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Recognizing the Yetzer Hara 

Parashas Nasso 
 

Harav Hagaon Nissan Kaplan Shlit’’a 

In this week’s parashah, we have the inyan of the ishah sotah, followed immediately by 

the inyan of nazir. Rashi, citing Chazal, asks why the two are juxtaposed, and answers 

that it is a lesson that one who sees the sotah in her disgrace should distance himself from 

wine, which brings people to sin.  

 

This seems counterintuitive. The person who sees the drastic punishment of the sotah is 

the one who should be least likely to sin! If I would be dealing with a group of wayward 

teenagers, and I would hear about a sotah who was about to drink the bitter waters, I 

would take the entire group to the Beis Hamikdash to witness her fate, so that they should 

be afraid to behave the way she did.  

 

Yet Chazal tell us the opposite, and in doing so reveal a great secret. If a person sees a 

sotah in her disgrace, then even though he sees her being punished, her sin enters his 

realm of possibility.  

 

This is similar to what Chazal say about Amalek. We are commanded to wipe out 

Amalek because they attacked Klal Yisrael at a time when all the other nations were 

terrified of them. They are compared to a fool who jumped into a boiling hot bathtub that 

everyone else was scared to enter. The fool got burned, but he cooled off the bathtub for 

others to jump into as well. Even though Klal Yisrael defeated Amalek in battle, 

Amalek’s attack paved the way for other nations to wage war with Klal Yisrael.  

 

Likewise, when a person sees a sotah being punished, his aversion to the sin is cooled off 

somewhat, to the extent that the sin becomes doable. Once you see a sin or a sinner, you 

are a step closer to doing the sin.  

 

Rabbosai, listen carefully.  יזיר עצמו מן היין בקלקולההרואה סוטה  – kal v’chomer for someone 

who sees a sotah not בקלקולה. When someone reads a bad newspaper, or looks at a bad 

site or blog, or watches bad movies, and he sees dirty things, that’s  הרואה סוטה שלא

 If he reads in the newspaper about a crime or bad deed that was done and whose .בקלקולה

perpetrator was not caught or punished, who knows what a terrible effect that has on him.  
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Which Comes First? 

In the Torah, the order is sotah and then nazir, but in Shas, the order is reversed – first 

comes Maseches Nazir, and then Maseches Sotah. One possible reason is that Maseches 

Nazir follows Maseches Nedarim, because Nazir is a form of neder. But I heard the 

following explanation from R’ Leib Gurwicz, in the name of the Gerrer Rebbe. He says 

that mid’Oraysa, the approach is that after one sees a sotah, he has to take precautions 

and refrain from drinking wine, to ensure that he doesn’t become the next sinner. 

Mid’Rabbanan, however, we take additional precautions, as Chazal say:  אמרי נזירא סחור

 we tell the nazir to go around the vineyard and not enter it for fear – סחור לכרמא לא תקרב

that he might reach for the grapes. Mid’Rabbanan, you avoid wine even before seeing the 

sotah. You don’t have any access to bad things that you can see and read, and you keep 

far, far away from bad places. That’s why Maseches Nazir comes before Maseches Sotah.  

 

The Yetzer Hara’s True Goal 

 

The Gemara (Nedarim 9) teaches that Shimon Hatzaddik never ate from the korban of a 

nazir who became tamei – except once. He was concerned that when the nazir becomes 

tamei, he regrets making his vow of nezirus to the extent that the vow might be 

considered mistaken, a neder ta’us. If so, then eating the korban would be akin to eating 

chullin in the azarah, and Shimon Hatzaddik didn’t want to risk eating such a korban.  

 

Once, however, a nazir from the south came to the Beis Hamikdash, and Shimon 

Hatzaddik saw that he was very handsome, with beautiful hair. “My son,” Shimon 

Hatzaddik asked him, “Why did you become a nazir and cause yourself to have to shave 

off your beautiful hair?” 

