
13:2 | Send you men: This episode is also de-
scribed in detail in the book of Deuteronomy in 
one of the lengthy speeches Moses gave prior to 
his death. According to that account, it was the 
children of Israel who initiated the plan to send 
scouts to Canaan, and Moses acceded to their 
request (Deuteronomy : – ). However, the 
text here describes it as God’s command.

It is likely that the people initiated the 
plan and Moses then relayed their request to 
God, who agreed. If so, the description here is 
truncated, with the rst few stages omitted. 
Although the fateful idea was the people’s initia-
tive, their suggestion could have been rejected, 
and hence this verse emphasizes God’s own 

instruction that the plan should be followed and 
the scouts sent (see Rashi; Sota 4b, and Rashi 
ad loc.).

That they may scout the land of Canaan: This 
chapter does not use the word meraglim, “spies,” 
but rather tarim, “scouts.” To be sure, they were 
not merely tourists; the purpose of their trip was 
to gather information. With that said, though, 
they were not spies in the full sense of the term 
either, as their mission did not attempt to un-
cover secrets about the land or its inhabitants. 

It would seem that from the outset Moses and 
the Israelites had di erent attitudes toward the 
scouts and their mission. Moses felt that their 
mission could be helpful in mapping out the 

country and its entry routes, but the Israelites 
wanted a description of the current state of the 
country: Was it still a good land? Would it be 
feasible to conquer it at this point in time? The 
Israelites’ knowledge of the land was limited to 
stories from the distant past and promises of a 
bright future; they wanted a current, accurate 
report of the state of a airs. It seems that the 
choice to send a representative from each of the 
tribes was due to these insecurities and worries. 
Had this mission been purely for the purpose of 
espionage, the individuals included would have 
been chosen for their professional quali cations 
rather than their social status or public reputa-
tions (see Ramban; Bekhor Shor). 

DISCUSSION

The land of Canaan di ers dramatically from Egypt. Canaan is a hilly, mountainous region that is 
dependent upon rainfall, whereas the terrain of Egypt is at and is irrigated from the Nile. The 
cultures and systems of government in the two countries were also completely dissimilar at the 
time. Consequently, the children of Israel were troubled by the prospect of an unfamiliar way of life 
and by the dangerous challenges of the conquests ahead. Therefore, they wished to send scouts 
to Canaan. 

The weakness and cowardice displayed by the people after they hear the report of the scouts leads to God’s decree that this generation will not enter 
Canaan. Subsequently, a group rises up and insists that they want to ascend to the land, ignoring Moses’ warnings to desist. But this brazen move is 
also doomed to failure, as it represents a rebellion against the divine decree that this generation will wander in the wilderness for forty years until they 
have all passed away. 

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
 2 Send you menD that they may scout out the land of CanaanD 

that I am giving to the children of Israel in order to become 
familiar with it; you shall send one man for every tribe, each 
as a representative for the tribe of his fathers, every one a 
prince among them.  ey must be leaders and men of stature, 
whose reports will be accepted and trusted by the members of 
their tribes.  e men chosen were not the actual heads of the 
tribes, who are listed in the earlier census and at the festivities 
for the dedication of the altar ( : – , : – ). It is possible 
that those tribal princes were too old for a mission of this na-
ture.  e men who were sent as scouts were prominent mem-
bers of their tribes, but they were younger, probably at the peak 
of their strength.1 One of the scouts, Caleb son of Yefuneh, will 
later state that he was forty years old at the time of this mission.2 

 3 Moses sent them from the wilderness of Paran according to 
the directive of the Lord; all of them were personages; they 
were heads of the children of Israel.

 4  ese were their names:D For the tribe of Reuben, they sent 
Shamua son of Zakur.

 5 For the tribe of Simeon, Shafat son of Hori.
 6 For the tribe of Judah, Caleb son of Yefuneh.
 7 For the tribe of Issachar, Yigal son of Joseph.
 8 For the tribe of Ephraim, Hoshe’a son of Nun.D

 9 For the tribe of Benjamin, Palti son of Rafu.
 10 For the tribe of Zebulun, Gadiel son of Sodi.
 11 For the tribe of Joseph: For the tribe of Manasseh,D Gadi 

son of Susi.
 12 For the tribe of Dan, Amiel son of Gemali.
 13 For the tribe of Asher, Set ur son of Mikhael.
 14 For the tribe of Naphtali, Nahbi son of Vofsi.
 15 For the tribe of Gad, Geuel son of Makhi.
 16  ese are the names of the men whom Moses sent to scout 

the land. Moses called Hoshe’a son of Nun, Joshua.D  e 
name Hoshe’a means salvation.  e addition of the le  er yod 
is a reference to God. Hence, the name Joshua, like the related 
name Isaiah, means may God save.

e Scouts and ose Who 
Dared Ascend toward the Land
NUMBERS 13:1 14:45
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13:  | These were their names: The order of 
the tribes listed here is not in accordance with 
their grouping under the banners, which was 
the military formation of the camp, nor does it 
follow their birth order. It is possible that they 
are listed in accordance with their social status, 
as these men were not sent as representatives of 
military units, but as agents of civil groups (see 
Ramban; Ha’amek Davar). 

13:8 | Hoshe’a son of Nun: Hoshe’a is Joshua 
son of Nun, Moses’ attendant, who has already 
been mentioned ( : ; Exodus : ). In addi-
tion to Joshua’s closeness to Moses, he was an 
important person in his own right. In the ge-
nealogical list in I Chronicles (7: 6– 7), Joshua 

appears as the grandson of the prince of the 
tribe of Ephraim. This is further proof of the high 
social status of the men selected for this mission, 
as well as the considerations of age that might 
have prevented the actual princes of the tribes 
undertaking the mission to Canaan. 

13:11 | For the tribe of Joseph: for the tribe 
of Manasseh: The description of Manasseh as 
the representative of Joseph is another indica-
tion that this list does not follow the military 
formation of the banners in the wilderness, as 
the banner of Joseph was headed by Ephraim. 
Rather, it follows the civilian structure of the 
tribes, and Manasseh was Joseph’s rstborn. 

13:1  | Moses called Hoshe’a son of Nun, 
Joshua: Moses seemed to be uneasy about 
sending the delegation and perhaps he felt it 
was unnecessary, but nevertheless agreed to 
send scouts in order to placate the Israelites, 
following God’s instruction. He therefore re-
quested divine protection for his closest atten-
dant, Hoshe’a (see Rashi; Sota 4b). This new 
name is signi cant not only for the current 
episode, but also for subsequent history. The 
change in name signi es Joshua’s status as a 
future leader, similar to the new names given 
to kings and ministers upon their appointments 
(see  Genesis 4 :45; II Kings : 4; see also Bekhor 
Shor; izkuni, Genesis 7:5). 

DISCUSSION
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13:1  | Ascend: In the Bible, the verb “to as-
cend” can refer to a northward journey (see, e.g., 
Genesis : ; Exodus : ), but it can also refer to 
one entering the Land of Israel (e.g., II Samuel 

5: 7; II Kings :9; Isaiah 6: 0; Zechariah 4: 6– 7; 
Ezra : ; see Kiddushin 69b). 

