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Chapter IV – Mishnah 4 
  
 ., שֶׁתִּקְוַת אֱנוֹשׁ רִמָּהכָּל אָדָםבִּפְנֵי   לְוִיטָס אִישׁ יַבְנֶה אוֹמֵר, מְאֹד מְאֹד הֱוֵי שְׁפַל רוּחַ  'ר
  

Rabbi Levitas a man of Yavneh said: be very, very humble of spirit before every 
person, for the hope of man is maggots.1  

- - - - - - - - - - 

לָּשׁוֹן שֶׁל הַתַּנָּא "שֶׁתִּקְוַת  יַעֲלֶה עַל לֵב אִישׁ, לִהְיוֹת מְצַפֶּה וּמְקַוֶּה רַק מִילֵּי דִּנֶחָמְתָא, לאֹ רִמָּה וְתוֹלֵעָה. וְאִם כֵּן, קָשֶׁה עַל הַ לאֹ  

    עוֹד, מַהוּ הַכֶּפֶל שֶׁל "מְאֹד מְאֹד".וְ אֱנוֹשׁ רִמָּה", שֶׁמִּי הוּא זֶה שֶׁמְּצַפֶּה לְדָבָר רַע. 
 
It will not occur to anyone’s heart to be expecting and hoping only for comforting 

words, and not maggots and worms. I.e., everyone knows that man’s life is short, and then the 
body will die and decompose. If so, there is a question about the language of the Tanna, “the 
hope of man is maggots,” for who would hope for something bad?  

Furthermore, what is the meaning of the duplication of the word “very, very”?  
 

יֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק, מַהוּ וְ ף נָפִיק. יף עָיֵיל, שָׁיֵ יעַנְוְתָן וּשְׁפַל בֶּרֶ˂, שָׁיֵ וְיוּבַן, בְּמַאי דְּאִיתָא בְּפֶרֶק י' דְּסַנְהֶדְרִין, אֵיזֶהוּ בֶּן הָעוֹלָם הַבָּא, 

  נוּ "עַנְוְתָן וּשְׁפַל בֶּרֶ˂".יף נָפִיק. וְעוֹד, שֶׁנִּרְאֶה כֶּפֶל וְיִתּוּר לָשׁוֹן, דְּהַיְ יף עָיֵיל, שָׁיֵ יהָעִנְיָן שָׁיֵ 

 

This can be understood by what is written in the 10th chapter of tractate Sanhedrin 

(88b): “Who is one who merits the World-to-Come? The humble and lowly of spirit, who 

enters the study-hall quietly and exits quietly.” 

We need to investigate, what is this “enters quietly and exits quietly”? 

Also, there appears to be duplicative language, which is “humble and lowly of spirit.” 

  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com 
1 In most editions of Pirkei Avot, the words “before every person” [בִּפְנֵי  כָּל אָדָם] do not appear in this Mishnah. 

See also Mishnah 12, which duplicates the teaching “be humble of spirit before every person.” 
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א, אֲנָא עָבִיד, חוּץ מִמָּה שֶׁעָשׂוּ אַנְשֵׁי  וְנִרְאֶה, דְּאִיתָא בִּירוּשַׁלְמִי דְּכִלְאַיִם רַבִּי, הֲוָה עַנְוְתָן סַגִּי, וְהֲוָה אָמַר, כָּל דְּיֵימַר לִי בַּר נָשָׁ 
מִנְשִׂיאוּתָן   גַּרְמוֹן  לְזְקֵנִי, דְּשָׁרוּן  עָיֵיל"יוְזֶהוּ "שָׁיֵ   . עכ"ל.וּמְנוֹנֵיהּבְּתֵירָא  גְּדיאִם רוֹצִים לִ ,  ף  וְאִם  וּתֵּן לְ˃  מִמֶּנָּה.  לָּה, בְּרַח 

תְּנָהּ לַאֲחֵרִים וְלָצֵאת ישֶׁאַף לְאַחֵר שֶׁנִּכְנַסְתָּ, תִּהְיֶה עָנָו לִ   ,ק"]י[ף נָפִ יוְעוֹד, "שָׁיֵ   לָּה, תִּהְיֶה שָׁפָל וְעָנָו.וּתִּכָּנֵס עַל כָּרְחֲ˃ לִגְד
    לָּתְ˃, כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשׂוּ אַנְשֵׁי בְּתֵירָה לְהִלֵּל.וּאַתָּה מִגְּד

 
It appears that it is brought in the Jerusalem Talmud of Kilayim (9:3): “Rabbi [Yehuda 

HaNasi] was exceedingly humble and would say, ‘Anything a person asks of me, I will do, 
except for what the people of Beteira did to my ancestor [i.e., Hillel], for they removed 
themselves from their position of leadership and handed it over to him.’ ” 

This is the meaning of “enters quietly”: If people wish to bestow greatness upon you, 
flee from it. If you must accept a position of greatness, do so with humility and a lowly spirit. 

