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1. 

A Holy Congregation Derived from Sinners  

In our parshah,1 the spies are referred to as an eidah — a congregation. Since they 

numbered ten — Yehoshua and Calev not being included among them — the Sages2 

derived that any ten Jews who join together are considered a complete congregation.3 

This requires explanation:4 How can the source for this halachah, which establishes 

the special status of a congregation regarding matters of holiness — that “any matter of 

holiness shall not be less than ten”5 — be derived specifically from the spies, about whom 

it is written, “How long will this evil congregation exist?” 

It is true that the concept of a holy congregation — that “there is no matter of 

holiness with less than ten” — applies even to a wicked person, who “counts toward the 

quorum of ten for any matter of holiness... (because) a Jew, even though he has sinned, 

remains a Jew6 and retains his holiness, and has not left the fold of Israel.”7 Yet this alone 

does not fully answer the question. 

Firstly, if we were to assume, as implied by the straightforward meaning of Scripture, 

that the spies were categorized as rebels against Hashem — as Calev stated,8 “Do not rebel 

against G -d” — it is far from clear in halachah9 whether one can include “rebels” in a 

quorum of ten for a matter of holiness, and all the more so when all ten are “rebels.” 

Secondly, {and more importantly,} this derivation from the spies — that a congregation 

consists of ten — also underlies the laws of the Sanhedrin,10 {where the verse’s dual 

 
 

1) Bamidbar  14:27. 

2) Megillah 23b (cited in Rashi  on the verse). It 

similarly appears in several versions of Berachos 21b 

and Sanhedrin  74b (see the marginal notes there; see 

also Rashi  and Maharsha on Sanhedrin  74b). 

3) See Rambam, Hilchos Tefillah  8:5; the Alter 

Rebbe’s Shulchan Aruch , Orach Chaim  55:2. 

4) See Sefer HaSichos 5704, p. 29. 

5) Berachos and Megillah, ibid. The Gemara derives 

this law through a gezeirah shavah connecting the 

word “midst” ( toch) {regarding the sanctification of 

G-d’s name} (Vayikra  22:32) with the word “midst” 

(toch) regarding Korach’s congregation ( Bamidbar  

16:21). {The association of ten with the passage 

concerning Korach is, in turn, derived from a 

gezeirah shavah between the term “congregation” 

used there and the term “congregation” used 

concerning the Spies}.  

6) Sanhedrin  44a. 

7) The Alter Rebbe’s Shulchan Aruch , ibid., 55:14 

(from Beis Yosef, ad loc., s.v. kasav basefer, citing 

Sefer HaManhig , ch. 79). See also Tanya , end of ch. 

1; Iggeres HaKodesh, Epistle 23 (136b); Sefer 

HaMaamarim  5565, Vol. 2, p. 964; and elsewhere. 

8) Bamidbar  14:9. This statement was directed to 

“the entire congregation of the children of Israel” 

(ibid., v. 7), and certainly included the Spies, who, 

according to the straightforward meaning of the 

verses (and see Rashi  ad loc., 14:27), were not only 

sinners themselves but also caused the masses to sin. 

9) See Beis Yosef, ibid., quoting the Rashba; Pri 

Megadim (Eishel Avraham ) ad loc., sec. 10; and 

elsewhere. 

10) Mishnah,  Sanhedrin  1:6 (2a). 
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phrasing} — “and the congregation shall judge... and the congregation shall save...” 11 — 

{establishes that the court requires two such congregations}. 12 In this context, it is self -

evident that a wicked person cannot be included among them.13 

We must therefore conclude that this is one of the allusions within the revealed 

dimension of Torah ( nigleh) to what is explained in the inner dimension of Torah 

(Pnimiyus HaTorah ): namely, that the spies were in fact on an exalted spiritual level.14 In 

other words, not only was their intention not a literal rebellion {against Hashem}, Heaven 

forbid, but on the contrary, they “were on a very high level,”15 as will be explained at length 

below. 

This is consistent with what is explained in many places, that the revealed dimension 

of Torah and its inner dimension are one Torah. Therefore, even though each dimension 

has its own parameters and rules — similar to the principle that we do not derive halachah 

from aggadah16 — nevertheless, since in essence they are one Torah, it follows that there is 

a connection between them — and indeed, a unity. Furthermore, they function as body and 

soul to one another, as stated in the Zohar .17 Thus, even matters within the inner dimension 

of Torah that at first glance do not seem to align with the straightforward meaning and 

halachah possess a foundation and source within the revealed dimension of Torah, 18 

whether hinted at or explicitly stated. 

So too in our case: Even though, according to the straightforward meaning of 

Scripture — and the revealed dimension of Torah in general — the spies committed a grave 

transgression, for which they were punished and which brought punishment upon the 

entire generation of the wilderness as well — nevertheless, we are compelled to conclude 

 
 

11) Bamidbar  35:24–25. 

12) {The Gemara establishes the 23-judge quorum 

for capital cases based on the requirement of two 

eidos (congregations of ten) — one to condemn and 

one to acquit. Three extra judges are then added 

because a capital conviction requires a majority of at 

least two, and a court must have an odd number of 

judges to prevent deadlocks.} 

13) One might distinguish, however: In that case, 

such a person is excluded not because he cannot be 

part of a “congregation,” but because he cannot be 

part of a “Sanhedrin.”  

14) Note the statement of our Sages: “Satan and 

Peninah intended [their actions] for the sake of 

Heaven” ( Bava Basra  16a). 

