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Unpacking the Sin of the Spies
Sarah Gordon

Introduction: The Main Sources

1. Bamidbar 13

(2) "Send for yourself men, that they may
scout the land of Canaan, which [ am giving to

the children of Israel. You shall send one man
each for his father's tribe; each one shall be a
chieftain among them." (3) Moshe sent them
from the Wilderness of Paran according to
God's word; all of them were leaders of the
children of Israel.

(17) Moshe sent them to scout the land of
Canaan, and said to them: "Go up this way in
the south and climb the mountain. (18) See the
land, what it is; and the people who dwell in it,
whether they are strong or weak, whether
they are few or many. (19) And what is the land

in which they dwell, whether it is good or bad;
and what are the cities in which they dwell,
whether in camps or in fortresses. (20) And
what the land is, whether it is fat or lean,
whether there is wood in it or not. Strengthen
yourselves and take of the fruit of the land."
Now it was the season of the first ripe grapes.

(26) They went and came to Moshe, Aharon,
and the entire congregation of the children of
Israel in the Wilderness of Paran at Kadesh;
they brought back word to them and to the
entire congregation, and showed them the
fruit of the land. (27) They told him and said:
"We came to the land to which you sent us,
and it does indeed flow with milk and honey,
and this is its fruit. (28) However, the people
who dwell in the land are powerful, and the
cities are very greatly fortified; moreover, we
saw the children of the giant there. (29)
Amalek dwells in the south land, the Hittite,
the Jebusite, and the Amorite dwell in the
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mountains, and the Canaanite dwells by the
sea and by the Jordan." (30) Calev silenced the
people toward Moshe and said: "We shall
surely go up and take possession of it, for we
can certainly do it!" (31) But the men who had
gone up with him said: "We are unable to go
up against the people, for they are stronger
than we." (32) They brought forth to the
children of Israel an evil report on the land
which they had scouted, saying: "The land
through which we passed to scout is a land
that consumes its inhabitants, and all the
people we saw in it are men of great stature.
(33) There we saw the giants, the sons of
Anak, descended from the giants; we were in

our own €yes as grasshoppers, and so were

we in their eyes."

2. Devarim 1

(22) Then all of you approached me and said:
"Let us send men ahead of us that they may
scout the land for us, and bring back word to
us of the road by which we should go up and
the cities we shall come to." (23) The plan
pleased me, and I took from you twelve men,
one man for each tribe.
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e  Why was the sin of the spies so severe that it led to an entire generation dying in the

desert and never entering Israel?

e What was the spies' actual sin?

e What lessons are we meant to learn from this story?

Option 1: Lack of Faith

3. Rashi on Bamidbar 13:2
"Send for yourself": For your own benefit, as
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you see fit. I do not command vou; if you wish,

send. Since Israel came and said, "Let us send
men before us," as it says in Devarim (1:22),
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Moshe took counsel with God. God said: I told
them it is good [the land]. By their lives, I will
give them the opportunity to err through the
words of the spies, so that they will not
inherit it.
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4. Bamidbar Rabbah 16:7

To what is this comparable? To a king who
said to his son: "Go and take yourself a wife."
The son replied: "I want to see her first." The
king thought: If I refuse, he will say she must
be ugly and I am hiding it. He said: "Go and
see." But he swore to himself: He will not
benefit from her. So too, God said to Israel:
"The land is good." They said: We want to see
it first. God said: By your lives, you will not
enter it.
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5. Ramban on Bamidbar 13

13:2 But the explanation of this subject is as
follows: The Israelites wanted [to act] in the
way that all those who come to wage war in a
foreign country do, namely to send out men
to become acquainted with the roads and
entrances to the cities; so that when they
return [from their mission], the scouts will go
at the head of the army, to show them the

Now this is the correct guidance [to give] to
anyone who [plans to] conquer a country. And
so did Moses himself do, as it is said, And
Moses sent to spy out Jazer, and Joshua the son
of Nun also [sent] two spies. It was for this
reason that [the people’s request to send out
scouts] pleased Moses, for Scripture does not
[allow man] to rely on a miracle in any of its
affairs. Instead, it commands those who go
out to battle to arm themselves, to take [all
necessary] precautions...
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Then Moses consulted the Divine Presence
and G-d gave him permission, saying, “Send
thee men, that they may spy out the land of
Canaan and become acquainted with it, and
bring back a report to you, and according to
their information you should take counsel
regarding the conquest”

13:27 Now in all this they said the truth, and
gave a report about those matters which they
had been commanded [to find out], therefore
they should [indeed] have said [as in fact they
did] that the people that dwell in the Land are
flerce and the cities are fortified... But the
wickedness of the spies consisted in saying
the word ephes ["nevertheless” —
‘Nevertheless'], which signifies something
negative and beyond human capability,
something impossible of achievement... Thus
the spies told Moses that the Land is fertile
and surely it floweth with milk and honey and
the fruits are good, but it is impossible to
fight against the people because they are
fierce, and the cities are fortified, and very
great; and moreover we saw the children of
Anak there.
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Option 2: Not Understanding the Assignment