Furthermore, “exits quietly” means that even after you have entered into a position of 
greatness, remain humble and give it to others and exit from your position of greatness, as 
people of Bnei Beteira did for Hillel. 

  
ל בֶּרֶ˂. וְלאֹ דַּי לִהְיוֹת עָנָו סְתָם, וְהַשְׁתָּא אָתֵי שַׁפִּיר לִישָּׁנָא דְּתַלְמוּדָא, דְּמֵעִיקָּרָא קָאָמַר, אֵיזֶהוּ בֶּן הָעוֹלָם הַבָּא, עַנְוְתָן וּשְׁפַ 

ז הַתַּנָּא בְּמַה שֶׁאָמַר וֹוּלְזֶה רָצָה לִרְמרַשְׁנוּ.  יף נָפִיק, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ י ף עָיֵיל, שָׁיֵ יו, שָׁיֵ ילָּה, צָרִי˂ לִהְיוֹת עָנָ וּלּוּ בִּמְקוֹם גְּדיאֶלָּא אֲפִ 
  ., כְּרַבִּי וּכְזִקְנֵי בְּתֵירָא"הֱוֵי שְׁפַל רוּחַ בִּפְנֵי כָּל הָאָדָם"לָּה, בֵּין לְאַחַר שֶׁנִּכְנַסְתָּ, וּדֶם שֶׁתִּכָּנֵס לִגְּדוֹ"מְאֹד מְאֹד", בֵּין ק

 
Now the language of the Talmud is fine, as it initially states: “Who is one who merits 

the World-to-Come? The humble and lowly of spirit.” It is not enough to simply be humble; 
rather, even in a position of greatness, one must remain humble, who “enters quietly and 
exits quietly,” as we have explained. 

This is what the Tanna wished to emphasize by saying “very, very”: both before you 
enter a position of greatness and after you have entered it, “be lowly of spirit before every 
person,” like Rabbi [Yehuda HaNasi] and the elders of Beteira. 

 
מִמַּה שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר בְּאַבְרָהָם, דְּאִלּוּ בְּאַבְרָהָם  יוֹתֵר  לִּין, גָּדוֹל מַה שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר בְּמֹשֶׁה וְאַהֲרֹן,  וּאִי נַמִּי יֵשׁ לוֹמַר, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ו' דְּח

כָּל  בִּפְנֵי  "וְלָכֵן אָמַר "מְאֹד מְאֹד", לאֹ דַּי כְּאַבְרָהָם, אֶלָּא כְּמֹשֶׁה. וְעוֹד,    ". "וְנַחְנוּ מָהכְּתִיב "וְאָנֹכִי עָפָר וָאֵפֶר", וּבְהַנְהוּ כְּתִיב  
    , לאֹ דַּי בִּפְנֵי הַגְּדוֹלִים מִמְּ˃, אֶלָּא אַף בִּפְנֵי הַקְּטַנִּים."אָדָם

 
Alternatively, it can be said, as it is said in the 6th chapter of tractate Chullin (89a), that 

what is said about Moses and Aaron is greater than what is said about Abraham. For 
regarding Abraham, it is written, “I am but dust and ashes,”2 whereas concerning Moses and 
Aaron, it is written, “What are we?”3 indicating even greater humility. 

Therefore, he says “very, very”—it’s not enough to be like Abraham, but like Moses. 
Furthermore, he says “before every person”—not only before those greater than you, but 
even before those who are lesser. 

 
2 Gen. 18:27. 
3 Ex. 16:7. 
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 וְיֵשׁ לְדַקְדֵּק, מַהוּ רִמָּה שֶׁתִּקְוַת אֱנוֹשׁ רִמָּה, דִּלְעֵיל בְּפֶרֶק ג' אָמַר הַתַּנָּא, "לְאָן אַתָּה הוֹלֵ˂, לִמְקוֹם עָפָר רִמָּה וְתוֹלֵעָה",  וְלָמָּה,  

וְתַרְתֵּי לָמָּה לִי יִהְיֶה וֹדֶם שֶׁאוֹתוֹ אוֹכֶל, קוֹוְכָתְבוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁים שֶׁהָרִמָּה הִיא כְּמוֹ שֶׁרֶץ הַפּוֹרֵחַ עַל אֵיזֶה א  .וּמַהוּ תוֹלֵעָה,  כֶל 
כֶל. וְזֶה נִלְמַד מִמַּה שֶׁמָּצִינוּ בַּמָּן, דְּמִתְּחִלָּה כְּתִיב "וַיָּרֻם תּוֹלָעִים וֹנִבְאָשׁ. וְהַתּוֹלֵעָה הִיא יוֹתֵר קָשֶׁה, שֶׁבָּאָה לְאַחַר שֶׁנִּבְאַשׁ הָא