15) Likkutei Torah, Shelach  36d. 

16) Talmud Yerushalmi,  Pe’ah 2:4 (and see 

Encyclopedia Talmudit , entry “Aggadah,” and the 

sources cited there). Furthermore, similar 

distinctions are found within halachah itself — 

monetary law is not derived from ritual prohibitions 

(Berachos 19b and the sources cited there), among 

other distinctions . 

17) Vol. 3, 152a. 

18) See Derech Mitzvosecha 5a (and similarly 22a): 

“The revealed dimension likewise relates to the 

concealed dimension like a body to the soul.”  
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that even within the revealed dimension of Torah there is at least an allusion to the spiritual 

stature of the spies as explained in the inner dimension of Torah. 

2. 

The Spiritual Motivation of the Spies  

In the teachings of Chassidus (the inner dimension of Torah), it is explained 19 that 

the spies’ reluctance to enter the Land of Israel actually stemmed from their great spiritual 

stature20 in the service of Hashem. They did not desire to enter the Land because they 

refused to lower themselves to the mundane lifestyle {described by the verse}, “For six years 

you shall sow your field.…” 21 {That is, they were unwilling} to become involved in physical 

and material pursuits. Their perspective mirrored the statement of Rabbi Shimon bar 

Yochai: 22 “Is it possible that a man plows... and sows... what will become of the Torah?” 

Their sole desire and aspiration was to remain in the seclusion of the wilderness so 

as to preserve the spiritual state of the Giving of the Torah. {They sought to} remain 

removed from settled civilization and free from the burdens of earning a livelihood. After 

all, Hashem provided all their needs in the wilderness by means of the manna — “bread 

from heaven” 23 — the water of Miriam’s well, 24 and the Clouds of Glory, which 

accompanied them — protecting them from snakes and scorpions, pressing their 

clothing,25 etc. {To them,} this was the true path to Torah study and attachment to Hashem, 

fully consistent with the statement of the Sages: 26 “The Torah was not given (to be 

expounded) except to those who ate the manna.” 

[Their mistake, however, was failing to recognize that serving Hashem within the 

natural order in the Land of Israel possesses an even greater virtue. The fulfillment of the 

{agricultural} mitzvos dependent upon the Land, and practical mitzvos in general, surpasses 

even the transcendent level of Divine attachment they experienced in the wilderness.] 

Based on this, we can suggest that the aforementioned concept — that it is 

specifically from the congregation of the spies that we derive that ten Jews constitute a holy 

congregation — alludes to the fact that the sin of the spies is not to be understood i n its 

 
 

19) Likkutei Torah , Shelach (37b; 38b), citing 

Kabbalistic texts; Or HaTorah , ad loc. (end of p. 

443ff.; end of p. 455ff.); and numerous other 

sources. 

20) See Likkutei Torah , beginning of Shelach. 

21) Vayikra  25:3. 

22) Berachos 35b. 

23) Shemos 16:4ff. 

24) Rashi  on Bamidbar  20:2. 

25) Rashi  on Bamidbar  10:34 and on Devarim  8:4. 

26) Mechilta on Shemos 16:4. 
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simple sense. Rather, their error lay in believing that the path they had chosen was the 

primary path in the service of Hashem.27 

However, because of their immense spiritual stature in the service of Hashem — and 

because of their efforts to influence the Jewish people to adopt this {mistaken approach} 

(which may well have been the primary issue) — this constituted a great and severe sin. 

3. 

The Wilderness as Preparation, Not a Punishment  

The notion that the spies’ conduct stemmed from a holy motive is further supported 

{by the historical outcome itself}: the generation of the wilderness remained in the 

wilderness for forty years.28 Yet they did not live a life of suffering and hardship. On the 

contrary, they enjoyed a life of complete tranquility. Throughout the entire forty years, they 

were sustained by the manna, drank from Miriam’s well, and were protected by the Clouds 

of Glory, as mentioned above. 

This raises an obvious question: Was this not precisely what the spies and the 

generation of the wilderness had wanted? {They sought} to remain in the wilderness and 

avoid entering the Land of Israel. How, then, does it make sense that their wish was granted, 

allowing them to remain in the wilderness in perfect tranquility, with the cloud of G -d 

above them day and night?29 

Furthermore, it is a well-established principle30 that the punishments prescribed by 

the Torah are intended to rectify the spiritual defect caused by the sin, ultimately bringing 

about the very opposite of what the sin itself represented. It is therefore most puzzling that, 

in this case, Hashem neither negated their desire nor compelled a rectification of their error 

 
 

27) It should be noted that although the Mishnah  

(Sanhedrin  108a) states that the Spies have no share 

in the World to Come, the Zohar  (Vol. 3, Raaya 

Mehemna, 276a) implies that they do have a share in 

the World to Come. A well -known explanation 

appears in Asarah Maamaros  (Maamar Chikur Din , 

part 2, ch. 8) and elsewhere regarding the opinion of 

Rabbi Akiva ( Sanhedrin  ibid.) that “the generation 

of the wilderness has no share in the World to 

Come.” There it is explained that they have no need 

for the World to Come because they stand on a level 

higher than it. (See Likkutei Levi Yitzchak , Iggros, p. 

358ff.) See Likkutei Sichos , Vol. 23, p. 102, and the 

sources cited there. 

