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Chapter XV: Bo (Ex. 10:1-13:16)

Essay 16. The wealth of nations
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Also there, we read:

Rav Kahana said: When Rabbi Yishmael, son of Rabbi Yosei, fell ill,
Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi] sent [a message] to him: Tell us two or three matters
that you said to us, citing your father.

He sent [a message] to him: My father said as follows: What is [the
meaning of that] which is written: “Praise the L-rd, all you nations, [praise Him
all you peoples. For great is His kindness toward us . . .]”?' What are the nations
of the world doing [by praising G-d for being merciful to Israel]? [Rather], this is
saying: “Praise the L-rd, all you nations” for the mighty acts and the wonders
that He performed before them. All the more so we, [who benefited from these
acts, should praise and thank Him], “for great it His kindness toward us.”

- Pesachim 118b
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Question 1: A difficulty is that the Gemara suggests that if not for the argument that “all
the more so, we . . . should praise and thank Him,” that we would not need to give thanks.

Question 2: Also, what is the connection and relationship between this gratitude of the
nations and that responsibility of ours to give thanks?

Question 3: Also, what are the mighty deeds and wonders that He performs for them?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
'Ps. 117:1-2.




[The rabbis], of blessed memory, said in the first chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah
(4a), on the verse, “For I was their Redeemer; but they have spoken lies against Me”?:
“Though I have trained [°n7®?] [yisarti] [and] strengthened their arms,
yet they consider evil against Me,”’ the Holy One, Blessed be He, says. I said that
I would visit them [070°X] [ayaserem] with afflictions [1°70?] [yisurin] in this
world so that their arms would be strengthened in the World-to-Come, but
they consider [that which] I [have done] as evil.
- Avodah Zarah 4a
We find that if the Holy One, Blessed be He, were to increase His kindness and the measure
of His goodness upon Israel in this world, it would not be good for them, because it is better
for them to enjoy a little in this world in order to merit great goodness in the World-to-Come.
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It is also said there in the adjacent section:

Rabbi Alexandri says: What is [the meaning of that] which is written:
“And it shall come to pass in that day, that I will seek to destroy all the
nations”?* “I will seek” from whom? The Holy One, Blessed be He, says: I will
seek [and search] in their records; if they have merit, I will redeem them, and
if not, I will destroy them.”

- Avodah Zarah 4a
Everyone asks what need there is for this request to search records, for it’s obvious that they
have no merit. They are answered by what is said at the beginning of the first chapter of
Avodah Zarah, that the claim of the nations was to say:

We have established many marketplaces, we have built many bathhouses,
[and] we have increased much silver and gold. And we did all [of this] only for
[the sake of] Israel, so that they would [be free to] engage in Torah [study].”

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them: Fools of the world! Everything
that you did, you did for your own needs. You established marketplaces to place
prostitutes in them; [you built] bathhouses for your own enjoyment; [and as for the]
silver and gold [that you claim to have increased], it is Mine, as it is stated: “Mine
is the silver, and Mine the gold, said the Lord of Hosts.”’

- Avodah Zarah 2b

2 Hosea 7:13.
3 Hosea 7:15.
4 Zech. 12:9.
5 Haggai 2:8.



The Holy One, Blessed be He, refuted them, as it appears there, “Mine is the silver, and Mine
is the gold,” and that is the meaning of “I will seek to destroy all the nations,” since they have
such a claim, that they sought to benefit Israel.
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For us, this is difficult to understand, for even so, there is no need for this request, as it
is a simple matter that whatever was established for their own needs, they established it. And
likewise, “Mine is the silver, and Mine is the gold,” etc., one might say that the intention of
the Holy One, Blessed be He, is to say, “I will seek in their records—if they had merit to
deserve the silver and the gold I gave them.”

This is similar to what we say, “In her right hand is length of days, in her left hand,
riches and honor,”® that one who doesn’t learn for the sake of Heaven will have riches and
honor, and so too one who causes his friend to learn. It’s indeed so that if he will do so for the
sake of Heaven, he will have length of days, and if not for the sake of Heaven, riches and
honor.’
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Behold, [the rabbis]| of blessed memory, said (in the opening of Eicha Rabba, section 2):

“The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet the hands are the hands of Esau”’—
As long as the voice of Jacob is heard in the synagogues and study halls, the
hands of Esau do not rule. But conversely, due to the fear that the hands of
Esau may rule, the children of Jacob are able to engage in Torah study.

- Eichah Rabbabh, Petichta 2 (see also Gen. Rabbah 65:20)

If this happens, it turns out that they caused that Israel should engage in Torah study,
and the reason given by the Holy One, Blessed be He, Who said, Mine is the silver, and Mine
is the gold,” is refuted, for by this silver and gold they have already earned their reward.
This silver and gold is also beneficial for engaging in Torah study, as the Maharsha wrote:
People bring all types of merchandise to places where they know there is a lot of money, and

¢ Prov. 3:16.
7 Shabbat 63a.
8 Gen. 27:22.



the Torah scholar who walks in the marketplace finds a place to earn his livelihood quickly
and return to his studies, because there is much business being conducted there.

Thus, the answer to Question 3, what are the mighty deeds and wonders that G-d performs
for the nations is their acquisition of wealth.

Question 2 asked about the relationship between the gratitude of the nations and our
responsibility to show gratitude. Did the nations act for us or not? The Gemara’s view in Avodah
Zarah 2a is that the nations only acted for their own benefit, and that they are lying to say that they
benefited us. Still, even if they inspired us to learn Torah out of fear of their power, shouldn’t they
still be credited for that? As noted above, if someone acts for the sake of Heaven, he is rewarded
with a long life, but if he doesn’t act for the sake of Heaven, he instead receives riches and honor.
The nations definitely didn’t act for the sake of Heaven, so even if they inspired us to learn Torah
because of our fear of them, they at most will receive riches and honor.
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This is the meaning of, “I will seek in their records; if they have merit, I will redeem
them, and if not—if to the contrary, they have caused Israel to cease from Torah study, and
Esau ‘prostrates before bars of silver,”” that he has taken silver but not done the will of the
Owners, which is G-d, as [the rabbis] of blessed memory have said'°—then, I will destroy
them.

That is, just as one may argue that the fear of the nations inspired Torah study, one can
make the counterargument that the fear of the nations has hindered Torah study, and the nations
should be destroyed for that!

“This is the intent of what Scripture is saying, ‘Praise the L-rd, all you nations,” for
the mighty acts and the wonders that [G-d] performed for us.”!'! That he has given them
silver and gold although they have no merit.

All the more so for us, and even though we don’t have so much silver and gold,
because “great is His kindness toward us,” so that our strength may be reinforced for the
World-to-Come.

That is, Question 1 on Pesachim 118b asked if it was saying that our responsibility to show
gratitude only existed because of the nations’ praise of G-d. No, it is instead making the point that
even though we don’t have their wealth, we will merit for learning Torah for the sake of Heaven,
which will serve us in the World-to-Come.
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Ps. 68:31.

10 The term “the will of the Owners” is found, e.g., in Rabbeinu Yonah on Pirkei Avot 2:4, and Rashi on Sanhedrin
25b.

1 Pesachim 118b.



