
Alshich on Avos138

Mishnah 1

Consider the following questions: 1

Why does Ben Zoma specifically define these four 1. 
terms (wise, mighty, rich, and honored)? If his pur-
pose is to define the prerequisites for the attainment of 
prophecy,2 he should have defined the term “humble” 
instead of the term “honored.”

The definition of 2. wise as “one who learns from every-
one” requires explanation. It would seemingly be more 

1. The Alshich discusses this Mishnah in his commentary to Vayikra 21:8.
2. The Gemara (Nedarim 38a) lists four prerequisites for prophecy: being 
wise, mighty, wealthy, and humble.

 1 Ben Zoma says: Who is wise? He who learns from everyone, 
as it says: “From all my teachers I gained wisdom” (Tehillim 
119:9). Who is mighty? He who overcomes his natural incli-
nations, as it says: “He who is slow to anger is better than a 
mighty man, and he who exercises self-control is better than 
one who conquers a city” (Mishlei 16:32). Who is wealthy? He 
who is happy with his lot, as it says: “When you eat the work of 
your hands you are fortunate and it is well with you” (Tehillim 
128:2). “You are fortunate” — in this world; “and it is well with 
you” — in the World to Come. Who is honored? He who hon-
ors others, as it says: “To those who honor Me I will give honor 
and those who despise Me shall be cursed” (Shmuel I 2:30).
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Chapter 4, Mishnah 1 139

fitting for a person who learns from everyone to be 
called a “student” rather than “wise.”

Why does our Tanna not define 3. wise as “one who fore-
sees the consequences of an action” — as the Sages do 
in Tamid 32a?

The 4. pasuk cited to prove that a person who learns from 
everyone is called wise does not seem to prove this, for 
the statement, From all my teachers I “gained wisdom” 
י) לְתִּ כַּ  does not tell us that the speaker was called ,(הִשְׂ
a 3.חָכָם

The 5. pasuk cited to prove that a person who overcomes 
his natural inclinations is called mighty doesn’t seem to 
prove this at all: He who is slow to anger is better than 
a mighty man indicates that the person who is slow 
to anger is not called mighty but rather is better than 
mighty.

3. For gaining some knowledge is not the same thing as being a חָכָם (a wise 
person). 

אֱמַר )תהלים  נֶּ ל אָדָם, שֶׁ ן זוֹמָא אוֹמֵר: אֵיזֶהוּ חָכָם? הַלּוֹמֵד מִכָּ בֶּ א  	
י. אֵיזֶהוּ  לִּ יחָה  שִׂ עֵדְוֹתֶיךָ  י  כִּ י  לְתִּ כַּ הִשְׂ דַי  מְלַמְּ ל  מִכָּ קיט, צט(: 
אֶרֶךְ  טוֹב  לב(:  טז,  )משלי  אֱמַר  נֶּ שֶׁ יִצְרוֹ,  אֶת  הַכּוֹבֵשׁ  גִבּוֹר? 
מֵחַ  הַשָּׂ יר?  עָשִׁ אֵיזֶהוּ  עִיר.  מִלּכֵֹד  רוּחוֹ  בְּ ל  וּמשֵׁ בּוֹר  מִגִּ יִם  אַפַּ
רֶיךָ  י תאֹכֵל אַשְׁ יךָ כִּ פֶּ אֱמַר )תהלים קכח, ב(: יְגִיעַ כַּ נֶּ חֶלְקוֹ, שֶׁ בְּ
א. אֵיזֶהוּ  הַבָּ לָךְ – לָעוֹלָם  ה. וטוֹב  הַזֶּ עוֹלָם  רֶיךָ – בָּ אַשְׁ לָךְ  וְטוֹב 
י  כִּ ל(:  ב,  א  )שמואל  אֱמַר  נֶּ שֶׁ רִיּוֹת,  הַבְּ אֶת  ד  הַמְכַבֵּ ד?  מְכֻבָּ

ד וּבזַֹי יֵקָלו.ּ דַי אֲכַבֵּ מְכַבְּ
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140 Alshich on Avos

The 6. pasuk cited to prove that a person who is happy 
with his lot is called wealthy states, When you eat the 
work of your hands you are fortunate and it is well with 
you. The proof requires explanation, for the pasuk does 
not use the word “wealthy.”

