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CAN YOU ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS?

1. List the four major vices?
2. Which nations embodied these character traits?
3. Which cardinal sins did these nations embody?

4.  What positive effects, if any, did these nations and their national
character have upon the Jewish people?

5. Give some examples of how unbridled vices changed
the course of history.

This and much more will be addressed in the third lecture of this series:
“The Four Vices and their Effect upon History”

To derive maximum benefit from this lecture, keep these questions in mind as
you listen to the lecture and read through the outline. Go back to these
questions once again at the end of the lecture and see how well you answer
them.

PLEASE NOTE: This outline and source book were designed as a powerful
tool to help you appreciate and understand the basis of Jewish History.
Although the lectures can be listened to without the use of the outline, we
advise you to read the outline to enhance your comprehension. Use it, as well,
as a handy reference guide and for quick review.

This lecture is dedicated to the merit and honor of the Zuroff family.
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THE EPIC OF THE ETERNAL PEOPLE
Presented by Rabbi Shmuel Irons

SERIES XXIV: THE PANORAMA OF JEWISH HISTORY
LECTURE III: THE FOUR VICES AND THEIR EFFECT UPON HISTORY

L. The Four Vices and the Four Kingdoms
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Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish interpreted these verses as a reference to the exiles. “And the land was
formless” (Gen. 1:2) is referring to the Babylonian exile, as it says (Jeremiah 4:23), “I looked on
the earth, and, behold, it was #ohu - formless . . .” The words, “vavahu - and empty” (Ibid.) is a
reference to the Median exile, as it says (Esther 6:14), “And they hurried - vayavhilu - to bring
Haman.” The words, “‘choshesh - and darkness” (Ibid.), refers to the Greek exile, as the Greeks
darkened the eyes of Israel through their decrees, for they said to them, “Write upon the horn of
the ox that you don’t have a portion in the G-d of Israel.” The words, “al pnai sehom - on the
face of the deep waters” (Ibid.) refers to the exile of the evil kingdom (Rome), which is not
fathomable, just like the deep waters. Just like the deep waters aren’t fathomable, so too the evil.
“v’ruach elokim mirachefess - And the spirit of G-d swept over” (Ibid.) is referring to the spirit
of the king, Moshiach, just as it says (Isaiah 11:2), “And the spirit of the L-rd shall rest upon him

..” With what merit will he come? [With the merit of,] “And the spirit of G-d swept over the
face of the waters”, which is the merit of repentance, which is likened to water, as it says (Lam.
2:19), “. . . pour out your heart like water before the face of the L-rd . . .” Medrash Rabbah
Parshah 2:4
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And it shall come to pass, when all these things have come upon you, the blessing and the curse,
which I have set before you, and you shall call them to mind among all the nations, where the
L-rd your G-d has driven you, And shall return to the L-rd your G-d, and shall obey His voice
according to all that I command you this day, you and your children, with all your heart, and
with all your soul; That then the L-rd your G-d will return your captivity, and have compassion
upon you, and will return and gather you from all the nations, where the L-rd your G-d has
scattered you. If your outcasts have been driven out to the farthest parts of heaven, from there
will the L-rd your G-d gather you, and from there will He fetch you. Deuteronomy 30:14
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Each exile corresponds to the essential sins over which Israel stumbled [in the past]. This is the
way that they can reach a complete rectification of those sins, to completely purify themselves
from their impurities. . . . [By resisting the temptations of that particular culture] they will
thereby totally uproot the root cause of their sins. Sefer Michtav M’Eliyahu III p. 210
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Rabbi Elazar HaKapar says: Jealousy (control), desire (craving), and honor (glory) take a person
out of the world. Avos 4:21
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Three things cause a person to be removed from the world: Jealousy (control), desire (craving),
and honor (glory). Why these three things? For a person is made up of three parts: 1) the
physical body (i.e. the source of desire), 2) nefesh - the life force (his emotions - and the source
of his need to control) 3) the intellect (i.e. the source of his need to achieve glory or honor). . . .
In summary, each one of these three things, jealousy, desire, and honor destroys a [vital] part of
the spirit. Maharal, Discourse on Shabbos Teshuva
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The life force (nefesh) is the outstanding attribute of the first kingdom [that dominated Israel],
for the first kingdom had the greatest prestige and power, as Daniel said to [Nebuchadnezzer]
(Daniel 2:37), “You, O king, are a king of kings; to whom the G-d of heaven has given the
kingdom, the power, the strength, and the glory.” Similarly Daniel said regarding the second
vision [of Nebuchadnezzer] (ibid. 2:38), “You are this head of gold.” Therefore it is said
regarding [the first kingdom] (ibid. 7:4), “The first was like a lion, and had eagle’s wings.” This
is the eagle who flies above all, as it will be explained. This corresponds to the attribute of the
nefesh in man, which is the power of domination.

