz¤̀

 alx¬̈A §c¦O©A E l§R¦i m®¤Y©̀  m¤ki ¥x§b¦tE
:d«¤G©d bl ÆxÄ §c¦O©A mi³¦rŸx Ei̧ §d¦i m Â¤ki¥p§aÂE

Îz¤̀ E ̀ §U«̈p§e d ½̈pẄ mí¦rÄ §x©̀
:x«̈A §c¦O©A m¤ki ¥x§b¦R mŸ¬YÎc©r m®¤ki¥zE«p§f
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Bnei Yisrael complain against Me? ” (Rashi). As we will see (14:36–38),
they would suffer a terrible death for causing the nation to sin.

Hashem then said, “For I have heard Bnei Yisrael’s complaints
(14:27), and this is My response: I swear that just as you earlier
asked of Me, ‘If only we had died...in this desert!’ (14:2), so I will do to
you. In this desert you will die, everyone from the age of twenty [until
sixty (see comm. on 1:1–3)] who were counted in the census, will not
enter the land — all except for Kalev and Yehoshua” (Rashi, 14:28–29, 33).

“As for your fears that your children will be taken captive (see 14:3),
not only will this evil not come about, but I will show them My
goodness by bringing them into the land (Ohr HaChaim, 14:31).64 You, on
the other hand, will die in this desert (Rashi, 14:32). In consequence,
your children will have to continually ‘roam in the desert’ (14:33).65

You will wander for forty years, until the last of you have died. In

64. According to the Tur, their descendants would eventually be taken captive, only much later, at the
time of the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash. See Seforno, 14:28.
65. Literally, “pasture,” like sheep that follow their shepherd from one pasture to the next and never
rest in one place (Ibn Ezra, 14:33).



On what day
would the

people die in
the desert?

Part of the
nation would die

each year on
Tishah B’Av, the

anniversary of
the day they

cried over
entering the

land.

Why forty
years in the

desert?

So that all the
condemned

people would
live until age 60.

 clm´¤Y §x©YÎx¤W£̀  mi ¹¦nÏ©d x©̧R§q¦n§A
dº̈pẌ©l mFí ¼mFi mí¦rÄ §x©̀  »u ¤x »̀̈ d̈Îz¤̀
m ½¤ki¥zŸ́pŸe£rÎz¤̀ ÆE` §U¦Y dÀ̈pẌ©l mFí
Îz¤̀ m¤Y§r ©ci«¦e d®̈pẄ mi¦rÄ §x©̀

:i «¦z῭ E «p §Y dl Îm¦̀  ¼i ¦Y §x ¼©A ¦C »dF̈d§i í¦p£̀
`´Ÿl | d³̈c¥«rd̈Îlk̈§l d À¤U¡r«¤̀ z Ÿ̀́f

x¬̈A §c¦O©A i®̈lr̈ mi ¦cr̈F «P©d z Ÿ̀½G©d Ædr̈ẍ«̈d
:Ez«ªnï m¬̈W§e EO©Y¦i d²¤G©d

34 According to the number of days that you
explored the land through your represen-
tatives, the spies — forty days — a year for
each day [lit., “a day each year”], you will bear
the consequences of your sins, that is, for
forty years, and so you will know of My
withdrawal from you. 35 I, Hashem, have
spoken — I will surely do this to this entire
evil community who gather against Me: in
this desert they will meet their end, and
there they will die.”
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accordance with the amount of time you spied out the land — forty
days — so shall you bear your sins for forty years” (see 14:34).66

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
Death in the desert.  The spies returned from their spying mission on
the eve of Tishah B’Av (the ninth of the month of Av). That night, on
hearing the spies’ report, the people cried and, on the following day,
complained to Moshe. Hashem now decreed that over the remaining
thirty-nine years, a portion of the people would die each year on
Tishah B’Av. 

Because of this decree, Moshe would made an announcement on
the eve of every Tishah B’Av telling the people to go out and dig for
themselves graves. [Since they did not know who would die that year,
all the people had to do this.] They laid down in their graves overnight
and, in the morning, an announcement instructed the living to rise and
separate themselves from the dead. They subsequently found that a
little more than 15,000 people died each year. By the end of the forty
years, all 600,000 had died (Eichah Rabbah, Pesichta 33, cited in Rashbam,
Bava Basra 121a; see commentary on 21:1).  

Forty years in the desert.  Hashem decreed that the people would
die off gradually, over a period of forty years, for a number of
reasons:

1. To live out their days. Forty years of wandering in the desert
would give enough time for those aged twenty years to reach sixty
before dying. And indeed, no one younger than sixty ever died (Rashi,
14:33).67 This shows that Hashem had compassion on His children and

66. According to Rashi (14:33), the decree included any man who was twenty years old and had been
counted in the census taken in the second year (see comm. on 1:48–53). Nevertheless, since the nation
was also being punished for the sin of the golden calf, and it was then that Hashem first contemplated
this decree, the forty years included the first year that Bnei Yisrael spent in the desert. 
67. As explained in the previous note, according to Rashi, the forty years included the first year that
Bnei Yisrael spent in the desert. To resolve how the twenty-year-olds would then be able to reach
sixty before dying [even though there were only thirty-nine years left of the decree], Rashi explains
that part of a year was considered like a complete year [so the twenty-year-olds entered their sixtieth
year at the beginning of their forty-first year in the desert and then died] (see Sifsei Chachomim and
Sefer HaZikaron). According to Ohr HaChaim (14:29), the decree included only those who were older
than twenty when they left Mitzrayim. As to what actually happened in the end, see page 319.



Also, a forty-year
sentence would
arouse the
people to fully
repent.

In addition,
forty years
would give the
children
sufficient time to
build their faith.

Was everyone
included in the
decree?
No. The women,
children, and
Levi’im were
not.
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wanted them all to live out a normal life span (Sefer HaZikaron, 14:33). It
also explains how the spies had been able to travel the land in just
forty days. In truth, it should have taken them much longer,68 but
Hashem foresaw that He would decree a year’s wandering for every
day of the spying mission — “a year for each day” (14:34) — so He
miraculously “shortened” their route (Rashi, 13:25). Although He could
have made it even shorter, He did not do so to allow those who were
twenty years old to reach the age of sixty (Gur Aryeh). 

2. To atone. By fixing the duration of the punishment to
correspond to the length of the spying mission, Hashem ensured that
the people’s sin would remain in the forefront of their minds
throughout their wanderings. This would motivate them to fully
repent (R’ Hirsch, 14:34). Nevertheless, since they had desecrated
Hashem’s Name by not believing that He could fulfill His promise,
their transgressions would only be fully atoned with their deaths
(Seforno, 13:2; see Eichah Rabbah, Pesichta 33, cited above).

3. To rectify. As Hashem pointed out, the children of the
condemned people would have to share their fate and also “roam in
the desert for forty years” (14:33), until their parents died. None-
theless, for the children it would be a time of preparation. It would be
their schooling in faith, providing them with sufficient time to become
permeated with the spirit of the Torah and to develop an immutable
trust in Hashem. Thus they would be able to rectify their parents’ sin
and earn their own salvation (R’ Hirsch, 14:33).69

The women and Levi’im.  Not only would the nation’s children enter
the land, but so would the women.70 Unlike the men [who “detested”
the land (14:31)], the women cherished it and deserved to enter it
(Rashi, 26:64).71

The tribe of Levi was also excluded from the decree. As explained
earlier (comm. on 1:48–53), since the Levi’im had been faithful to Hashem
in the incident of the golden calf, He wanted them to live and enter
the land. To ensure that this would happen, when Hashem instructed

68. Nachalas Yaakov (14:33) suggests it should have taken 160 days to travel the entire width and
length of the land and then to return.
69. As to why this required forty years, Tzeidah LaDerech suggests that forty years is the amount of
time necessary to fully understand the teachings of one’s teacher (based on Rashi, Devarim 29:8).
70. Men over sixty years old were also not included in the decree (Ramban, 32:40). Nevertheless,
although the lives of these men and all the women were not cut short, it is possible that some of them
did not enter the land because they became old and died beforehand, at their decreed time, as Miriam
did (see 20:1 and Kli Yakar on Devarim 1:37).
71. As noted earlier (comm. on 14:20–23), the fateful decree was due to two sins: the sin with the
golden calf and the sin of the spies. The women did not participate in either sin. According to the
Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 21:10), they refused to give their jewelry to make the calf, and in the
incident of the spies, when the men believed the spies’ report and thought it would be impossible to
enter Eretz Yisrael, the women did not believe it and still wanted to enter [as demonstrated by the
incident of the daughters of Tzelafchad — see comm. on 27:1–4]. However, some say that the women
also believed the spies (Etz Yosef, Bamidbar Rabbah 21:10, citing Yalkut Shimoni).



How did the
sin affect

future history?
The first and
second Batei

Mikdash were
destroyed on
Tishah B’Av.

36 As for the ten men whom Moshe sent
to explore the land, and who then returned
and made the entire community complain
against him and Aharon, fully intending to
speak out [lit., “to bring out speech”] about
the land — 37 these men who spoke out
evil about the land now died in the plague
before Hashem. 38 But Yehoshua son of
Nun and Kalev son of Yefuneh lived on
from among those men who went to
explore the land.

 el xEźl̈ d¤WŸn g¬©lẄÎx¤W£̀  mi ½¦Wp̈£̀ ´̈d§e
Æeil̈r̈ [Epi³¦N©I©e] Epe³¦N©I©e Ea ÀªWÏ©e u¤x®̈̀ d̈Îz¤̀
Îl©r d̈A ¦c `i¬¦vFd§l d ½̈c¥r´̈dÎlM̈Îz¤̀

:u ¤x«̈̀ d̈ fl i¬¥̀ ¦vF «n mi ½¦Wp̈£̀ «̈d ÆEz ª̧nÏ©e
i¬¥p§t¦l d̈t¥B©O©A d®̈rẍ u¤ẍ̀ d̈Îz©A ¦c

:d«̈Fd§i gl a¥lk̈§e oE ½pÎo¦A ©r´ªWFdi«¦e
m ½¥dd̈ mi ¦́Wp̈£̀ «̈dÎo¦n ÆEig̈ d®¤Pªt§iÎo¤A

:u ¤x«̈̀ d̈Îz¤̀ xE ¬zl̈ mi¦k§lŸ «d©d 
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Moshe to count the people in the national census taken at Mount Si-
nai, He told Moshe to count the Levi’im separately from the rest of
the nation, and to count them “from one month old and up” (3:15).
They were thereby excluded from the decree punishing all those who
had been counted “from the age of twenty years and up” (14:29)
(Rashi).