13:1  | Is it in camps or in forti cations: 
These details were indeed signi cant during 

the conquest of the land. The open cities were 
captured straightaway, whereas the forti ed 
cities were able to resist and delay the progress 
of Joshua’s army in the early stages of the cam-
paign (see Joshua 6– , 0: 9– 0; Rashbam). 

DISCUSSION

Cluster of grapes

Places mentioned in the account of the scouts

 17 Moses wanted to give the scouts a speci  cally de  ned mandate. 
 e information they were asked to provide was strategic rather 

than tactical; for example, he did not ask them about particular 
forti  cations or roads. Rather, Moses sent them to scout the 
land of Canaan, and he said to them: Ascend,D enter the land 
from there in the South, and climb the highland.

 18 You shall see the land, what it is like in general. And the peo-
ple that lives in it, is it strong or is it weak? Are they few or 
many? How densely populated is the land? 

 19 What is the type of land in which it lives, with regard to its 
climate and fauna? Is it a good land or a bad one? What are the 
cities in which it lives? Is it in camps, unwalled se  lements, 
or in cities that have walls as forti  cations?D 

 20 What is the nature of the land? Is it fat or lean? How fertile 
is its soil? Relatively speaking, which areas are more fertile and 
which ones less so?  is information could also be relevant to 
understanding the locations of major population centers and 
the natures of the di  erent possible travel routes. Are there 
trees in it, or not? Egypt does not have many natural trees, 
and some of those that have been growing there have been 
cut down. By contrast, at this time the entire central region of 
Canaan is thickly wooded.3 In addition, Moses instructed them: 
You shall strengthen yourselves, and you shall take samples 
from the fruit of the land and bring them back to show your 
brethren. At this juncture, the verse notes parenthetically that 
these days were the days of the  rst grapes, which ripen in 
the late spring. 

 21  ey ascended and scouted all the land, traversing the entire 
territory of Canaan from the wilderness of TzinB to Rehov,B a 
place located at Levo HamatB in northern Syria. 

 22  ey ascended in the South, and he came until Hebron.  e 
second clause is stated in the singular despite the fact that the 
 rst clause is in the plural. It is possible that the scouts did not 

advance as a single unit for the entire trip, and therefore only 
one of them reached Hebron. According to the Sages, this was 
Caleb.4 It is likely that the people had preserved the memory of 
Hebron as the city of the forefathers. And Ahiman, Sheshai, 
and Talmai, children of the giant, were there. Parenthetically, 
the verse notes here that Hebron was built seven years be-
fore Tzo'an,B a very important city of Egypt. Tzo'an was a 

well-known ancient city, and 
unlike other Egyptian cities, 
the time period of its estab-
lishment was also known.  e 
verse therefore underscores 
the importance of the ancient 
city of Hebron by stating that 
it was founded even earlier 
than Tzo'an. 

 23 Toward the end of their jour-
ney back,5 they came to the 
Eshkol Ravine, and cut from 
there a vine with one cluster 
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13:21 | From the wilderness of Tzin: Some 
say that this wilderness is in the eastern side 
of the Sinai Peninsula, north of Kadesh Barnea 
(Ein el-Qudeirat), while others locate it between 
Eilat and Wadi Jira, southeast of central Sinai, in 
the same region. There are also other opinions 
that place it north of the Arava desert, or even 
further east in the territory of Edom (see Joshua 
5: ).

The name Tzin, or Sin, refers to the prickly 
edges of plants. It perhaps alludes to desert re-
gions that contain springs of water, such as were 
found at Eilim and Kadesh Barnea ( 0: , 7: 4). 
This environment is characterized by its prickly 
palm trees. 

Rehov: There are several places in the Bible with 
this name: A city in the portion of the tribe of 
Asher, near Sidon in Lebanon (Joshua : ); an-
other is Beit Rehov, in the Hula Valley (Judges 

: ); and a third city is Beit Rehov mentioned 
in II Samuel 0:6, one of the kingdoms of Aram in 
the north of the Beqaa Valley in Lebanon, which 
is probably the place referred to here. According 
to Targum Yonatan, this is the passageway to 
Levo Hamat.

At Levo Hamat: Some explain that levo refers to 
the route from the coast to Hamat. Others claim 
that it is the name of a place in Hamat, which 
they identify with the village of Laboue, north of 
Baalbek in the Beqaa Valley. 

13:22 | Tzo’an: A city in Lower Egypt. According 
to Onkelos and the Septuagint, it is the city of 
Tanis. Tanis was the capital of Egypt between 
the eleventh and seventh centuries BCE. From 
the sixth century onward it decreased in impor-
tance, due to the expansion of the Nile Delta, 
which caused Tanis to be farther from the Med-
iterranean. 

Contemporary scholars identify ancient 
Tzo’an with a site near San al-Hagar, in the Delta 
northeast of Tanis, or with Avaris, the capital of 
Egypt during the seventeenth to fteenth cen-
turies BCE,  located slightly further south. 

BACKGROUND
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13:23 | And two of them bore it upon a pole: 
According to some midrashim, this cluster 
was even larger than might be inferred from 

a straightforward reading of the text (see Sota 
4a). The Sages relate that in their time as well, 

there were reports of massive clusters of grapes 

that were as large as calves and goats (see 
Ketubot a). 

DISCUSSION

Canaanite nations

  of grapes, and two of them bore it upon a pole.D Due to its 
immense size, it could not be borne by a single person. And 
they also brought back samples from the local pomegranates, 
and from the  gs.

 24  e verse notes:  at place he, or they, called the Eshkol 
Ravine. It can be assumed that this valley was close to the 
wilderness, and therefore the scouts did not have to carry the 
grapes throughout the entire length of Canaan. Some commen-
taries suggest that the Eshkol Ravine should be identi  ed with 
one of the streambeds planted with many vineyards found to 
the north of Hebron.  e valley became commonly known as 
the Eshkol Ravine because of the cluster [eshkol] of grapes 
that the children of Israel cut from there. 

 25 Since their mission was limited to gaining a general impression 
and their mandate did not include gathering detailed informa-
tion, they returned from scouting the land at the conclusion 
of forty days.

 26  ey went and came to report back to Moses, and to Aaron, 
and to the entire congregation of the children of Israel, to 
the wilderness of Paran, more speci  cally to the place known 
as Kadesh.B And they brought back word to them and to 
the entire congregation, who gathered to hear their account. 

 is phrase serves as an additional indication that the scouts 
viewed themselves not only as emissaries of the leadership, but 
as agents of the entire nation. And in addition to their verbal 
testimony, they also showed them the fruit of the land.

 27 Addressing Moses directly in the presence of the assembled 
crowd, they related the details of their journey to him, and 
they said: We came to the land to which you sent us, and in-
deed it is  owing with milk and honey. It is a very fertile land, 
as God has told us,6 and this is a sample of some of its fruit. 

 28 Only, you must know that the people that lives in the land is 
mighty. Its inhabitants are not meek or complacent, and there-
fore it will be di   cult for us to subjugate them quickly. And 
furthermore the cities in which they live are forti  ed and very 
great;D we also saw the children of the giant there.