The second kingdom is the kingdom of Medea (Persia), which represents the material aspect
of man. This is a lesser level than the first. The whole idea of surrounding the power of the body
stems from the fact that it is always lacking and always needs to be fulfilled. This corresponds to
the second kingdom. That is why Daniel said regarding this kingdom (Daniel 7:5), “And behold
another beast, a second, like a bear.” ... And they stated in Chapter Asarah Yuchsin (Chapter
4), Kiddushin 72a: Rav Yosef taught regarding the verse (Daniel 7:5), “And behold another
beast, a second, like a bear,” that it refers to the Persians, for they eat and drink like a bear, they
are clothed in flesh like a bear, they are overgrown with hair like a bear, and have no rest like a
bear. - The reason is that they constantly desire to swallow up [everything in their sight]. This is
their outstanding attribute.

The kingdom of Greece wanted to uproot the connection between Israel and the Holy One,
blessed be He. Daniel saw the kingdom following [Persia] in the image of a leopard, for this
kingdom represents the third facet of man, his intellect, for this kingdom possessed wisdom
and understanding, as this will be explained at length. The whole theme of this kingdom was
their desire for wisdom, as it was evident from the Greeks, as it will be explained. For that reason
they focused upon the Torah and how to eliminate it from Israel. They didn’t want this branch of
knowledge [to continue], especially since it is a higher form of wisdom than the human wisdom
which they possessed, as the Torah is the highest form of wisdom. . . . The Greeks were not
opposed to Israel, per se, but rather to their Torah, as this will be explained further on at length.
For that reason Daniel saw this third kingdom in the form of a leopard, as this beast is extremely
fierce, similar to their saying (Avos 5:20), “Be fierce as a leopard.” This attribute is singularly
connected to wisdom, as our Sages said (Avos 2:5), “One who is shy cannot learn.” For that
reason, the outstanding attribute of Israel is their fierceness, as they said in the tractate Beitzah
(25:2), “It was taught in the name of Rabbi Meir, ‘Why was the Torah given to Israel, because
they are fierce.””

In addition, Daniel saw a fourth beast (Daniel 7:7), “and it was different from all the beasts that
were before it.”” . . . The reason that it was different from the other beasts was because this fourth
beast had all of those three attributes together, whereas the first three kingdoms only possessed a
portion of them. Only the fourth kingdom possessed them all. . . . Consequently, Daniel saw all
three in one night and the fourth kingdom on a separate night. . . .

