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Chapter XLVI: Ekev (Deut. 7:12—11:25)

Essay 2. Do not fear the nations

MY YY) DY 23 LYRT 0N NPT YXIPT YT RPY0 1X9IT WP 121 "THNT o 03 72372 oNn 93"
2) "D7yT22n DR300 NP MY NP TIWENRT 7977 IDYT KpD

“Should you say in your heart, ‘These nations are more numerous than we; how can
we dispossess them?’ ! There is a difficulty, for can it enter your mind here that Israel is
fewer than all the nations, but above, can the opposite enter your mind, that Scripture needed
to say, “It is not because you are the most numerous of peoples that the L-rd grew attached to
you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of peoples.”” I.e., at Deut. 7:7, Moses was telling
the people, “Don’t think that G-d chose you because you are the largest nation. In fact, you are the
smallest.” But then a few verses later, in Deut. 7:17, there is a warning not to think that other
nations are more numerous.

Question 1: How do we explain the discrepancy? Did they suddenly change their mind
because they were told they were the smallest nation?
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One can’t say that after that they heard that the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to
them, “indeed, you are the smallest of peoples,” they began to fear [the nations]. For if so,
since He said, “it is not because you are the most numerous,” it should have immediately been
written to reassure them, “Even though you are few, ‘Do not fear them; only remember what
the L-rd, your G-d, did to Pharaoh and all the Egyptians.’ > But instead, there were several verses
between Deut. 7:7 and 7:17. So the fear did not arise from being told they were the smallest of
nations. So how do we explain the discrepancy?

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://zstorah.com
! Deut. 7:17.

2 Deut. 7:7.

3 Deut. 7:18.




Question 2: Also, what is this language, “Should you say in your heart”—why
specifically “in your heart”?

Question 3: Also, how would it enter your mind that Israel would have said that they
are the most numerous of peoples, for aren’t they one nation, and the other nations seventy
in number?
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Answer to Question 3: Apparently, it can be said that they would think in their minds
that compared individually to each and every nation, we are the nation that is greater than
all. But the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to them that they shouldn’t think of each nation
alone, rather, that you are the smallest from all the nations taken together.

Possible answer to Question 1: Perhaps Israel was larger than each of the 70 nations, so at
Deut. 7:7, Moses was telling the people, “Don’t think that G-d chose you because you are the
largest nation, i.e., Israel was larger than each of the 70 nations.” In the later verse, Deut. 7:17, the
thinking that other nations were more numerous was with regard to the seven Canaanite nations,
taken as a whole. But if Israel was larger than each of the 70 nations, why did Deut. 7:7 add, “you
are the smallest”?
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But it appears better to say that in the 1% chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah, there is a
Baraita that brings a dispute if we follow the ruling of rabbis who are distinguished for their
wisdom and expertise, or if we follow by the ruling of the majority of the rabbis, even if there
are rabbis with a different minority opinion who are wiser.

In the 1% chapter of tractate Yevamot, why is it written that Beit Shammai acted in
accordance with their own opinion, even though Beit Hillel formed the majority? When do we
follow the majority? Where [the parties] are equal [in wisdom] to one another. Here, Beit
Shammai were sharper [than Beit Hillel; thus, they followed their own opinion, even though they
were in the minority].*

Even regarding a sick person eating on Yom Kippur, the Tur writes, “Some say we
follow [doctors] with the most wisdom and expertise, even when it conflicts with the majority

[of the doctors], who are not so wise.”’

4Yevamot 14a.
3 Tur, Orach Chaim, siman 618.
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This was Israel’s opinion, that although the nations are the majority, nevertheless,
that majority was considered worthless. Rather, Israel was called the majority, because they
were wiser than [the nations] were, as it is written: “Observe them faithfully, for that will be
proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples, who on hearing of all these laws will
say, ‘Surely, that great nation is a wise and discerning people.” ”°

The Holy One, Blessed be He, answered them that the law is not like this. Rather, to
the contrary, we are guided by the actual majority, or at least the matter remains uncertain,
as the decisors wrote. This is the meaning of “It is not because you are the most numerous of
peoples that the L-rd grew attached to you and chose you—indeed, you are the smallest of
peoples.” That is, Israel was not larger than the individual 70 nations; they just had thought that
they should be considered as larger, because they were wise and discerning. But G-d corrected
them that that didn’t mean they should consider themselves larger.
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The reason I chose you and not them is because you are close to me, as it is written,
“to the children of Israel, the people close to Him.”’ Perhaps the rule is that between majority
and closest, follow the closest, but if you won’t listen to My voice, you will no longer be close
to me, and then, one should follow the majority. As it is said in tractate Bava Batra (page 23b):

Rabbi Chanina says: [When resolving an uncertainty regarding the status
of a found item, such as whether a piece of meat is kosher, if the status of the]
majority [of like items indicates that it has one status] but [the found item is]
proximate [to a source that indicates otherwise, one] follows the majority. And
even though the majority [applies] by Torah law and [the rule]| of proximity
[also applies] by Torah law, even so, the majority is preferable.