 29 Amalek lives in the southern region, along our route. 
According to the original plan for entering Canaan, the 
Israelites would have traveled north, through the Negev, and 
would have encountered opposition from the Amalekites. And 
in addition, the Hitites, the Yevusites, and the Emorites live 
in the highland, and the Canaanites live along the sea and 
alongside the Jordan.

 30 Although the scouts’ report was formally addressed to Moses, it 
was meant for the nation’s ears as well. Since the people trusted 

the scouts, they became fearful upon hearing their report, and 
they began to murmur among themselves and to voice their 
concerns. In response, Caleb silenced the people and directed 
their a  ention toward Moses. As the leader of the nation and 
the recipient of the scouts’ report, the response to the report 
should have come from him rather than from the initial reaction 
of the masses. Furthermore, Caleb added encouraging words of 
his own, and he said: Do not fear or hesitate! We shall be able 
to ascend and inherit it, the land, for we can prevail over it.

 31 But the other men who ascended to the land along with 
him and with Joshua, representatives of the other tribes, con-
tradicted him and said: We will not be able to ascend to the 
land, against the people, for it is stronger than we are. We 
do not have the military strength to  ght those mighty armies. 

 e Israelites, who until recently had been slaves in Egypt, were 
afraid to engage in open warfare. 
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13:2  | To the wilderness of Paran, to 
Kadesh: The mention of Paran serves to dif-
ferentiate this Kadesh from other places with 
the same name. Some identify the place men-
tioned in this verse with the Kadesh located 
in the wilderness of Tzin ( 7: 4; Deuteronomy 
: ), which marked the southern border of the 

Land of Israel (Genesis 6: 4, 0: ). It is gener-
ally accepted that this Kadesh is the same place 
known as Kadesh Barnea, and is identi ed with 
the desert oasis known today as Ein el-Qudei-

rat, an important junction approximately 5 
km south of Nitzana, along the route from the 
Arabian Peninsula to Gaza. Indeed, one of the 
springs there is called Ein el-Qadeis. 

However, some researchers hold that the 
Kadesh of Paran is di erent from the Kadesh 
in the wilderness of Tzin, as that Kadesh was 
on the border of Edom. In addition, there is 
also another city by the name of Kadesh in 
the portion of Naftali, in the Upper Galilee 
(Joshua 0:7).

BACKGROUND
13:28 | And the cities are forti ed, very great: 
The inhabitants of the city-states in Canaan be-
longed to a variety of nations, including Canaanites, 
Yevusites, Emorites, and other nations from among 
the descendants of Shem and Ham. As a result, 
there was often hostility between them (see, e.g., 
Judges :7). Therefore, although it is a small land, 
Canaan’s cities were forti ed and very large, due 
to the constant battles and general instability in 
the region. 

DISCUSSION
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13:32 | And all the people whom we saw in 
it were people of size: The Egyptians were an 
ethnocentric people who saw themselves at the 
center of global civilization. They viewed all lands 
to their north as primitive, disparaging their cul-
tures and the strength of their inhabitants. The 
scouts sought to undermine that impression. 

They warned them not to take the residents of 
Canaan lightly, and emphasized that it was not 
a relatively unsettled frontier area. Rather, it was 
a built-up and populated country with forti ed 
cities and developed agriculture. The children 
of Israel, who were not trained ghters, should 

therefore anticipate a di cult war that might 
well be beyond their abilities. 

13:33 | Sons of a giant, from the Ne lim: 
Later, the Torah mentions Og, king of Bashan 
( : ), who was himself one of the last of these 
giants who had lived in earlier generations (see 
Deuteronomy : , : ).

DISCUSSION

“A land owing with milk and honey”

 32 At  rst, the scouts provided a relatively objective account of 
what they had seen, answering the questions that were posed to 
them. But now they promulgated a slanderous report of the 
land that they scouted to the children of Israel.  eir por-
trayals may not have been entirely false, but they were slanted in 
a deliberate e  ort to create a negative impression,7 saying:  e 
land, which we passed through to scout it, is a land that de-
vours its inhabitants.  ere are many diseases and untimely 
deaths there. And conversely, all the people whom we saw in 
it were people of size,D large individuals. Although the mortal-
ity rate is high, large people with strong bodies are able to live 
there.

 33  ere we saw the Ne  lim, sons of a giant, from among the 
Ne  lim,D an ancient race of giants.8 We were as grasshoppers 
in our eyes when we stood opposite these enormous individ-
uals, and so we were in their eyes; they also related to us as 
small, worthless creatures.  e huge fruits the scouts brought 
back also served to vividly illustrate for their listeners the likely 
dimensions of the people who inhabited the land. 

 1  e entire congregation who were present at the time then 
raised and sounded their voice; and the people wept that 
night.

 2 All the children of Israel complained against Moses and 
against Aaron; and the entire congregation said to them: If 
only we had died in the land of Egypt, or in this wilderness; 
if only we had died in peace and tranquility.

 3 Why does the Lord bring us to this land, Canaan, to fall by 
the sword? Rather than living a full life and dying of natural 
causes, we will instead perish before our time in ba  le, and our 
wives and our children will be taken for loot. Faced with 
such a prospect, isn’t it be  er for us to return to Egypt?

 4 As a result of the crying and commotion, the people’s bi  er-
ness and resentment progressively increased. Finally, they said 
one to another: It is not wise to continue in the direction of 
Canaan, so instead let us appoint a leader9 and return to 
Egypt. 

 5 Upon hearing this, Moses and Aaron fell upon their faces be-
fore the entire assembly of the congregation of the children 
of Israel.

 6 Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Yefuneh, who were from 
those men who had scouted the land, rent their garments.

 7  ey said to the entire congregation of the children of 
Israel, saying:  e land through which we passed to scout 
it, the land is exceedingly good.

 8 As for your concerns, if the Lord is favorably disposed to 
us, He will bring us to this land and will give it to us, a land 
 owing with milk and honey.  e land is excellent, and our 

success depends only on God’s will. 
 9 However, do not rebel against the Lord by refusing to enter 

the land. And you, who have received a direct promise from 
God, do not fear the people of the land, even if others might 
justi  ably do so,10  as they are like our bread; our triumph over 
them will be as simple as eating bread.  eir protection has 
withdrawn from them, and they have nowhere to shelter and 
take refuge, and by contrast the Lord is with us; therefore, do 
not fear them.

 10  e entire congregation said to stone them, referring to 
Joshua and Caleb and perhaps also to Moses and Aaron,11 with 
stones, and the glory of the Lord appeared in the Tent of 
Meeting to all the children of Israel.

 11 It appears that Moses went to the Tent of Meeting, and then 
the Lord said to Moses: Until when will this people scorn 
and profane Me, and until when will they not believe in Me, 
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1 :18 | God’s Attributes of Mercy

The attributes after the sin of the scouts (1 :18) The attributes after God forgave the people for the sin of the Golden Calf (Exodus 3 : – ) 

The Lord The Lord, the Lord, merciful and gracious

Slow to anger and abounding in kindness Slow to anger and abounding in kindness and truth

Bearing iniquity and transgression He maintains kindness to the thousands, bearing iniquity and transgression and sin 

But He will not exonerate But He will not exonerate

Reckoning the iniquity of the fathers upon the children, 
upon the third and upon the fourth generation

Reckoning the iniquity of the fathers upon children, and upon the children’s children, upon 
the third and upon the fourth generation

DISCUSSION

with, and despite, all the signs and miracles that I have per-
formed in their midst?

