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(רש"י) שיתחזק אדם בהם תמיד בכל כחו - (ברכות לב:) ארבעה צריכים חיזוק   

     A Sichah from Maran HaGaon Rav Gershon Edelstein shlita   Parashas Balak (in Chutz La’Aretz) 5776 

Students of Bilam  

The Mishnah in Avos (5:19) states that there are three 

traits that indicate a person is a student of Avraham Avinu, 

and three opposite traits that indicate a person is a student of 

the evil Bilam. Having a “good eye,” a “low spirit,” and a 

“low soul” are traits of students of Avraham Avinu. In 

contrast, having an “evil eye,” a “high spirit,” and a “wide 

soul” are traits of the students of Bilam.                 

An “evil eye” refers to being jealous of others. A “high 

spirit” refers to being haughty. A “wide soul” refers to having 

a desire for physical pleasure. These three traits are very bad, 

and cause a person to lose their portion in Olam Haba. This is 

as the Mishnah in Avos (4:21) states, “Jealousy, desire, and (a 

desire for) honor (i.e. stemming from haughtiness) take a 

person out of the world.”             

The Maharal states in Nesivos Olam (Nesiv Lev Tov) that 

jealousy is the worst of these three Middos. Often times, 

physical desire and honor are desires that a person wants for 

himself, but do not harm others. Jealousy by definition means 

that a person is jealous of others, and does not want them to 

have what they have.  

This same detriment also applies to physical desire and the 

desire for honor when it results in a person trying to harm 

others in order to ensure that they receive their pleasure or 

desire. However, it is part and parcel of jealousy, as such a 

person is always thinking how someone else does not deserve 

whatever they have. This is why jealousy is the worst of these 

three Middos. 

    This is why both Mishnayos we have quoted above from 

Avos list jealousy as the first of three bad traits. Since it is the 

most damaging and evil of the three, it is listed first. 

These three traits are traits of the evil Bilam. The opposite 

is true of students of Avraham Avinu. They are people that 

are happy when others receive good things, they are humble 

(and do not have a need to receive much honor), and are not 

into physical desires. People who possess these three traits 

will almost certainly inherit a tremendous portion in Olam 

Haba.    

                  Kinas Sofrim   

These three traits of jealousy, physical desire, and honor 

can also be present in righteous people, but in a permitted 

form.      

For example, the Mesilas Yesharim (ch.4) explains that 

there is a certain type of jealousy that is positive. If a person 

sees that his friend has achieved a certain level of spirituality, 

he is allowed to be jealous of that level in order that he too 

can aspire to and eventually reach this level. Of course, he 

must be happy that his friend has reached this level, and not 

be jealous to the point where he wishes his friend had not yet 

achieved these great heights. The Gemara in Bava Basra (21a) 

states regarding jealousy of this nature, “Kinas Sofrim Tarbeh 

Chochmah” – “the jealousy of scribes will increase wisdom.” 

If a person loves Torah learning, Yiras Shamayim, and good 

Middos, he will naturally want to attain these levels when he 

sees them in other people. This type of jealousy is very 

positive!        

The Devarim Rabah (9:9) discusses the day that Moshe 

Rabeinu died. Hashem specifically took away Moshe’s ability 

to understand deep Torah thoughts on that day, in order that 

he would look forward to learning Torah in the next world, 

instead of wanting to continue living in this world. Therefore, 

on that day, he heard Yehoshua teaching words of Torah, and 

did not understand them. He remarked, “Better one hundred 

deaths and not one jealousy!” In other words, he was 

exclaiming how he had a burning desire to understand the 

words of Torah that Yehoshua was saying. This difficulty of 
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not understanding Torah made him have a permitted jealousy 

of Yehoshua.              

                Desire for Torah       
A person should channel his desire for physical pleasures 

into a desire for pleasure in learning. Instead of desiring to eat 

expensive cuisine and imbibe in fancy drinks, a person can 

channel that desire into enjoying learning Torah. Torah is 

very enjoyable! This type of desire is very positive.   

If a person is drawn to benefitting from worldly pleasures, 

he cannot love Torah. This is because worldly pleasures are 

the opposite of Torah. The Chovos Ha’Levavos (Shar 

Cheshbon Ha’Nefesh ch.3) writes that just as fire and water 

cannot be combined in a single vessel, so too a believer 

cannot have love of this world and the next world inside of 

him. Love for this world and the next world are like two 

wives who are in a constant struggle for their husband’s 

attention. Pleasing one makes the other one angry.        

                          Honor in Torah  
There is also kosher honor. This is as the Mishnah in Avos 

(6:3) states, “There is honor aside from Torah.” It does not 

seem that this refers to people honoring a person because he 

knows Torah, but rather that knowing Torah brings honor. 

What does this mean? 