Note also the Alter Rebbe’s well-known prayer and 

interpretation  of the verse “Whom do I have in 

heaven” — {where he would declare in Yiddish:} 

“Behold, I do not want anything {neither Your Gan 

Eden nor Your World to Come; I want only You 

Yourself}” ( Shoresh Mitzvas HaTefillah  in Derech 

Mitzvosecha, ch. 40). 

28) This is the phrasing used in many places (in 

both the Written Torah and the Oral Torah), 

although the actual period was somewhat less than 

thirty-nine years. See Rashi  on Bamidbar 14:33. 

29) {See Bamidbar  10:34.} 

30) See Likkutei Sichos , ibid., p. 98ff., and the 

sources cited there. 
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by ultimately bringing them into the Land. Instead, He dealt with them exactly as they had 

wished, allowing that entire generation to spend the rest of their lives in the wilderness.  

Even if one were to argue that, because they rejected the Land of Israel, they thereby 

forfeited the privilege of entering it — how does that explain why their “punishment” 

consisted of remaining in the wilderness in complete tranquility, surrounded by the Clouds 

of Glory, with Moshe and Aharon as their leaders, {no less}? 

Based on the aforementioned explanation from the inner dimension of Torah, 

however, the reason for this outcome becomes clear. The profound spiritual advantage of 

remaining in the wilderness — which was the true, Heaven-directed intent underlying their 

desire31 — was not itself mistaken. (Their error  lay only in the practical conclusion they 

drew from it.) 

In other words, dwelling in the wilderness while surrounded by the Clouds of Glory 

was indeed a state of genuine holiness. Their mistake was in assuming that this state of 

spiritual seclusion constituted the ultimate goal. In truth, however, it was intended only as 

a preparatory stage for entering the Land of Israel. To attain the extraordinarily elevated 

spiritual level required for entering the Land {and elevating its physicality}, the Jewish 

people first needed the preparation and spiritual refinement provided by their forty-year 

sojourn in the wilderness. 

4. 

The Paradox of Reward  

{To better understand this,} we must begin with an analysis of the Rambam’s rulings 

in Hilchos Teshuvah, which provide a framework for explaining this concept from the inner 

dimension of Torah in the language of halachah. 

In the tenth chapter of Hilchos Teshuvah, the Rambam writes:32 

A person should not say: “I will fulfill the mitzvos of the Torah and occupy myself in 

its wisdom in order to receive all the blessings which are contained within it or in 

order to merit the life of the World to Come.” “[Similarly,] I will separate myself from 

all the sins which the Torah warned against so that I will be spared from all the curses 

contained in the Torah or so that [my soul] will not be cut off from the life of the 

world to come.” 

It is not fitting to serve G-d in this manner. A person whose service is motivated by 

these factors is considered one who serves out of fear. He is not on the level of the 

 
 

31) See above, footnote 14. 32) Halachah  1. 
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prophets or of the wise. The only ones who serve G-d in this manner are common folk, 

women, and minors. They are trained to serve G-d out of fear until their knowledge 

increases and they serve out of love. 

Yet, in the preceding chapter, the Rambam writes:33 

For these reasons, all of Israel, [in particular,] their prophets and their wise men, 

have yearned for the Messianic age so they can rest from the [oppression of] the 

gentile kingdoms that do not allow them to occupy themselves with Torah and 

mitzvos properly. They will find repose and increase their knowledge in order to 

merit the life of the World to Come. 

This requires explanation: How can the Rambam state in the tenth chapter that it is 

“not fitting to serve G -d in this manner” and that such service is “ not on the level of the 

prophets or of the wise,” when in the preceding chapter he explicitly describes34 this as the 

approach of the prophets and the wise35 — for it is for this very reason that “all of Israel, [in 

particular,] their prophets and their wise men, have yearned for the Messianic age”? If so, 

this would indeed seem to be the level of the prophets and the wise.36 

At first glance, one might answer that the Rambam is discussing two distinct issues. 

In the ninth chapter, he is not addressing the manner in which Torah and mitzvos are 

performed. Rather, he is explaining the nature and essence of the reward of the mitzvos — 

the life of the World to Come 37 — which is “the ultimate of all reward and the final good 

that has neither end nor diminishment.”38 Therefore, “all the prophets longed for it,”39 and 

“how greatly David yearned and longed for the life of the World to Come.”40 For this reason 

as well, all of Israel, {including} their prophets and their wise men, longed for the days of 

 
 

33) Rambam, Hilchos Teshuvah  9:2. 

34) A similar formulation appears in Rambam, 

Hilchos Melachim  12:4. 

35) This is unlike the statement “so that we may 

merit the life of the World to Come” in Hilchos 

Teshuvah 9:1, which refers to {the fact} that Hashem  

bestows goodness upon us “so that we will not 

engage all our days {in physical needs}... rather, we 

will sit free to study wisdom and perform the 

mitzvos, so that we may merit the life of the World 

to Come.” That refers to the intent of Hashem’s  

action, not the desire and intent of man. The same 

applies to his later statement, “so that you may merit 

the life of the World to Come,” in Hilchos Teshuvah , 

ibid.  

36) This question is also raised in the glosses of 

Emek Melech on Rambam, Hilchos Melachim,  ibid. 

37) This continues and concludes the discussion the 

Rambam began in chapter 8 regarding “the good 

hidden for the righteous” being the life of the World 

to Come. 

38) Wording of the Rambam ibid., 9:2.  

39) Ibid., 8:3, at the end. 

40) Ibid., beginning of halachah 7. 
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Moshiach, that state of the world41 in which they would be able to engage properly in Torah 

and mitzvos and thereby merit the World to Come. 

