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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 Bechukosai (in Eretz Yisrael) 5776 

 The Students of Rebbi Akiva  

What do we need to do during the days of Sefiras 

Ha’Omer? The Gemara in Yevamos (62b) states that during 

the days of Sefiras Ha’Omer, twenty four thousand students 

of Rebbi Akiva died. They stopped dying on Lag b’Omer. We 

must contemplate why they died specifically during this time 

period.                         

Chazal discuss the reason that they died. The Gemara 

(ibid.) states that they did not treat each other respectfully. 

This does not mean that they actively denigrated each other. 

Rather, there was a lack of actions that indicated respect for 

one another. The Bereishis Rabah (61:3) similarly states that 

they did not view each other in a positive light. This does not 

mean that they verbalized their feelings or insulted each other. 

Rather, they did not want the best for their friends.  

One could ask an obvious question on these two statements 

of Chazal. Where do we find that such feelings make a person 

liable to be killed by Heaven? The Torah never indicates any 

such thing!    

It must be that this punishment is in line with the Gemara 

in Yevamos (121b) that teaches us that Hashem is very 

exacting with the righteous. Since the students of Rebbi Akiva 

fit into this category, Hashem punished them stringently.  

However, one can ask a question on this Chazal as well. 

Why should Hashem punish someone stringently because he 

is righteous? Why should being righteous be a reason for 

extra punishments that are not stated by the Torah?                          

The answer is that this extra punishment in this world is an 

act of Chesed by Hashem towards a Tzadik. This follows the 

rule stated in Berachos (60b) that whatever Hashem does is 

for the best. It ensures that he will enter Gan Eden and Olam 

Haba without having to go to Gehinnom at all. The Rambam 

states in Shar Ha’Gmul that one moment in Gehinnom is 

worse than all of the suffering of Iyov. This is because a 

person’s body can only take so much suffering and affliction. 

When it reaches its limit, it dies. This is why Hashem said to 

the Satan in Iyov, “Just guard over his body.” In other words, 

do not give him suffering that will cause him to die. However, 

in the next world there is no limit to the amount of suffering a 

person can take, as he is already dead. This is why one 

moment of Gehinnom is worse than all of the suffering a 

person can suffer in this world.  

If a person is completely righteous, these moments of 

suffering cause him to attain a higher level of Olam Haba (see 

Rashi on Berachos 5a regarding Yissurim Shel Ahavah). If he 

is not completely righteous and he has sins to atone for, he 

should be happy that these sins are wiping out the Gehinnom 

he would otherwise have to endure in the next world.  

Therefore, a person should technically be happy that he has 

suffering. Rav Shach zt”l used to say that a person should 

be very happy that he has endured suffering in the past, as 

this is like he has a bank account that has millions of 

dollars!  

However, we find that many Amoraim did not want 

suffering. The Gemara in Berachos (5b) records how many 

Amoraim said regarding suffering, “Not them and not the 

reward that they give.” Why didn’t they want the suffering? 

This is because it is a very difficult test to receive suffering, 

and indeed have love for Hashem when receiving this 

suffering.  

This level of difficulty is indicated by the Mishnah in 

Pirkei Avos that discusses a list of forty eight ways to acquire 

Torah. On the first list of twenty four ways, the last on the list 

is accepting suffering. The reason it is last on the list is 

because it is the hardest of these twenty four areas mentioned 

in the Mishnah.  
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We have mentioned previously that there are two lists in 

the Mishnah, each containing twenty four ways to acquire 

Torah. Every way on the first list starts with the letter Beis, 

and every way on the second list starts with the letter Heh.  

The Medrash Shmuel quotes early sources as saying that 

the first list refers to ways to learn Torah. For example, 

“b’Talmud” means to learn without interruption. 

“B’Simchah” means to enjoy learning Torah, as when a 

person is happy that he is learning, his mind has the ability to 

focus sharply on whatever he is learning, and understand it 

well. When people are depressed, it is hard to learn well.  

The second list refers to a person’s nature, even when he is 

not learning Torah. For example, “Ha’Sameach b’Chelko” is 

a person who is content with his lot in general.                       .  

     Recognizing  One’s Place      

 One of the ways listed in this second half of the Mishnah 

is, “Ha’Makir Es Mekomo” – “One who recognizes his 

place.” This means that he recognizes his weaknesses and his 

strengths. The Chovos Ha’Levavos (Shar Ha’Kniah ch.9) 

writes that a person must know that he has strengths, as when 

he is aware that he has strengths, it will give him happiness 

and energy. He will know that he has the tools to succeed.  He 

should not be complacent, and say these are all of my 

strengths, but rather should try to add to them and develop 

new strengths. However, a person must also ensure that he 

does not become haughty when he knows his strengths.        

