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Profound Divrei Torah culled from the writings of the

Gaon and Mekubal Rav Shimshon Chaim ben Rav Nachman Michoel Nachmani zy"a,

author of Sefer Zera Shimshon on Chumash and Toldos Shimshon on Pirkei Avos,

who promised that all who study his words will be blessed with an abundance of good, wealth 

and honor, and will merit to see children and grandchildren thriving around their table.
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The Connection Between the Words  
of the Spies and Those of Caleb

“Then Caleb silenced the people before Moshe and said: ‘We 
shall surely go up and take possession of it, for we can certainly 
conquer it.’ But the men who had gone up with him said: ‘We 
cannot go up against that people, for they are stronger than 
we are.’ And they spread a slanderous report among the 
Children of Israel about the land they had explored, saying: 
‘The land through which we passed to spy it out is a land that 
devours its inhabitants…’” (Bamidbar 13:30–32)

One may ask: if the spies’ intention was to discredit the Land 
of Israel, why did they wait until after Caleb’s words to present 
these arguments? Why did they not say them from the outset?

This can be explained by first introducing what the Zohar 
Hakadosh (Shelaj 160b) writes: Moshe Rabbeinu conveyed to the 
spies the intention of a Sacred Name of Hashem, so that through 
its merit they would be protected from the Canaanites. When 
Caleb said, “We shall surely go up and take possession of it, for 
we can certainly conquer it,” he alluded to the letters of that 
Sacred Name, hinted at in the final letters of the words “na'aleh 
veyarashnu otah ki” נעלה וירשנו אותה כי( — “we shall [surely] go up and 

take possession of it, for”). His intention was to say that through the 
merit of that Sacred Name-the Tetragrammaton-they would be 
saved and would prevail.

Therefore, immediately after his words, the spies responded: 
“…for [the inhabitants of that land] are stronger than we are.” 
Our Sages explain in the Gemara (Sotah 35a) that they meant, as 
it were, that the inhabitants of the land of Canaan were even 
stronger than HaKadosh Baruch Hu. Their argument was 
directed precisely against Caleb’s statement: if the Sacred Name 
possessed the power to protect them, why was it that everywhere 
they went, the prince of the region died, causing the inhabitants 
to be occupied with mourning and thus unaware of the spies’ 
presence? If the Sacred Name could save them, there would have 
been no need for such a measure.

This explains the connection between the spies’ statement, “[It] 
is a land that devours its inhabitants,” and Caleb’s words. They 
were responding to his claim that they could rely upon the Sacred 
Name that had been entrusted to them.

The truth, however, is that it was precisely through the merit 
of that Sacred Name that the miracle occurred whereby the 

inhabitants of the land were occupied with mourning, allowing 
the miracles to unfold in a manner more closely aligned with the 
natural course of events.� (Zera Shimshon, Parashat Shelaj, art. 2)

The Connection Between the Sin of the Spies 
and the Destruction of the Temple

“And the entire congregation raised their voices and cried, 
and the people wept that night.” (Bamidbar 14:1)

The Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni, Shelaj, remez 740) states: “Rabbi 
Yochanan said: ‘That day was the night of Tishah BeAv. 
HaKadosh Baruch Hu said: “You cried a baseless cry; I will 
establish for you a cry for all generations.”’” At that moment, 
the date of the destruction of the Beit Hamikdash was established.

We must reflect and understand the connection between this 
sin and the destruction of the Temple.

This may be explained based on what is written in the book 
Tov HaAretz: in Heaven there is a window aligned directly with 
the Beit Hamikdash. Divine abundance descended from Above 
through that window, reached the Temple, and from there spread 
throughout the Land of Israel.

When transgressors increased during the era of the First Temple 
due to the sin of evil speech (lashon hara), that window gradually 
began to close. Eventually, on Tishah BeAv, it closed completely. 
At that point, the flow of abundance ceased and the Temple was 
destroyed.

This is the meaning of the verse: “For death has come up 
through our windows” (Yirmeyahu 9:20). Because of the breath 
produced by lashon hara, death entered through that window 
and ultimately sealed it completely.

