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Torah Talk for Shelach Lecha 5781   Numbers 13-15 
 
Num. 15:37    The LORD said to Moses as follows: 38 Speak to the Israelite people and instruct 
them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments throughout the ages; let 
them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. 39 That shall be your fringe; look at it and 
recall all the commandments of the LORD and observe them, so that you do not follow your heart 
and eyes in your lustful urge. 40 Thus you shall be reminded to observe all My commandments 
and to be holy to your God. 41 I the LORD am your God, who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt to be your God: I, the LORD your God. 
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
it     Hebrew ʾoto, masculine, cannot refer to the tassel, which is a feminine noun, but must refer 
to the entire combination of tassel and thread. 
 
RASHI: So that you do not follow your heart and eyes. “Follow” is the same word as used of the 
spies: “At the end of forty days they returned from scouting the land” (13:25). The heart and 
eyes are the spies of the body; they broker transgressions for it. The eye sees, the heart 
desires, and the body does the transgression. 
 
NAHMANIDES: That shall be your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the LORD 
and observe them. … The “recalling” is prompted by the “cord of blue” (v. 38) attached to the 
fringe, which alludes to the All that includes All, is in All, and is the goal of All. That is why it 
says “recall all” in reference to the commandments of the Lord. As the Sages explain, this blue 
resembles the sea, the sea resembles the sky, and the sky resembles the Throne of Glory. The 
resemblance of the blue to “All” ( לכ ) comes not only in the name of the color, תלכת , but also in 
its being the most distant color, the תילכת  of all light. As things get further away, they all begin 
to look blue; that is why it is called תלכת , from kol ( לכ ), “all.” Do not follow your heart and eyes 
in your lustful urge. The Sages understand that “following the heart” refers to heresy and 
“going astray” (see OJPS) to idolatry; one must not let the distinction between the blue and 
white threads mislead one in this direction. It should “All” be your fringe—“look at it and recall.” 
It is “following your eyes” that refers to lust. But “I am He who knows and bears witness—
declares the LORD” (Jer. 29:23). One who is enlightened will understand. Sefer ha-Bahir 
understands “the profit of a land in all ways” (Eccles. 5:8) to refer to the land from which the 
sky was carved—that is, the throne of the Holy One, which is a precious stone, the Sea of 
Wisdom, to which the blue in the cord on the fringe corresponds. As R. Meir said, “The blue 
resembles the sea …” 
 
RASHBAM: That shall be your fringe. Rather, it shall be “for looking,” for you to look at. As 
the Sifrei explains, the word is connected with “peering through the lattice” (Song 2:9). One 
looks at this blue cord because (as the Sages said) the blue resembles the sea, the sea 
resembles the sky, and the sky resembles the Throne of Glory. 
 
Eccl. 11:9    O youth, enjoy yourself while you are young! Let your heart lead you to enjoyment 
in the days of your youth. Follow the desires of your heart and the glances of your eyes—but 
know well that God will call you to account for all such things— 10 and banish care from your 
mind, and pluck sorrow out of your flesh! For youth and black hair are fleeting. 
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Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
39.  you will not be drawn after. The connotation of the verb tûr is a bit different here. 
Usually it means “to move about,” literally, “tour, explore,” whereas here it means to follow 
passively, to be led about, with the result that one strays from the path. This meaning is 
conditioned by prepositional ʾaḥarê ‘after’. One who is led about by his desires, or by the 
temptations of what he sees, will most assuredly disregard God’s commandments. 
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
lustful urge     The root z-n-h means “fornicate” and is used figuratively in connection with 
intercourse with other gods (e.g., Exod. 34:15–16; especially Ezek. 6:9) and of moral defection 
(e.g., Isa. 1:21). Both usages are echoed in the rabbinic comment: ‘“Your heart’ implies heresy; 
‘eyes’ implies harlotry.” The sectaries of Qumran applied these images to all wrongdoing, as for 
instance: “Stubbornly follow a sinful heart and lustful eyes committing all manner of evil” (1QS 
1:7). 
 
C. L. Seow, Ecclesiastes (Anchor Bible) 
 Follow the ways of your heart. Hebrew wĕhallēk bĕdarkê libbĕkā, lit. “walk in the ways of 
your heart.” The idiom may be compared with Egyptian šms-ib “follow the heart” = “follow one’s 
desire” = “enjoy” (cf. also the idiom swt nt šms-ib “places of following the heart” = “places of 
enjoyment”). After the phrase “follow the ways of your heart,” LXX adds amōmos “blamelessly” 
and, instead of “and what your eyes see (ûmarʾê ꜥênêkā in MT), it reads: kai mē en horasei 
ophthalmōn sou “and not in the sight of your eyes” (although the negative particle is omitted in 
some Greek witnesses). These moves indicate that the injunction to follow one’s heart did not 
sit comfortably with everyone in antiquity, perhaps because it appeared to contradict Num 
15:39 (“do not search after your own heart and your own eyes”). The discomfort is evident in 
Targ, as well: “walk in humility with the ways of your heart and be careful with what your eyes 
see that you do not see evil.…” The Egyptian parallels, however, show that the point here is 
enjoyment. 
 
Sir. 5:2 • Do not follow after your heart and your eyes, [ ךיניעו ךבל ירחא ךלת לא ] to walk in evil desires. 
 
SHADAL (SAMUEL DAVID LUZZATTO, 1800-1865): 
After saying “Even if a man lives many years, let him enjoy himself in all of them” (v. 8), he 
admits that there will come days which it is impossible to enjoy, those of old age; he therefore 
advises that one rejoice as much as possible when young, “before those days of sorrow come” 
(12:1).  He spoke at such great length about the afflictions of old age to urge the young to 
seize the rose before it withers.  “But know well that God will call you to account for all such 
things” is a םירפוס ןוקת  [scribal emendation]. 
 
B. Shab. 63b 

Rav Huna said: What is the meaning of that which is written: “Rejoice young man in your youth, and let 
your heart cheer you in the days of your youth, and walk in the ways of your heart and in the sight of your 
eyes; but know that for all these things God will bring you to judgment” (Ecclesiastes 11:9)? Until here, “the 
sight of your eyes,” these are the words of the evil inclination; from here on, “but know that, etc.,” these are the 
words of the good inclination.   

Reish Lakish said: Until here, the verse refers to matters of Torah. One is provided the opportunity to study 
and involve himself in the Torah and rejoice in its innovations; from here on, “but know that, etc.,” it refers to 
good deeds. One will ultimately stand trial for that which he studied and did not implement. 