In any case, who told the Tanna that the person de-7. 
scribed in this pasuk who eats the work of his hands is 
happy with his lot? Perhaps he is eating in misery!

Why is it necessary for the Tanna to expound on the 8. 
meaning of the phrases, you are fortunate and it is well 
with you? After all, he doesn’t expound on the other 
proof-texts!

The Mishnah’s statement that the definition of 9. honored 
is one who honors others requires clarification, for the 
person usually understood as “honored” is one who 
receives honor.

The words 10. To those who honor Me I will give honor 
are stated by Hashem. This proves only that one 
who honors god is honored. How does it prove that 
one who honors mere human beings is honored as 
well?

Why does our Mishnah quote the end of that verse, 11. 
and those who despise Me shall be cursed? Not only 
does it seem irrelevant, it is adding an opposite theme 
to the Mishnah’s text.

• Correcting Misconceptions •

ben ZoMa’s inTenTion in this Mishnah is to correct people’s 
misconceptions. He concludes that there are four adjectives that 
people use in ways that are actually opposite to their true mean-
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141Chapter 4, Mishnah 1

ing. If you were to request of a person who is wise in his own 
eyes, “Please tell me the definition of a wise man,” he would cer-
tainly answer you, “Why, a man who teaches everyone.” If you 
ask him, “What is the definition of a mighty man?” he would 
answer, “Someone who can overpower his adversary and knock 
him to the ground.” “A wealthy man?” “Someone who has a lot 
of money.” “And an honored man?” “Someone whom people 
honor.”

To counter these misconceptions and teach the truth, Ben 
Zoma explains the true meanings of these words. The wise 
person is the one who learns from everyone. The mighty per-
son is one who overcomes his natural inclinations — even if 
he is physically the weakest of the weak. The wealthy per-
son is one who is happy with his lot, not one who has a lot 
of money — for to the contrary, the more possessions, the more 
anxiety (Avos 2:7). And the honored man is the one who hon-
ors others.4 [This is one answer to Question 1.]

• The Prerequisites of Prophecy •

anoTher approach May be as follows: Ben Zoma is speaking 
here of the prerequisites for prophecy listed in Nedarim 38a: 
wise, mighty, wealthy, and humble. And just as being humble is 
a quality of character, dependent on Man’s free-willed choices,5 
so too the first three prerequisites are to be understood as quali-

4. But Ben Zoma does not define “humble” because (according to this expla-
nation) his teaching has nothing to do with the prerequisites for prophecy.
5. Ben Zoma does not feel the need to define “humble” here because its 
meaning is obvious and not liable to be misunderstood. 

One 
answer to 
question 1
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142 Alshich on Avos

ties of character, qualities that result from a person’s conscious 
efforts at self-improvement.6

As to why Ben Zoma defines who is honored (which, after 
all, is not one of the prerequisites of prophecy), we may explain 
that he does so to prevent the following misunderstanding: 
The Gemara in Kiddushin 49b states that if a man betrothes 
a woman “on condition that I am wealthy,” it is not required 
that the man be the richest person in the country; it is suffi-
cient that his means are such that people honor him because 
of his wealth. Now, if wealth can be defined in terms of honor, 
one may draw the conclusion that honor can be defined in 
terms of wealth; in other words, one might say, “Who is hon-
ored? One who is wealthy.” To prevent this misunderstand-
ing, Ben Zoma also defines the term “honored” and says: Who 
is honored? He who honors others. [This is another answer to 
Question 1.]

• Analyzing the Four Attributes •

noW ThaT We understand why Ben Zoma speaks about those 
four specific attributes, let us analyze what he says, one at a 
time:

6. In defining the first three prerequisites in this manner, the Alshich writes: 
Ben Zoma differs from those commentators who understood all four traits 
literally. Ben Zoma does not consider it logical that a man can be perfectly 
righteous, upright, and faithful, yet God would withhold the benefits of 
prophecy just because he is physically weak, or because he is poor. It appears 
strange indeed to disqualify a prophet based on things that are dependent 
on nature, or on mazal! 

[The Alshich then quotes parts of the passage in Nedarim that appear to 
contradict his thesis, and explains how they can be reconciled.]