    Honor is the spiritually good feeling that a person has 

when people appreciate him and give him honor. This can be 

a dangerous feeling, as it can lead a person to become 

haughty. Many Amoraim therefore said various Pesukim 

quietly when they were being honored, in order to ward off 

any haughtiness that might come to them if they appreciate 

and soak in the honor of the masses (see Sanhedrin 7b, and 

Rashi there).  

Regarding this good feeling Chazal state that there is no 

greater honor than knowing Torah. Just the mere fact that a 

person knows and enjoys learning Torah should give him 

a tremendously good feeling! Even if nobody in the world 

will honor him, Torah honors him! Hashem honors him, 

as the Shechinah is with a person who learns Torah. If a 

person contemplates this, he will realize that there is no 

greater honor than the fact that Hashem himself is with 

him when he is learning Torah. While the Shechinah is  

present when there are ten people learning Torah, as stated in 

Avos (3:6), that same Mishnah concludes that Hashem is even 

with a person who learns Torah on his own.  

     Let us contemplate this further. If a person is seated at 

the table of honor at an occasion, he feels honored. If a 

person learns Torah, he knows that he has an honored 

place in the Heavenly Yeshivah. All the angels will see that 

he has an honored place near the Shechinah. Can there be 

a greater honor than that? When a person learns and 

works to understand a comment of Rashi, he is now closer 

to Rashi! When he sweats to understand a paragraph of 

Tosfos, he is now coming closer to the Balei Tosfos! There 

is much more honor in Torah than there is in the honor that is 

distributed in this world! If a person feels this honor, it will 

give him a tremendously good feeling of being close to 

Hashem!        

                   Physical that is Spiritual       
The Mishnah in Avos (2:2) states, “Prepare yourself to 

learn Torah.” How does one prepare himself to learn Torah? 

Rabeinu Yonah tells us that a person must have two 

characteristics in order to be prepared to learn Torah. He must 

have good Middos, and he must not be involved in chasing 

after physical desires (even permitted ones). One cannot truly 

acquire Torah if he has bad Middos. Similarly, one cannot 

truly acquire Torah if he is involved in worldly pleasures. 

Rabeinu Yonah writes, “a person who is very involved in 

pleasure will not have wisdom dwell within him.” 

There are some physical pleasures that are necessary. 

Everyone must eat, drink, and rest to be able to learn Torah 

and perform Mitzvos. If a person does not do these things it 

will be difficult for him to fulfill the Mitzvos, and certainly 

difficult for him to do them happily, with the proper 

appreciation one should have for Mitzvos! Therefore, a 

person must eat, drink, and sleep in order to have the ability 

and strength to serve Hashem.                          

The Mesilas Yesharim (ch.1) indeed writes that it is only 

appropriate to use the pleasures of this world in order to 

facilitate being calm and settled, which helps a person serve 

Hashem.  

If a person acts in this manner, all physical pleasures 

become acts of preparation towards performing Mitzvos. This 

is as the Rambam (Hilchos De’os 3:3) writes, that if a 
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person’s actions are for the sake of Heaven, and he sleeps in 

order to have strength to serve Hashem, it is considered that 

he is serving Hashem while he is sleeping. This is because his 

sleep is necessary for his service of Hashem.  

We similarly find that the Gemara in Sukah (25a) states 

that people who are sent to do a Mitzvah are exempt from 

performing other Mitzvos (i.e. sleeping in a Sukah, if they 

cannot do both the mission they are on and this other 

Mitzvah). Rashi there explains that this is even when they are 

resting. The Mordechai in the name of the Ravyah explains 

that this is true if by not doing this other Mitzvah they will get 

a good night’s rest (i.e. as it is more comfortable to sleep in 

the house), and be able to better perform the Mitzvah they 

were sent to perform. 

This teaches us that a person can technically be deemed to  

perform Mitzvos all day, as even when eating, drinking, and 

sleeping it is considered as if he performing Mitzvos! 

Moreover, the Gemara in Yoma (71a) states that if a person 

wants to do the equivalent of pouring libations on the altar of 

the Beis Ha’Mikdash, he should give Talmidei Chachamim 

wine to drink. Talmidei Chachamim do not drink wine in 

order to get drunk, but rather to put them in a happy state, and 

enable them to better perform Mitzvos. Since the intent is to 

use the wine to help him learn more Torah, it is considered as 

if the person who gave him the wine poured libations on the 

altar. Just as a sacrifice is pure, so too the intentions of this 

Talmid Chacham are surely pure in his service to Hashem.  

Similarly, whenever a person is dealing with the pressing 

needs of family members, not only is this Chessed, but it can 

be considered Torah if he must do this in order to be free to 

learn Torah. This is why a person’s eating can be compared to 

sacrifices, his drinking to libations, and his table to an altar. 

The Gemara states regarding Kohanim eating Korbanos, “the 

Kohanim eat, and the owner of the sacrifice achieves 

atonement.” Similarly, any holy act of eating achieves a 

certain level of atonement. When a person eats for the sake of 

Heaven, his eating is like the eating of a sacrifice, and 

therefore gives him a certain measure of atonement. [See 

Mesilas Yesharim (ch. 26) at length regarding this topic.] 