Rabbi Zeira raises an objection . . .

- Bava Batra 23b

% Deut. 4:6.
7 Ps. 148:14.



The Tosafot write there (at the text, “[Between| majority and closest, follow the
majority”), and this is their language, that according to Rabbi Chanina, we follow the
majority even though [the object] is so close [to a source that indicates otherwise]| that it is
like a proof [that it came from there].

Rav disagrees with this, [and holds] that if it is close [to a source that indicates
otherwise] that it is like a proof, we follow the close [source].
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This is the meaning of Seripture, “but it was because the L-rd loved you,”® “because
you are a holy people to the L-rd, your G-d, the L-rd, your G-d, chose you to be His treasured
nation out of all the nations on the face of the earth.” This is as if to say that you are close to
me, because of this, “He will favor you, and bless you, and multiply you,”'° and “You shall be
blessed above all other peoples.”'! But even this isn’t the halacha, for we hold that between
majority and closest, we follow the majority, even if [the object] is so close [to a source that
indicates otherwise]| that it is like a proof. See Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, siman 129, se’if
18. If so, [G-d] should follow after the majority, which is the nations.
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Answer to Question 2: Therefore, the Scripture essentially said: Perhaps you’ll say in
your heart—when your heart understands the above dispute—it will think that the promise
I made to you is not a promise. Perhaps you’ll say that to the contrary, I need to follow the
majority, and for this reason, you should be afraid of [the nations] because they are many. To
address this possibility, Scripture said, “do not fear them.” For it is not for the reason of a
closeness that is like a proof alone that I have made My promise to you, rather for a different
reason, “only remember what the L-rd, your G-d, did to Pharaoh and all the Egyptians, the
wondrous acts that you saw with your own eyes . . .”!?

8 Deut. 7:8.

° Deut. 7:6.

10 Deut. 7:13.

1 Deut. 7:14.

12 Deut. 7:18-19.



For it is brought there in the Shulchan Aruch:

When thieves have broken into a cellar and opened the barrels of wine that
were there, the wine contained in these barrels is forbidden, if the majority of the
thieves in the city are gentiles. But if the majority of the thieves are composed of
Israelites, the wine is permitted . . . When the Israelites live in a neighborhood
in a gentile city, in which the gentile have no passage, one must rely on the
majority of the inhabitants of this neighborhood; even when the majority of the
inhabitants of the city are gentiles [and thus the wine is permitted].”

- Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, siman 129, se’if 11
Also, the Taz and the Shach wrote that even though generally between majority and closest,
we follow the majority, even if [the object] is so close [to a source that indicates otherwise]
that it is like a proof—it is different here, for the minority has set itself apart.
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So too, “do not fear them; only remember what the L-rd, your G-d, did to Pharaoh and
all the Egyptians; the wondrous acts that you saw with your own eyes,” which is that when the
Holy One, Blessed be He, began to choose you, you had a neighborhood by itself, and you
lived apart from the Egyptians. This is the principal of the wonder and the miracle of the
plagues, that in the place of the Children of Israel, they didn’t come, as it is written, “Only
in the region of Goshen, where the Israelites were, there was no hail,”'* “but on that day I
will set apart the region of Goshen, where My people dwell, so that no swarms of insects shall
be there.”'* Because of this, before the verse “it is not because you are the most numerous of
peoples that the L-rd grew attached to you and chose you,” Scripture said, “because you are a
holy people to the L-rd, your G-d, the L-rd, your G-d, chose you to be His treasured nation out of
all the nations on the face of the earth,” the meaning is that you set yourself apart, and thus
this is the truth, that Israel is distinguished in its actions from all the nations.

Thus, at Deut. 7:7, when Moses told the people, “Don’t think that G-d chose you because
you are the largest nation. In fact, you are the smallest,” he meant, “Don’t think that because of
wisdom that you should be considered the greatest.” Then a few verses later, in Deut. 7:17, the
Israelites were told not to be afraid: That even though generally the majority would trump those

closest to G-d, there was another consideration, that they had set themselves as a nation apart.
* % %

3 Ex. 9:26.
4 Ex. 8:18.