The first kingdom, the kingdom of Babylon, desired prestige, to become the most prestigious of
all [nations], as Daniel said (Daniel 2:38), “You are this head of gold,” i.e. he is the most
prestigious. It is because he desired to be on top of everyone, just as Daniel envisioned him,
when he saw that first beast, in the form of a lion, as the lion is the most prestigious of all beasts,
as they said in Chagiga (13b), “The lion is the king of the beasts.” Consequently, when Daniel
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saw him [in his vision in Daniel 7:4] he saw him with “wings of an eagle,” as the eagle flies
above [the other birds]. Whereas in the imagery of the second kingdom it is depicted (ibid.
2:32), “his chest and his arms of silver,” it loved to amass silver and wealth, and (Ecclesiastes
5:9) “He who loves silver shall not be satisfied with silver.” He saw the third kingdom in the
form of (Daniel 2:39) of “copper (brass),” as they were fierce and enthusiatic to go and conquer
distant lands. Their kingdom was strong and fierce as brass is bold. It was referred to as a
leopard because of its fierce countenance. - The fourth kingdom, however, since it views itself
as being everything that there is, with no one besides it, it doesn’t want there to be any other
thing in existence. Consequently, it destroys everything [in its path]. Simply destruction. That is
why Daniel envisioned this beast with teeth of iron (ibid. 7:7), for iron destroys and cuts
everything, as we explained in our commentary, and the whole thrust of this kingdom is to
destroy, just as it burned the House of our G-d and destroyed it, i.e. destruction for destruction’s
sake. Now even though the first kingdom also burned down the House of our G-d, this was
because they wanted to subjugate them, but not because they wanted to perform wanton
destruction. They conquered Israel because they wanted to rule over all of the nations. In order to
facilitate their conquests, they would crush resistance and burn down [all that stood in their
way]. The fourth kingdom, however, had already previously conquered [Israel], and even though
[Israel] had created a slight rebellion, as is well known, nonetheless, they were still under their
dominion. This [act of burning the Temple] was only because they wanted to destroy them and
they had found an excuse. All of this is because negativity cleaves to the fourth kingdom, for it is
the last and the end of [earthly] kingdoms. [After it] all kingdoms will be destroyed and negated.
Consequently, negativity clings to this fourth kingdom. . . . For this reason, the Midrash (Vayikra
Rabbah 13:5) describes the following: The camel refers to Babylon, for it chews its cud, i.e. it
praised the Holy One, blessed be He. Rabbi Berechiah and Rabbi Chelbo said in the name of R.
Yishmael bar Nachman: All that [King] David expressed was summarized by that evil one
(Nebuchadnezzer) in one verse (Daniel 4:34). “Now I Nebuchadnezzar praise and extol and
honor the King of heaven, all Whose works are truth, and His ways judgment; and He is able to
abase those who walk in pride.” . . . The coney (hyrax) is referring to Medea, for it chews its
cud, for it praises the Holy One, blessed be He, as it says (Ezra 1:2), “Thus says Cyrus king of
Persia, The L-rd G-d of heaven has given me all the kingdoms of the earth; and He has charged
me to build Him a house in Jerusalem, which is in Judah.” The hare is referring to Greece for it
chews its cud, i.e. it praises the Holy One, blessed be He. When Alexander the Macedonian first
beheld Shimon HaTzaddik he said, “Blessed be the L-rd, the G-d of Shimon HaTzaddik.” The
swine refers to Edom. It does not chew its cud, i.e. it does not praise the Holy One, blessed be
He. Not only does it not praise G-d, but it reviles and blasphemes Him and says, “Whom have I
in heaven.” . . .

There are those that ask, “Where is the kingdom of Yishmael alluded to?” for it is a vast and
mighty kingdom. The answer to this question is that Scripture only reckons those kingdoms who
received the kingship of the “holy ones (i.e. higher spiritual beings - angels) of the most High,”
(Daniel 7:22) who inherited the kingship of Israel and their powers . . . which are the four
kingdoms. Had the kingdom of Israel not ceased, these nations would have never received their
kingship. The kingdom of Yishmael, however, did not inherit their power from the kingdom of
Israel, for their strength and power was given to them separately by Hashem, since he was a
descendant of Avraham. Hashem told Avraham (Gen. 17:20), “As for Yishmael, I have heard
your prayers.” Behold Hashem gave Yishmael separately strength and power. This places it in a
different category from the four kingdoms, who only inherited their strength and power from
Israel. Eventually, all of it will return to the kingdom of Israel. An even better answer to the
question [of why the kingdom of Yishmael is not mentioned,] seems to be that Yishmael is
included in the kingdom of Persia, the second kingdom. Even though [Chazal] identify the
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kingdom that followed [Babylon] (Dan. 7:5) as being Persia, Persia is not specifically mentioned
in Scripture. They merely meant that Persia is included in the second kingdom, [but not
necessarily the entire kingdom]. Maharal of Prague, Ner Mitzvah pages 11-18
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In addition there is a shrouded mystery regarding the question: Why is it that the first Beis
HaMikdash (Temple) was destroyed due to the three sins (idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed)
and the second Sanctuary due to gratuitous hatred? I will hint at its explanation and you will
[hopefully] understand it. The reason is that the first Temple possessed the merit of the three
holy Patriarchs whose spiritual level was certainly above that of Israel. It is well known that the
special quality of Avraham, that which set him apart, was his separation from immorality.
Regarding him is it stated in Bava Basra (16a), “Dust should be placed in the mouth of Job
(Iyov); he refrained from looking at other men's wives, as it says (Job 31:1), ‘I made a covenant
with Your eyes; how then should I look upon a maid?” Abraham did not even look at his own, as
it is written (Genesis 12:11), ‘Behold now I know that you are a beautiful woman to look upon,’
[which shows that up to then he did not know,]” for he never looked intently upon her. The merit
of Yitzchak was his distance from idolatry, for he sacrificed himself to be brought as a sacrifice
to Hashem. Yaakov’s merit countered [the sin of] bloodshed. This matter is also well known, for
Yaakov represented [eternal] life, for Yaakov never died. In addition, he was the polar opposite
of Esav, who was ruddy, an indication that he shed blood. Yaakov, his polar opposite was distant
from this. Furthermore, Yaakov never saw keri (had a seminal emission). This is considered a
minor form of bloodshed as it is befitting and possible that a person would have been formed
from that semen. Yaakov was distant even from that. The second Temple which was not on the
lofty level of the first, corresponded to the [merits] of Knesses Yisrael (the collective spirituality
of Israel) themselves. Our Sages have already stated (Shabbos 55a) that the merits of the
Patriarchs finally ceased when the first Temple was destroyed. Consequently, the second Temple
corresponded to the [merits] of Knesses Yisrael (the collective spirituality of Israel) themselves.
Therefore, gratuitous hatred annulled the power of Knesses Yisrael, for it received that name due
to the interconnection and unity of Israel. Maharal of Prague, Netzach Yisrael pages 21-22
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But why was the second Sanctuary destroyed, seeing that in its time they were occupying
themselves with Torah, [observance of] precepts, and the practice of charity? Because therein
prevailed hatred without cause. That teaches you that groundless hatred is considered as of even
gravity the three sins of idolatry, immorality, and bloodshed together. Yoma 9b
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The whole thrust of this kingdom is to destroy, just as it burned the House of our G-d and
destroyed it, i.e. destruction for destruction’s sake. . . . This [act of burning the Temple] was only
because they wanted to destroy them and they had found an excuse. All of this is because
negativity cleaves to the fourth kingdom, for it is the last and the end of [earthly] kingdoms.
[After it] all kingdoms will be destroyed and negated. Consequently, negativity clings to this
fourth kingdom. Maharal of Prague, Ner Mitzvah
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Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai said: It is a law [of nature] that Esau hates Yaakov. Rashi, Gen. 33:4