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
The future.  Not only was the incident of the spies a turning point for
the Jewish people in the desert, but it also tragically affected the
future history of the nation. As noted above, the spies returned from
their spying mission on the eve of Tishah B’Av. When the Jews cried
that night over the spies’ report, Hashem declared, “Because you cried
for no reason, I will establish this night for you as a time of crying
throughout the generations!” There and then Hashem decreed that
the [first and second] Batei Mikdash (Temples) would be destroyed [on
Tishah B’Av] and the Jews exiled and scattered among the nations
(Tanchuma 12; Ta’anis 29a; Rashi, Eichah 1:2) when they would repeat the
sins of their forefathers (R’ Hirsch, 14:23).

This is alluded to in the words “a year for each day you will bear
your sins” (14:34). Literally, the Hebrew words dp̈Ẍ©l mFi mean “a day
for each year,” alluding that for one day every year — Tishah B’Av —
all Jews will mourn and cry over the destruction of the first and second
Batei Mikdash and the lengthy exile (Seforno; see Ramban and R’ Hirsch on
14:23).  

The Deaths of the Ten Spies
 The ten spies died in a fitting plague.

·······································································  14:36-38  ··········
After detailing the people’s punishment, Hashem declared to Moshe,
“Although I agreed to forgive Bnei Yisrael and let them live longer
rather than kill them all at once, I will not forgive the [ten] spies. They
caused the nation to sin [through their evil slander which they spoke
intentionally (Alshich)], so deserve to die immediately!” (Seforno, 14:27; see
Ohr HaChaim).72 What is more, for their terrible lie that the land

72. Ralbag (benefit 3), Chizkuni, and Ohr HaChaim (14:36) also understand that the spies died imme-



How were the
spies
punished?
They died a
death involving
their tongues for
causing the
nation to sin
when they
slandered the
land.

39 Moshe told these words of Hashem to all
of Bnei Yisrael, and the people mourned
very much. 40 The next day some people arose
early in the morning and began ascending to
the top of the mountain on the land’s border,
saying, “We’re here ready to go north [lit.,
“ascend”] to Eretz Yisrael, the place that
Hashem said to go — for we have indeed
sinned.” 41 But Moshe said, “Why is it that
you are transgressing Hashem’s command
to turn back? This will not succeed. 42 Do not
ascend, for Hashem’s Presence is not among
you, and then you will not be struck down
before your enemies. 43 For the Amalekites
and Canaanites are there ready before you,
and you will fall in battle by the sword; this
will happen to you because of your having
turned away from following Hashem, and
that’s why Hashem will not be with you.”

 hlmi ¦́xä §C©dÎz¤̀ Æd¤WŸn x³¥A ©c§i©e
l®¥̀ ẍ §U¦i i¥p§AÎlM̈Îl«¤̀ d¤N ½¥̀ d̈

:cŸ «̀ §n m̈rd̈ E¬l§A©̀ §z¦I©e n En¦́M §W©I©e
xŸ ®n`¥l ẍdd̈ÎW Ÿ̀xÎl¤̀ E¬l£r«©I©e x¤wŸ ½A©a
Îx¤W£̀  mF ²wÖ©dÎl¤̀ Epi²¦lr̈§e EPÀ¤P¦d

:Ep`«̈hg̈ i¬¦M d̈Fd§i x¬©n῭ `n x¤n Ÿ̀́I©e
i¦́RÎz¤̀ mi ¦x§aŸ«r m¬¤Y©̀  d²¤G dÖ¬̈l d ½¤WŸn

:g«̈l§v¦z `¬Ÿl `e¦d§e d®̈Fd§i an E ½l£r«©YÎl«©̀
E ½t§b́̈P¦Y Æ̀ Ÿl§e m®¤k§A §x¦w§A d̈Fd§i oi¬¥̀  i²¦M

 :m«¤ki¥a§iŸ «̀  i¥p§t¦l bni¦̧w¥l«̈n£r«̈d Ái¦M
m¤Y§l©t§pE m ½¤ki¥p§t¦l ÆmẄ i¬¦p£r«©p§M©d§e
i ¥́x£g«©̀ ¥n Æm¤Y§a©W o³¥MÎl©rÎi«¦M a¤x®̈g¤A

:m«¤kÖ¦r d̈Fd§i d¬¤i§d«¦iÎ Ÿ̀l§e d½̈eŸd§i
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“consumes its inhabitants” (13:32), they deserved a most severe
punishment (Ramban; see Sanhedrin 104b). 

Therefore, because the ten spies used their tongues to slander the
land, Hashem caused them to die altogether in “the plague” (14:37)
— a deadly plague that, measure for measure, involved their tongues.
The spies’ tongues extended down to their navels [all at once (Ibn

Ezra)]. Worms then emerged from their tongues and entered their
navels (Rashi, 14:37), and then went back from their navels to their
tongues (Sotah 35a). 

Hashem also gave the portions of land that the spies would have
received in Eretz Yisrael to Yehoshua and Kalev (Rashi, 14:38).
Moreover, according to Chazal, the ten spies lost their share in the
Next World (Sanhedrin 10:3; see also Malbim and Ohr HaChaim, 14:12).73

The People’s Reaction
 The people mourned grievously on hearing the decree.
 A group ascended the mountain bordering the land — against Moshe’s

warnings — and were struck down by the Amalekites and Canaanites.

·······································································  14:39-43  ··········
Immediately after the death of the spies, Moshe Rabbeinu communi-
cated Hashem’s message to the people (Abarbanel). They “mourned
very much” (14:39) and acknowledged that they had failed to trust

diately. Others, however, suggest that they initially became sick, but did not die until about a month
later, on 7 Elul (or 17 Elul) (Beis Yosef 580:2; Panim Yafos; see Tur and Targum Yonasan).
73. The two decrees that Hashem had earlier threatened to visit on the Jewish nation were visited on
the spies. Hashem had said, “I will strike [them] down with a plague” (14:12), and now smote the
spies in a plague. He also said, “I will drive [them] out [of existence]” (ibid.), and now, in fulfillment of
this, took away the spies’ portions in the Next World (Ohr HaChaim, 14:12).



Why did
Moshe tell the
people not to
ascend to the

land?
Since Hashem
had told them

not to, it would
be considered an

act of rebellion.

Why was
Chormah so

named?
Chormah means

“destruction,”
for the rebels

were destroyed
there.

44 They defiantly ascended to the top of
the mountain, but the Ark of Hashem’s
covenant and Moshe did not move from the
midst of the camp. 45 Then the Amalekites
and Canaanites who dwelled on that
mountain descended and struck and
pounded them with blow after blow until
they reached Chormah (Destruction).

 cn x®̈dd̈ W Ÿ̀x́Îl¤̀ zF l£r«©l El ¾¦R§r©I©e
EẄnÎ Ÿ̀l d ½¤WŸnE ÆdF̈d§iÎzi ¦x§A oF ³x£̀«©e

:d«¤p£g«©O«©d a ¤x ¬¤T¦n dn Æi¦w¥l«̈n£r«̈d c¤x³¥I©e
mE ¬M©I©e `E ®d©d x´̈dÄ a¥WŸI©d i ½¦p£r«©p§M«©d§e

:d«̈n §xg̈«©dÎc©r mE z§M©I«©e   t
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in Hashem as they should have, considering all the miracles He had
done for them. They repented, saying, “We have sinned against
Hashem! We shall go up and battle in accordance with everything
that Hashem commanded us” (Devarim 1:41) (Seforno, 13:2; see 14:40). 

Some of the people even armed themselves and began ascending
the mountain bordering Eretz Yisrael (see Devarim 1:41). They hoped this
would rectify their sin (Abarbanel; see Ohr HaChaim, 14:45 and Ha’amek Davar).
However, Hashem told Moshe to warn them not to ascend. Since He
was not with them, they were doomed to defeat (Devarim 1:42; see 14:25). 

Moshe rebuked them (14:41–43): “Why is it that you are trans-
gressing Hashem’s command? When I told you to go up and
possess the land, you did not want to, even though I assured you that
Hashem would fight for you and there was nothing to fear. Now that
Hashem is commanding you to turn back toward the Yam Suf (see
14:25), you want to go up?! This, too, is an act of rebellion (Abarbanel)
and will not succeed, for you are acting against His will. What is
more, for rejecting Him earlier, you will fall before your enemies —
the nations of Amalek and Canaan” (Rashi, 14:43; see Ibn Ezra, 14:41 and Ohr

HaChaim, 14:42).74

·······································································  14:44-45  ··········
Rebellion.  Unfortunately, the people did not listen to Moshe. They
hardened their hearts (Seforno) and “defiantly” (14:44) began to
ascend the mountain (Rashi). Perhaps they believed that if they
displayed true dedication and sacrifice, [Hashem would favor them
and] they would succeed. But it could not be, for they were
transgressing Hashem’s will (Ha’amek Davar). As Moshe later testified,
“They rebelled against the word of Hashem and willfully sinned by
ascending the mountain” (Devarim 1:43). 

The nations of Amalek and Canaan descended from the mountain
and struck them with blow after blow, until they reached a place
called “Chormah” (14:45). Chormah means “destruction,” and it was
so named for the destruction of the rebellious ones that took place
there (Rashi, 14:45, according to Gur Aryeh).

74. Just as the spies had frightened the people by mentioning Amalek (see 13:29), so Hashem told
Moshe to frighten the people in the same way in order to prevent them from ascending to the land
(Chizkuni, 14:25). Thus, even though they were attacked predominantly by the Amorites (see Devarim
1:44), referred to here generally as “the Canaanites” (14:43), Moshe specifically also mentioned
Amalek (Ibn Ezra, Devarim 1:44).



When were
libations to be
brought?
Any time a
person would
bring an olah or
shelamim to
fulfill a vow or
when required
to do so on the
festivals.