 

“I’m a shepherd,” answered the nazir, “and once, I went to draw water from the well, and 

I saw my reflection in the water. The yetzer hara then came to me and sought ‘letordeini 

min ha’olam’ – to make me lose my Olam Haba. I vowed then that I would become a 

nazir and shave my hair off for Hashem.”  

 

Hearing this, Shimon Hatzaddik kissed him and said, “My son, there should be many 

nezirim like you in Klal Yisrael. This is what the Torah means when it says: ִכי יְַפִלא ... ִאיׁש 

ֹּר נֶֶדר נָזִיר ְלַהזִיר לַ  'הִלנְד .” 

 

This story begs the question: Why did this nazir react so drastically at the mere sight of 

his reflection in the water? What sin could the yetzer hara possibly have persuaded him 

to transgress just from seeing his own face first the first time?  

 

The answer is that the yetzer hara was not trying to get him to transgress gilui arayos or 

other severe aveiros at that point. Rather, the yetzer hara was telling him, “Look how 

handsome you are – you should make your hair nicer, wear a nicer shirt, a lighter color 

suit, put more effort into looking good.” But this nazir knew what the yetzer hara really 

wanted. He didn’t want him to stop at grooming his hair a little or wearing fancier 

clothing – he wanted letordeini min ha’olam! All of the yetzer hara’s tactics are for this 
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one singular purpose. When the nazir realized this, he immediately swore that he would 

shave off his hair for Hashem.  

 

This is the way to fight the yetzer hara. 

 

The nazir from the south was revealing a great secret to us. Any person who feels that the 

yetzer hara is out to destroy him will stand firm and manage to overcome the urge to sin. 

Our problem is that when the yetzer hara comes, we don’t realize that his intention is 

letordeini min ha’olam. We think that he’s simply trying to get us to go on vacation, to 

take it easy, to sleep in, to not show up for a shiur. But the nazir from the south heard the 

message and understood what the yetzer hara’s ultimate goal was. When a person 

recognizes that, he is able to withstand the yetzer hara.  

 

I read in the name of the daughter of the Chofetz Chaim that when she was a little girl, 

her parents were very poor. Every morning, her mother would serve the Chofetz Chaim a 

breakfast of stale bread and tea. The baker would sell the old bread at a discount, with 

even more of a discount for the broken pieces of old bread, and that’s what the Chofetz 

Chaim’s wife would buy. The Chofetz Chaim would dip this bread in his tea, and that 

was his breakfast.  

 

One morning, there was no money to buy even the old, broken pieces of bread, so the 

rebbetzin served her husband only a cup of tea for breakfast. As she brought the tea, she 

was crying; this is what she’s serving her husband, the Chofetz Chaim? Suddenly, the 

daughter of the Chofetz Chaim saw her father bang on the table and call out, “What does 

the yetzer hara want? That Yisrael Meir shouldn’t learn Torah? Yisrael Meir will learn 

Torah.” There was a pause, and then the Chofetz Chaim banged on the table again. “What 

does the yetzer hara want? That Yisrael Meir shouldn’t be an adam gadol? Yisrael Meir 

will become an adam gadol.” 

 

The Chofetz Chaim knew the yetzer hara’s secret. When he had no breakfast, he didn’t 

see it as a parnassah problem or a hunger problem – he saw the yetzer hara in action. 

When a person sees his difficulties as an attempt letordeini min ha’olam, then he can 

cope with those difficulties. 

 

The battle against the yetzer hara is not on the minor nisayon of today; it’s an existential 

battle. If we know that, we will be empowered to take up the battle. Everyone wants to 

become close to Hashem and to grow. The problem is that they don’t view the daily 

struggle as the yetzer hara’s attempt letordeini min ha’olam.  

 

In the parashah of nazir, the Torah is telling us that when we have a nisayon, we 

shouldn’t look at it as something small and localized. Look at it in the big picture, and 

realize that what the yetzer hara really wants is to finish you off. That recognition, 

coupled with a resolve to distance oneself from the sotah and everything she represents, 

can help a person succeed in the battle against the yetzer hara. 

 

 