In contrast, in the tenth chapter, the Rambam explains the proper manner of 

fulfilling Torah and mitzvos. The intention behind one’s engagement in Torah and 

mitzvos should not be to merit the World to Come, but rather to serve Hashem out of love. 

Thus, although one should certainly long for the life of the World to Come, that longing is 

not the purpose of one’s Torah study and mitzvah observance;42 it is a separate matter.43 

However, this distinction seems somewhat forced. From the Rambam’s wording — 

“(They will find repose) and increase their knowledge in order to merit the life of the world 

to come.” — it appears that, ultimately, their thought and intention (even if not at the very 

moment of performing the mitzvos) is that their engagement in Torah and mitzvos is for 

the sake of meriting the World to Come. 

5. 

The Exclusivity of Service Out of Love  

Further on in the tenth chapter, the Rambam continues in a separate halachah:44 

One who serves [G-d] out of love occupies himself in the Torah and the mitzvos and 

walks in the paths of wisdom for no ulterior motive: not because of fear that evil will 

occur, nor in order to acquire benefit. Rather, he does what is true45 because it is true, 

and ultimately, good will come because of it. This is a very high level which is not 

merited by every wise man. It is the level of our Patriarch, Avraham, whom G -d 

described as, “he who loved Me,” for his service was motivated solely by love. 

This, too, requires explanation, for the Rambam appears to contradict his own 

words. 

 
 

41) As is the theme of many  prayers of the Jewish 

people, e.g., the prayer (and vow) of Yaakov 

(Bereishis 28:20–22), and similar examples.  

42) Similarly, the Rambam’s statement at the 

beginning of chapter 7 — “A person should strive to 

perform Teshuvah... so that... he will merit the life of 

the World to Come” — must be understood in 

similar manner.  

43) As the Rambam writes in his Commentary on 

the Mishnah, Sanhedrin , Introduction to chapter 

“Cheilek”  (end of s.v. “V’atah achel”): “The ultimate 

purpose is the World to Come, and the effort {in 

mitzvos} is directed towards it…. Yet even though it 

is the desired purpose, it is improper for one who 

wishes to serve out of love to serve for the sake of 

attaining the World to Come….”  

44) {Halachah  2.} 

45) The concept of “truth” here requires further 

clarification.  
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In the first halachah, he writes that service out of fear is the path of the common 

folk, women, and minors, and that such service “is not on the level of the prophets or of the 

wise.” This indicates that all prophets and wise men attain the level of serving out of love. 

Yet in the second halachah, speaking of service out of love, he writes that “this is a 

very high level which is not merited by every wise man .” This would mean that not all 

prophets and wise men attain this level of service. 

Furthermore, in the first halachah he concludes that even those who initially serve 

out of fear are trained in this way only “until their knowledge increases and they serve out 

of love.” This indicates that service out of love is ultimately attainable by every person. Yet 

in the second halachah it is explicitly stated that “this is a very high level which is not 

merited (even) by every wise man”! 

6. 

The Perfection of Love  

In light of the above, it would seem that when the Rambam writes in the ninth 

chapter that one engages in Torah and mitzvos “in order  to merit the life of the World to 

Come,” he does not mean that one serves Hashem in order to receive the World to Come 

as a reward. Rather, he means that one seeks to attain the perfect fulfillment  of Torah and 

mitzvos as it is realized in the World to Come.46 

To explain:  

Regarding the love of Hashem, the Rambam later writes {in Hilchos Teshuvah}:47 

What is the proper [degree of] love? That a person should love G-d with a very great 

and exceeding love until his soul is bound up in the love of G-d. Thus, he will always 

be obsessed with this love…. 

Later, at the end of the chapter, he writes:48 

It is a well -known and clear matter that the love of G -d will not become attached 

within a person’s heart until he becomes obsessed with it at all times….49 One can 

 
 

46) The practical difference is that seeing the World 

to Come as a continuum {of service} inspires and 

motivates a person to ascend even higher. As our 

Sages say, “One who has one hundred desires two 

hundred; two hundred, he desires four hundred” 

(Koheles Rabbah 1:13), and he finds no rest. By 

contrast, one who seeks a reward is apt to be 

satisfied with his portion, and that becomes his 

resting point.  

47) Chapter 10, halachah 3. 

48) Chapter 10, halachah 6. 

49) We can suggest that in halachah 3, the Rambam 

speaks of a state where love has already reached his  

heart — “the love of G-d in the hearts of those who 
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only love G -d [as an outgrowth] of the knowledge with which he knows Him…. 

Therefore, it is necessary for a person to seclude himself in order to understand and 

conceive wisdom and concepts which make his Creator known to him…. 

In other words, the essence of love for Hashem is that a person’s soul — and intellect 

— is bound to Him. This state reaches its perfection in the World to Come. As the Rambam 

writes in the eighth chapter50 regarding the World to Come: 

{The Sages of the previous ages declared:}51 “...The righteous will sit with their crowns 

upon their heads and delight in the radiance of the Divine Presence” 

He explains: 

The phrase, “their crowns upon their heads,” [is also a metaphor, implying] that they 

will possess the knowledge that they grasped which allowed them to merit the life of 

the World to Come. This will be their crown…. {What is meant by the expression,} 

“delight in the radiance of the Divine Presence”? That they will comprehend the truth 

of G-dliness which they cannot grasp while in a dark and humble body. 