This is how a person must feel regarding all of his physical 

actions. If he does them for the sake of Heaven, they turn into 

spiritual actions. This is the power of a person’s intentions!                      

              Not for the Sake of Heaven     
It is obviously possible that a person does not have 

intentions for the sake of Heaven, even when performing 

Mitzvos.            

The Gemara in Pesachim (50b) states that a person should 

always learn Torah even if he is not learning for the sake of 

Heaven, as if he continuously does so, he will eventually start 

learning Torah for the sake of Heaven. The Nefesh Ha’Chaim 

(in “Perakim,” which appears before ch.4) states that it is 

normal for most people to start off learning Torah for ulterior 

motives (i.e. monetary reward or honor). He says that it is 

almost a prerequisite before starting to serve Hashem purely 

for the sake of Heaven.       

Tosfos there asks that Chazal state if a person learns Torah 

not for the sake of Heaven, it is better had he not been born. 

How can our Gemara say this is acceptable? He answers that 

there is a difference between a person who learns Torah 

purely to attack others and undermine Yiddishkeit versus a 

person who learns for honor or monetary reward. The former 

is indeed abhorrent and it is better if he had not been born, 

while the latter is permitted.  

In truth, this is not only permitted, but recommended. It is 

far better for a person to be able to learn Torah and earn a 

living than to not learn Torah at all. While it is not the best 

and highest spiritual level, it is certainly a stepping stone 

towards perfection.    

                   Always Learn Torah 
The aforementioned Gemara says, “Always learn Torah.” 

The Nefesh Ha’Chaim (ibid.) explains that “always” means at 

all times. Even if a person sees that he no longer has the 

strength to learn Torah for the sake of Heaven, if he can 

motivate himself by learning not for the sake of Heaven (i.e. 

for money), he should do so, as a person should always learn 

Torah. This will eventually lead him to return to learning for 

the sake of Heaven.   

Continually learning Torah is very important, as when a 

person takes a break from Torah, Torah leaves him as well. 

This is as the Yerushalmi at the end of Berachos states, 

“Leave me for a day, and I will leave you for two.”    

We can explain this statement of the Yerushalmi based on 

the Gemara in Avodah Zarah (3b). The Gemara quotes a 
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Passuk that compares people to fish. The Gemara explains, 

just as fish that wash up onto land die immediately, so too 

people who separate themselves from Torah and Mitzvos end 

up dying immediately.  

We know that fish do not die immediately after they wash 

up onto the shore. They lay on their side and start to breathe 

heavily, gasping for breath for quite some time, until they 

expire. The same is true of people who do not perform Torah 

and Mitzvos. They spiritually gasp for breath for quite some 

time. After a long time, they are “spiritually dead,” and need a 

spiritual revival in order to come back. [Obviously, there are 

times that a person must take care of pressing family needs or 

other important matters that may not be pushed off. This is 

not included in leaving Torah, as we mentioned above, as this 

is considered necessary for him to continue learning Torah. 

However, a person must make sure that he does not get 

involved in these matters more than necessary.] 

This is why the Yerushalmi (ibid.) states, “Leave me for 

one day, I will leave you for two.” If a person is in a state 

where he needs resuscitation, he first needs to recover, and 

then try to make up for lost time. This is why he will need two 

days in order to get back to where he was before he left, and 

why it is extremely important to avoid leaving Torah at all. 

Rav Chaim Volozhin zt”l in Ruach Chaim states that the 

teaching “always learn not for the sake of Heaven,” means 

that a person should learn in order to eventually get to the 

level where he is learning for the sake of Heaven, even though 

now he is currently learning for monetary reward or honor. 

This current reason for his learning is insignificant, as it is in 

order that he will eventually become someone who serves 

Hashem for the sake of Heaven.   

            Forty-Two Sacrifices   
We learn this lesson from Balak. The Gemara in Sanhedrin 

(105a) notes that Balak offered forty-two sacrifices while 

trying to have Bilam curse Bnei Yisrael. As a reward for 

offering these sacrifices, the great convert Rus (the 

grandmother of David Ha’Melech) was his descendant.  

The Maharsha in Horiyos (10a) explains that even though 

Balak was trying to harm Bnei Yisrael by offering these 

sacrifices, he did so out of fear that Bnei Yisrael would harm 

his nation, not out of any anger or vendetta against Hashem. 

Therefore, he received reward for offering these sacrifices. 

I remember hearing that some have a different explanation. 

They say that while Balak was offering these sacrifices, he 

actually had an instant when he served Hashem for the sake of 

Heaven. The reward for this instant was that Rus descended 

from him.        

 May we merit learning Torah Lishmah!             

           
            (This discourse was delivered in Tamuz 5776.) 
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