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Yiras Shamayim 
Adapted from a shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita, Eikev 5770 

ת.נ.צ.ב.ה. ז"ל בת הרב נטע אריה שרה ע"ה האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה  נ"לע  
In parshas Eikev Moshe Rabeinu continues his rebuke of Klal Yisrael and tells them, ( יב-דברים י, יא ) “  רויאמ

 'ה מה ישראל ועתה .להם לתת לאבתם נשבעתי אשר הארץ את ויירשו ויבאו העם לפני למסע לך קום אלי 'ה
בכל לבבך ובכל  יךקאל 'ה את ולעבד אתו ולאהבה דרכיו בכל ללכת יךקאל ה' את ליראה אם כי מעמך שאל יךקאל

 and Hashem said to me, arise and go before the people in their journeys, and [so that they may] ,נפשך
come and conquer the land that I have sworn to their fathers to give to them. And now, O Israel, what 
does Hashem, your G-d, ask from you, only to fear Hashem, your G-d, and to go in all of His ways, to love 
Him, and to serve Hashem, your G-d with all your heart and with all your soul.” 

Rashi comments, “  את נחה לך' )שמות לב, לד( לי אמר בעגל וטעיתם מאחריו שסרתם פ"אע -' וגו אלי' ה ויאמר

 שואל אינו לפניו שחטאתם מה ומכל עליכם וחבתו רחמיו עודנו זאת כל שעשיתם פ"אע - ישראל ועתה '.וגו 'העם
כי אם ליראה וגו' מכם , And Hashem said to me – even though you strayed from following Him, and erred 

with the Chet Haegel, He told me ‘go and lead the nation…’. And now, O Israel – even though you did all 
this, His mercy and endearment are still upon you, and with all that you have sinned before Him, He 
demands nothing from  you except to fear [Hashem].” 

Negative Implications 
Rashi’s comments raise several questions. Foremost, according to Rashi’s interpretation it would seem 
that Hashem’s statement of, “ העם את נחה לך , go and lead the nation…” was said with a positive 
connotation, but when examining the entire possuk, together with the psukim that follows it, it appears 
to have been a decidedly negative point. The possuk in Ki Sisa )שמות לב, לד( says, “ ה לך נחה את העם ועת

 and now go and lead the people ,אל אשר דברתי לך הנה מלאכי ילך לפניך וביום פקדי ופקדתי עלהם חטאתם
as I have instructed you. Behold My angel will go before you [instead of My Divine Presence], and on the 
day that I will bring punishment for their [other] sins I will also punish this sin [of the golden calf.]” We 
see from this that Moshe was being informed that the Shechinah would no longer travel before the 
camp to lead them, and that instead he was to lead the people by following an angel that would be sent 
to guide him, which was a serious downgrade from the level of Divine revelation and closeness that they 
had merited until their sin.  

It is also clear from the responses of both Klal Yisrael and Moshe Rabeinu that this change in the way 
they would be led was perceived as a very negative development, as the psukim say ( טו-ד לג,)שמות  , “  וישמע

מזה תעלנו אל הלכים פניך אין אם אליו ויאמרוכו'.  ויתאבלו הזה הרע הדבר את העם , And the people heard 
this bad news and they mourned… And he [Moshe] said to [Hashem] if Your Divine presence does not 
go [before us] do not bring us up from here!”  

As this was the case, why does Rashi portray the fact that despite their sins, Hashem still said, “  נחה לך

  now go and lead the people?”Q1 ,את העם

Hashem Overlooks Nothing 
Additionally, Rashi’s assertion that even though Klal Yisrael had sinned terribly with the Golden Calf, all 
that Hashem was asking of them was to have Yiras Shamayim raises a significant question as Chazal tell 
us ( .בבא קמא נ ), “ 'הצור  )דברים לב, ד(, שנאמר הקדוש ברוך הוא ותרן הוא יותרו חייואמר רבי חנינא כל האומר 

 Rabi Chanina said, anyone who says that Hashem overlooks things can ,תמים פעלו כי כל דרכיו משפט'
overlook his life, as it says, ‘The Rock [G-d], His actions are complete, for all of His ways are judgment.” 
How could it then be possible that in response to the sin of the golden calf, Hashem should desire only 
that Klal Yisrael have Yiras Shamayim, when this is something that they were supposed to have anyways? 
Would that not constitute overlooking a sin?  

This is especially puzzling in light of the fact that the possuk specifically says, “  עלהם ופקדתי פקדי וביום

 and on the day that I will bring punishment for their [other] sins I will also punish this sin [of the ,חטאתם
golden calf.]” We see that Hashem definitely did not overlook this sin, and on the contrary, He decreed 
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that Klal Yisrael would be punished for it in every generation. How then could Rashi on our possuk say 
that Klal Yisrael were only being asked to have Yiras Shamayim in response to this sin?Q2      

Only Yiras Shamayim 
We must also attempt to explain the Gemarah (:ברכות לג) which discusses the second possuk, “  ועתה

ה' את ליראה אם כי מעמך שאל יךקאל 'ה מה ישראל ,” and asks, “אטו יראת שמים מלתא זוטרתא היא, Is Yiras 
Shamayim a minor matter?” In other words, the Gemarah is asking, how could Moshe have prefaced his 
statement with the words, “ ה' את ליראה אם כי , only to fear Hashem,” as this implies that fearing Hashem 
is an easy matter. The Gemarah answers that from Moshe’s perspective this was not considered a major 
request owing to his tremendously high level of Yiras Shamayim, even though from Klal Yisrael’s point 
of view it undoubtedly was.  