 12 Because of their obstinacy, I will smite them, with the pesti-
lence, and I will destroy them, and will make you, Moses, 
into a nation greater and mightier than they. God thereby 
indicated His intention to destroy the people, and to wait for a 
new nation to evolve from Moses’ descendants. Although this 
nation would in some way be the continuation of the children 
of Israel, in a more direct sense it would be a new nation called 
the children of Moses.

 13 Moses said to the Lord: Egypt will hear what has happened, 
that You took up this people of Israel with Your might from 
its midst. 

 14 And if You destroy them, they will then say to, meaning about, 
the inhabitants of this land of Canaan, to which the children 
of Israel were supposed to go; until now they, the Egyptians, 
had heard that You, the Lord, are to be found in the midst  
of this people; that with their very eyes You, the Lord, were 
seen by that people, and Your cloud stands over them; and in 
a pillar of cloud You go before them by day, and in a pillar of 
 re by night.

 15 But if You now suddenly kill this people as one man in a 
plague, the Egyptians and the nations that have heard of 
Your renown will wonder why You have done that.  ey will 
conclude that You must have lacked the power to ful  ll your 
promise to them, and say that You therefore killed them.  ey 
will thereby desecrate Your name, saying:

 16 Although the Lord did manage to take them out of Egypt, at 
this time He lacks ability to bring this people into the land 
with regard to which He took an oath to them. He is obvi-
ously unable to defeat the nations of Canaan, and for that rea-
son He slaughtered them in the wilderness.

 17 Now, therefore, please, let the might of my Lord be great. Let 
Your power be revealed to Israel in a more exalted and lo  ier 
way, as You spoke and promised me, by teaching Me Your at-
tributes of mercy a  er the sin of the Golden Calf,12 saying:

 18  e Lord is patient and slow to anger and abounding in 
kindness, bearing iniquity and transgression. But at the 
same time, though, He will not completely exonerate the in-
iquity. Although God awaits the sinner’s repentance and the 
sin is then forgiven, it is not entirely cleansed.13 Rather, He will 
continue reckoning the iniquity of the fathers and enacting 
restitution for it upon the children, upon the third and upon 
the fourth generation.D God is exceedingly merciful, and 
consequently does not punish one’s descendants eternally for 
their forefathers’ sins. But He also does not bring the complete 
punishment upon the sinner at one time, as this would lead to 
the sinner’s total destruction. Instead, He extends the punish-
ment over several generations and places some of the burden 
upon the sinner’s descendants, but only until the fourth gen-
eration. Furthermore, if the children refrain from commi  ing 
additional sins, and thereby refrain from evoking the memory 
of their ancestor’s iniquity, the sin is erased completely and they 
are not punished at all.14  ese a  ributes of God are similar to 
the ones God Himself mentioned in Exodus , a  er the sin of 
the Golden Calf. However, there are some di  erences between 
them; see the chart below.15

 19 Please pardon the iniquity of this people in accordance 
with the greatness of Your kindness, and reduce their severe 
punishment to a lighter penalty,16 as You have patiently borne 
and forgiven the sin of this people, from Egypt until now.

 20  e Lord said: I have pardoned in accordance with your 
word,D as you requested, since your reasoning is valid. Moses’ 
prayer succeeded insofar as God annulled the original decree to 
destroy the entire people at once and replace them with a new 
nation descended from Moses.

 21 However, as I live, I swear by My life, the entire earth shall 
be  lled with the glory of the Lord.  is was an additional 
expression of an oath:17

 22 For all the people who have seen My glory, and My signs, 
which I performed in Egypt and in the wilderness, meaning 
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1 :2  | I have pardoned in accordance with 
your word: God was certainly aware of Moses’ 
claims beforehand, but He wanted to hear them 

from him. God grants people a certain amount 
of leeway to speak and act, and gives them the 

ability to change, as it were, God’s own decrees. 
Herein lies the power of prayer. 

DISCUSSION
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the entire people of Israel, and they have tested Me these ten 
times, and have not heeded My voice,

 23 I swear that they shall not see the land with regard to which 
I took an oath to their fathers. And certainly all those who 
scorned Me, whether they were among those who incited 
others to rebel, or were themselves incited by others; whether 
they were seized by terror as a result of the negative report they 
heard from the scouts, or they objected to Moses’ leadership for 
personal reasons; they all shall not see it.

 24 But in contrast to them, My servant Caleb, because another 
spirit was with him, and although he had been one of the 
scouts, he remained fully faithful to My wishes and commands 
and he followed Me wholeheartedly, will I therefore bring 
him at a future time to the land into which he already came. 

 is time he will enter the land as a conqueror, and his descen-
dants shall take possession of it.

 25 If you insist on trying to enter the land despite My decree, 
you will not succeed, as the Amalekites and the Canaanites 
dwell in the valley, and they will prevent you from entering. 

 erefore, tomorrow, turn back and travel you to the wilder-
ness, and travel back by way of the Red Sea.

 26  e Lord spoke to Moses and to Aaron, saying:
 27 Until when shall I have tolerance for this evil congregation 

that bring complaints against Me? In this context, the term 
“congregation” refers mainly to the scouts themselves.18 I have 
heard the complaints of the children of Israel that they, the 
scouts, brought against Me.

 28  erefore, say to them: I swear as I live – the u  erance of the 
Lord – surely as you yourselves spoke in My ears, when you 
said that you will die without succeeding to conquer the land, 
so I shall do to you.

 29 Your carcasses shall fall in this wilderness, and this fate will 
befall all those of you who were counted in any of your cen-
suses taken for any reason,19 meaning all those from twenty 
years old and above, who brought complaints against Me. 

Your predictions will come true: You will all die. However, this 
will not happen as a result of war, but rather a  er years of wan-
dering in the wilderness. 

 30 You shall not come into the land, with regard to which I 
raised My hand and took an oath that I would se  le you in 
it. None of those who are adults today shall reach the Promised 
Land, except for two single individuals who will be exempt 
from this decree: Caleb son of Yefuneh and Joshua son of 
Nun. 

 31 Instead, I will ful  ll My promise to your children, about 
whom you said they would be taken by the Canaanites for 
loot. I will bring them into the land, and they shall know the 
land that you have despised.

 32 But your carcasses, you, shall fall in this wilderness, which 
you will not escape.

 33 While this is happening, your children shall be wandering 
about in the wilderness, dri  ing from place to place20 for forty 
years. And they shall bear the consequences of your harlotry 
until the demise of your carcasses falling in the wilderness, 
and all of you have passed away.