There is really no reason for a person to be haughty 

because he has strengths. Moshe Rabeinu wrote about himself 

in the Torah, “And the man Moshe was the most humble man 

from amongst all of the men on the face of the earth.” He also 

wrote, “I will talk to him mouth to mouth, with vision and not 

in mystery, and He will view the image of Hashem.” Even 

though he knew this, it was still true! He did not become 

haughty after being told to record this in the Torah for all 

future generations to read! How did he stay so humble?       

The answer is that being humble does not mean denying 

the strengths that you have. Do you think that smart people 

are supposed to think that they are not smart when that is 

clearly not the case? Is someone who knows Shas supposed to 

think that he does not know Shas? Is someone who has good 

Middos supposed to think that he has horrible Middos? There 

is no prohibition against knowing your strengths! On the 

contrary, one should know his strengths, and know what he 

can accomplish in life!  

Being humble means recognizing that a person was given 

the strengths that he has as a gift from Hashem. If a person 

has a phenomenal memory, did he create the memory? This is 

obviously not the case. Hashem created him with a 

phenomenal memory. Even if a person is strong, Hashem 

gives him the strength that he has. Without Hashem allowing 

him to have this strength, he would be totally inept.  

In fact, every moment that a person is alive, is a gift from 

Hashem. Nobody has to keep on living. Hashem is allowing 

every single person to live every second of their lives. This is 

as we say in Davening, “The One Who renews in His 

goodness everyday constantly the act of creation.” In other 

words, Hashem constantly renews our lease on life every 

second of the day. This is as the Passuk in Tehilim (30:6) 

states, “Life with His Will.” Even rocks, planets, suns, and 

moons would not exist if Hashem willed that they should not 

exist. This is why we finish the first blessing of the Birkas 

Kriyas Shema by saying, “He Creates the Illuminators (i.e. 

sun, moon, etc.).” We do not say, “He Created” but rather 

“Creates.” This is because Hashem renews the creation every 

second by continuing to will everything to exist.                      

A person who has Emunah knows that everyday of his life 

he is like a poor person who needs charity from Hashem in 

order to live. How can a person be haughty if he understands 

that this is the case? Everything he has is from Hashem!      

We can also be likened to a sick person who is in intensive 

care, and is only breathing due to his being attached to a 

respirator that is breathing life into him by enabling his heart 

to pump. A person who understands that this is his situation 

has no reason to be haughty.    

In summary, there would be nothing without the Will of 

Hashem, and therefore there is nobody who should be 

haughty about their gifts or achievements, as these gifts or 

achievements only exist due to the kindness of Hashem.                   

   Preparing For Kabalas Ha’Torah 

Let us return to the subject of the students of Rebbi Akiva 

and our original question. Why did they specifically die 

during this time period between Pesach and Lag b’Omer?    
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The reason appears to be that this is the time period when 

we are preparing ourselves to receive the Torah. This is as the 

Sefer Ha’Chinuch (Mitzvah 306) states, that when Bnei 

Yisrael left Egypt, they were well aware that the reason that 

Hashem took them out of Egypt was in order to give them the 

Torah. This is as the Passuk in Shemos (3:12) states, “When 

you take the nation out of Egypt, you will serve Elokim on 

this mountain.” Bnei Yisrael were elevated to a very high 

spiritual level when they received the Torah. This why we say 

in Dayenu, “If you would have brought us before Har Sinai 

and not given us the Torah, Dayenu (it would have been 

enough for us).”     

The special level being referred to is explained in the 

Gemara in Shabbos (146a). The Gemara states that when Bnei 

Yisrael approached Har Sinai, their spiritual level met the 

level that Adam Ha’Rishon had before sinning (when the 

snake tempted Chavah to eat from the Etz Ha’Daas, and she 

gave some to Adam as well).         

Let us explain the greatness of this level. When Adam 

Ha’Rishon had not yet sinned, he had no evil inclination 

inside of him. His will was merely to serve Hashem, and 

nothing else. The Gemara in Sanhedrin (59b) states that at this 

stage, angels were roasting meat for Adam Ha’Rishon and 

filtering his wine. Since he was on such a high level, he was 

worthy that angels should serve him. The Gemara also 

mentions that Adam would walk together with Hashem in 

Gan Eden.    

The snake represented the evil inclination, and tempted 

Chavah to sin. She in turn caused Adam to sin. However, all 

of this temptation was from outside, and only due to the 

persuasion of others. Klal Yisrael reached a level at Matan 

Torah where they simply had no desire to commit any sins at 

all. This is a very great level indeed!     