15 1 Hashem spoke to Moshe, saying,
2 “Speak to Bnei Yisrael and say to them:
When in the end you come to your
homeland [lit., “land of your dwellings”] that I
am giving you, 3 and you offer a fire offering
to Hashem — a burnt offering or a peace
sacrifice — for the fulfillment of the
utterance of a vow or as a donation, or as
an obligatory offering on your festivals, to
make a pleasing aroma for Hashem, and
the offering is from cattle or sheep/goats,
4 then the one bringing his offering for
Hashem shall also bring a flour offering
consisting of a tenth of an ephah of fine flour
mixed with a quarter of a hin of oil. 

 eh `:xŸ «n`¥N d¬¤WŸnÎl¤̀ d̈Fd§i x¬¥A ©c§i©e
 äY §x©n«̈̀ §e l ½¥̀ ẍ §U¦i í¥p§AÎl¤̀ Æx¥A ©C

Æu ¤x¤̧̀Îl¤̀ E Ÿ̀ Àaz̈ i¦́M m®¤d¥l£̀
:m«¤kl̈ o¬¥zŸp i¦p£̀  x¬¤W£̀  m ½¤ki¥zŸá §WF «n

 bÎF` d́l̈Ÿr ÆdF̈di«©l d³¤X¦̀  m¤̧z¦iU£r«©e
F ̀  d ½̈ac̈§p¦a F ´̀  Æx ¤c¤̧pÎ`¥N©t§l g©a½¤f
d½̈eŸdi©l Æ©gŸģi¦p ©gi ³¥x zF ºU£r«©l m®¤ki ¥c£rŸ «n§A

:o Ÿ̀ «S©dÎo¦n F ¬̀  x ̈wÄ©dÎo¦n c ai ²¦x§w¦d§e
z¤lŸq́ Ædg̈§p¦n d®̈Fdi«©l F pÄ §xẅ ai ¬¦x§w©O©d
:o¤n«̈W oi¦d©d zi¬¦r¦a §x¦A lE ¾lÄ oF ½xV̈¦r
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Repentance.  After this incident, the people truly repented and
humbled themselves before Hashem. They wept over their sins and
asked for His forgiveness. But their sin was too great to pardon (Ohr

HaChaim, Devarim 1:45). By not trusting in Him [from the outset (see comm.
on 14:11-12)], they had desecrated His Name. Only their deaths could
atone for this. When Moshe, Aharon, Yehoshua, and Kalev had all
tried to arouse them to repent, they had failed to listen. Now it was
too late. Hashem had taken an oath to punish them, and it could not
be repealed (Seforno, 13:2; Ramban and Seforno on Devarim 1:45).75

Part 3. Mitzvos to Strengthen the 
People’s Faith

Verses 15:1–41

Mitzvos Related to the Land: Libations
 Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to bring a minchah and nesech with

every olah and shelamim.
 A convert must do the same; there is one Torah for Jews and converts.

·········································································  15:1-12  ··········
Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to offer nesachim (libations) when-
ever they would bring either an olah or a shelamim (burnt or peace
offering).76 This applied every time a person brought one of these
offerings in fulfillment of a previously expressed “vow (neder) or as
a voluntary donation (nedavah)” (15:3)77 — as well as on the festi

75. Seforno (Devarim 1:45) adds that since the people’s repentance was primarily motivated by their
fear of punishment, it was incomplete. As such, it could not overturn the decree.
76. An olah was burnt in its entirety on the Altar (see Vayikra 1:1–13). A shelamim was eaten by the
owner and the Kohanim after its innards were burnt on the Altar (see Vayikra 3:1–16).
77. A person could either accept one himself an obligation to bring an offering by taking a neder, a
vow, or he would designate a specific animal to be an offering by making a nedavah, a voluntary



5 In addition, you shall offer a quarter of a hin
of wine for a libation with the burnt offering
or the peace sacrifice — so shall you do for each
lamb offered. 6 Or, for a fire offering of a ram
you shall prepare a flour offering consisting of
two-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed with
a third of a hin of oil, 7 and in addition one-third
of a hin of wine for a libation — you shall
bring these as a pleasing aroma for Hashem.
8 And when you offer a young bull as a burnt
offering or a peace sacrifice, for the fulfillment
of the utterance of a vow or as a voluntary
peace offering to Hashem, 9 then he shall bring
with the young bull a flour offering consisting
of three-tenths of an ephah of fine flour mixed
with half a hin of oil. 10 In addition, you shall
bring half a hin of wine for a libation; the flour
offering is a fire offering, a pleasing aroma for
Hashem. 11 So shall be done for each ox, or for
each ram, or for each lamb/kid from among
the lambs or goats. 12 According to the number
of offerings that you offer, so shall you offer
flour offerings and libations for each one, so that
the number of flour offerings and libations will be
according to their number.”

 dd¬¤U£r«©Y oi ½¦d©d zí¦ri¦a §x ÆK¤q¤̧P©l o¦i³©i§e
U¤a¤M©l g©a®̈G©l F ´̀  d̈lŸr«̈dÎl©r

:c«̈g¤̀ «̈d e d ½̈g§p¦n d´¤U£r«©Y Æl¦i©̧̀ l̈ F ³̀
o¤n¤X©a d¬̈lEl§A mi®¦pŸx §U¤r í¥p §W z¤lŸ q

:o«i¦d©d zi¬¦W¦l§W f K¤q¤P©l o¦i¬©i§e
©gŸ gi¦pÎ©gi «¥x ai ¬¦x§w©Y oi®¦d©d zi ¦́W¦l §W

 :d«̈Fdi«©liying g Îo¤a d¬¤U£r«©zÎi¦k§e
x¤c¬¤pÎ`¥N©t§l g©a®̈fÎF` d́l̈Ÿr x ̈wÄ

:d«̈Fdi«©l mi¦nl̈ §WÎF «̀ h ai ³¦x§w¦d§e
z¤lŸ q d ½̈g§p¦n ÆxẅÄ©dÎo¤AÎl©r
o¤n¤X©A lE¬lÄ mi®¦pŸx §U¤r d´̈WŸl §W

:oi «¦d©d i¬¦v£g i i¦́v£g K¤q¤P©l ai ¬¦x§w©Y o¦i²©i§e
:d«̈Fdi«©l ©gŸ gi¦pÎ©gi «¥x d¬¥X¦̀  oi®¦d©d

 `iF ̀  c ½̈g¤̀ «̈d ÆxFX©l d À¤Ur̈«¥I dk̈´̈M
mi¦Uä§M©a d¬¤V©lÎF «̀  c®̈g¤̀ «̈d l¦í©̀ l̈

:mi«¦G¦r«̈a F ¬̀ ai E ®U£r«©Y x´¤W£̀  ẍR§q¦O©M
 :m «̈xR̈§q¦n§M c̈g¤̀«̈l E ¬U£r«©Y dk̈²̈M
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vals, when he was obligated to bring these offerings (15:1–5; Rashi).78 
The libations actually consisted of two parts: (1) a minchah (flour

offering) made from fine wheat flour and olive oil (known as minchas
nesachim, the minchah of the libations), which was burnt entirely on
the Altar,79 and (2) a wine libation (nesech), which was poured into a
bowl situated on the southwest corner of the Altar (Rashi, 15:4).80 

The prescribed amounts of flour, oil, and wine varied according to
the species of animal offered. A lamb required the smallest minchah
and libation (15:4–5), a ram required larger amounts (15:6–7), and a
bull, cow, or calf still larger amounts (15:8–10).81 Each and every
animal required its particular minchah and libation (15:11–12) (Rashi).

donation (see R’ Hirsch). There was no requirement to bring libations with bird offerings.
78. Burnt offerings brought on festivals are known as olos re’iyah, while peace offerings are referred to
as shalmei chagigah. See Shemos 16:16, Menachos 90b, and Rambam, Hilchos Chagigah 1.
79. It should be noted that this minchah differs from the voluntary minchah described in Parashas
Vayikra (2:1–3). That minchah contained frankincense and was offered separately, without an animal
offering to accompany it. Moreover, only a handful of it (a kometz) was burnt on the Altar, while the
remainder was eaten by the Kohanim.
80. The bowls emptied onto the Altar through a spout, and from there the wine flowed to the ground
or, in the Beis HaMikdash, to a subterranean cavern deep underneath the Altar (Rashi, Shemos 29:40,
and on Sukkos 48b).
81. The term keves, “lamb,” in verse 15:5 refers to a lamb and kid in its first year. During the first
month of the second year, a sheep is referred to as a palgas, and from then on, as an ayil, “ram” (15:6).
A palgas has the same law as a ram (Chullin 23a; Rashi, 15:11). Goats, whether young or old, have the
same law as lambs (15:11; Rambam, Introduction to Menachos).



Hashem origin-
ally accepted
offerings without
libations.

Why did
Hashem teach
these laws
now?

To console and
assure the
people that the
nation would
without a doubt
eventually enter
the land.

Also, bringing
libations would
atone for
slandering the
land’s fruit.
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 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
A new requirement.  Hashem originally accepted offerings from both
individuals and the community without requiring libations. Hevel,
Noach, and Avraham each brought offerings without libations (see
Bereishis 4:5, 8:21, and 22:13), and the nation also did so at the giving of
the Torah (Shemos 24:5). After the sin with the golden calf, Hashem
commanded Bnei Yisrael to add libations to the communal tamid
offering, the twice-daily olah (see ibid. 29:40).82 Now, after the sin of the
spies, He commanded individuals to also bring libations with their olah
and shelamim offerings (Seforno; see Ramban).  

The order of the passages.  We might have expected Hashem to
teach these laws together with the other laws of sacrificial offerings
mentioned earlier in Sefer Vayikra (Abarbanel). Nevertheless, Hashem
taught these laws now, for several reasons:

1. To console. When the people heard the decree that they were to
remain in the desert for forty years, they were overwhelmed with
despair. They cried out, “Who knows what will be after forty years?
What if our children sin?” [Da’as Zekeinim explains that they were
concerned that Hashem might then make a new decree condemning
their children to remain in the desert, and so it would continue, with
the nation never entering the land.]

Hashem consoled His people by teaching them about a mitzvah
that would apply only once they entered the land — “When you
come to your homeland …” (15:1).83 He thereby assured them that it
was only a matter of time — the nation would without a doubt
eventually take possession of the land (Ramban; see Rashi, Ibn Ezra, and Ohr

HaChaim).

2. To atone. The spies had brought back an enormous bunch of
grapes to prove that “just as the fruit is strange, so are the people”
(see comm. on 13:21–25). In His abundant kindness, Hashem now
commanded the people to bring libations of wine, pressed from
grapes, to atone for the slander said about that cluster of grapes
(Tzeror HaMor).84

82. Other commentators argue that just as individual libations were only to be offered once Bnei
Yisrael entered Eretz Yisrael (as will be explained shortly), so, too, communal libations (such as for the
tamid) were only to be offered then (Ramban, 28:2; but see Shir HaShirim Rabbah 4:26, cited in note
84). What is more, Rashi (Shemos 29:38) indicates that the tamid itself was brought daily only after
they entered the land, though Ramban (ibid.) disagrees.
83. This explanation follows the opinion of Rabbi Yishmael, who derives from this verse that the
obligation to bring libations took effect only after the conquest and division of the land, when the
Mishkan was set up in Shiloh (see Rashi, 15:18). However, Rabbi Akiva argues that these laws were
applicable immediately, in the desert. Nevertheless, even according to Rabbi Akiva there is an allusion
to the people’s certain entry into the land — he derives from this verse that libations were obligatory
even during the years of conquest and division of the land (Kiddushin 37a–b).
84. According to one opinion in Shir HaShirim Rabbah (4:26), Bnei Yisrael used this enormous cluster
of grapes to supply the wine for the libations (of the tamid) throughout their forty-year sojourn in the
desert.



Libations would
also strengthen

the people’s
faith:

Libations teach
that Bnei Yisrael

are entirely
dependent on

Hashem and
must obey His

will.