Accordingly, the Rambam writes:52 

This is the reward above which there is no higher reward and the good beyond which 

there can be no [greater] good. 

Yet, at the same time, the righteous “have no rest”53 {rather, they continue to ascend 

endlessly in their knowledge and attachment to Hashem} — a notion seemingly at odds 

with {the static imagery of} “sitting” and “delighting.”54 

The World to Come is thus not merely a reward for Torah and mitzvos. Rather, it is 

the continuation, elevation, and perpetual progression toward perfect attachment to 

Hashem attained through Torah and mitzvos. 

Based on this, we can understand the distinction between what the Rambam writes 

at the beginning of the tenth chapter — “A person should not say: ‘I will fulfill the mitzvos 

of the Torah and occupy myself in its wisdom in order to receive all the blessings which are 

contained within it or in order to merit  the life of the World to Come’” — and what he 

writes in the ninth chapter — that the reason that “all of Israel, [in particular,] their 

prophets and their wise men, have yearned for the Messianic age [is] so they can rest from 
 

 

love Him, who are obsessed with it at all times.” In 

halachah 6, the emphasis is on “becom[ing] 

obsessed with it at all times” in order  to bring that 

love into the heart . 

50) Halachah  2. 

51) {Berachos 17a.} 

52) Ibid., end of halachah 3; similarly in several 

places in chapter 8 and at the end of chapter 9. 

53) {See Ibid. 64a.} 

54) See footnote 46. 
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the [oppression of] the gentile kingdoms that do not allow them to occupy themselves with 

Torah and mitzvos properly. They will find repose and increase their knowledge in order 

to merit the life of the World to Come.” 

When the Rambam writes that they longed for the days of Moshiach so that they 

could rest from the oppression of the gentile kingdoms, increase in wisdom, and thereby 

merit the life of the World to Come, he does not mean that their goal was to receive a 

reward or payment for their service. Rather, they longed to attain the ultimate perfection 

of love and attachment to Hashem, which he discussed earlier,55 i.e., to be “obsessed with it 

at all times.” This is achieved through continually increasing  in wisdom during the days 

of Moshiach. 

In contrast, in the tenth chapter, the Rambam negates the performance of Torah 

and mitzvos for the sake of obtaining the World to Come as compensation  for one’s 

service. This is why he groups the World to Come together with other forms of personal 

benefit and reward — namely, “in order to receive all the blessings  which are contained 

within it…, so that I will be spared….”  

Since the person’s intent is not to attain the perfection of Divine service but merely 

to receive a reward,56 the halachah dictates: “A person should not say….” 

However, even within this flawed intention itself, there are two distinct levels: 

When the Rambam writes at the beginning of the tenth chapter, “A person should 

not say: ‘{I will fulfill the mitzvos of the Torah and occupy myself in its wisdom} in order 

to receive all the blessings… or in order to merit the life of the World to Come. [Similarly,] 

I will separate myself from all the sins… so that I will be spared from all the curses… or so 

that [my soul] will not be cut off from the life of the world to come,’” his intent is to negate 

serving Hashem out of fear. In this case, the person serves Hashem because he is concerned 

for his own well-being.57 He seeks a peaceful and secure life in this world — and freedom 

from its curses — or, in the case of one who is concerned with the welfare of his soul , he 

seeks eternal life in the World to Come and wishes to avoid having his soul cut off from it. 

Later, in the fourth halachah, the Rambam writes: 

 
 

55) See Avodas HaKodesh , part 2, ch. 5, in the name 

of the Chacham , Rabbi Yosef. He does not, however, 

attribute this view to the Rambam there (see his 

explanation there regarding the Rambam’s view). 

See also Shelah (47a ff., and 49b in the gloss 

regarding the Rambam’s view).  

56) We can suggest that this too falls broadly under 

the category of “receiving a reward,” even though 

more specifically, as explained by the Rambam there 

in halachah 7, it is termed “serving out of fear” 

rather than “receiving a reward,” as explained in the 

main text below. 

57) Or as the Rambam phrases it in halachah 5, “so 

that retribution will not befall him.”  



11 | Truth For Its Own Sake 

 

projectlikkuteisichos.org 

The early Sages said: “Perhaps you will say, ‘I will study Torah in order to become 

rich... or in order to receive a reward in58 the World to Come.’ Therefore, the verse 

teaches: ‘To love Hashem…’” 

Here, the desire to “receive a reward” stems not from fear, but from the desire to 

receive compensation for one’s efforts — whether physical compensation (“to become 

rich”) or spiritual compensation (“reward in the World to Come”). This represents a lower 

form of serving Hashem with ulterior motives (shelo lishmah). 

7. 

The Level of Avraham  

However, even though the longing of the prophets and wise men to merit the World 

to Come represents a continuation and higher expression of their service out of love, there 

exists an even higher level of serving Hashem out of love — one which “is not merited by 

every wise man.” 

This is the novel idea the Rambam introduces in the second halachah59 regarding 

the “level of our Patriarch, Avraham,” who “does what is true because it is true.” 

The unique quality of this level can be understood as follows: 

When one’s service is motivated by regular love — a level attained by all of Israel, 

and certainly by their prophets and wise men — one’s engagement in Torah and mitzvos is 

directed toward achieving a state of connection and attachment to Hashem. Consequently, 

Torah study and mitzvah observance are not performed for their own sake, but in order to 

attain a desired result — {attachment to Hashem,} a goal that is essentially distinct from 

the act itself. 