 34 In accordance with the number of the days that you scouted 
the land, forty days, each day for a year, you shall bear your 
iniquities, adding up to a total of forty years. And as a result 
of this punishment, you shall know the extent of My estrange-
ment from you, or how far you have strayed from following 
Me.21 Alternatively, this means: You shall know the price of re-
fusing to follow My commands.22

 35 I am the Lord; I have spoken; surely, I will do this to this en-
tire evil congregation that congregated against Me; in this 
wilderness they shall expire, and there they shall die. Only 
the next generation will conquer the land. 

 36  e men whom Moses sent to scout the land and returned 
and brought the entire congregation to complain against 
him continued to promulgate a slanderous report of the 
land. 

Fourth 
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 37  e men, promulgators of the evil slanderous report of the 
land, died in the plague before the Lord.  e scouts them-
selves were the  rst to die, and they died a di   cult, unnatural 
death.  e de  nite article in the term "the plague"  indicates 
something well-known and terrible.23 

 38 But Joshua son of Nun, and Caleb son of Yefuneh, lived 
from among those men who went to scout the land.  is was 
a clear indication that the scouts did not die as a result of some 
infectious disease they had contracted during their journey, but 
rather as a direct punishment that a   icted only those who were 
guilty of circulating slander about the land. 

 39 Moses spoke these words to all the children of Israel. He 
informed all the adults that as they had rejected the land, and 
there will be no returning to Egypt, it has been decreed that 
they will remain in the wilderness until their deaths. And upon 
hearing this, the people mourned greatly, since they believed 
in God and in Moses.

 40 Because the children of Israel felt this remorse, they awoke 
early in the morning, and ascended to the top of the moun-
tain, saying: Here we are, and we will ascend to the place 
that the Lord said, the land of Canaan. We wish to repair our 
earlier error, because we sinned by refusing to go to the land.

 41 But Moses said to them: Why are you violating the directive 
of the Lord? God has already issued His decree and therefore 
it, this initiative of yours, shall not succeed.

 42 Do not ascend to try to  ght for the land, as the Lord is not in 
your midst.  ere is no chance that you will emerge victorious. 
Consequently, it would be wise to refrain from trying, so that 
you will not be struck down before your enemies. 

 43 For the Amalekites and the Canaanites are there before 
you on the path leading to the land, and if you a  empt to en-
ter, you shall fall by the sword; since you have withdrawn 
from following the Lord, and therefore the Lord will not be 
with you.

 44 Nevertheless, they venturedD to go up to the top of the moun-
tain range that stood before them on the way to Canaan; yet 
the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord, and Moses, did not 
move from the midst of the camp.

 45  e Amalekites and the Canaanites, who lived on that 
mountain, came down and smote them and crushed them, 
chasing them until a place that later became known as Horma, 
because those people met their destruction [ orbanam] there.24 

 ey were routed in ba  le and retreated in humiliation.

Although in the previous section it was decreed that the entire generation would die in the wilderness, 
nothing has changed with regard to the fundamental relationship between God and His people. The 
nation’s arrival in the Promised Land will be delayed until the next generation, but nevertheless, it still 
awaits them. 

This reassuring message can be inferred from several of the commandments that appear below, as they apply only in the Land of Israel, and are to be 
ful lled by the descendants of the current generation. In the following cases the Torah emphasizes that the commands apply equally to the stranger 
living among the people in the land, as it does to the citizen. These details serve to strengthen the hope that the people will indeed arrive at the 
Promised Land, which the text describes with the words “that I am giving to you” (verse 2) and “that I am bringing you there” (verse 18).

This section contains a variety of commandments: the laws of meal o erings and libations; the portion of dough set aside for priests [ alla]; the 
o erings that provide atonement for the unwitting sin of idolatry, after which appears, by way of contrast, the prohibition against disparaging the 
name of God by acting high-handedly and blaspheming; and nally the commandment of ritual fringes [tzitzit]. In connection with the prohibition of 
sinning high-handedly against God, the Torah relates a short narrative detailing an episode involving someone who publicly desecrates the Sabbath 
in the wilderness. 

 1  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:
 2  e following commandment is addressed not to the adult 

individuals then assembled in the wilderness, but rather to 
the children of Israel as a people, since only their descendants 
would enter the land. Speak to the children of Israel, and say 
to them: When you will come into the land of your dwell-
ings that I am giving to you, 

 3 and you will perform of your own free will a  re o  ering to 
the Lord, either in the form of a burnt o  ering or a peace of-
fering to ful  ll a vow, or if you bring a particular animal as 
a pledge, a gi   o  ering, or at your appointed times, to cre-
ate a pleasing aroma to the Lord, from the ca  le, or from 
the  ock;

Various Commandments
NUMBERS 15:1 41

15
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1 :  | They ventured [vayapilu]: Rashi ex-
plains that this term indicates that they acted 
brazenly. Others suggest that it means they 
stubbornly strengthened themselves (see 
Sforno; Ha’amek Davar), or they rebelliously 
transgressed (see Onkelos; Rav Se’adya Gaon). 
Some maintain that the root of this word, 
 ayin-peh-lamed, initially had the same meaning 

as the root gimmel-beit-heh, which indicates 
height (see Ibn Ezra; Radak, Habakkuk :4). This 
interpretation is accepted by most modern lin-
guists. If so, the verse may be referring to the 
haughtiness of the people who chose to ignore 
Moses, or it may have a more neutral conno-
tation, merely indicating their ascent to the 
mountain. 

In the twentieth century, this word took on 
a slightly di erent, more positive meaning, as 
it was used to describe Jews who attempted 
to immigrate to Israel in de ance of the British 
blockade. However, most commentaries agree 
that it has a negative connotation in its original 
context.

DISCUSSION
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1 :2  | Like the gift from the threshing oor, 
so shall you separate it: The teruma of the 
threshing oor mentioned here should have 
already been separated from the our before 
making dough, which then incurs a separate 
obligation of alla. 

These two gifts, alla and teruma, are similar 
in three ways: First, both must be given to the 

priests, and only priests may eat them in a state 
of ritual purity. Second, in both cases the Torah 
does not specify how much must be given; it 
was the Sages who established the required 
quantities (see Rashi; Mishna alla :7; Mishna 
Terumot 4: ). Finally, the prohibition against 
eating non-tithed food applies in both cases. In 
other words, just as it is forbidden to consume 

produce before teruma has been removed from 
it and set aside, so too a baked product is for-
bidden until its alla has been removed, ide-
ally while it is still dough, and if not, then after 
baking. 

DISCUSSION

 4 the one who presents his o  ering to the Lord shall pres-
ent a meal o  ering. He must bring a meal o  ering from the 
world of vegetation to accompany his animal o  ering, in ac-
cordance with these measurements: One-tenth of an ephah of 
high-quality  our made from ground wheat kernels, mixed 
with one-fourth of a hin of oil. In contemporary terms, one-
tenth of an ephah is more than  L, and a hin is somewhat larger 
than L.

 5 And in addition, you shall also bring wine to be poured upon 
the altar as the libation: One-fourth of a hin you shall make 
these amounts of  our, oil, and wine with the burnt o  ering 
or for the peace o  ering, for one sheep. As explained in the 
coming verses, the amounts change in accordance with the 
type of animal brought as an o  ering.