To whom do
these laws

apply?

13 Hashem continued: “Every native Jew shall
offer these flour offerings and libations in this
way, in order to bring a fire offering that will be
a pleasing aroma for Hashem. 14 And if a convert
will come to live with you, or he is among you
now or throughout your generations, and he
will offer a fire offering, a pleasing aroma for
Hashem, just like you also offer flour offerings
and libations, so shall he offer them. 15 Regarding
the entire congregation — there shall be a single
decree for you and for the convert who dwells
with you. This is an eternal decree throughout
your future generations; the convert shall be
like you before Hashem. 16 There shall be one
Torah [i.e., teaching] and one law for you and for
the convert who dwells with you.”

 biÎz¤̀ dk̈̈MÎd¤U£r«©i g ¬̈x§f¤̀ «̈dÎlM̈
©gŸ gi¦pÎ©gi «¥x d¬¥X¦̀  ai ²¦x§w©d§l d¤N®¥̀

 :d«̈Fdi«©l ciF ³̀  x ¹¥B m¤̧k §Y¦̀  ÁxEb̈iÎi«¦k§e
m ½¤ki¥zŸx́Ÿc§l Æm¤k£kF «z§AÎx¤W£̀
d®̈Fdi«©l ©gŸ gi¦pÎ©gi «¥x d¬¥X¦̀  d²̈Ur̈§e
:d«¤U£r«©i o¬¥M E U£r«©Y x¬¤W£̀ «©M

 ehx́¥B©l§e m¤kl̈ z²©g©̀  d ¬̈Tªg l ¾̈dT̈©d
m²¤kM̈ m ½¤ki¥zŸx́Ÿc§l Æml̈Fr z ³©Tªg x®̈B©d

:d«̈Fd§i i¬¥p§t¦l d¤i§d«¦i x¬¥B©M fh d¬̈xFY
m®¤kl̈ d́¤i§d¦i c̈g¤̀ h¬̈R §W¦nE z²©g©̀

:m«¤k §Y¦̀  x¬̈B©d x¥B©l§e   t
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3. To rectify. The tragic incident of the spies resulted from a lack of
faith. In particular, the people had failed to fully recognize that it was
Hashem Who determined every aspect of their fate, not their strength
or abilities. Had they recognized this, they would have heeded Kalev
and Yehoshua’s cry to trust in Hashem. To teach the people this
principle, Hashem now required them to bring libations. From this
point on,85 whenever a person expressed his desire to be close to
Hashem by bringing an offering — either a voluntary one or an
obligatory festival offering — he had to bring additional offerings of
flour, oil, and wine. By bringing a minchah of flour and oil, he was
forced to acknowledge that his existence and well-being, as
represented by these two essential food products, were dependent
entirely on Hashem. By bringing the wine libation, he acknowledged
that even his daily happiness was from Hashem.86 

The libations were thus an admonition: anyone who desires to
come close to Hashem must first recognize that he owes every aspect
of his existence entirely to Him, and that the only way to secure His
continued favor is by being obedient to His will. In this way, the sin of
the spies would be rectified at its root (R’ Hirsch, 15:16).

·······································································  15:13-16  ··········
Gentiles and converts.  Hashem clarified to Moshe that while “every
native Jew” (15:13) has to bring these libations, gentiles who wish to
bring offerings have no obligation to do so.87 Nonetheless, after a
gentile converts, he follows the same law as any Jew and must also

85. Either immediately, or after the conquest and division of the land, as explained in note 83.
86. Additionally, he would realize that everything he had was solely for the sake of fulfilling Hashem’s
will, alluded to by the fact that the minchah and libations were entirely consumed on the Altar (R’
Hirsch, 15:16).
87. A gentile could voluntarily bring an olah (without bringing libations), but was not permitted to
bring a shelamim. See Abarbanel.



To Jews and
converts alike;
only gentiles
bring offerings
without
libations.

To whom is
challah given?
To Hashem’s
representatives,
the Kohanim.

17 Hashem spoke to Moshe, saying, 18 “Speak
to Bnei Yisrael and say to them: Upon your
coming into the land to which I am bringing
you, 19 when you eat from the land’s bread
[made from its grain] you shall separate a
sacred [lit., “elevated”] portion for Hashem, as
follows: 20 Before eating the bread you shall
separate as a sacred portion a challah [lit., “a
small loaf”], the “first” portion of each of your
standard sized doughs [lit., “kneadings”]; just as
the sacred portion from the granary is
separated, so you shall separate it. 21 You shall
give to Hashem as a sacred portion from only
part of each dough, the “first” portion of each of
your doughs, and so you will do throughout
your future generations.”

iyy fi d¬¤WŸnÎl¤̀ d̈Fd§i x¬¥A ©c§i©e
 :xŸ «n`¥N gil ½¥̀ ẍ §U¦i í¥p§AÎl¤̀ Æx¥A ©C

Æm¤k£̀Ÿ «a§A m®¤d¥l£̀  ̈Y §x©n«̈̀ §e
`i¬¦a¥n i²¦p£̀  x¬¤W£̀  ¤ux ½̀̈ d̈Îl¤̀

:dÖ«̈W m¤k§z¤̀ hi m¤k§lk̈£̀ «©A d¾̈id̈§e
d̈nEx§z Eni ¬¦xŸ u¤x®̈̀ d̈ m¤ǵ¤N¦n

 :d«̈Fdi«©l kÆzi¦W` ¥x d̈N©g m ½¤k¥zŸq́ ¦x£r
o¥M o ¤xŸ½B z©́nEx§z¦M d®̈nEx§z Eni ¦́xŸ

 :D«̈zŸ̀  Eni ¬¦xŸ `kÆzi¦W` ¥x«¥n
d®̈nEx§Y d̈Fdi«©l E¬p §Y¦Y m ½¤ki¥zŸq́ ¦x£r

:m«¤ki¥zŸ xŸc§l   q   
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bring libations with his olah and shelamim offerings — “just like you
offer them, so shall he offer” (15:14). After all, since the nation is
one congregation, all its members are to be treated equally and follow
a “single decree” (15:15). Moreover, it is fitting that the Torah be the
same for all who believe in it — “one Torah and one law” (15:16)
(Abarbanel; see Ralbag).88

Mitzvos Related to the Land: Challah
 Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to separate a portion of their dough

for Hashem. 

·······································································  15:17-21  ··········
In addition to the mitzvah of libations, Hashem told Bnei Yisrael that
once they arrived in Eretz Yisrael and began eating from “the land’s
bread” (15:19) — instead of the mann from Heaven that they were
now eating (R’ Bachya) — they should separate a small portion of dough
“for Hashem” prior to baking the bread (15:19). In practice, this
meant giving it to His representatives, the Kohanim. This portion is
called “challah” (15:20). Only after first separating challah from their
dough would they be allowed to eat their bread.89 However, since the

88. For an alternative explanation of these verses, see R’ Hirsch (15:16). The Gemara derives from the
expression “Just like you offer, so shall he offer” (15:14) that just as the Jewish people entered into
a covenant with Hashem at Mount Sinai with offerings (see Shemos 24:5), so when a gentile converts,
in addition to performing a circumcision and immersing in a mikveh, he must bring an olah. However,
this last requirement only applied while the Beis HaMikdash is standing and does not apply today
(Krisus 9a; Sifri; Ralbag).
89. If challah was not taken from the dough, it must be taken from the baked bread (Rambam, Hilchos
Bikkurim 8:3). Challah is taken only from bread made from one of the five grains — wheat, barley,
oats, rye, and spelt (ibid. 6:2) — and only if it contains an omer of flour, which is equivalent to
one-tenth of an ephah, about 10 cups or 2.5 liters. This was the amount of mann eaten daily by each
individual in the desert (Shemos 16:16; Rambam, Hilchos Bikkurim 6:15; Rashi, 15:20). There is a
dispute if nowadays challah is a Torah-mandated mitzvah (as Rashi on 15:18 implies; see also
Nachalas Yaakov), or if it is only rabbinical (Rambam, Hilchos Bikkurim 5:5). The latter opinion derives
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Torah does not specify a minimum amount of challah that must be
separated, even a small quantity would suffice (Rashi, 15:18–21).90

The order of the passages.  Hashem taught this mitzvah imme-
diately after the incident of the spies for the following reasons:

1. To console. As explained above (comm. on 15:1–12), when the
people heard that they would have to remain in the desert, they
despaired of ever entering the land. Therefore, Hashem consoled
them by teaching mitzvos that would apply only on entering Eretz
Yisrael, assuring them that the nation would enter the land without a
doubt. The first mitzvah was libations, discussed above. The second
was the mitzvah of challah (Ramban, 15:2; Abarbanel).91

2. To rectify. As discussed earlier (comm. on 15:1–12), the cause of the
incident of the spies was the people’s lack of faith in Hashem and
their failure to recognize that it was He Who determined every aspect
of their fate. The mitzvah of libations was aimed at remedying this,
and so, explains R’ Hirsch (15:17, 20), was the mitzvah of challah. He
suggests that whereas libations were aimed at fostering an
awareness of Hashem’s providence over the nation as a whole, the
mitzvah of challah taught that Hashem cares for every home and
individual within the nation. Not only does Hashem bless the people
collectively by bringing rain and sunshine to nurture the crops
(producing the raw materials of flour, oil, and wine needed for
libations), He also personally cares for each and every individual,
ensuring that he receives his daily bread. By separating challah before
eating bread, the people would come to realize this.92

from the word m¤k£̀Ÿa§A, “upon your coming into” (15:18), in the plural, indicating that the majority of
Jews must be living in the land for the Torah mitzvah to apply (Rambam, loc. cit.).
90. This is derived from its comparison to terumah (the tithes given to the Kohanim from the crops —
see 18:12), which also has no minimum amount, as verse 15:20 says, “Just as the sacred portion
from the granary is separated, so you shall separate [challah].” (According to Ramban, in his
comments to Sefer HaMitzvos, shoresh 12, the mitzvah to separate terumah is actually derived from
this verse.) Nevertheless, the Torah alludes with the word Ep§Y¦Y, “you shall give” (15:21), that it
should be of a significant quantity worth giving (Rashi, 15:21; Mizrachi). Chazal decreed that a
householder give one-twenty-fourth of his batch of dough, and a baker (who kneads much larger
amounts) one-forty-eighth (Rashi, 15:20; Challah 2:7; Rambam, Hilchos Bikkurim 5:2).
91. Unlike the mitzvah of libations, which applied after the conquest and division of the land (see note
83), the mitzvah of challah applied immediately after they entered it, as implied by the words “upon
your coming into the land” in verse 15:18 (Rashi, 15:18; Ramban, 15:18). According to one opinion,
the mitzvah only applies in Eretz Yisrael (as implied by the word dÖẄ, “there” in verse 15:18). This
means that if grain from Eretz Yisrael is made into dough outside the land, one is exempt from taking
challah, whereas if grain grown outside the land is made into dough in Eretz Yisrael, one is obligated
in this mitzvah. According to another opinion, the mitzvah of challah applies only to grain grown in
Eretz Yisrael (as implied by the expression, u ¤x῭ d̈ m¤g¤N¦n, “from the land’s bread” in 15:19), even if it
is made into dough outside the land (Sifri; see Rambam, Hilchos Bikkurim 5:5).
92. Similarly, Ralbag (8th benefit) explains that the mitzvah reminds us that all goodness comes from
Hashem. In addition, by performing the mitzvah in the land, we are reminded that Hashem gave us
the land and that its produce grows due to His blessing. The Midrash (Vayikra Rabbah 15:6) supports
these ideas. It asks, why is the passage about challah juxtaposed with the following passage about



Giving challah
fulfills the
purpose of
Creation.