Answer to 
question 1
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Wise

Who is wise? He who learns from everyone. He does not say 
“one who discerns future developments,” as the Sages do in 
Tamid 32a, because the Gemara there is discussing a different 
type of wisdom, namely knowledge of the right way to act. In 
contrast, our Mishnah is discussing what will enable a person 
to permanently acquire the appellation “wise.” [This answers 
Question 3.] The Mishnah’s answer conveys a most important 
principle: A person will not give his heart and soul to acquire 
the Torah’s wisdom until he appreciates the Torah’s tremen-
dous value. It is then that he will “kill himself ” for its sake,7 and 
the Torah will make itself available and impart its knowledge 
to him (for Torah, unlike secular areas of knowledge, is a living 
entity that has this power). Now, how can one tell if a person 
truly appreciates the value of Torah? By seeing if he is willing to 
learn from everyone (see Question 2). If he is unwilling to hear 
a new Torah idea from someone who is younger than himself, 
or who lacks his status, it shows that he lacks this appreciation, 
for he is throwing away a pearl of inestimable value just for the 
sake of his honor. [It can generally be assumed that] such a per-
son will continue to act this way his whole life, and he will lose 
the treasure of T orah.8 However, a person who is prepared to 

7. That is, he will sacrifice all unnecessary physical comforts (see the 
Maharsha, Gittin 57b) and devote himself single-mindedly to the study 
of T orah.
8. The Alshich adds that this happened with the Tanna, R’ Elazar ben Arach. 
As recorded in Shabbos 147b, R’ Elazar ben Arach went to live in a distant 
location, expecting his colleagues to accord him honor by coming to learn 
Torah with him rather than he having to go to them. Eventually, he lost his 
Torah knowledge, to the point that instead of reading the pasuk: ה הַזֶּ  הַחֹדֶשׁ 

Answer to 
question 3
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144 Alshich on Avos

put aside his honor and learn from anyone — even from a young 
child — [is indeed called “wise” and] will undoubtedly strive 
unceasingly to acquire Torah until he becomes a true T orah 
scholar. 9 [This answers Question 2.] How sweet indeed are the 
words of our Sages, who taught: “Why is Torah compared to 
water (see Yeshayahu 55:1)? Just as a large body of water is not 
embarrassed to say to a small one, ‘Give me water to drink,’ so 
too in regard to Torah, a great man is not embarrassed to say 
to a less learned one, ‘Teach me a chapter or a law.’”10

Ben Zoma proves this teaching from Tehillim 119:99, 
which states: י לְתִּ כַּ הִשְׂ דַי  מְלַמְּ ל   translated above: From all) מִכָּ
my t eachers I gained wisdom). [We may resolve our difficulty 
with this proof by noting an anomaly in this pasuk:] Since it 
is ostensibly talking about what King David (the speaker in 
T ehillim) gained from his דִים  :it should say ,(his teachers) מְלַמְּ
י לָמַדְתִּ דַי  מְלַמְּ ל   From all my teachers I learned.” And there“ ,מִכָּ
is a further anomaly: The continuation of the pasuk (not cited 
in our Mishnah) reads: לִי יחָה  שִׂ י עֵדוֹתֶיךָ   for Your testimonies ,כִּ
are a conversation for me. How is this connected to the first 
half of the pasuk?

Evidently, the pasuk is not talking about what the speaker 
gained from his teachers. Rather, it is to be understood as fol-
lows: ל דַי ;I was prepared to learn from everyone — מִכָּ  I — מְלַמְּ

 הַחֵרֵשׁ this month shall be for you [the beginning of the months], he read it ,לָכֶם
ם לִבָּ  .their heart was silent ,הָיָה 
9. The term “student” is indeed apt for someone who learns from estab-
lished “teachers.” However, the Mishnah describes as “wise” the person who 
views anyone and everyone, even a young child, as someone from whom he 
can and should learn.
10. See Midrash Tanchuma, Vayakhel 8.

Answer to 
question 2
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145Chapter 4, Mishnah 1

did not disdain any teacher, be he great or small. And thus, 
י לְתִּ כַּ יל I became a — הִשְׂ כִּ   11.(i.e., a chacham, a wise person) מַשְׂ
[This answers Question 4.] And how did I come to have this 
approach? יחָה לִי י עֵדוֹתֶיךָ שִׂ For Your testimonies are a conver ,כִּ
sation for me. Which means: I never thought that the person 
teaching me was actually the one talking — which would not 
be fitting for my honor, since I am the king and the leading 
sage of the Sanhedrin. Rather, I thought of it as Your testi
monies (i.e., the Torah itself) being the one conversing with 
me — and as such what difference does it make to me if those 
words of Torah are spoken by a great person or a lesser one?