6. Yehoshua 2

(1) Yehoshua bin Nun secretly sent two men
from Shittim as spies, saying, "Go, inspect the
land and Jericho." They went and came to the
house of a prostitute named Rachav, and lay
there. (2) The king of Jericho was told: "Some
men have come here tonight, Israelites, to spy
on the country." (3) The king of Jericho sent
orders to Rachav: "Bring out the men who
came to you and entered your house, for they
have come to spy out the entire country."
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Yehoshua 1

Bamidbar 13

2 soldiers

12 tribal chiefs

Secret: report only to Yehoshua

Public: Report to people and Moshe
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7. Bereishit 42

(9) Yosef remembered the dreams he had
dreamed about them. He said to them: "You
are spies; you have come to see the nakedness
of the land."
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8. Yehoshua 18

(2) Seven tribes still remained among the
Israelites who had not yet received their
portions. (3) Yehoshua said to the Israelites:
"How long will you neglect to go and take
possession of the land which God, the God of
your ancestors, has assigned to you?
Designate three men from each tribe; I will
send them to go and traverse the land and
write a description of it for the purposes of
their inheritance. Then they shall come back
to me.
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9. Bereishit 13

(17) Rise, walk through the land, its length and
its breadth, for I will give it to you.
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10. Reflections of the Rav, Vol. One, Lessons in Jewish thought adapted from the lectures of
Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik by Abraham R. Besdin:

The union of the people of Israel with the land of Israel is comparable to a marriage. The
crossing of the Jordan River involved more than geographical movement; it represented a

marriage between the people and the land, a union of rocky hills and sandy trails with a people
whose future destiny is to this day bound up with the state and welfare of the land...




... This, we suggest, was the reason Moses was told to send scouts into the land - not to gather
intelligence, but to have the distinguished heads of each tribe explore the land and bring back
reports of its singular character... by entering the land, the people were being wedded to it and,
despite Divine assurances of its quality, they had to experience it through their princes before

the commitment could be deeply rooted and irrevocably assumed. (p. 121-122)

Option 3: Merging Two Separate Missions

11. Rav Yaakov Medan, Yeshivat Har Etzion, “The Mission of the Spies”:

Moshe's mistake lay in combining these two aims, so fundamentally different in nature and in
their details, into one mission. He may have done this in order to avoid the complication of

sending two separate missions to Canaan, or he may have had some other reason. In any event,
this represented a dual mistake. On one hand, combining the two missions was a sin against the
holy task of sending princes of Israel by God's command. Burdening the emissaries of this holy
task with a mundane mission would appear to be making use of a holy vessel for mundane
purposes (me'ila)...Even if the understandable fears of the nation led Moshe to agree to send
spies to the land, since his refusal would only have led to panic, allowing this mission to "hitch a
ride" on the back of the holy mission ordained by God detracted somewhat from the latter.

Moreover, the combination of the two missions also did an injustice to the mundane mission,
and one with disastrous consequences. A military spy mission has its own requirements and its
own information specifications. A spying operation is doomed to failure if, rather than being
planned with precision, it is tacked on as an afterthought to another dispatch.

12. Devarim 1:37 N D™M2T.12
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account, saying: "You too shall not enter ‘DY NAD
there.

Option 4: Inability to See the Good

13. Sins in Bamidbar:

e Complaint and punishment of Mitonanim (11:1-3)
e Asafsuf/people crying for meat and Egypt (11:4-10)
e Miriam and Aharon's lashon hara against Moshe (12:1-16)



https://etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bamidbar/parashat-shelach/shelach-mission-spies-0

14. Rashi on Bamidbar 13:2 NnY13 NInol NRY — 21" 12Tna by "'wa .14
Why is the section of the spies juxtaposed RDY 2V DN NNRYY 297 70110 NYI9? D23
with the section of Miriam? Because Miriam NP2 X2118711290 DWYN "N N1APY NAT
was punished on account of the slanderous Apn

speech she uttered against her brother, and
these wicked ones saw it but did not take a

lesson from it.

15. Rabbi Michael Hattin, Yeshivat Har Etzion, “Of Spy Stories and Heroic Measures™:

The mission constitutes an attempt to resolve the spiritual and political crisis of the trek
through Midbar Paran and to save the journey. By seeing and speaking good. the spies would

have resolved the political crisis of the failing journey, freed the people from the grips of their
spiritual malaise and brought the Children of Israel out of the shadows of death cast in Midbar

Paran.

16. Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks z”1, Covenant & Conversation, Lessons in Leadership, Parshat
Shelach Lecha, 5774, 5781:

I prefer the word “hope” to “optimism.” Optimism is the belief that things will get better; hope is
the belief that together we can make things better. No Jew, knowing Jewish history, can be an
optimist, but no Jew worthy of the name abandons hope. The most pessimistic of the Prophets,
from Amos to Jeremiah, were still voices of hope. By their defeatism, the spies failed as leaders
and as Jews. To be a Jew is to be an agent of hope.



https://www.etzion.org.il/en/tanakh/torah/sefer-bamidbar/parashat-shelach/shelach-spy-stories-and-heroic-measures-0
https://rabbisacks.org/covenant-conversation/shelach-lecha/confidence/