Can one
transgress all
of the mitzvos
with one act?

22 Hashem continued: “If you [pl.] act inad-
vertently and commit idolatry, it is considered as if
you do not fulfill all these commandments that
Hashem told Moshe — 23 all that Hashem com-
manded you through Moshe from the day that
Hashem first commanded you and even what He
will command onward throughout your future
generations — 24 and if this sin was done inad-
vertently because of [lit., “from”] a mistaken ruling
of the ‘eyes’ of the community [i.e., the Sanhedrin],
then the entire community shall offer one
young bull as a burnt offering, for a pleasing
aroma for Hashem, along with its flour offering
and libation according to the prescribed law [in
15:4-11], and one he-goat as a sin offering. 

 akz¬¥̀  E ½U£r«©z `´Ÿl§e E ½B §W¦z i¦́k§e
x¬¤A ¦CÎx¤W£̀  d¤N®¥̀ d̈ zŸ e§v¦O©dÎlM̈

:d«¤WŸnÎl¤̀ d̈Fd§i bk x¤̧W£̀ÎlM̈ Áz¥̀
d®¤WŸnÎc©i§A m¤ki¥l£̀  d²̈F §di d̄Ë¦v
d²̈Fd§i d̄Ë¦v x ¤̧W£̀  mFºI©dÎo¦n

 :m«¤ki¥zŸ xŸc§l d῭ §l̈dë ckm¦̀́  dÀ̈id̈§e
¼db̈b̈ §W¦l d´̈z §U¤r«¤p »dc̈¥r«̈d í¥pi¥r«¥n

ÁxẅÄÎo¤A x©́R d ¿̈c¥r«̈dÎlk̈ EÚr̈§e
d½̈eŸdi«©l Æ©gŸģi¦p ©gi ³¥x§l d ¹̈lŸr§l c ¸̈g¤̀
h®̈R §W¦O©M F M§q¦p§e F ¬zg̈§p¦nE
:z«̈H©g§l c̈g¤̀ mi¬¦G¦rÎxi¦r§UE
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 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
Fulfilling the purpose of creation.  “The world was created in the merit
of three mitzvos: challah, tithes, and first fruits” (Bereishis Rabbah 1:4,
cited by Rashi, Bereishis 1:1). All these mitzvos demand that the owner set
aside a portion of his produce “for Hashem” (15:19) before he partakes
of it himself. The owner thereby comes to recognize that Hashem
created both him and the world, and that He continues to sustain him
at every moment (see Maharzu, Bereishis Rabbah 1:4). Hence, by fulfilling
the mitzvah of challah, not only would the people rectify the sin of the
spies, but they would also achieve the purpose of Creation.  

Idolatry
 Hashem explained how the community should atone for inadvertently

committing idolatry
 He explained how an individual should atone for inadvertently

committing idolatry
 He explained the punishment and atonement for committing idolatry

intentionally.

·······································································  15:22-31  ··········
The Torah states that it is possible for a person to do a single act that
is so grave that it is considered as if he did “not fulfill all these
commandments” (15:22).93 Chazal explain that the Torah is referring
to idolatry — just as one who intentionally transgresses all of the

idolatry? To teach that whoever fulfills the mitzvah of challah [and trusts in Hashem] annuls idolatry.
Seforno suggests that as a result of the sin of the spies, Bnei Yisrael no longer deserved to have
Hashem’s blessing rest on their homes. This mitzvah rectified this (see Shabbos 32b). Sefer HaChinuch
(mitzvah 385) suggests that since most people sustain themselves with bread, this was a mitzvah that
could be performed continually, so that in the mitzvah’s merit the people would receive both material
blessing and spiritual reward. In addition, He wanted to provide for His servants, the Kohanim, in a
way that would not require them to toil whatsoever [so they could be fully devoted to learning Torah
and teaching His people (Ralbag, 8th benefit)].
93. The singular form of the words dz̈§U¤r¤p, “this was done” (15:24), and Fzë§v¦n, “His command-
ment” (15:31) indicate that only one mitzvah was transgressed (Sifsei Chachomim; Ralbag).



Yes, by
committing

idolatry, which is
tantamount to
casting off the

yoke of Heaven.

How can
someone

commit
idolatry by

mistake?
By following a

mistaken ruling
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or by doing a
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25 The Kohen shall make atonement for the
entire community of Bnei Yisrael, and they
will be forgiven, for [the sin] was inadvertent
and they brought for their inadvertent act
their burnt offering — a fire offering to
Hashem — and they brought their sin offering
before Hashem. 26 The entire community of
Bnei Yisrael and the convert who dwells
among them will be forgiven, for it happened to
all the people inadvertently. 

27 If a single person [lit., “soul”] will sin and
commit idolatry inadvertently, he shall bring a
she-goat in its first year as a sin offering. 28 The
Kohen shall make atonement for the person
who erred when he sinned inadvertently
before Hashem, to make atonement for him,
and he will be forgiven. 29 There will be one
Torah [i.e., teaching] for you [pl.] — the native
Jew within Bnei Yisrael and the convert who
dwells among them — for anyone who acts
inadvertently. 

 dki¬¥p§A z²©c£rÎlM̈Îl©r o À¥dŸM©d x´¤R¦k§e
d́b̈b̈ §WÎi«¦M m®¤dl̈ ǵ©l§q¦p§e l¥̀ ẍ §U¦i
m¹̈pÄ §xẅÎz¤̀ E`i¦̧a¥d Ám¥d§e `e ½¦d
d̈Fd§i i¬¥p§t¦l m²̈z`Ḧ©g§e dÀ̈eŸdi«©l d´¤X¦̀

:m«̈zb̈§b¦WÎl©r ek Æz ©c£rÎlk̈§l g À©l§q¦p§e
i¬¦M m®̈kFz§A x́B̈©d x¥B©l§e l ½¥̀ ẍ §U¦i í¥p§A

 :d«̈bb̈ §W¦A m̈rd̈Îlk̈§l qiriay

 fk d®̈̈bb §W¦a ´̀̈h¡g«¤Y z©g©̀  W¤t¬¤pÎm¦̀ §e
:z`«̈H©g§l D̈zp̈ §WÎz©A f¬¥r däi ²¦x§w¦d§e

 gkW¤t̄¤P©dÎl©r o À¥dŸM©d x´¤R¦k§e
í¥p§t¦l d ¨̈bb §W¦a d¬̈̀ §h¤g§A z¤b²¤bŸX©d
:F «l g¬©l§q¦p§e eïlr̈ x¬¥R©k§l d®̈Fd§i

 hkx¥B©l§e l ½¥̀ ẍ §U¦i í¥p§a¦A Ægẍ§f¤̀ «̈d
d́¤i§d¦i Æz©g©̀  d ³̈xFY m®̈kFz§A x́B̈©d

:d«̈bb̈ §W¦A d¤UŸr«̈l m ½¤kl̈ 
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mitzvos brazenly casts off the yoke of Heaven, so does the one who
intentionally serves idols. In particular, the idol worshiper rejects the
first two of the Ten Commandments (Shemos 20:1–3): “I am Hashem,
your God…” and “You shall not have any other gods…” (Rashi, 15:22). At
the giving of the Torah, Hashem prefaced all of the mitzvos with these
two commandments because everything depends on one’s
observance of them. If someone does not accept them, then even if he
were to go through the motions of performing the rest of the mitzvos,
it would be meaningless, for he has in effect denied the entire Torah
(Seforno; Sifri Zuta).

Three cases.  Here the Torah describes three ways in which someone
might commit idolatry and indicates how to atone in each case:

1. A mistaken ruling (15:22–26). If the Sanhedrin — referred to by
the Torah as the “eyes of the community” (15:24) — mistakenly
rules that a certain act is not considered idolatry (Rashi, 15:24; Gur Aryeh),
and the majority of the people (or of a tribe) act upon their ruling, the
Sanhedrin bears responsibility for the acts they committed. To atone,
each tribe must bring offerings — a chatas (sin offering) and an olah
(burnt offering) — on behalf of all those who sinned within their
tribe (Rambam, Hil. Shegagos 13:2).94 Even though the sin is very grave,
since the people committed it “inadvertently” (15:22, 24), Hashem
promises to forgive them (Ramban).

94. In a case where the Sanhedrin errs with regard to another mitzvah that carries the penalty of
kareis when transgressed intentionally, the Torah requires a chatas of a young bull to be brought, but
no olah, as is required here (see Vayikra 4:13–21).



Why are the
laws of
idolatry taught
here?
In the incident of
the spies the
people revealed
a desire to
return to their
idolatrous way of
life in Mitzrayim.

30 But the person [lit., “soul”] who will act
defiantly [lit., “with an upraised hand”; i.e., inten-
tionally] — whether of the natives or of the
converts — he is blaspheming [i.e., scorning]
Hashem; that person’s soul will be cut off from
among his people, 31 for he scorned the word of
Hashem and nullified His commandment; that
person’s soul will be completely cut off, when
his sin is within him and he has not repented.”

 ld´¤U£r«©YÎx«¤W£̀  W¤t¹¤P©d§e | d À̈nẍ ćï§A
d̈Fd§iÎz¤̀ x ½¥B©dÎo¦nE Ægẍ§f¤̀ «̈dÎo¦n
`e¦d©d W¤t¬¤P©d d²̈z §x§k¦p§e s®¥C©b§n `Ed́

:D«̈O©r ¤ax ¬¤T¦n `l ÆdF̈d§iÎx©a §c i³¦M
z ¥̄xM̈¦d x®©t¥d F zë§v¦nÎz¤̀§e d½̈fÄ |

`e¦d©d W¤t¬¤P©d z²¥xM̈¦Y :D«̈a d¬̈pŸe£r   t
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2. Unintentional idolatry (15:27–29). If an individual commits idol-
atry by mistake [by, for example, doing something he did not realize
was an act of idolatry (see comm. on 25:1-3)], he must bring a chatas (Rashi,
15:27).95 When he does this, Hashem promises to forgive him.