Mighty

Ben Zoma continues: Who is mighty? He who overcomes his 
natural inclinations, as it says (Mishlei 16:32): “He who is slow 
to anger is better than a mighty man, and he who exercises self
control is better than one who conquers a city.” There are differ-
ent levels of “mighty.” A mighty man has physical prowess, but 
a conqueror of a city is mightier still; and the epitome of true 
might is one who masters his nature. The proof of this is not 
from the first half of this pasuk but from the second, for he who 
exercises selfcontrol is the same as he who overcomes his natural 
inclinations. The pasuk is thus to be understood as follows: He 
who is slow to anger (when wronged by his fellow) is better than 
a [physically] mighty man who gets angry and takes revenge. 
But this person who is slow to anger has not reached the highest 
level of the one who exercises selfcontrol, for he does not control 

11. The verse is thus stating exactly what Ben Zoma said: that one who learns 
from everyone is called a חָכָם.

Answer to 
question 4
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146 Alshich on Avos

his emotions and his temperament in other areas besides anger. 
It is the person who exercises selfcontrol completely — i.e., at all 
times and in all areas — who is better than one who conquers a 
city. [This answers Question 5.]12

Wealthy

Ben Zoma continues: Who is wealthy? He who is happy with his 
lot. And he cites as proof the pasuk from Tehillim 128:2: When 

12. The question of the Mishnah can be rephrased as “Who is the mightiest 
man of all?” Thus, Question 5 is answered, for the verse proves that one who 
overcomes his natural inclination is truly the mightiest. 

The Alshich goes on to discuss three ways in which one who “overcomes 
his natural inclinations” and “exercises self-control” — his yetzer hatov con-
quering his yetzer hara — is comparable to one who “conquers a city”: 

(a) The one who conquers a city is an individual who is fighting against 
many. Similarly, the yetzer hatov is battling against the many limbs of the 
body which, being physical, are drawn to the yetzer hara and work with it to 
accomplish its goals.

(b) The people who live in the city grew up there and know the terrain, 
far better than the person who seeks to conquer it. Similarly, the yetzer hara 
and all the limbs of the body “grew up” with the person, having been part 
of him since the day he was born; it “knows the terrain” far better than the 
yetzer hatov, which only becomes part of a person at the age when he or she 
becomes obligated in mitzvos.

(c) A person who conquers a city is not seeking to destroy it and kill all 
its inhabitants; he is seeking only to rule over them and to have them serve 
him. He thus treats them with an element of mercy. By contrast, the people of 
the city want to kill the attacker, and will show him no mercy. Similarly, the 
yetzer hatov does not seek to destroy the yetzer hara and the physical body, 
for they are necessary in order serve Hashem. By contrast, the yetzer hara 
seeks to completely destroy the yetzer hatov.

The Alshich then explains our Mishnah as teaching that despite these 
similarities, mastering one’s nature is greater than conquering a city, for the 
former must do battle internally, so to speak; the enemy is within — indeed, 
is part of — oneself. This is in contrast to the latter case, where a city is being 
invaded by external enemies, from the outside. 

Answer to 
question 5
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you eat the work of your hands you are fortunate and it is well 
with you. The pasuk does not state explicitly that it is speak-
ing of someone who is happy with his lot or that this person is 
called wealthy. But both statements can be proven to be the case: 
that the person is happy can be seen from the continuation of 
Ben Zoma’s teaching, while the context of the pasuk shows that 
he is considered wealthy.