1L The Three Vices in Early History

A. Jealousy
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And the L-rd said to Cain, Why are you angry? and why is your countenance fallen? Genesis 4:6
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For he (Yitzchak) had possessions of flocks, and possessions of herds, and a great store of
servants; and the Philistines envied him. For all the wells which his father’s servants had dug in
the days of Abraham his father, the Philistines had stopped them up, and filled them with earth.
And Abimelech said to Isaac, Go from us; for you are mightier than we. Genesis 26:14-16

N*T2 nUwNT2 273X 179'({7 12ANT 1IN ‘ID"IN;Q?] (3
And his brothers envied him; but his father kept the matter in mind. Genesis 37:11
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Rava b. Mehasia also said in the name of R. Hama b. Goria in Rav's name: A man should never
single out one son among his other sons, for on account of the two sela's weight of fine wool,
which Yaakov gave Yosef in excess of his other sons, his brothers became jealous of him and the
matter resulted in our forefathers’ descent into Egypt. Shabbos 10b



Series XXIV 8 Lecture #3

B. Desire
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And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were
born to them, That the sons of G-d (nobility) saw the daughters of men that they were pretty; and
they took as wives all those whom they chose. And the L-rd said, My spirit shall not always
strive with man, for he also is flesh; yet his days shall be a hundred and twenty years. Genesis
6:1-3
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And G-d looked upon the earth, and, behold, it was corrupt; for all flesh had corrupted its way
upon the earth. Genesis 6:12

C. Honor
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And they said, Come, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach to heaven; and let
us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth. Genesis 11:4

111. Cause and Effect
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“In the beginning G-d created . . .” ‘Rabbi Yitzchak said: The Torah should have actually
begun with [the words] (Exodus 12:2), “This month shall be for you the first of the months . . .”
which is the first Mitzva which the Jewish people were commanded. Why did the Torah begin
with [the words], “In the beginning G-d created . . .”? [The answer is] because (Psalms 111:6),
“The power of His works did He declare to His people [that He may give them the heritage of
the nations].” For if the nations of the world say to them, “You are bandits who conquered the
lands of the seven nations [of Canaan],” [the Jewish people] can reply to them, “The entire earth
belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He, and He gave it to whom He soever saw fit. He willfully
gave it to them and [subsequently] willfully gave it to us.” - This is the Agadah (Medrash)
quoted by Rashi in his commentary.