הִבְאִישׁ, אֶלָּא  לְפִי שֶׁנִּבְאַשׁ, הָיוּ בּוֹ תּוֹלָעִים. וּלְבַסּוֹף כְּתִיב "וְלאֹ הִבְאִישׁ וְרִמָּה לאֹ־הָיְתָה בּוֹ", לאֹ דַּי שֶׁלּאֹ  וַיִּבְאַשׁ", כְּלוֹמַר,
    לּוּ רִמָּה שֶׁהוּא דָּבָר קַל, לאֹ הָיְתָה בּוֹ. יאֲפִ 

 
Why is this, that “the hope of man is maggots,” as above, in Chapter 3, the Tanna 

said, “Where are you going? To a place of dust, maggots, and worms.”4 It is worth examining: 
what is a maggot and what is a worm, and why do I need both to be mentioned? 
Commentators explain that a maggot is like a small insect that appears on food before it 
becomes rotten, whereas worms are more severe, as they come only after the food has rotted. 

This distinction is learned from what we find with manna. Initially, it is written: “And 
it bred worms and became rotten,”5 as if to say that because the manna became rotten, it 
developed worms. Later, it is written: “And it did not become rotten, and no maggots were 
in it.”6 It’s not enough that it did not become rotten, but even maggots—something minor—
did not appear in it. 

 
לּוּ מִסְפְּרֵי הַתּוֹלָעִים גּוֹזְרִים מִלְּמַעְלָה, לְפִי בָּאֳשׁוֹ וְצַחֲנָתוֹ אֲשֶׁר פָּעַל וְעָשָׂה  יוּבְסֵפֶר מַעֲבַר יַבֹּק דַּף קמ"ב כָּתַב, וְזֶה לְשׁוֹנוֹ, וַאֲפִ 

שִׁי הַזֶּה, שֶׁיֵּשׁ מִי שֶׁקָּשֶׁה לוֹ מְאֹד, וֹבְּחִינַת ק  שִׁי הָרִמָּה בַּבָּשָׂר, כְּמִסְפָּר מַעֲשָׂיו הַקָּשִׁים, וְאֵינוֹ שָׁוֶה לַכֹּל,וֹוְגָרַם בְּחַיָּיו, מִסְפַּר ק
מַרְגִּישׁ. עכ"ל. וּבְסוֹף פֶּרֶק קַמָּא דְּבַתְרָא אָמְ  וְיֵשׁ מִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ  רַבָּנָן, שִׁבְעָה לאֹ  וְיֵשׁ מִי שֶׁמַּרְגִּישׁ אֲבָל לאֹ כָּל כָּ˂,  רִינַן, תָּנוּ 

צַדִּיקֵי נַמִּי, דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּשַׁבָּת פֶּרֶק שׁוֹאֵל "וּרְקַב עֲצָמוֹת  דְּכֻלְּהוּ מָהּ לְרַשְׁבָּ"א,  יתֵּ שָׁלְטָה בָּהֶם רִמָּה וְתוֹלֵעָה. וְהִקְשׁוּ בַּתּוֹסָפוֹת, 
וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר, דְּיָכוֹל לִהְיוֹת    בִין.קִנְאָה", מִי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ קִנְאָה בְּלִבּוֹ, עַצְמוֹתָיו נִרְקָבִין. וְשֶׁאֵין לוֹ קִנְאָה בְּלִבּוֹ, אֵין עַצְמוֹתָיו נִרְקָ 

   יהּ. עכ"ל.ט בּוֹ רִמָּה, כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּמַעֲשֶׂה דְּרַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר בְּרַבִּי שִׁמְעוֹן בִּמְצִיעָא, דִּנְפַק רִיחַשָׁא מֵאוּדְנֵ וֹשֶׁלּאֹ יֵרָקֵב, וְיִשְׁל
 
In the book Ma’avar Yabok (page 142), it is written, and this is his language: 

Even the number of worms is decreed from above, based on the foulness 
and decay caused by one’s actions during their lifetime. The severity of worms 
in the flesh corresponds to the severity of one’s deeds. This is not the same for 
everyone: regarding this severity, for some, it is exceedingly harsh; for others, 
they feel it but not as intensely; and for yet others, they do not feel it at all.  

- Aaron Berachiah ben Moses, Ma’avar Yabok (Siftei Rinonot 3:41) 
At the end of the 1st chapter of tractate Bava Batra (17a), it is said, “The Sages taught: 

Seven people were not affected by maggots and worms.” Tosafot raises a difficulty:  

Rashba wondered: Isn’t that so for all righteous individuals? For it is 
stated in tractate Shabbat, in the 23rd chapter, entitled, “One who asks” (152b): 

 
4 Pirkei Avot 3:1. 
5 Ex. 16:20. 
6 Ex. 16:24. 



4 
 

“A tranquil heart gives life to the body, but jealousy rots the bones” (Prov. 14:30). 
One who harbors jealousy in his heart will have his bones decay, while one who 
does not harbor jealousy in his heart will not have his bones decay.  