This perfectly explains the connection between the sin of the 
spies and the destruction of the Temple. The Temple was 
destroyed after that window became blocked, and the window 
was blocked because of the sin of lashon hara. In the period 
preceding the destruction, when the people once again sinned 
through evil speech, the sin of their ancestors—who had likewise 
sinned through lashon hara—was reawakened. The sin found 
its counterpart and was stirred anew, while the special influence 
of that day and time contributed to the punishment.

This is the meaning of HaKadosh Baruch Hu’s words: “I will 
establish for you a cry for all generations.” In other words: “If 
your descendants follow your ways and once again sin through 
lashon hara, they will have a cry for generations on this very 
day.”� (Zera Shimshon, Parashat Shelaj, art. 3)
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Chapter 3   Mishna 2  

“Rabbi Chanina, the deputy High Priest, says: ‘Pray for the welfare of the government, for were it not 
for the fear it inspires, people would swallow one another alive.’”

One should not give up his life over a decree forbidding Torah study
In the words of the Tana: “Pray for the welfare of the government, 

for were it not for the fear it inspires, people would swallow one 
another alive,” it may be explained that he comes to teach us an 
additional lesson. To understand this, we must first introduce what 
we find in the Gemara (Avodah Zarah 3b), where two 
interpretations are given regarding the verse: “And You make 
man like the fish of the sea” (Habakkuk 1:14):

1.	 Just as the fish of the sea, when they come up onto dry land, 
die immediately, so too human beings, when they separate 
themselves from Torah, die immediately.

2.	 Just as among the fish of the sea the larger one swallows 
the smaller one, so too among human beings, were it not 
for fear of the government, the stronger would swallow the 
weaker, as we learned in our Mishná.

Rabbi Chanina’s intention is to teach us that the correct 
interpretation is the second one. For if we were to say like the 
first interpretation — that if we would not engage in Torah, the 
government would rule over us, and that because of fear of it we 
occupy ourselves with Torah — then the government would have 
the merit of sustaining Torah study. And although it would not 

be done lishmah (for the pure sake of Heaven), it would 
nevertheless deserve honor and good reward. Consequently, there 
would be no need to pray for its welfare.

But if we explain the verse according to the second interpretation, 
then the government has absolutely no merit whatsoever for the 
sustaining of Torah, and therefore we must pray for its welfare.

And from this emerges a practical implication: if — chas 
veshalom — a decree were issued forbidding Torah study, then 
according to the first interpretation one would have to give up 
his life and continue studying nevertheless, because if we do not 
study, the danger would be even greater and certain. For, as stated, 
without Torah study man would die. However, the Halachah rules 
(Yoreh De’ah, ch. 157, art. 1) that one should not give up his life 
for the fulfillment of a mitzvat aseh (a commandment that requires 
action).

And so that a person should not err and surrender his life 
improperly, Rabbi Chanina informed us that the correct 
interpretation of the verse is the second one, and that one should 
not give up his life if — chas veshalom — there exists a decree 
forbidding engagement in Torah study.

Chapter 3   Mishna 4  

"Rabbi Shimon says: 'Three people who ate at the same table and did not speak words of Torah over 
it, it is as if they have eaten from the sacrifices of the dead, as it is said: "For all tables are full of vomit 
and filthiness, so that there is no place clean" (Yeshaiahu 28:8). But three people who ate at the same table 
and spoke words of Torah over it, it is as if they have eaten from the table of HaKadosh Baruch Hu, as 

it is said: "And he spoke to me saying: 'This is the table that is before Hashem'"' (Yechezkel 41:22)."

Even Three People Obligated in Zimun Must Speak Words of Torah
We must analyze why the Tanna specified: "'Three' people who ate at the same table."
It can be explained that this comes to teach us when the power of the zimun (the invitation to bless after a meal with bread) takes 

effect. When three people eat a meal with bread together, they become obligated to say the zimun; and the purpose of the zimun is 
to invite holiness and expel impurity. The Tanna teaches us that, even so, the zimun will not help them if they did not previously 
speak words of Torah over the table during the meal.

Toldot Shimshon W onderful pearls extracted from the book Toldot Shimshon, the first 
book written by Rabenu, edited for easy reading, for the understanding 

of the general public.
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