From the way the Gemarah phrases its question one would think that the only request mentioned in the 
possuk is that Klal Yisrael have Yiras Shamayim. In actuality however, this is not the case as the possuk 
continues with several additional requests, saying, “ בכל  יךקאל 'ה את ולעבד אתו ולאהבה דרכיו בכל ללכת

 to go in all of His ways, to love Him, and to serve Hashem, your G-d, with all your heart ,לבבך ובכל נפשך
and with all your soul,” which essentially sums up the entire gamut of the Torah’s obligations in order 
to be a ‘good Jew.’ As this is the case, the Gemarah’s question of whether Yiras Shamayim is a major or 
minor request seems like a moot point, because even if Yiras Shamayim alone were not be a major 
undertaking, when it is added to the rest of the demands that are listed in the possuk it would definitely 
appear that for Moshe to say that Hashem was only requesting all of these things would seem like the 
nature of the requests are being unreasonably downplayed when they are in fact tremendous 
undertakings.Q3  

To Help Klal Yisrael Improve 
In order to gain a proper understanding of the rebuke that Moshe Rabeinu gave in the parshah we must 
keep in mind that Moshe did not make his remarks for the simple purpose of causing distress to Klal 
Yisrael when he mentioned their iniquities. Rather, it was out of his great love for Klal Yisrael that Moshe 
wanted to show them the areas in which they needed to improve. Towards this end he mentioned their 
sins in a subtle and indirect way that brought out the root of the inappropriate behavior or Middos that 
caused them to stumble. 

The Root of the Sin 
With this we can explain that Moshe Rabeinu was not telling them that the only repercussions of the 
Chet Haegel would be that they would need to improve their Yiras Shamayim, as the possuk clearly says, 
 Rather, he was telling them that the root of the sin was a lack of proper Yiras ”.וביום פקדי ופקדתי“
Shamayim, and that they needed to improve in that area if they were to guarantee that the sin would 
never be repeated.A2  

From the fact that the Gemarah focused only on Hashem’s request that Klal Yisrael have Yiras Shamayim 
we can see that this was the focal point of the request, as a lack of Yiras Shamayim was the root source 
of the sin, and if so we can explain that the other points mentioned in the possuk, such as going in His 
ways, loving Hashem and serving Him were not separate instructions but rather positive attributes that 
would naturally follow and develop from proper Yiras Shamayim.A3  

It is important to note that although Moshe Rabeinu was telling Klal Yisrael that they needed to 
strengthen their Yiras Shamayim this did not mean that they had a low level of Yiras Shamayim. The 
Sifrei Hachasidus explain that there are many levels of Yiras Shamayim, meaning that it is possible for a 
person to have attained a high standard on a certain level of Yiras Shamayim but still be found lacking 
in the deeper levels. 

Chazal tell us a fascinating element of the Chet Haegel that was already present during Mattan Torah 
that illustrates this concept. The Tosefta (בבא קמא ז, ח) says, “  לגנוב בקשו סיני הר לפני עומדין ישראל כשהיו

 (, כוה דברים) לומר תלמוד להם הוא נגנב כביכול 'ונשמע נעשה' ה דבר אשר כל (, זכד שמות) שנאמר העליונה דעת
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'וגו אותי ליראה להם זה לבבם והיה יתן מי , When Klal Yisrael stood before Har Sinai they attempted to trick 
Hashem, as it says, ‘all that Hashem said we will do and listen to’,  it is as if they attempted to trick 
Hashem, and it is as if He was tricked by them, as it says, ‘who would be able to ensure that their hearts 
would be so, to fear Me…’.”  

This would seem to imply that Klal Yisrael were less than one hundred percent genuine when they cried 
out “נעשה ונשמע,” at Har Sinai, and is extremely surprising, as the Gemarah (:שבת פח) tell us that Hashem 
was extremely happy with Klal Yisrael at that time, and that He sent myriads of angels to give each 
member of Klal Yisrael two heavenly crowns.  Moreover, the Midrash (מכילתא יתרו א) tells us that the 
hearts of Klal Yisrael were united in their intent to accept the Torah “כאיש אחד בלב אחד, like one man 
with a single heart.” 

 עקוב הלב מכל
The explanation of this apparent contradiction is that, as mentioned, there are many levels of Yiras 
Hashem, each one deeper than the next. The possuk says, (ירמיה יז, ט) “עקוב הלב מכל ואנוש הוא מי ידענו 
the heart is more deceitful than all other, and grievously weak, who can know it?” The Baal Hatanya 
explains that there are many layers of depth to the human heart, each one deeper than the previous 
one, and that the more superficial levels of a person’s thoughts and feelings often cover over and 
obscure their true intentions and deeper desires, making it exceedingly difficult for a person to 
accurately gauge what ultimate motivation lies in the deeper recesses of his own heart.   