3. Intentional idolatry (15:30–31). If a person “will act defiantly”
(15:30) and intentionally worship idols, he will suffer kareis.96 The
Torah compares his rebellious act to blasphemy (Ohr HaChaim) and
states, “He scorned the word of Hashem” (15:31). The “word of
Hashem” alludes to his brazen disregard of the first two of the Ten
Commandments that the entire nation heard directly from Hashem
(Rashi and Sifsei Chachomim; R’ Hirsch).97 However, he, too, can rectify his sin
— he will only suffer kareis as long as the sin is “within him” (15:31)
and he has not repented. Once he repents, he will be forgiven (Rashi).

The order of the passages.  The incident of the spies began with the
people doubting Hashem’s providence over earthly matters and His
ability to decide their fate. Soon, however, it turned into a complete
rebellion. Their defection from Hashem was marked by their
declaration “Let us appoint a [new] leader and return to Egypt”
(14:4), revealing their desire to return to their previous idolatrous
way of life in Mitzrayim, without Torah and mitzvos (R’ Hirsch). And, as
noted earlier, the “leader” they would have appointed would have
been an idol (see commentary on 14:1–4).98 

95. Even though the Torah does not state what the person did wrong in verses 15:27–29, the
proximity of these verses to the previous ones indicates that we are dealing with a case of
unintentional idolatry. Moreover, Rashi notes that we cannot be dealing with other types of sins since
the Torah previously stated (Vayikra 4:28,32) that someone who unintentionally sins [and does
something which is punishable by kareis (spiritual excision) when done intentionally] brings either a
ewe or a she-goat, whereas here the Torah specifically requires a she-goat (see Gur Aryeh). See
following note for an explanation of kareis.
96. According to Rashi, this involves the premature death of the sinner and his children (Rashi,
Bereishis 17:14 and on Vayikra 17:9; Shabbos 25a). According to Ramban (Vayikra 18:29), it some-
times involves premature death, sometimes forfeiting one’s portion in the Next World, and sometimes,
as in our case here, both. Abarbanel discusses at length seven different opinions on the matter.
97. At the giving of the Torah, the people heard directly from Hashem the first two commandments
— the ones that pertain to idolatry. However, they felt that they could not handle this level of
prophecy so asked that Moshe communicate to them the rest of the commandments instead of
Hashem (see Rashi, 16:3 and on Vayikra 20:1; see Devarim 5:19–24).
98. Moreover, the people had already worshiped the golden calf, which is when Hashem first



Why was the
Shabbos

desecrator
initially

imprisoned?
Moshe didn’t

know which
death penalty to

administer.

32 While Bnei Yisrael were in the desert,
they found a man gathering sticks on the
day of Shabbos. 33 Those who found him
gathering sticks brought him to Moshe,
Aharon, and the entire community. 34 They
put him in a guarded place, since it had
not been specified what kind of death
sentence had to be done to him. 

35 Hashem said to Moshe, “The man must
be put to death; the entire community
shall stone him unremittingly with stone
after stone [lit., “stones”] outside the camp
until he dies.” 36 So the entire community
took him outside the camp and stoned him
with stones, and he died, just as Hashem
had commanded Moshe.

 alE À̀ §v§n¦I«©e x®̈A §c¦O©A l¥̀ ẍ §U¦iÎi«¥p§a E¬i §d¦I©e
:z«̈A©X©d mF¬i§A mi¦v¥r W¬¥Ww§n Wi²¦̀

 blF zŸ̀  mi¬¦̀ §vŸ «O©d F ½zŸ̀  Eai ¦́x§w©I©e
oŸ ½x£d«©̀ Îl«¤̀ §e Æd¤WŸnÎl¤̀ mi®¦v¥r W¥́Ww§n

:d «¥̈cr«̈dÎlM̈ l¤̀ §e cl F zŸ̀  Egi¬¦P©I©e
d¤Ur̈«¥IÎd©n W ½©xŸt `´Ÿl i¦µM x®̈n§W¦O©A

  :F «l   q dld ½¤WŸnÎl¤̀ ÆdF̈d§i x¤n Ÿ̀³I©e
Æmi¦pä£̀ «̈a F ³zŸ̀  mFb̧ẍ Wi®¦̀ d̈ z©nEi zF ¬n

:d«¤p£g«©O«©l uE g¦n d ½̈c¥r´̈dÎlM̈ el E`i¦̧vŸI©e
d ½¤p£g«©O«©l ÆuEg¦nÎl¤̀ d À̈c¥r«̈dÎlM̈ F ¹zŸ̀
x²¤W£̀ «©M zŸ ®nÏ©e mi¦pä£̀ «̈A F ²zŸ̀  E ¬n§B §x¦I©e

:d«¤WŸnÎz¤̀ d̈Fd§i d¬̈E¦v   t
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In response, Hashem now taught the people how to attain
atonement for acts of idolatry. He let them know that one can repent
and bring offerings and be forgiven even for such an act, as long as it
was committed unintentionally. On the other hand, when idolatry is
committed intentionally, offerings do not suffice and the sinner
suffers kareis,99 unless he truly repents (Ramban; R’ Hirsch; Rashi, 15:31).

Shabbos: The Incident of the Wood Gatherer
 Bnei Yisrael found a man gathering sticks on Shabbos.
 At Hashem’s command, they stoned him to death.

·······································································  15:32-36  ··········
While Bnei Yisrael were in the desert, some people found a man
gathering sticks and twigs on Shabbos.100 They warned him that it
was prohibited to do this on Shabbos, but he did not listen and
continued gathering (Rashi, 15:33). 

After Shabbos, they brought him to Moshe Rabbeinu for judgment
(Ibn Ezra, 15:33). Moshe knew that someone who intentionally
desecrates Shabbos must be put to death when duly warned by
witnesses (see Shemos 31:14 and Rashi), but since he did not know which
death penalty to administer (Rashi, 15:34), he had the man put “in a
guarded place” (15:34) while he awaited Hashem’s verdict (Targum

Yonasan; Abarbanel). Hashem subsequently told him that the man had to
be stoned outside the camp in the presence of the entire community
(Sifri; Emek Netziv).

considered condemning them to die in the desert (see commentary on 14:26–35 and 14:36–38).
99. According to Abarbanel, the spies were considered intentional idolaters and were punished
accordingly with kareis. See commentary on 14:36–38.
100. Chazal (Shabbos 96b) offer three suggestions as to which Shabbos melachah (prohibited activity)
he transgressed: (1) he gathered items that grew from the ground (ma’amar), (2) he carried the twigs
in a public area (hotza’ah), or (3) he pulled vegetation out of the ground (tolesh).
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The order of events.  There is a dispute as to when this incident
occurred:

1. After the incident of the spies. Some suggest that it occurred
shortly after the incident of the spies, and the Torah records it here in
chronological order (Ramban).101 One opinion suggests that it was
actually a direct consequence of that incident. Because Hashem had
barred the nation from entering the land, some of the people
imagined that they were no longer obligated to keep the mitzvos. This
man therefore [foolishly] decided to act l’shem Shamayim (for the
sake of Heaven) and show them how mistaken they were. He would
purposely desecrate Shabbos so that they would see him put to death
and realize that they were still obligated to keep the mitzvos (Tosafos,
Bava Basra 119b, citing a midrash).102

2. In the first year. Others suggest that this incident actually
occurred before the incident of the spies, during the people’s first year
in the desert. It occurred either shortly after the Jews crossed the
Yam Suf and entered the desert for the first time, after they were
commanded to keep Shabbos at the encampment of Marah (Rashi, 15:32
and on Devarim 5:12), or on the Shabbos following the giving of the Torah
(R’ Hirsch).103

According to this opinion, the Torah recounts this incident right
after the laws of idolatry to teach that someone who publicly dese-
crates Shabbos is comparable to an idolater (Rashi, 15:41). Similar to an
idolater who denies Hashem [and all the mitzvos of the Torah (Sifri,
15:22)], a Shabbos desecrator denies that Hashem created the world in
six days and rested on the seventh (Sifsei Chachomim, citing Rashi on Chullin

5a). This inevitably leads the Shabbos desecrator to transgress all the
mitzvos of the Torah, and hence he deserves the same severe punish-

101. Ramban suggests that this is hinted at in the words “While Bnei Yisrael were in the desert”
(15:32), alluding that the incident occurred after the decree condemning the people to remain in the
desert. Others, however, argue that the otherwise superfluous phrase “in the desert” teaches that the
incident occurred shortly after the Jews left Mitzrayim and first entered the desert (Sifsei Chachomim).
102. Tosafos suggests that this man was Tzelafchad (see 27:1–3). This is the opinion of R’ Akiva, cited
in Rashi, 27:3. See the commentary on 15:37–41 for an alternative explanation of why the wood
gatherer desecrated Shabbos.
103. Some suggest that on the first Shabbos after the people were commanded about its laws at
Marah — the very same Shabbos that “some of the people went out to gather [mann, but stopped
when warned not to]” (Shemos 16:27) — this man desecrated Shabbos (Be’er BaSadeh; Sifri Zuta;
Malbim). Other opinions say that he desecrated the following Shabbos (Gur Aryeh), or that he
desecrated the Shabbos immediately after the giving of the Torah (Sefer HaZikaron, citing the Rosh; R’
Hirsch, 15:34), or that he desecrated the Shabbos right after the incident of the spies (Maskil L'David;
Maharshal in Yerios Shlomo). According to Rashi (Vayikra 24:12; see also Ba’al HaTurim, 15:32), this
incident took place at the same time as the incident of the blasphemer (see Vayikra 24:10–23), which
implies that it happened soon after the tribes were arranged into degalim. According to Emek
HaNetziv’s version of Sifri (see also Gra), the wood gatherer was not the only one to desecrate
Shabbos; already from the people’s second Shabbos in the desert there was widespread laxity in
observing Shabbos (see Yechezkel 20:13). However, it was only now, after the incident of the spies,
that someone was stoned to death for doing so.
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ment as the idolater: to be stoned to death (see Ralbag and Tosafos,
Sanhedrin 78b).104

Defending the Torah.  R’ Hirsch notes that the Torah directs our
attention, not to the actions of the Shabbos desecrator, but to those
who sought to uphold the sanctity of Shabbos. It emphasizes that
“those who found him…brought him to Moshe… They put him in
a guarded place…and stoned him” (15:33–36).105 [If, as the plain
understanding of the text indicates, this incident took place right after
the sin of the spies,] the Torah portrays here how the same people
who had just rebelled against Hashem were now demonstrating their
allegiance to Him by wholeheartedly defending the Torah against any
breaches.