However, when service out of love is performed in the manner of “do[ing] what is 

true because it is true,” not only is the pursuit  of reward eliminated, but every ulterior 

motive is eliminated as well. One does not serve Hashem even for the sake of attaining 

attachment to Him — {although such attachment} is itself the very essence of knowing and 

loving Him. Rather, he “does what is t rue because it is true ,” solely because it is the 

 
 

58) That is, his intent is not to merit the life of the 

World to Come  — which is the ultimate purpose of 

observing Torah and mitzvos, “the ultimate bestowal 

of the reward for mitzvos” — or, as the Rambam 

phrases it in halachah 1, “so that I may merit the life 

of the World to Come.” Rather, he desires to receive 

an ancillary reward (according to his own limited 

grasp), similar to “so that I may be rich... or be 

called a Rabbi,” except that the reward in question is 

located “in  the World to Come.”  

59) The straightforward reading of the Rambam’s 

wording in halachah 2, “One who serves out of love 

engages in Torah and mitzvos…,” refers generally to 

an ordinary level of love. However, we can suggest 

that the precision of his wording encompasses a 

higher level of love as well. 
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command and will of Hashem. The fulfillment of Hashem’s will is, in and of itself, absolute 

truth. 

Regarding this level, the Rambam writes, “This is a very high level.” Notably, he does 

not describe it merely as the level of the prophets or of the wise, as he did in the previous 

halachah. This is because we cannot assert that this state is universally attained by all the 

wise. On the contrary, as he continues, it is “not merited by every wise man.” Rather, “it is 

the level of Avraham our Patriarch, whom the Holy One, blessed be He, called ‘My 

beloved.’” 

To attain this exceptionally lofty level of “doing what is true because it is true,” one 

must reach an extraordinarily elevated degree of love. 

8. 

The Transition from Wilderness to Land  

Based on all the above, we can now explain the episode of the Spies and the 

Generation of the Wilderness. 

The Spies — and, more broadly, the Generation of the Wilderness as a whole — 

were, as discussed above, on “a very high level,” and “did not want to lower themselves”60 

by entering the Land of Israel and adopting a form of service in which “for six years you 

shall sow your field” — a life of plowing and sowing (as discussed in section 2). This is 

because such a mode of service would not allow them to engage in Torah “properly,” since 

most of their time would be occupied with “bodily needs.”61 

Instead, they desired to remain in the wilderness and continue to ascend62 to ever 

higher levels within that way of life, where all their needs were provided abundantly63 from 

Above: manna from heaven, water from Miriam’s well, and the Clouds of Glory that 

accompanied them. There, they were free of distractions in their service of Hashem and 

could live unencumbered, find repose, and increase in wisdom in order to merit the life of 

the World to Come. This parallels  the Rambam’s description that “all of Israel, [in 

particular,] their prophets and their wise men, have yearned… so they can rest… [and] find 

repose….”  

However, although their desire to remain in the wilderness reflected a lofty level of 

attachment to Hashem and a form of service motivated by love, entering the Land of Israel 

 
 

60) Likkutei Torah, Bamidbar , 37a. 

61) Rambam, ibid., 9:1. 

62) For it is self -evident that “one must always 

ascend in matters of holiness.”  

63) See Rambam ibid. and at the end of Hilchos 

Melachim. 
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would give rise to an even higher level. That level is serving Hashem without any ulterior 

motive whatsoever — “doing what is true because it is true.” 

Attaining such a level, however, requires an even loftier love. The fact that the Spies 

and the Generation of the Wilderness wished to remain in the wilderness and resisted 

entering the Land indicates that they had not yet reached this level of perfect attachment 

and love. 

For this reason, the Jewish people remained in the wilderness, in a state devoid of 

all things that could hinder Torah study and complete attachment to Hashem. There they 

dwelled in a state of rest and repose in order to “increase in wisdom,” thereby reaching the 

perfection of the soul’s attachment to Hashem.64 

Only afterward, with the next generation — a new generation embodying a new level 

of service — did they enter the Land of Israel in order to fulfill the command of Hashem, 

both through the act of entering the Land itself and through the practical  mitzvos that are 

fulfilled there. It is precisely through this {practical obedience} that the ideal of “doing what 

is true because it is true” is ultimately realized. 

This also explains the essence of Yehoshua and Calev’s response to the entire 

assembly of the Jewish people:65 “If Hashem desires us, He will bring us...” Entering the 

Land is connected with “Hashem desires us”66 — it is the desire and will of Hashem. Thus, 

through fulfilling that will, “Hashem[’s] desire [in] us ” is revealed: a bond between the 

Jewish people and Hashem that is higher than the attachment attained through 

“increas[ing] in wisdom” in the wilderness. 

 
 

64) Based on this, we can also understand the 

interpretation of the Asarah Maamaros  (cited above, 

footnote 27) that the generation of the wilderness 

had no need for the World to Come. This is 

somewhat surprising, since, as discussed above, 

their desire and longing to remain in the wilderness 

was analogous to “all of Israel desired... so that they 

may merit the life of the World to Come.” By 

actually remaining in the wilderness for forty years, 

traveling and ascending from strength to strength 

until they reached a higher, transcendent level while 

remaining a soul within a body below, the s tandard 

state of the World to Come for souls (where “the 

righteous sit... and enjoy...” — Rambam, Hilchos 

Teshuvah 8:2) would actually constitute a descent 

for them. See Shaar Maamarei Chazal , beginning of 

chapter “Chelek,” regarding the different levels 

within the World to Come. This is not the place to 

elaborate further. — From the Sichah  of Shabbos 

Parshas Shelach, 5747. 