However, after the sin of Adam, and after the sin of the 

Golden Calf, the evil inclination came back inside a person in 

the form of his “Nefesh Bahamis” – “animalistic soul.” This 

refers to the desires of people that are not Mitzvah related, as 

opposed to the desires of one’s Neshamah that are only 

Mitzvah related. Since people have both, not only do they 

desire to sin, but they do not even know sometimes whether a 

certain action is a sin (the desire of their Nefesh Bahamis) or a 

Mitzvah (the desire of their Neshamah). This lack of clarity 

causes people to often face great spiritual tests, which they 

would have not have faced in the status of Adam Ha’Rishon 

before he sinned (as the only desire they had was for 

spirituality).       

We find a similar elevated spiritual status that was given as 

a present to Bnei Yisrael during Kriyas Yam Suf. The 

Mechilta (Parshas Beshalach) states, “A maidservant saw 

(such a great revelation) by the Yam Suf what (the prophet) 

Yechezkel never saw in his lifetime.”   

The purpose of this elevated spiritual status at the Yam Suf 

was clearly for Bnei Yisrael to prepare themselves to receive 

the Torah. Bnei Yisrael understood this, and counted down 

every day towards their receiving of the Torah. They had a 

tremendous amount of excitement and anticipation during this 

time, and prepared themselves accordingly for when they 

would receive the Torah.      

We have previously spoken about the concept that 

whenever there was a time of great spiritual elevation for Bnei 

Yisrael, this time period was hallmarked as a time forever 

after for that same type of spiritual elevation. Since this time 

between Pesach and Shevuos is when we are supposed to 

receive the Torah and Bnei Yisrael prepared accordingly, it is 

a time when they clearly worked on not only their Torah, but 

also on their Bein Adam l’Chaveiro. We know that Klal 

Yisrael needed to be united in order to receive the Torah. This 

is as the Passuk in Shemos (19:2) states, “And Yisrael 

camped there in front of the mountain.” Rashi notes the usage 

of the singular “Va’Yichan” (and he camped) instead of the 

plural “Va’Yachanu” (and they camped) that is usually used 

regarding Bnei Yisrael. Rashi explains they camped there 

“like one man with one heart.” They were completely united 

in order to receive the Torah. There was no jealousy, 

competition, or stinginess between them.         

Since this time period should be used to elevate our good 

Middos, if during this time period the opposite is done, it is 

far worse than if it is done during other times of the year! It is 

using this special time for the exact opposite of its purpose, 

which is to build Achdus amongst Klal Yisrael! While 

Hashem would perhaps give more time for a person to repent 

from these types of sins during the course of the year, during 

this specific time, period Hashem is less forgiving regarding 
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these sins. This is why the students of Rebbi Akiva died 

specifically during this time period.    

          *********************************  

Shevuos is called “Zeman Matan Toraseinu” not just 

because it is the time that we received the Torah at Har 

Sinai; rather, every year anew, a person can have this 

special ability to receive Torah from Hashem during this 

time. It is a special time for a person to grow in his love 

for Torah and his clinging to Torah. 

The closer we get to Shevuos, the greater the Heavenly 

influence is, to cause us to love and appreciate Torah. The 

Sefarim tell us that everyday of Sefirah should be used to 

grow in one of the forty eight ways that help a person acquire 

Torah. The last day should be used to incorporate all of these 

forty eight ways together, and make one ready to receive the 

Torah. .             

May Hashem grant us all of the attributes that help a 

person succeed in acquiring Torah. Of course, we cannot rely 

on a miracle that all of a sudden we will have these attributes 

before Shevuos. Only a person who attempts to study 

diligently can acquire Torah. The evil inclination constantly 

tries to interrupt our study.                

As I have stated many times before, the way to combat this 

Yetzer Hara is through learning Mussar. When a person learns 

Mussar, because he is interested in understanding what the 

Mesilas Yesharim (or any other Mussar Sefer he is reading) 

says, he will gain tremendously from it. His whole life will 

change, and he will become a much happier person. His wife 

and children will enjoy being around him much more, as he 

will become a more refined person. He will become someone 

who people enjoy being with, as he will become a more 

pleasant and happy person.  

It is true, that there are those who find it hard to learn 

Mussar, as the Mesilas Yesharim is essentially telling these 

types of people to change their behaviors, and they are not 

interested in doing so. However, most people are not like this, 

Baruch Hashem!   

May we all merit strengthening ourselves in Torah and 

Middos Tovos through learning Mussar everyday. May we 

merit strengthening in all areas that require strengthening, and 

may we merit a true Kabalas Ha’Torah! 

 
 

(This discourse was delivered in Iyar 5776.) 
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