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ··························································
Shabbos observance.  It is significant that the nation demonstrated
their allegiance to Hashem specifically with the mitzvah of Shabbos.
Whereas a Shabbos desecrator denies Hashem’s sovereignty and is
therefore likened to an idolater, someone who observes Shabbos and
refrains from prohibited forms of work shows that he recognizes that
Hashem is the Master of his fate and deeds (R’ Hirsch). Hence, the
juxtaposition of these passages therefore alludes to Bnei Yisrael’s
repentance and how they rectified their sin. They had rebelled against
Hashem in the incident of the spies to the degree that they were
likened to idol worshipers (see comm. on 15:22–31). Now it was as if the
nation had reaccepted Hashem’s sovereignty and all of His mitzvos (see
Ohr HaChaim, Shemos 35:1).106  

Tzitzis
 Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to attach tzitzis to the corners of their

garments as a reminder to perform the mitzvos and to not stray after
the desires of the heart and eyes.

·······································································  15:37-41  ··········
Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to attach a fringe — a group pf
threads known collectively as “tzitzis”107 — to four corners of any
garment that has at least four corners (Gur Aryeh, 15:41 citing Zevachim 18b).
In addition, they had to wind a blue-colored (techeiles) thread around

104. See Rambam, Hilchos Shabbos 14:4 and 30:15. Details of the punishment of stoning are clarified
in Shemos 21:22–23. 
105. Strikingly, this stands in stark contrast to the people’s earlier attempt to stone Yehoshua and
Kalev (or Moshe and Aharon) for upholding Hashem’s will. See commentary on 14:5–10.
106. Perhaps we can add that the Torah testifies to the people’s change of heart by stating that they
did “just as Hashem had commanded Moshe” (15:36), a phrase that alludes to wholehearted
acceptance of Hashem’s will. See Ohr HaChaim, Vayikra 24:23.
107. The word z¦vi¦v is derived from the word uiv, which refers to something that hangs or protrudes
from something else. In this case, the loose strings hang down from the section of tied fringes [or from
the garment (R’ Hirsch)]. Alternatively, the word is related to uivn, “peering,” since the wearer is
meant to look at his tzitzis (Rashi, 15:38, and on Yirmiyah 48:9; Sefer HaZikaron).



How do tzitzis
remind Bnei
Yisrael of the
mitzvos?
Tzitzis are an
emblem that
the wearer is
Hashem’s
servant.

37 Hashem spoke to Moshe, saying,
38 “Speak to Bnei Yisrael and say to them
that they should make for themselves
tzitzis [a fringe made up of distinct threads] to
hang on the corners of their garments
throughout their generations, and they
should put with the tzitzis of each corner
an additional thread of blue wool. 39 And it
[i.e., the group of threads altogether] will be for
you the mitzvah of tzitzis, and you will see
it and thereby remember all of Hashem’s
commandments and perform them, and
you [pl.] shall not stray [lit., “explore”] after
the desires of your hearts and your eyes
which you tend to stray after. 40 This is so
that you will always remember and
perform all My commandments, and you
will become holy to your God. 41 I am
Hashem, your God, Who took you out of
the land of Egypt in order to be for you God
on condition you accept My commandments;
I am Hashem, your God.”

xihtn fl d¬¤WŸnÎl¤̀ d̈Fd§i x¤n Ÿ̀¬I©e
:xŸ «n`¥N gl Æl¥̈̀ x §U¦i i³¥p§AÎl¤̀ x º¥A ©C
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i ³¥x£g«©̀  ExE ¹zz̈ ` ¸Ÿl§e m®̈zŸ̀  m¤zi¦U£r«©e
m¬¤Y©̀ Îx¤W£̀  m ½¤ki¥pi«¥r i ¥́x£g«©̀ §e Æm¤k§a©a§l
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the top part of each set of fringes. The bottom part of the fringes —
and the remaining thread of techeiles — were to be left to hang
loosely (15:37–38; Devarim 22:12). 

Hashem explained that this mitzvah of tzitzis would help the
people fulfill all the mitzvos. By looking at them, they would
“remember all of Hashem’s commandments and thereby be
prompted to perform them” (15:39). This in turn would prevent
them from straying “after [their] hearts and eyes” (15:39). 

Remembering Hashem and His mitzvos.  Looking at tzitzis brings
the wearer to remember and perform the mitzvos in the following
ways:

1. An emblem. It was customary in olden times for a master to
place an emblem on his servant’s clothing as a sign that he belonged
to him. Similarly, tzitzis are Hashem’s “emblem” that Bnei Yisrael are
His servants. Indeed, He took them out of Mitzrayim on the condition
that they would serve Him [and accept His decrees (Rashi, 15:41)] —
and they agreed to this with a solemn oath. Thus, whenever Bnei
Yisrael look at their tzitzis, they remind themselves that they are
Hashem’s servants and cannot simply do as they wish. Rather, they
must serve their Master by performing the mitzvos (Seforno and Ohr

HaChaim, 15:39–41; see Derech Hashem, IV:6,6).108

This also explains why Hashem specifically commanded Bnei
Yisrael to attach tzitzis to clothing. There is no better reminder than

108. See Rashi, 15:41, for symbolisms in tzitzis that recall the exile from Mitzrayim.
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attaching an emblem to clothing, since it is in front of the wearer the
entire day (Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah 386; see Menachos 43b).109

2. The techeiles thread. As explained above, the tzitzis are bound
together with a techeiles thread. The dye used to produce the blue
color comes from the blood of a rare sea creature called a
“chilazon.”110 Its color is similar to the color of the sea, and the color of
the sea is similar to that of the sky, which in turn is similar to the
color of Hashem’s Throne of Glory (see Shemos 24:10). Thus, by looking
at the blue thread, a person remembers He who sits upon the throne
[which should awaken him to remember and fulfill all of His mitzvos]
(Menachos 43b and Rashi there; Tanchuma 15; see also Ramban).111

3. A sign. Today we no longer know the identity of the chilazon
with certainty, so the generally accepted practice is not to have any
techeiles thread. Nevertheless, the mitzvah can still be performed with
plain white (non-dyed) fringes (Menachos 38a). As Rashi explains (15:39,
citing Tanchuma, Korach 12), even without the techeiles thread, there is an
allusion to the 613 mitzvos in the tzitzis. The word tzitzis (spelled
with two yuds) has a gematria (numerical value) of 600.112 Add to this
eight and five [since tzitzis have eight threads hanging loosely and
five knots], and we have 613 (see Mizrachi).113

Turning away from sin.  By looking at their tzitzis and having a
constant reminder of Hashem and His mitzvos, Bnei Yisrael would
now be able to resist the desires that tempted (and continued to
tempt) them to stray from Hashem’s service. This explains the
sequence of verse 15:39: “You will see it [i.e., the group of threads (R’

Hirsch), or, specifically the blue thread (Rashbam)] and thereby remem-
ber all of Hashem’s commandments… and you shall not stray
after the desires of your hearts and your eyes” (Seforno; Ibn Ezra).114

109. Moreover, since the tzitzis are on four corners of one’s garment, he will see them wherever he
turns and remember Hashem (Ba’al HaTurim, 15:39). Hashem specifically commanded attaching
tzitzis to four-cornered garments to allude to Him, the Creator and Ruler of the four corners of the
world (Ohr HaChaim, 15:39).
110. See Ohr HaChaim, 15:39, for reasons why specifically this creature must be used.
111. Sefer Chareidim (“Introduction to the Mitzvos,” citing Zohar) explains that since Hashem’s throne
symbolizes His power to judge life and death, by thinking about it a person is filled with fear and is
thus aroused to perform all the mitzvos lest he be punished. He compares this to a child who is filled
with fear whenever he sees the strap his father uses to punish him, and this stops him from sinning.
Similarly, seeing the techeiles thread should evoke tremendous fear in its wearer.
112. In the system of gematria, each letter of the Hebrew alphabet is assigned a numerical value:
v=90, i=10, z=400. Thus, the word ziviv (when spelled with two yuds, as it is sounded) equals
600.
113. Gur Aryeh clarifies that it is only a custom to have eight threads and five knots. Nevertheless, he
proposes that although the Torah does not require this amount of threads and knots, it does require
that some sort of sign alluding to the number 613 be placed in the tzitzis. Indeed, in earlier times they
arrived at 613 by winding the thread thirteen times.
114. We see from here that although many Jews wear a tallis with tzitzis only during prayer, it is
preferable to wear tzitzis at other times of the day as well, since it is at those times that a person
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These final words also comprise a separate mitzvah, one that is
applicable at all times [even when one is not wearing tzitzis]: Bnei
Yisrael are prohibited to stray and run after improper desires, lest
they come to sin (Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah 387). The heart and eyes are
mentioned because they are the “agents” that draw a person to sin.
First a person entertains an improper desire within his heart.115 Then,
using his eyes, he seeks a way to satisfy it (R’ Hirsch, based on Sifri).116

Alternatively, a person might see something that arouses his desires,
as the maxim states, “The eye sees, the heart desires, and the body
sins” (Rashi; see Emek HaNetziv).

 A  C L O S E R  L O O K   ·························································
Two areas of sin.  The Torah mentions both the heart and the eyes to
prohibit two different types of sin: (1) straying after improper thoughts
of the heart and (2) straying after the eyes. The former involves
pondering thoughts and philosophies that contradict the Torah. This is
prohibited lest a person come to deny Hashem (or any of the other
cardinal principles of faith). The latter involves chasing after lewd
images, and also includes the excessive pursuit of worldly pleasures
(which do not help a person serve Hashem). This prohibition helps to
prevent a person from straying from the way of the Torah and ending
his life in disgrace and shame (Sefer HaChinuch, mitzvah 387). Indeed, when
a person is controlled by his desires (and becomes a slave to them), he
has no room in his life for Hashem or His mitzvos and is inexorably
drawn away from spirituality (R’ Hirsch, 15:39).117  

Becoming holy.  Hashem promised Bnei Yisrael that if they would
fulfill the mitzvah of tzitzis, they would “become holy” (15:40). Some
understand that performing the mitzvah of tzitzis alone brings a
person to holiness, while others explain that through the mitzvah of
tzitzis, one performs all the mitzvos and this makes him holy (Sifri).
Either way, holiness can only be attained after a person separates
himself from improper thoughts. Hence, after mentioning the
command not to pursue the desires of our eyes and hearts, the Torah
states that we will then become holy (see Seforno, Ibn Ezra, and Sha’arei

Aharon).118

needs a reminder not to sin, not while he is praying (Ibn Ezra, 15:39). 
115. It should be noted that the Torah uses the word heart rather than mind when referring to a
person’s desires and improper thoughts. 
116. According to this explanation, this is why the verse specifically mentions “your hearts” before
“your eyes.”
117. Thus the Gemara (Berachos 12b) explains verse 15:39 as follows: “You shall not stray after the
desires of your hearts” to deny Hashem, “or your eyes” with intentions of sinning (and immorality),
“which you tend to stray after” with thoughts of idolatry. See commentary on 6:1–8.
118. In this vein, Seforno connects this verse to the previous one as follows: By freeing one’s mind
from improper thoughts, one is able to focus on Hashem’s greatness and kindness [and thereby come
to love and fear Him]. This will enable one to perform all of His mitzvos with love and fear of Hashem
and thereby attain holiness.
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“I am Hashem.”  Having told Bnei Yisrael that the mitzvah of tzitzis
would help them remember and fulfill all the mitzvos, Hashem
clarified (in 15:41) why they had to keep the mitzvos:

1. Reward and punishment. “I am Hashem, and, as My Name [the
four-letter Name of Hashem, which alludes to My attribute of
compassion] implies, I am faithful to pay the reward [for the
fulfillment of My mitzvos]. However, I am also your God and, as this
Name [Elokim, which alludes to My attribute of strict judgment]
implies, I am also faithful to punish [those who transgress My
mitzvos]” (Rashi; Sifsei Chachomim).