65) Bamidbar  14:8. See also Likkutei Torah, Shelach , 

38c. 

66) Note the teaching of the Baal Shem Tov on the 

verse “For you shall be a land of desire” (HaYom 

Yom , 17 Iyar; Keser Shem Tov  [Kehot edition], 

Addenda, sec. 44), along with the sources cited 

there. 
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9. 

The Ultimate Goodness  

The Rambam concludes his discussion of one who “does what is true because it is 

true” with the statement, “and the ultimate good will come as a result of it.” This requires 

explanation: Why include this conclusion here? We are speaking about a wise man who is 

wholly unconcerned with the good he will receive from his service. 

The explanation lies in the Rambam’s precise wording: “and the ultimate good will 

come as a result of it.” This means that when a person’s service is in the manner of “doing 

what is true because it is true,” the good that follows from it is loftier than the ordinary 

good of the World to Come. As a result, in terms of the connection and attachment of his 

soul to Hashem , he too reaches a higher perfection 67 than one whose Torah study and 

mitzvah observance are driven by a desire for connection and attachment to Hashem. 

Based on this, we can also explain Yehoshua and Calev’s preceding declaration68 that 

“The Land is exceedingly, exceedingly good” (tova ha’aretz me’od me’od).69 Through the 

form of service represented by the wilderness — studying Torah undisturbed and devoting 

oneself to wisdom — one merits to “see the goodness of Hashem in the land 70 of the 

living,” 71 meaning the World to Come. This is “an exceedingly (me’od) great good, 

incomparable to the goods of this world,” a goodness “so vast  that it is beyond 

comprehension and has no comparison or likeness. This is alluded to by David’s 

statement:72 ‘How abundant is Your goodness  that You have hidden for those who fear 

You,’’’ as the Rambam writes in Hilchos Teshuvah.73 

However, by entering the Land of Israel and fulfilling the mitzvos there — the mode 

of service that expresses “Hashem[’s] desire [in] us,” and embodies “doing what is true 

because it is true” — one merits an even greater good. It is not merely me’od once, which 

denotes a great good beyond a person’s capacity to receive in this world — the good of the 

World to Come — attained through serving Hashem in a manner of me’od, “with a very 

 
 

67) As the Rambam writes there (9:1) regarding the 

World to Come: “According to the greatness of his 

deeds and the abundance of his wisdom, he merits.” 

Similarly, according to the Ramban ( Shaar 

HaGemul  and this is in fact the accepted view in 

Chassidus  — see Likkutei Torah , Tzav  15c; Derech 

Mitzvosecha 14b) who maintains that the World to 

Come refers to souls within bodies, there are 

varying levels within it (see Bava Basra  75a; Taanis 

31a; Likkutei Sichos , Vol. 19, p. 67ff.; Vol. 24, p. 66, 

footnote 76). This is not the place to elaborate 

further. 

68) Ibid. 14:7. 

69) See Likkutei Torah, Shelach  37a; 38c; Likkutei 

Sichos, Vol. 4, Parshas Shelach. See also numerous 

related discussions. 

70) See also Rambam, ibid., 3:8. 

71) Tehillim  27:13. Rambam, ibid., 8:7. 

72) Tehillim  31:20. 

73) Chapter 8, halachah 6. 
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great and exceeding (me’od) love until his soul is bound up in the love of G -d. Thus, he 

will always be obsessed with this love.” Rather, it is me’od me’od — “exceedingly, 

exceedingly” — twice. As the Rambam states,74 one “does what is true because it is true, 

and the ultimate good will come as a result of it.” This is a goodness that comes specifically 

through this supreme form of service, which, even relative to “a very great and exceeding 

(me’od) love,” is considered me’od, because it expresses the person’s complete self -

nullification ( bittul) before Hashem. 

10. 

Empowering Every Jew  

{The Torah’s narratives are not merely records of the past;} they serve as eternal 

directives for every generation. 

Accordingly, the Torah’s account of the Spies, the Generation of the Wilderness, 

and Yehoshua and Calev’s response to their claims teaches that every Jew possesses the 

ability to conduct himself in accordance with the standard called for by Yehoshua and 

Ca lev, rising beyond the “very high level” attained by the Spies and their generation. 

In other words, the unique quality of fulfilling practi cal mitzvos in the Land — and 

thereby attaining the state described as “The Land is exceedingly, exceedingly good” — is 

not reserved exclusively for those whose entry into the Land followed forty years in the 

wilderness. Rather, it applies to every Jew. Whenever a Jew fulfills mitzvos with acceptance 

of the yoke of Heaven simply because Hashem commanded them, that acceptance contains 

a quality that transcends even the attachment born of love. 

We can suggest that this, too, is alluded to in the Rambam’s wording. 

After describing “the level of our Patriarch, Avraham, whom G -d described as, ‘he 

who loved Me,’” the Rambam continues: 

This is the level [of service] that the Holy One, blessed be He, commanded us [to seek], 

as conveyed by Moshe, as it is stated:75 “And you shall love Hashem your G-d.” When 

a person will love G-d with the proper [degree of] love, he will immediately perform 

all the mitzvos out of love. 

(In the following halachah, the Rambam proceeds to explain: “What is the proper 

[degree of] love?”) 

