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The Nations’ Rejection

Rav Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis
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The Gemara (Avodah Zarah 2b, Bava Kamma 38a) and
numerous midrashim wonder what Hashem sought in Seir and
Paran. Chavakuk (3:3, haftorah second day of Shavuos) states
that Hashem also came from Teiman. Rabi Yochanan explains
that Hakadosh Baruch Hu offered the Torah to every nation, but
none of them accepted it. He then came to Klal Yisrael, who did
accept it. The midrashim elaborate that the nations inquired as to
what is written in the Torah and rejected it for different reasons.

Although the Gemara says that the Torah was
offered to all nations, the pesukim only mention
Eisav (Se’ir) and Yishmael (Paran). In Toras Chaim (Avodah Zarah
ad. loc.), Rav Avraham Chaim Schorr (niftar 1632) explains that
these two examples represent all the nations, as they are the
largest and most influential. Toras Chaim further says that Klal
Yisrael’s words, “Naaseh v'nishma,” hint to the nations’ rejections.
Eisav’s name is derived from asah, to do; Yishmael’s from shama,
to hear. Naaseh corresponds to Eisav, who would not do, and
nishma corresponds to Yishmael, who would not hear.
According to the Zohar (Balak 192:2), Eisav declined because it
says “Lo sirtzach” and Yishmael refused due to “Lo sinaf.” Regarding
Eisav it is written “Al charbecha tichyeh — You will live by the sword.”
Giving up murder was unthinkable for the nation. But why did
lo sinaf move Yishmael to reject the Torah more than lo sirtzach?
Some suggest, based on Kiddushin 49b, that the Aravim (assumed
to be the nation of Yishmael) are steeped in immorality.

Pesikta, Eichah Rabbah, and Pirkei d’Rabi Eliezer

present a different version. After Eisav rejected the
Torah because of lo sirtzach, it was offered to Ammon and Moayv,
the descendants of Lot. They answered that since their nation
only came to be through immorality, they were unable to accept
lo sinaf. Indeed, the immoral bnos moav caused Bnei Yisrael to sin
in Shittim, bringing destruction upon them. Finally, Yishmael,
the bandit, about whom the Torah says “Yado bakol,” refused the
Torah based on lo signov. Lo signov refers primarily to gonev
nefesh, kidnapping, something Yishmael still promotes.

According to Sifri, the nation of Aram rejected the

Torah as well. Mahartz Chayis in Bava Kamma (ibid.),
citing Sifri, explains that the word “miaan anx1 - And He came” is
Aramiac for the word to come (as in Chad Gadya, R111w RNR7).
This implies that He came from Aram, too.
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Why did Aram reject the Torah? Perhaps, proceeding with
the order of the Aseres Hadibros, Aram was turned off by
Lo saaneh b’reiacha eid sheker. Kemuel, referring to Lavan
HaArami (Midrash Rabbah 57:4), the founder of Aram, was the
quintessential trickster and conniver. Besides making numerous
false claims against Yaakov, he transgressed the treaty he made
with Yaakov at Galeid when his descendant Bilaam went to the
desert to curse Klal Yisrael.

What about the other nations of the world? Were

they not offered the Torah? Perhaps these
specific nations had some claim to the Torah due to their
connection with Avraham. Eisav was a grandson, Yishmael a
son, and Ammon, Moav, and Aram were nephews of Avraham
and were therefore offered the Torah.

Moreover, the other nations were idol worshippers and
wouldn’t get past the second of the Dibros, “Lo yihyeh lecha elohim
acheirim.” The family of Avraham had the potential to reject
these abominations and to accept the concept of One Creator.
Only the second half of the Dibros turned off these nations, who
refused to overcome their flaws in those areas.

Shem miShmuel (Yisro 5676) quotes his

father, the Avnei Nezer that the Bnei
Yisrael were also tested in their area of weakness. They were
given the mitzvah of hagbalah, setting boundaries. Klal Yisrael’s
nature is to yearn to rise higher. The instructions to limit
themselves went contrary to their nature.

Accordingly, the dibbur that posed a challenge to Klal Yisrael
was “Lo sachmod.” Bnei Yisrael long to be the highest and the
best and are mekanei those who have more or are greater. Chazal
say that kinas sofrim tarbeh chachmah. Therefore, with the final
dibbur, Bnei Yisrael were tested: Against their inclination, they
must not covet their friends’ homes, wealth or possessions.

My rosh yeshivah Hagaon Rav Zelik Epstein z']

explained that the other nations actually were
willing to sacrifice their evil and immoral activities. However,
they were unwilling to change their nature. They would accept
these statutes only as a chok and not as a mishpat. Only Bnei
Yisrael were willing to amend their outlook to be in line with the
Torah’s ways.

The Torah commands us to keep many chukim; we do not modify
our mindsets to understand them, but one is expected to adjust
his thoughts to understand the logical mitzvos (sichliyos) such as
the prohibitions against murder, immorality, theft and cheating.

Klal Yisrael could have undertaken to keep lo sachmod as a
chok, but instead we strive to understand it and internalize it;
therefore, we received the Torah.
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