Ben Zoma explains the double wording in the pasuk (you 
are fortunate, it is well with you): “You are fortunate” — in this 
world; “and it is well with you” — in the World to Come. Now, 
if the person who is “eating from the work of his hands” were 
not happy with what he had, but rather was upset about all the 
hard work he had to do, it would make no sense to say about 
him, You are fortunate in this world. It must rather be that 
he is at peace with his situation (happy with his lot).13 [This 
answers Questions 7 and 8.] And that the pasuk is speaking 
of a person who is called wealthy is evident from its context: 
The verse that precedes it (Tehillim 128:1 — not quoted in our 
Mishnah) states: Fortunate is every person who fears Hashem, 
who walks in His ways. The continuation of that chapter then 
expresses the three-fold reward given in this world to the God-
fearing person mentioned in verse 1: children, long life, and 
sustenance. The very first reward mentioned — in the verse 

13. Ben Zoma needs to explain these phrases in this way so that one wouldn’t 
think that the pasuk is speaking only of reward in the World to Come (cf. the 
Alshich to Koheles 3:22).

Question 6 is answered, for although the man who is happy with his lot 
may not appear to be wealthy according to general standards, the fact that 
sufficient sustenance is considered the greatest of material rewards tells us 
that this is true wealth.

Answer to 
questions 

7–8
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cited by our Mishnah (verse 2) — is sustenance: When you eat 
the work of your hands you are fortunate. It is thus evident 
that the person discussed in our verse has all the sustenance 
he needs — and such a person is truly wealthy. [This answers 
Question 6.]14

Honored

Ben Zoma’s next statement is: Who is honored? He who honors 
others. In other words, don’t consider someone “honored” just 
because other people show him great respect. (According to that 
way of thinking, any rich person, for example, would be consid-
ered “honored” because everyone honors him. Then there would 
be no difference between “rich” and “honored,” which is clearly 
not what the Mishnah means.) Rather, who is “honored”? He 
who honors others — for this is a good character trait that the 
person has acquired and made into part of his nature. It is not a 
benefit or acquisition that is dependent on the actions of others.15 
Moreover, in Ben Zoma’s opinion a person can only be called 
“honored” if he receives honor from the Melech HaKavod (King 

14. Tehillim 128:3 then states: Your wife will be like a fruitful vine … your chil
dren will be like olive shoots surrounding your table — this being the reward of 
having children. And the chapter concludes (128:6): And you will see children 
[born] to your children — thereby expressing the reward of longevity.
15. In other words, the person who honors others is intrinsically honorable 
— even if no one actually gives him homage — because he has developed 
such excellence of character. 

The Alshich adds similarly that Ben Zoma did not define “wealthy” as 
“having a lot of money,” for this is external to oneself and can be lost [as well 
as gained]. (Furthermore, as quoted above, the more possessions, the more 
anxiety.) Instead, Ben Zoma said that the wealthy person is one who is happy 
with what he has — another character trait that the person has made part of 
his nature. 

Answer to 
question 6
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of honor) Himself — and it is when a person honors others that 
he receives honor from God.16 [This answers Question 9.]

As proof, Ben Zoma cites the verse, To those who honor 
Me I will give honor. Now, although this pasuk is speaking 
about those who honor God being honored by God, it still 
serves to prove Ben Zoma’s teaching that those who honor 
people are honored by Him. How? Through a kal vachomer, 
as we shall explain: Ben Zoma also cites the end of the verse, 
and those who despise Me shall be cursed. On the surface, there 
is no reason to cite this. But the Sages have taught that God 
cares more about the honor of human beings than about His 
own honor. Thus, the Zohar17 points out that when Yerov’am 
offered a sacrifice on the altar to an idol, Hashem did not 
smite him;18 but when he stretched forth his hand to harm 
a prophet, immediately his hand dried up.19 Similarly, the 
M idrash20 points out that God told Avraham, “I will curse 
those who curse you” — i.e., God will actively deliver a curse 
when the honor of a tzaddik is at stake. In contrast, our verse 
from Shmuel quotes Hashem as saying, “Those who despise 
Me shall be cursed” — i.e., when it is only Hashem’s honor at 
stake, the perpetrator will be punished passively; the curse 
will come on its own. It is to teach this lesson that Ben Zoma 
cites the end of the verse.

And now that we know that God cares more about the honor 

16. That is, Ben Zoma is coming to explain who is honored by God, not 
who is honored by people (as assumed heretofore). See further. 
17. Zohar, Beshalach 64a. 
18. See Melachim II 13:1.
19. See ibid., v. 4.
20. Bereishis Rabbah 39:12. 

Answer to 
question 9

alshich English turquoise working.indd   149 06-Feb-14   10:45:03 AM