 
 

74) Regarding the reason the Rambam cites this here 

at all, see Likkutei Sichos , Vol. 20, p. 45ff.  

75) Devarim  6:5. 
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This requires explanation. After stating that “this is a very high level which is not 

merited by every wise man,” how can the Rambam then write, “This is the level [of service] 

that {the Holy One, blessed be He,} commanded us [to seek], as conveyed by Moshe,” — 

implying that every Jew is commanded to attain it? 

{The resolution lies in the source of one’s ability.} The Rambam is teaching us that 

this level is “not merited by every wise man” when {relying strictly} on his own power and 

effort. Through the power of Hashem’s command  (conveyed through Moshe), however, 

every Jew is granted the ability to reach it. 

11. 

Action Before Emotion  

This, however, requires further explanation. Love is an emotion of the heart, 

attained through contemplation of the greatness of Hashem, as the Rambam explains at 

length at the end of this chapter (and in Hilchos Yesodei HaTorah ).76 What does it mean, 

then, to say that every Jew can attain “the proper [degree of] love,” modeled after the love 

of Avraham our Patriarch? 

This can be understood by first examining what the Rambam writes in the fourth 

halachah: 

The early Sages declared: “Perhaps you will say, ‘I will study Torah in order to become 

rich, in order to be called Rabbi, or in order to receive reward in the World to Come.’ 

Therefore, the verse teaches:77 ‘To love Hashem’ — everything you do should be done 

solely out of love.” The Sages also said... and similarly, the greatest of the wise would 

instruct their discerning students... “Do not be like servants {who serve their master 

[for the sake of receiving a reward]}.”... 

This is difficult to understand. Why does the Rambam wait until after his lengthy 

discussion of the extraordinary level of serving Hashem out of love — the love of Avraham 

(in the second halachah) and the description of the “proper [degree of] love” (in the third) 

— to negate the motive of studying Torah “in order to become rich, etc.”? Why does he not 

include it in the first halachah, together with the warning that “a person should not say: ‘I 

will fulfill the mitzvos of the Torah... in order to receive all the blessings’”? 

After all, this represents an even lower form of serving Hashem with ulterior motives 

(shelo lishmah). One would therefore expect the Rambam to address it before discussing 

the profound level of Avraham’s love and the “proper [degree of] love.” 

 
 

76) Beginning of chapter 2.  77) Devarim  11:13. 
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We may suggest the following explanation: through this arrangement, the Rambam 

emphasizes that the service of love that “the Holy One, blessed be He, commanded us [to 

seek], as conveyed by Moshe” applies to every Jew — even one who currently stands at a 

very low level and, left to his own devices, would “study Torah in order to become rich.” 

To explain:  

Regarding the “proper [degree of] love,” there are two distinct levels: 

a) The emotional experience of love in the heart. This is “a very high level” and is 

specifically the level of Avraham, as described in the third halachah: “What is the 

proper [degree of] love? That a person should love G -d with a very great and 

exceeding love until his soul is bound up in the love of G-d….”  

b) Even one who has not attained Avraham’s level of loving Hashem with the proper 

degree of love — a love that brings a person to “do what is true because it is true” — 

and in fact, left to his own devices, is inclined to say, “I will study Torah in order to 

become rich.” — is included in the Torah’s directive: “‘To love Hashem’ — 

everything you do should be done solely out of love.” 

In practical terms, this means that even if he does not yet feel the proper degree of 

love in his heart, he can still compel himself to act out of love. 78 That is, he acts solely 

because Hashem commanded it, thereby reflecting the “very high level” of one who “does 

what is true because it is true.” 

This also explains why the Rambam adds in the following halachah — after 

discussing the distinction between serving Hashem for its own sake and serving Him with 

ulterior motives, and after citing the teaching that “a person should always occupy himself 

with Torah even with ulterior motives, for from doing it with ulterior motives he will come 

to do it for its own sake”: 

Therefore, when one teaches children, women, and most of the common folk, one 

should teach them to serve out of fear and in order to receive a reward. As their 

knowledge grows and their wisdom increases, this secret should be revealed to them 

[slowly,] bit by bit. They should become accustomed to this concept gradually until 

they grasp it and know it and begin serving [G-d] out of love. 

At first glance, {this appears repetitive}. The Rambam already stated in the first 

halachah that such individuals are trained to serve out of fear until their knowledge 

increases and they come to serve out of love. Why repeat the point here? 

 
 

78) Note the Introduction to Tanya, Shaar 

HaYichud VeHaEmunah  (Chinuch Katan ) — 

though there it is explained differently. See also 

Tanya , ch. 16; ibid., beginning of ch. 17.  
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The repetition highlights that even “this secret” — namely, the highest level of the 

“proper [degree of] love,” the level of Avraham himself — is accessible to minors, women, 

and the common folk, provided they are guided toward it gradually and gently. 

Since “the Holy One, blessed be He, commanded us , as conveyed by Moshe,” 

whenever a Jew studies Torah and fulfills mitzvos79 simply because they are Hashem’s 

commands — even if no love is yet manifest in his heart — he will ultimately come to study 

Torah for its own sake and to “serve Him out of love.”80 

From a sichah delivered on Shabbos Parshas Shelach 5746 (1986) 

 
 

79) Note Torah Or , beginning of Yisro.  

80) A combination of Divine service and love. In its 

revealed expression, however, it takes the form of 

Divine service. See the explanation of the Alter 

Rebbe (and his personal practice in this regard) 

cited above at the end of footnote 27. 