 6 Or for an o  ering consisting of a ram, which is an older animal 
from the same species as the sheep, in the second year of its life, 
you shall perform a meal o  ering consisting of two-tenths of 
an ephah of high-quality  our mixed with one-third of a hin 
of oil.

 7 And you shall present wine as the libation: One-third of a 
hin, a pleasing aroma to the Lord. 

 8 When you render a young bull a burnt o  ering, or a peace 
o  ering, to ful  ll a vow or a peace o  ering to the Lord,

 9 one shall present with the young bull a meal o  ering: 
 ree-tenths of an ephah of high-quality  our, which is three 

times as large as the meal o  ering for a sheep, mixed with one-
half a hin of oil, twice the amount brought with a sheep.

 10 And you shall present wine as the libation: One-half a hin 
as a  re o  ering of a pleasing aroma to the Lord.

 11 In general, so shall be done for one bull, or for one ram, or 
for a lamb, or for a kid.

 12 According to the number of o  erings that you shall do, so 
shall you do for each according to their number.  e meal 
o  erings and libations that accompany these o  erings shall cor-
respond to the number and type of animals that are o  ered.

 13 Every native shall do these in this precise manner, to pres-
ent a  re o  ering of a pleasing aroma to the Lord.  ere are 
 xed amounts for the meal o  erings and libations brought with 

the o  erings. 
 14 If a stranger will reside with you as a full-  edged convert who 

has become a member of the nation25 or one who is already26 
living in your midst for your generations, and will perform 
a  re o  ering of a pleasing aroma to the Lord, as you do, so 
he shall do.  ere is no di  erence between an Israelite from 
birth and a convert who has joined the nation. 

 15  e verse addresses the assembly:  ere shall be one statute 
for you and for the stranger who resides, an eternal statute 
for your generations; like you, so the stranger shall be be-
fore the Lord. With regard to obligations toward God, such as 
these rules regarding meal o  erings and libations that accom-
pany o  erings, the law applies equally to Israelites from birth 
and to converts. 

 16 One law and one ordinance shall be for you and for the 
stranger who resides with you.  is principle goes beyond 
the speci  c topic at hand, as it refers to all the statutes and or-
dinances given to the children of Israel.  ese laws apply to all 
members of the nation, whether they are Israelites from birth 
or converts who have joined the nation.27 

 17  e next commandment will also take e  ect only a  er the 
Israelites enter the land.  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

 18 Speak to the children of Israel, and say to them: When you 
come to the land that I am bringing you there,

 19 it shall be, when you eat from the bread of the land, you 
shall separate from it a gi   for the Lord.

 20 From the  rst of your kneading basket you shall separate 
a loaf [halla] as a gi  . Due to this verse, the portion sep-
arated from the dough is known as alla. Like the gi   from 
the threshing  oor, the portion known as teruma that is set 
aside from produce for the priests, so shall you separate it,D 
the alla from the dough. 

Fifth 
aliya

Sixth 
aliya

·
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1 :21 | From the rst of your kneading bas-
ket: In the past, alla was actually given to a 
priest as mentioned above, but nowadays this is 
not done, since the laws of ritual purity are not 
observed and therefore the alla may not be 
eaten. Instead, a small amount is separated from 
the dough, as it remains prohibited to consume 
the dough until the alla has been set aside  (see 
Rema, Yoreh De’a : ; Birkei Yosef).

In order to commemorate this command-
ment, the Sages enacted a requirement to sep-
arate alla even outside the Land of Israel (see 
Bekhorot 7a).

1 :22 | If you act unwittingly: A detailed dis-
cussion of the o erings brought by unwitting 

sinners has already appeared in Leviticus (chaps. 
4–5). To a certain extent, therefore, the book of 
Numbers completes the laws of o erings listed 
in the previous book. 

Despite the similarities between this pas-
sage and the chapters in Leviticus, there are 
also di erences between them: With regard to 
all other commandments, apart from the trans-
gression mention here, in the event of a commu-
nal error, the court is obligated to bring a bull as 
a sin o ering. However, in these verses it is com-
manded to bring a bull as a burnt o ering and a 
goat as a sin o ering. Furthermore, with regard 
to an individual who sinned unwittingly, in the 
case of other commandments he brings either 

a female lamb or female goat, whereas these 
verses specify only a female goat. 

Some commentaries explain that according 
to the plain meaning of the text, this passage 
refers to an offering brought by one who 
unwittingly denied the Torah, for example, 
one who left his people and joined another 
nation. With regard to an entire community, 
this is possible, for example, if they think that 
the time of the Torah has already passed and 
that it is not eternal, or if they reason: Why did 
the Omnipresent speak? Was it not so that we 
should act and receive a reward? We will not act, 
and we will relinquish the reward (Ramban). 

DISCUSSION

 21 From the  rst of your kneading basketD you shall give to the 
Lord a gi   for your generations.

 22 If you act unwi  inglyD and do not observe all these com-
mandments that the Lord spoke to Moses,

 23 everything that the Lord commanded to you at the hand of 
Moses, from the day that the Lord commanded and onward 
for your generations. According to the tradition of the Sages, 
the unwi  ing act described here, which leads to a neglect of all 
the commandments, refers to the speci  c, fundamental sin of 
idolatry.28  is was the  rst prohibition Israel received in the 
Ten Precepts: “I am the Lord your God…. You shall have no 
other gods before Me.”29  ese verses discuss a situation where 
one transgresses this prohibition unwi  ingly, as can happen 
in complicated cases or situations involving a lack of clarity in 
one’s thoughts or action. However, in a case where one wor-
shipped idols intentionally, atonement cannot be achieved by 
means of an o  ering. 

 24 It shall be, if from the eyes of the congregation it was per-
formed unwi  ingly, as a result of an erroneous ruling by 
the court, then the entire congregation, meaning the court, 
which represents the entire congregation of Israel, shall render 
one young bull as a burnt o  ering for a pleasing aroma to 
the Lord, and its meal o  ering and its libation according 
to the ordinance, and one goat as a sin o  ering.  is is dif-
ferent from a comparable case of a communal sin as a result of 
an erroneous ruling with regard to other sins, in which case the 
congregation brings a bull as a sin o  ering. 

 25  e priest shall atone for the entire congregation of the 
children of Israel, and it will be forgiven for them, as it was 
an unwi  ing act, and when they became aware of their error 
they brought their o  ering, a  re o  ering to the Lord, and 
their sin o  ering before the Lord, for their unwi  ing act.

 26  e entire congregation of the children of Israel shall be 
forgiven. Even if the sin was not actually performed by every 

member of the congregation, an erroneous ruling on the part 
of the upper echelon of the nation’s leadership, which is then 
acted upon by the general public, is considered a transgression 
of the entire congregation.  erefore, the o  ering brought by 
the court serves to atone for both its own sin and that of the 
entire nation, and also for the stranger that resides in their 
midst, since he too is part of the congregation, as it was an un-
wi  ing transgression for the entire people. 