One needs to ask the following question [regarding this statement]: There is a great need to begin
the Torah with the words, “In the beginning G-d created . . .”. for it is the root source of our
faith. He who does not believe in this and thinks that the world is eternal is denying the very
essence [of Judaism] and has no [connection to] Torah at all. The answer to this question is that
the Creation Epic is a deep mystery and cannot be understood from the words of Scripture
[alone]. It could only be understood to its fullest through the transmission (kabbalah) which is
traced all the way back to Moshe, our teacher, who heard it directly from the Almighty. Those
who know it are required to keep it hidden. For that reason, Rabbi Yitzchak said that the Torah
did not need to begin with the words, “In the beginning G-d created . . .” and continue on with
the details of what was created on the first day and second day etc. and the lengthy narrative
regarding the creation of Adam and Chava (Eve), their sin and punishment, [and] the story of
Gan Eden (the Garden of Eden) and their being expelled from there, for all of it cannot be
adequately understood from Scripture itself. Most certainly, then, the narrative regarding the
generation of the Flood and the Dispersion of Man [in the wake of building the Tower of Babel],
which is not crucial [to the understanding of Torah, did not have to be written in the Torah]. It
would have sufficed for the adherents of the Torah to be without these writings. They would just
have to believe in general that which was mentioned to them in the Ten Commandments (Exodus
20:11) that Hashem made the heaven and earth and the sea and all that is contained therein in six
days and rested on the seventh. The rest of the details would have remained as part of the Torah
SheBaal Peh (Oral Law) as part of the corpus of Halacha L’Moshe MiSinai (the transmission
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from Moshe from He who revealed Himself on Mount Sinai) and be the province of special
[learned] individuals.

[For that reason] Rabbi Yitzchak gave a reason for the Torah beginning with the words, “In the
beginning G-d created . . .” and the creation narrative culminating with the creation of Adam and
his being given domain over His handiwork, placing everything under his control (lit. feet), with
the Garden of Eden (Gan Eden), the choicest place of creation, being his domicile until he was
forcibly driven away from there due to his sin. [He also gave a reason for including the narrative
of] the generation of the Flood whose sins caused them to be driven out from the entire world
(i.e. death), with only the most righteous of them (Noah) being saved together with his family,
with their descendants doomed to be scattered across the globe due to their sins, finding refuge
wherever they could. [Having the Torah teach us this], it only follows that when a nation
continues to sin that they forfeit their place on earth and another nation would then come to
inherit their land, for that is the pattern of Divine justice. This is certainly the case with the
inclusion of the narrative of the cursing of Canaan who was thus doomed to eternal servitude
(Gen. 9:27), for it is not befitting that such people should inherit the choicest place on earth.
Rather, it is only befitting that the servants of Hashem, the descendants of His most beloved
should inherit their land, similar to the verse (Psalms 105:44), “And He gave them the lands of
the nations; and they seized the labor of the people, That they might observe His statutes, and
keep His Torah,” i.e., He drove away from there the renegades and settled in their place His
servants. [He informed us of all of this] so that they should know that they inherited it only due
to their [expected] Divine service and if they should sin, [G-d forbid,] the land would spit them
out just as it did to the people who came before them.

This explanation of [Rabbi Yitzchak’s statement] is elucidated in the language of the following
passage of Medrash Beraishis Rabbah (1:3), “Rabbi Yeshoshua of Sachnin in the name of Rabbi
Levi began his lecture with the following: (Psalms 111:6), ‘The power of His works did He
declare to His people . . . Why did the Holy One, blessed be He, reveal to the Jewish people
what was created on the first day and the second day etc. so that the seven nations should not
censure Israel and say to them, “You are a nation of pillagers!” Israel can then say to them, ‘And
you? Behold you yourselves are plunderers! [similar to that which is written (Deut. 2:23),] “the
Caphtorim, who came out of Caphtor, destroyed them, and lived in their place.” The entire world
belongs to the Holy One, blessed be He. When He so desired it was given to you and when He so
desired He took it away from you and gave to us. This is the meaning of the [end of the] verse,
‘that He may give them the heritage of the nations.” In order to give them the heritage of the
nations did He declare to His people the Creation narrative. Ramban to Beraishis 1:1



