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Parshas Shelach begins with the sin of the spies, after which the mitzvah of tzitzis appears. Why was 
the mitzvah of tzitzis specifically given after the sin of the spies? In order to answer this question, we must first 
understand the root and underlying cause of their sin.   

It is important to be aware of a fundamental concept in serving Hashem: The trait of humility is the 
root of all positive traits, and Chazal say (Avodah Zara 20b) that humility is greater than all others. However, 
humility is also among the most dangerous traits if a person does not use it properly. True humility has the 
ability to elevate a person to the loftiest heights, but false humility can sink a person to the lowest depths and 
completely destroy him. The holy Baal Shem Tov (Toldos Yaakov Yosef, Parshas Eikev) says that humility can 
sometimes actually serve to distance a person from serving Hashem. 

Rav Avrohom of Slonim (Toras Avos, Parshas Shelach) writes that in addition to seeking humility and 
breaking one’s arrogance and desire for honor, there is also a concept called gaiva d’kedusha (holy use of 
arrogance), in the sense of, “His heart was elevated in the ways of Hashem” (Divrei HaYamim 2 17:6). If a person 
finds himself among evildoers, it is forbidden for him to nullify and subjugate himself to them. Just the opposite, 
he must annul their opinions in his heart and take pride in the fact that he is following the path of Hashem, so 
that he should not fall and become like them. The Torah teaches us this concept by relating (Bamidbar 12:3),  והאיש
 The man Moshe was exceedingly humble,” meaning that Moshe maintained both of these“ – משה עניו מאד
characteristics simultaneously. On the one hand, he was עניו – humble before Hashem, but on the other hand, in 
the presence of the wicked, he was איש – a man who stood strong and did not nullify himself to their opinions. 

Similarly, Hashem commanded Moshe, “Send for yourself אנשים to spy out the land of Canaan,” 
meaning that they should be similar to Moshe in possessing the trait of אנשים and the ability to utilize gaiva 
d’kedusha to ignore the inhabitants of the land. The Degel Machaneh Ephraim (Parshas Shelach) points out that 
the word נשיא – tribal leader – contains the words יש and אין, to hint to the fact that they were supposed to hold 
on to both approaches: the trait of אין – nothingness – to negate themselves before Hashem, as well as the 
approach of יש, to smugly look down on the seven Canaanite nations and disregard them. 

With this introduction, we can now understand the root of the sin of the spies. They said, “We were 
like grasshoppers in our eyes, and so we were in their eyes” (Bamidbar 13:33). The Medrash says (Bamidbar Rabbah 
16) that Hashem remarked, “Do you really know how you appeared in their eyes? Who says that you didn’t 
look like angels in their eyes?” In other words, it was only because of misguided humility that the spies 
minimized themselves before the inhabitants of the land and appeared like grasshoppers. Had they instead 
utilized gaiva d’kedusha, the locals would have been nullified before them, and the spies would have appeared 
to them like angels. The commentators explain (see Sichos Hischazkus Parshas Shelach, pg. 129) that the primary 
complaint against the spies was that they did not take the approach of, “His heart was elevated in the ways of 
Hashem.” Accordingly, Chazal say that when Moshe Rabbeinu saw the humility of Hoshea, he changed his 
name to Yehoshua. Because the test of the spies was to strengthen themselves with holy pride, Moshe blessed 
him that he should overcome his humility and select the path of, “His heart was lifted in the ways of Hashem.” 
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In Menachos (43b), Rav Meir compares tzitzis to a seal. Tosefos explains that a seal is a sign that was 
placed on slaves at the time of their acquisition to demonstrate and affirm their status as slaves. The mitzvah of 
tzitzis is the seal of every Jew, testifying that he is a servant to Hashem. The Maharsha (Menachos 44a) writes that 
by differentiating our garments from those of other nations, the mitzvah of tzitzis confirms that we are Hashem’s 
nation and He is our G-d. Accordingly, the Torah follows the mitzvah of tzitzis with the declaration, “I am 
Hashem your G-d … to be to you for a G-d, I am Hashem your G-d.” 

The Kedushas Levi (Parshas V’Zos HaBeracha) writes that although it is forbidden for a Jew to become 
haughty, it is permissible to take pride in the fact that we have a Father in Heaven Who supports us and provides 
for us. It is regarding such pride that the Gemora (Sotah 5a) teaches that one may possesses one-eighth of one-
eighth of a haughty spirit. 

Dovid writes in Tehillim (24:10), “Who is the King of glory? Hashem, the Lord of Hosts, He is the King 
of glory,” as well as, “Hashem has reigned, He has clothed Himself in majesty,” and “To Hashem is the 
greatness.” All the greatness and honor belongs to Hashem, not to mankind. A person who becomes arrogant 
ascribes glory to himself instead of attributing it to Hashem, and therefore arrogance is considered sinful and 
disgusting to Hashem. However, a person who takes pride in the fact that he is a servant to Hashem is in essence 
ascribing the greatness and honor to Hashem, not to himself. All of his pride and glory emanates from the fact 
that he merited becoming a servant to the King of Kings. Hence, this type of pride is permissible and 
appropriate, for by taking pride in his King he is giving honor to the King. This idea is reflected in the verse, 
“His heart was elevated in the ways of Hashem,” for the very fact that he is a servant to Hashem and merits 
following in His ways is a source of pride to him. 

Chazal say that it is permissible to have one-eighth of one-eighth of hubris. The Kedushas Levi explains 
that this refers to the pride a person feels from being a servant to Hashem. Accordingly, we can suggest that the 
expression “one-eighth of one-eighth” alludes to the mitzvah of tzitzis, which are made from eight strings. 
Chazal are teaching us that with respect to the mitzvah of tzitzis, which is the seal that demonstrates our 
servitude to Hashem, it is permissible to take pride. This will enable us to fulfill Hashem’s will with greater 
strength and dedication, and not to be controlled by sinners. 

With this introduction, we can now understand why Hashem specifically gave the mitzvah of tzitzis 
after the sin of the spies. The root of their sin was a lack of gaiva d’kedusha, not being proud of their King Who 
sent them, but rather viewing themselves as lowly grasshoppers. To rectify this, Hashem gave us the mitzvah 
of tzitzis – a seal that affirms our servitude to Him – to give us pride in our King and enable us to reach the 
level of, “His heart was uplifted in the ways of Hashem.” In commanding us, “They will be for you tzitzis, and 
you will see them and remember all the mitzvos of Hashem and perform them,” the Torah is telling us to look 
at our tzitzis constantly in order to take pride in our King, which will enable us to attain the level of, “His heart 
was elevated in the ways of Hashem,” and we will remember and perform all of His commandments. As a 
result, לא תתורו – “You shall not stray after your hearts and after your eyes,” because through this gaiva 
d’kedusha, we merit rectifying the sin of the spies, who went לתור – to spy out the land. 

  
 

The kissing of the tzitzis of a simple wagon driver is sometimes more valuable in 
the heavens than the praises of the angel Michoel. 

 

Baal Shem Tov 
 

A chimney cleaner, who comes out from the chimney completely black and dirty, 
which causes everybody to distance themselves from him, takes pride in his heart: 

“I am the greatest chimney cleaner in the world, and there is nobody who can 
compare to me.” 
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