2. It is obligatory. “And lest you say that you do not want to
perform the mitzvos and are ready to forego the reward [or
punishment], I repeat that I am Hashem, your God. Regardless of
your consent, I am Your King, Who took you out of the land of
Egypt on the condition that you would accept My decrees” (Rashi).

The order of the passages.  This passage follows the incident of the
wood gatherer for several reasons: 

1. Preventing Shabbos desecration. According to many opinions,
Hashem taught these laws immediately after the incident of the wood
gatherer.119 The Midrash relates that Hashem asked Moshe why the
wood gatherer desecrated Shabbos. Moshe did not know what to
answer. Hashem explained that during the week Bnei Yisrael wore
tefillin [all day long, as was once customary], and thus, whenever they
might contemplate sinning, they saw their tefillin and refrained from
transgressing [since it served as a reminder of the mitzvos (Ohr

HaChaim, 15:37; see Shemos 13:9)]. On Shabbos, however, tefillin is not
worn, so the wood gatherer had nothing to remind him [of the
mitzvos]. Hashem therefore immediately commanded Bnei Yisrael to
wear tzitzis — even on Shabbos and Yom Tov (Tanna D’Bei Eliyahu 26).
Now they would be able to remember all the mitzvos and would not
transgress Shabbos or any other mitzvah (Ramban).120

2. Equivalent to all the mitzvos. Some suggest that this passage
follows the previous ones because of their similarity. As explained
above (comm. on 15:32–36), the incident of the wood gatherer follows the
laws of idolatry to teach us that desecrating Shabbos is tantamount to

119. See the commentary on 15:32–36, where it was explained that the incident of the wood gatherer
might have taken place shortly after crossing the Yam Suf, after the giving of the Torah, or after the
incident of the spies.
120. Da’as Zekeinim and Ohr HaChaim suggest that it was actually Moshe who approached Hashem
after the incident of the wood gatherer, arguing that the man had nothing to help him remember the
mitzvos since he was not wearing tefillin. Hashem agreed and commanded Bnei Yisrael with the
mitzvah of tzitzis. Either way, this implies that the wood gatherer was not acting for Heaven’s sake,
contrary to the explanation given in the commentary on 15:32–36. We also see that once the wood
gatherer began to sin and transgress Shabbos, even a warning was not enough to stop him. But if he
had been wearing tzitzis, he would have feared Hashem and not have come to sin in the first place.
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worshiping idols, since both are equivalent to all the mitzvos [in a
negative sense, in that both involve denying Hashem and His
mitzvos]. The mitzvah of tzitzis is also equivalent to all the mitzvos
[though in a positive sense], since it leads a person to remember and
perform them (Rashi, 15:41, and on Menachos 43b).121

3. Rectifying the sin of the spies. Above, it was explained how all
the passages following that of the incident of the spies — libations,
challah, idolatry, and Shabbos desecration — are related to that
incident. This passage, too, can be connected to the sin of the spies, as
R’ Hirsch (15:41) explains. He says that when the spies were sent out
“to explore [xEzl̈] the land of Canaan” (13:17), they were supposed to
bring back a report describing all the good attributes of the land.
Unfortunately, they failed to do so because they were led astray by
their personal fears and desires. Everything that they should have
considered good appeared to them as bad.122 They transgressed what
Hashem warns against here: “you shall not stray after [literally,
“explore”] the desires of your hearts and eyes” (15:39).123 They
should have realized that Hashem decided their fate, and that the
only criteria that would determine the nation’s success in conquering
the land was whether the nation was worthy of His support. Instead,
their hearts were full of fear, and they used their eyes to find
“evidence” to support their improper thoughts. As a result, they came
back with a report that portrayed Bnei Yisrael as helpless before the
land’s mighty inhabitants.

The passage of tzitzis — the concluding passage of this parashah
— provides the means to prevent Bnei Yisrael from committing a
similar sin in the future by warning the nation not to stray after their
hearts and eyes. At the same time, since tzitzis is a reminder of all the
mitzvos, it provides a way to elevate the nation and help them remain
forever conscious of their duties (R’ Hirsch). The parashah closes with a
promise that if the nation will perform all of Hashem’s mitzvos, then
it will “become holy” (15:40) and attain the sought-after goal: “to be
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Vayikra 19:6) (Seforno).

121. Moreover, anyone who denies idolatry, observes Shabbos, or fulfills the mitzvah of tzitzis is
considered to have kept the entire Torah (Lekach Tov). Regarding tzitzis specifically, since the person
remembers all the mitzvos and is ready to fulfill them given the opportunity, Hashem considers it as if
he has already kept them and rewards him accordingly (Sifri and Malbim, 15:39–40).
122. For example, the fact that they saw funerals wherever they went proved to them that the land
“consumes its inhabitants” (see comm. on 13:30–33). On the other hand, Yehoshua and Kalev
remained faithful to Hashem — as the Torah testifies regarding Kalev, “He followed after Me
[wholeheartedly]” (14:24) — and thus they were able to see the good things, as Kalev declared in
verse 14:7: “The land is very, very good” (based on R’ Hirsch).
123. Rashi (15:39) notes that the word ExEzz̈, “stray” or “explore” (15:39), has the same root as the
word used to describe the spying tour of the land, “[they returned] from exploring [xEY¦n] the land…”
(13:25). Strikingly, Rashi also refers to the heart and the eyes as the body’s “spies.” 
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Part 1. The Sin of the Spies

13 1

1. The Decision to Send Spies
a. Hashem told Moshe to send men [if he wished] to spy out the land — one

leader from each tribe.
4 b. The Torah names the men who were appointed for the spying mission.

16 c. Moshe renamed Hoshea son of Nun “Yehoshua.”

17

2. The Spying Mission
a. Moshe’s instructions to the spies

Moshe told the spies to ascend to the land from the south. They were to
look closely at the nature of the land and its people and bring back fruit.

21 b. The spies’ expedition
The spies explored the entire land. They [or just Kalev] visited Chevron,
where three giants lived. At Nachal Eshkol they cut a cluster of grapes, a
pomegranate, and a fig. They returned after forty days.

26

3. The Spies’ Report
a. Ten of the spies returned saying that though the land flowed with milk

and honey, its inhabitants were mighty and the cities fortified [and thus it
was impossible to conquer].

30-33 b. Kalev spoke up and said they could conquer the land, but the ten spies
countered that they could not because the people were too strong, the
land consumed its inhabitants, and there were giants there.

14 1

4. The People’s Reaction and the Leaders’ Pleas
a. The people cried that night and complained [in the morning] to Moshe and

Aharon. They even spoke of returning to Mitzrayim.
5 b. Moshe and Aharon prostrated themselves before the people. 
6 c. Yehoshua and Kalev said the land was very good and told the people not

to rebel.
10 d. But, in response, the people wanted to stone them. t

Part 2. The Punishments

11
1. Hashem’s Response

Hashem said He would destroy the people for angering Him and not trusting
in Him.

13

2. Moshe’s Prayer 
Moshe prayed on behalf of the people:

a. He said that Mitzrayim would hear that Hashem had killed His people and
say He did it because He was unable to bring them into the land [and
conquer the Canaanite kings, which would be a desecration of His Name].

17 b. He pleaded with Hashem to “expand” His power [of compassion] — He
should be “slow to anger” and forgive the people’s sin.
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20

3. The Decree
a. Hashem forgave the people, but swore that they would not see the land. t

24 b. He said He would bring Kalev into the land [and give him Chevron].
25 c. He commanded the people to turn back to the desert.
26 d. He said that all the men who had been counted [in the census at Sinai], age

20 and up, would die in the desert over a period of forty years (except Ye-
hoshua and Kalev). However, He would bring their children into the land.

36

4. The Deaths of the Ten Spies
The [ten] spies died in a plague [that fit their sin].

39

5. The People’s Reaction
a. The people mourned grievously on hearing the decree.

40-45 b. A group began ascending the mountain [bordering the land], despite
Moshe’s warnings not to. They were struck down by the peoples of
Amalek and Canaan. t

Part 3. Mitzvos to Strengthen the People’s Faith 

15 1

1. Mitzvos Related to the Land: Libations
a. Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to bring a minchah (flour offering) and

nesech (wine libation) with every olah and shelamim:
4 For each lamb: a minchah of 1/10 ephah fine flour mixed with ¼ hin oil, and a

nesech of  ¼ hin wine.  For each ram: a minchah of 2/10 ephah fine flour mixed
with 1/3 hin oil, and a nesech of 1/3 hin wine.  For each ox: a minchah of 3/10
ephah fine flour mixed with ½ hin oil, and a nesech of ½ hin wine.

14 b. A convert must do the same; there is one Torah for Jews and converts. t

17
2. Mitzvos Related to the Land: Challah

Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to separate a portion of their dough for
Hashem [and give it to a Kohen]. q

22

3. Idolatry
a. Communal idolatry (unintentional)

If the people transgressed “all these mitzvos” inadvertently [by committing
idolatry due to a mistaken ruling of the Sanhedrin], the heads of the communi-
ty seek atonement by bringing a bull as an olah and a he-goat as a chatas. q

27 b. Individual idolatry
 Unintentional — if an individual [commits idolatry] inadvertently, he

atones by bringing a she-goat as a chatas.
30  Intentional — if an individual [commits idolatry] rebelliously, he suffers

kareis (spiritual excision) [unless he repents]. t

32

4. Shabbos: The Incident of the Wood Gatherer
a. Bnei Yisrael found a man gathering sticks on Shabbos. q

35 b. At Hashem’s command, they stoned him to death. t

37-41

5. Tzitzis
Hashem commanded Bnei Yisrael to attach tzitzis to the corners of their
garments as a reminder to perform the mitzvos and to not stray after the
desires of the heart and eyes.                                                                            tt   t
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