 27 A  er discussing an unwi  ing sin of idolatry performed by the 
congregation as a result of a mistaken ruling by the court, the 
Torah continues with a case of the same sin commi  ed unwit-
tingly by an individual: If one person will sin unwi  ingly, he 
shall present a female goat in its  rst year as a sin o  ering. 
For an ordinary sin o  ering, one may bring either a female 
lamb or a female goat. However, for the speci  c transgression of 
idolatry one must bring a goat, as is the case for other o  erings 
connected with this sin. 

 28  e priest shall atone for the unwi  ing person, when he 
sins unwi  ingly, before the Lord, to atone for him; and it 
shall be forgiven for him.

 29  e native of the children of Israel and for the stranger that 
resides in their midst:  ere shall be one law for you, for 
one who acts unwi  ingly.

 30  e aforementioned o  erings atone for an individual or a com-
munity that commi  ed the sin of idolatry due to an error of 
judgment or as a result of a habitual, unthinking action. In con-
trast, the person that will act high-handedly,D purposely and 
with malicious intent, whether native or stranger, it is the 
Lord that he blasphemes,30 and that person shall be excised 
from among his people,D wherever he is.  is punishment 
is in  icted by God and it is not within the jurisdiction of the 
court.

Seventh 
aliya
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It is possible that this section is written specif-
ically here as a reference to the sin of the con-
gregation, who said: “Let us appoint a leader and 
return to Egypt” ( 4:4). They wished to go back to 
their previous state as they had existed in Egypt, 
without the Torah or its commandments (see 
Ramban; Abravanel). 

1 :3  | The person that will act high-hand-
edly: According to one opinion, this does not 
refer to blasphemy, but to intentional idol 

worship, in contrast to the unwitting sin of idol-
atry discussed in the previous verses (see Karetot 
7b). Others maintain that this passage applies to 
any sin committed in a high-handed manner, 
as someone who purposely rebels against God 
is comparable to one who believes in idols and 
rejects the entire Torah (see Rambam, Guide of 
the Perplexed :4 ; Ha’amek Davar).

And that person shall be excised from 
among his people: The laws presented in 

this chapter follow a logical progression. After 
discussing unwitting sins, for which one can 
achieve atonement by means of an o ering, the 
Torah turns to sins committed intentionally but 
not in the presence of witnesses. Consequently, 
they are punished by God with the sinner’s ex-
cision from among his people. Following this, 
the Torah addresses severe transgressions per-
formed intentionally, following a warning and 
in the presence of witnesses. The punishment 

DISCUSSION

  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

             
          
           
           
           
          
          
              
         
             
            
          

 :   ?   .    
    ,(   ) "  "
 :    ," " :   ?
 :       .   

 :     ," "

      .      
    ,     
   :       
     ,     .
 ,"    " :   ?  
     .     
   ,       

  ?   ,        
  "  " " .      :  
     " .    "

 :(  ,  ) "

     .       
        

 :"      " :  ,

    .       
     ,      
        
  ,    ,   .  :

   ,     
 ,(  ,  ) "    " :  ,

 :    

 ,    .       
  .  :"  " :  ,   

 :

  .    :   .    
    ,      

 :

  " :  ,  .  :  .    
 "     " ,(  ,  ) "

821

  |     |   



for this type of sin is the death penalty, admin-
istered by the court. This category is introduced 
by way of the narrative concerning the man who 
gathered wood.

Certain sins are performed not due to neg-
ative intention but as a result of negative, in-
grained patterns of behavior. Therefore, this 
passage is followed by the commandment of 
ritual fringes, which are designed to awaken the 
wearer to a life of sanctity, by reminding him of 

God’s commandments in spite of the distrac-
tions of daily life. 

1 :32 | Gathering wood: There are di erent 
opinions among the Sages with regard to the 
precise nature of this man’s sin. One possibility 
is that the violation was caused by the act of 
gathering itself, as one of the prohibited labors 
on Sabbath is gathering sheaves or wood into a 
pile for any purpose, even if they are not actu-
ally used on Shabbat (see Shabbat 7 b). Others 

maintain that the man cut branches that were 
still growing, or that he carried the wood in the 
public domain (Shabbat 96b). 

1 :38 | On the corners of their garments: 
The wording of the verse indicates that it is not 
discussing a type of special, sancti ed garment, 
but rather the simple clothing worn by ordinary 
people. In the desert climates of the Middle 
East, which are characterized by sharp variations 
in temperature between day and night and 

DISCUSSION

Fringe with a sky-blue thread on the corner of a garment

 31 Because he scorned the word of the Lord by commi  ing the 
transgression, and he violated His commandment; as a re-
sult, that person shall be excised; his iniquity is upon him.

 32 In connection with the descriptions of high-handed sins like 
idolatry and blasphemy, the Torah relates an incident that illus-
trates how the children of Israel responded to a serious public 
violation of one of the commandments that occurred in their 
midst during their wanderings in the wilderness:  e children 
of Israel were in the wilderness and they found a man gath-
ering woodD on the Sabbath day. 

 33  ose who found him gathering wood brought him to 
Moses and Aaron, and to the entire congregation, and tes-
ti  ed that he had desecrated Sabbath in a high-handed manner.

 34  ey placed him in custody, because it had not been expli-
cated what precisely should be done to him. It was clear that 
he was liable to receive the death penalty, as the verse states 

explicitly: “You shall observe the Sabbath, as it is sacred for 
you; its desecrators shall be put to death.”31 However, it was 
necessary to determine the precise manner in which he was to 
be executed. 

 35  e Lord said to Moses:  e man shall be put to death by 
stoning; the entire congregation shall stone him with stones 
outside the camp. 

 36  e entire congregation took him outside the camp, and 
they stoned him with stones, and he died, as the Lord had 
commanded Moses.

 37  e Lord spoke to Moses, saying:

 38 Speak to the children of Israel, and say to them:  ey shall 
make for themselves a fringe consisting of a group of hanging 
threads32 on the corners of their garmentsD for their gener-
ations, and in addition, they shall put on the fringe of the 
corner a sky-blue thread.D

Maftir
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between di erent seasons, it was common to 
wear a basic garment, which was nothing more 
than a rectangular piece of woolen or linen 
cloth. When the weather was hot, these gar-
ments could be folded over the wearer’s shoul-
ders, and when it got cold he could wrap him-
self in them (see Deuteronomy : : “You shall 
make for you twisted threads on the four corners 
of your garment, with which you cover”).

It can be inferred from the phrase “for their 
generations” that this command is to remain in 

e ect at all times, even if clothing styles change 
in the future. Indeed, although practical con-
siderations eventually caused people to stop 
wearing these four-cornered garments, Jews 
have continued to don four-cornered garments 
in order to ful ll the commandment. 

A sky-blue [tekhelet] thread: Although the 
threads of the fringes themselves, which accord-
ing to tradition are white (see Mena ot a), can 
be made of wool or linen, the sky-blue thread 

must be made of wool. In the Torah, the word 
tekhelet invariably refers to wool dyed sky blue, 
as wool was the only material used for this pur-
pose at the time (see Mena ot a– 9b). The de-
tailed laws concerning the fringes, such as the 
number of threads and knots they are required 
to have and the manner in which they are to be 
attached to the garments, are based on rabbinic 
tradition, and some of them are derived from 
close readings of the verses. 