It is therefore possible to explain that even though Klal Yisrael had reached such an impressive level of 
Yiras Shamayim that they deserved the gift of the crowns, nevertheless on a deeper level, hidden in their 
hearts in a place that they themselves were not even aware of, there was a lacking in their Yiras 
Shamayim that Chazal described as an attempt to ‘trick Hashem.’ This lack is what caused Klal Yisrael to 
falter when they were tested with the Nisayon of Moshe’s delaying in descending from Har Sinai, which 
ultimately led to the sin of the Golden Calf. 

The Heavenly Fire 
The Sfas Emes (ואתחנן תרנ"ד) further brings out this point with the following question. The possuk says 
that Moshe told Klal Yisrael, (דברים ה, ה) “  יראתם כי 'ה דבר את לכם להגיד ההוא בעת וביניכם 'ה בין עמד אנכי

בהר עליתם ולא האש מפני , I stood between Hashem and you at that time in order to relate to you the 
word of Hashem because you were afraid of the fire and did not ascend the mountain.” The Sfas Emes 
notes that the possuk seems to imply that the reason why Klal Yisrael did not join Moshe in ascending 
Har Sinai was because they were afraid of the fire that was burning on the mountain. This is surprising 
as there are several psukim which specifically forbade them from going onto Har Sinai during Mattan 
Torah. The Sfas Emes explains that there is in fact no contradiction here, as the reason why Hashem did 
not allow them to go up together with Moshe was because their Yiras Shamayim was not absolute, and 
he derives this explanation from the words of the possuk, “ האש מפני יראתם כי  because you were afraid 
of the fire,” which hints to the fact that their fear was of being burned by the heavenly fire, as opposed 
to a fear of Hashem Himself.  

Since this deficiency in Yiras Shamayim was only found on a very deep level in their hearts, and on the 
more superficial levels their hearts were united and full of Yiras Shamayim it was not initially clear to 
Moshe what was the root of the sin of the Egel Hazahav was, in line with what Chazal (:עבודה זרה ה) tell 
us, “ שנין ארבעין עד דרביה אדעתיה איניש קאי לא , a person does not understand his Rebbe correctly for 
forty years,” and it was only forty years later that Moshe came to appreciate the true nature of their sin. 

The Correct Way to Rebuke 
The sefer Toldos Yaakov Yosef (פרשת קדושים יט, טו) explains that when someone gives rebuke it is important 
to include himself in the rebuke as well and not present himself as being totally free of sin. This is because 
otherwise the person who is being rebuked will feel disconnected from the person who is rebuking him, 
as he is sinful and the other is not, and he will therefore not be able to accept his words. If however he 
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sees that he is also rebuking himself and attempting to improve himself, then he will be inspired to do 
so as well.  

As the root of their sin was a lack of awareness that their Yiras Shamayim had not reached the deepest 
levels of their hearts, Moshe made sure to emphasize that he too did not have a totally correct 
understanding of what had happened during Chet Haegel. He emphasized to them that Hashem had told 
him that he should lead Klal Yisrael into Eretz Yisrael with the guidance of an angel, this time portraying 
it as a good thing, which in essence it was, as entering Eretz Yisrael was definitely a great step forward, 
even if they were only guided there by a Malach as opposed to the Divine Presence. He wanted to show 
them that he had also not understood correctly, and had thought that this was a punishment, going as 
far as protesting on their behalf. By doing this, they would feel that Moshe was connected to them 
during their time of sin, and that in the same way that he had reevaluated his actions during that period, 
so too they would review their behavior and come to understand the root of the problem.A1  

Inspiration for Us 
We must also take inspiration from this rebuke, engage in honest introspection and reevaluate our 
actions in order to determine what our true intentions are, and where we need to improve, with the 
understanding that they may not be as they appeared to us initially.  

Moreover, we must take this specific point of rebuke to heart and attempt to strengthen and deepen 
our Yiras Shamayim to the point where it fills all the many layers of our hearts so that we will be able to 
stand strong against the many Nisyonos that the Yetzer Harah throws at us. 

Bein Hazmanim  
This is especially pertinent to Bein Hazmanim, when we take a much needed break from our schedules 
to rejuvenate ourselves and renew our strength before the approaching month of Elul. In our quest to 
achieve the maximum levels of rest and relaxation, it is possible for even the most committed Bnei Torah 
to find themselves tempted to lower their standards in many different areas, and do things that they 
would never consider doing in their regular circumstances. It is precisely at these times when a person’s 
deep Yiras Shamayim can protect them from faltering.  

Through doing so may we merit the Divine Blessing of, (משלי י, כז) “יראת ה' תוסיף ימים, Fear of Hashem 
will add days to your life,” amen, KY”R. 
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