It is possible that a person’s body will not decay but that maggots will 
still affect it. As stated in the account of Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon, in 
[tractate Bava] Metzia (84b), [when he instructed his wife not to bury him, she 
would examine the body from time-to-time, and it did not decompose, but once she 
did see that] an insect emerged from his ear.  

- Tosafot, Bava Batra 17a 
 

צּוֹלִים מִמֶּנָּה. אֲבָל מֵהָרִמָּה,  יאוּשׁ הַבָּשָׂר, הַצַּדִּיקִים וּמִי שֶׁאֵין לוֹ קִנְאָה בְּלִבּוֹ, נִ ישֶׁמֵּהַתּוֹלֵעָה שֶׁבָּאָה מִסֵּרָחוֹן וּבֵ וְנִמְצֵינוּ לְמֵדִין,  
אוּשׁ, אֵינוֹ מַרְגִּישׁ בּוֹ כְּלָל, וּכְמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב הַמַּעֲבַר יַבֹּק, שֶׁיֵּשׁ מִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ  יאַ˂ אִם לאֹ יֵשׁ סֵרָחוֹן וּבֵ   אִי אֶפְשָׁר לְכָל אָדָם לְהִנָּצֵל.

מוּ עַצְמוֹתָיו, מִפְּנֵי שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיֶה לוֹ  יו, בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁאֵין קִנְאָה בְּלִבּוֹ כְּלָל, וְאִם אֵין קִנְאָה בְּלִבּוֹ, יִתְקַיְּ יוּמִי שֶׁהוּא עָנָ   מַרְגִּישׁ כְּלָל.
    ן, וְאִם כֵּן, לאֹ יִהְיֶה לוֹ תּוֹלֵעָה, רַק רִמָּה.אוּשׁ וְסֵרָחוֹיבֵּ 

 
Thus, we learn that righteous individuals and those who harbor no jealousy in their 

hearts are spared from the worm, which arises from the stench and decay of the flesh. 
However, regarding the maggot, it is impossible for any person to fully escape it. Yet, if there 
is no stench or decay, one does not feel its presence at all, as the Ma’avar Yabok wrote, that 
there are some who do not feel it at all. 

One who is humble surely has no jealousy in his heart, and if there is no jealousy in 
his heart, his bones remain intact because there will be no stench or decay. Consequently, he 
will not have any worms, only maggots. 

 
חַ בְּמִדַּת הָעֲנָוָה. וְהֲגַם שֶׁהַמַּעֲבַר  וְלָכֵן אָמַר הַתַּנָּא "הֱוֵי שְׁפַל רוּחַ", מִפְּנֵי שֶׁתִּקְוַת אֱנוֹשׁ הוּא שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיֶה לוֹ רַק רִמָּה, וְזֶה יַרְוִי

רֵשׁ הַשִּׂפְתֵי כֹּהֵן בְּפָרָשַׁת בְּשַׁלַּח. וְכֵן נִרְאֶה יכְרָח, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ וּלּוּק הוּא מייַבֹּק שָׁם לאֹ חָלַק בֵּין רִמָּה וְתוֹלֵעָה, עִם כֹּל זֶה, הַחִ 
נוּ  יאו הָכִי, תַּרְתֵּי לָמָּה לִי, דְּהַיְ מִדִּבְרֵי הַתּוֹסָפוֹת פִּרְקָא קַמָּא דְּבַתְרָא, וּמִמַּה שֶׁאָמַר הַתַּנָּא "לִמְקוֹם עָפָר רִמָּה וְתוֹלֵעָה", דְּאִי לָ 

   נוּ תוֹלֵעָה.ייְ רִמָּה, הַ 
 
Therefore, the Tanna said, “Be of humble spirit,” because the hope of man is that he 

will only have to endure maggots, which is achieved through the trait of humility. Although 
Ma’avar Yabok there does not distinguish between maggots and worms, nevertheless, the 
distinction is necessary, as explained by Siftei Cohen on the Torah in parashat Beshalach.7 

This also appears to be the case from the words of Tosafot in the first chapter of Bava 
Batra (17a) and from the Tanna’s statement of Pirkei Avot 3:1: “To a place of dust, maggots, 
and worms.” For if this were not the case, why mention both, which is maggots and worms. 

 
* * * 

 
7 Mordechai Cohen, late 16th century Kabbalist from Safed, who served as a rabbi in Aleppo, Siftei Cohen on the 

Torah (Venice 1605). 