DISCUSSION
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1 :3  | It shall be for you a fringe [tzitzit]: 
Some commentaries associate this term with 
peeking or glancing [hatzatza] (Sifrei; Rashbam), 
while others maintain that the word is derived 
from the word for ower, or bud [tzitz]. Indeed, 
the fringes are not a functional part of the gar-
ment, but a kind of decoration, like a ower 
(see Mena ot 4 a; Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch, 5: ). 

These two interpretations are connected, 
just as the word for sprouting or germinating 
[nevita] is also related to the word for looking 
[habata]. When a plant rst sprouts from the 
ground, it becomes visible to an observer for the 

rst time, and can also be described as seeing 
the world itself for the rst time. 

The threads of the ritual fringes appear to 
shoot out of the garments like buds sprouting 

from the ground. It should be noted that the 
High Priest’s similarly named frontplate [tzitz], 
which was his most prominent decorative item 
of clothing, was worn on the forehead and tied 
around his head with a thread of sky-blue wool 
(see Exodus : 6– 7). 

And you shall see it and remember: Now-
adays, the ritual tallit is donned during prayers 
on top of the worshipper’s regular clothing, 
while a smaller four-cornered garment is worn 
underneath throughout the entire day, in order 
to remember all of God’s commandments and 
keep them present in one’s consciousness. 

And you shall not rove after your heart and 
after your eyes: The verb for “rove” [tur] is the 
same as the one used with regard to the scouts 
( : ), and it rarely appears in other contexts. 

Perhaps the similarity of the terms, as well as 
the discussion of this commandment in the 
section immediately following the narrative of 
the scouts, alludes to the idea that the scouts 
followed their own hearts and eyes, and aban-
doned the path of God.

The verse mentions the heart before the eyes 
because it is not always one’s sensory percep-
tions that cause the desires of the heart. Quite 
often the reverse is the case; the desires come 

rst, and then when the desired item is seen, 
the lust in one’s heart increases and pushes the 
person to act. Hence, one who tames the desires 
of his heart from the outset will be less likely to 
be drawn to forbidden actions by that which he 
sees with his eyes. 

DISCUSSION

 39 It shall be for you a fringe,D and you shall see it and remem-
berD all the commandments of the Lord, and perform them. 

 e garments with fringes shall serve as a reminder of God’s 
commandments and you shall not rove a  er your heart and 
a  er your eyes,D a  er which you stray.  e combination of a 
lusting heart and seeing eye is a dangerous one, as it can lead 
one to violate the Torah’s laws. 

 40 So that you shall remember and perform all My command-
ments throughout your daily lives and mundane pursuits, and 
be holy to your God in all your ways, thoughts, and actions.

 41 I am the Lord your God, who took you out of the land of 
Egypt, to be your God: I am the Lord your God. By taking 
the children of Israel out of Egypt, God consecrated them as 
His servants. In order to ensure that they preserve this sanctity 
by observing the commandments, the Israelites are in need of 
these  xed signs on their garments. 
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Haftara for
 Shelah

Joshua’s  rst major act as leader is to send spies to the land of Canaan. These spies are not sent speci  cally 
to strategic locations for the conquest of Jericho. In fact, the two men are not assigned any speci  c practical 
task. Rather, their mission is to evaluate the morale and  ghting spirit of the local population. None of the 
inhabitants of the land knew when Israel would enter their territory, or where the Israelites would go once 

they crossed the Jordan. Presumably, the residents of Jericho did not think that their forti  ed city would be the  rst to be attacked. Although Joshua 
proceeds with the assurance of divine assistance, which would include miraculous intervention, he requires inside information regarding the mindset 
of the people of Jericho and the other inhabitants of the land in order to properly assess the strength of the resistance he could anticipate (see also 
commentary of Rabbi Yaakov Fidanque, editor of the books of Abravanel). 

Joshua son of Nun sent two men from Shitim as spies, covertly, 
saying: Go see the land and Jericho.  ey went and they came 
to the house of a prostitute; her name was Rahav, and they 
lodged there. It was said to the king of Jericho, saying: Behold, 
men came here tonight from the children of Israel to spy the 
land.  e king of Jericho sent to Rahav, saying: Bring out the 
men who came to you, who came to your house, as they came 
to reconnoiter the land.  e woman took the two men and hid 
them; she said: Yes, the men came to me, but I did not know 
from where they were. It was when the gate was about to close 
at dark that the men departed; I do not know where the men 
went; pursue quickly a  er them, as you will overtake them. 
But she took them up to the roof and hid them in the stalks of 
 ax that were arranged for her on the roof.  e men pursued 

a  er them toward the Jordan, to the fords, and they shut the 
gate a  er them when the pursuers departed a  er them. As for 
them, before they had gone to sleep, she went up to them on 
the roof. She said to the men: I know that the Lord has given 
you the land, and that dread of you has fallen upon us, and that 
all the inhabitants of the land have melted from before you. For 
we have heard how the Lord dried the water of the Red Sea for 
you upon your exodus from Egypt, and that which you did to 
the two kings of the Emorites, who are beyond the Jordan, to 
Sihon and to Og, whom you u  erly destroyed. We heard and 
our hearts melted, and spirit did not remain in any man because 
of you, because the Lord your God, He is God in the heavens 
above, and on earth below. Now, please take an oath to me by 
the Lord, since I have done kindness to you, you too will do 
kindness to my father’s house; provide me with a reliable sign 
that you will keep alive my father, my mother, my brothers, my 

sisters, and everything that is theirs, and save our lives from 
death.  e men said to her: Our lives are instead of yours to die, 
if you do not tell of these ma  ers of ours; it shall be, when the 
Lord gives us the land, we will act with kindness and truth to 
you. She lowered them with a rope through the window, as her 
house was at the side of the wall, and she lived in the wall. She 
said to them: Go to the highlands, lest the pursuers encoun-
ter you. Hide there three days, until the pursuers return, and 
then go on your way.  e men said to her: We are absolved of 
this oath of yours that you administered to us. Behold, when 
we come into the land, you will tie this cord of scarlet thread 
in the window through which you lowered us, and your father, 
your mother, your brothers, and your father’s entire household 
you will gather to you, into the house. It shall be, that anyone 
who will exit from the doors of your house outside, his blood 
shall be on his head, and we will be absolved. But anyone who 
will be with you in the house, his blood shall be on our head, if 
a hand will be upon him. But if you tell of these ma  ers of ours, 
we will be absolved of your oath that you administered to us. 
She said: In accordance with your words, so it is. She sent them 
and they went and she tied the scarlet cord in the window.  ey 
went and came to the highlands and stayed there three days, 
until the pursuers returned; the pursuers sought them along 
the entire way, but they did not  nd.  e two men returned, 
and descended from the highlands, and crossed, and came to 
Joshua son of Nun.  ey told him all that had befallen them. 

 ey said to Joshua: For the Lord has given the entire land into 
our hands, and also, all the inhabitants of the land have melted 
before us. 

e Spies in Jericho 
JOSHUA 2:1 24
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