
What does God want, and how do we know?
Rabbi Akiva vs Turnusrufus_Bava Batra 10a

On Bava Batra 10a, Rabbi Akiva and Turnusrufus have a discussion about whether God
wants people to be poor or not. It turns out that Turnusrufus thinks that God must want

there to be poor people in the world if they exist, and no one should intervene to change
that. Rabbi Akiva on the other hand, believes that God wants us to intervene to help
ameliorate the situation of the poor. This conversation is actually part of an ongoing

debate between Greco-Roman thought and Rabbinic thought over what God wants, and
how we know…In this shiur, we will examine to other conversations between R. Akiva

and Turnusrufus in rabbinic literature that deepen this debate.

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com

י.בתראבבא.1
א-להיכםאםר"עאתהרשעטורנוסרופוסשאל
לואמרמפרנסםאינומהמפניהואענייםאוהב

גיהנםשלמדינהבהןאנושניצולכדי

Turnus Rufus the wicked asked R. Akiva: If
your God loves the poor, why does God
not sustain them? He responded: So that
we can be saved through them from the
judgement of Gehinnom.

אמשוללגיהנםשמחייבתןזו]אדרבה[לואמר
ודםבשרלמלךדומההדברלמהמשללך

עליווצוההאסוריןבביתוחבשועבדועלשכעס
אחדאדםוהלךלהשקותוושלאלהאכילושלא

עליוכועסלאהמלךכששמעוהשקהווהאכילו
ליכי(נהכה,ויקרא)שנאמרעבדיםקרויןואתם

עבדיםישראלבני

He responded: On the contrary, this is
what obligates them to Gehinnom. I will
offer a metaphor: What is this like? A
human king who got angry at his servant
and imprisoned him and commanded
regarding him that no one feed him or give
him to drink. And one person went and fed
him and gave him to drink. When the king
heard, would he not be angry at him?! And
you are called servants, as is said: “For the
Children of Israel are My servants (Lev.
25:55).”

דומההדברלמהמשללךאמשולר"עלואמר
בביתוחבשובנועלשכעסודםבשרלמלך

להשקותוושלאלהאכילושלאעליווצוההאסורין
המלךכששמעוהשקהווהאכילואחדאדםוהלך

דברים)דכתיבבניםקרויןואנןלומשגרדורוןלא
א-להיכםלה'אתםבנים(איד,

Rabbi Akiva responded: I shall offer a
metaphor: what is this like? A human king
who was angry at his son and imprisoned
him. And he commanded regarding him
that no one feed him or give him to drink.
And one person went and fed him and
gave him to drink. When the king heard,
would he not send him a gift? And we are
called children, as is written: “You are
children to the Lord your God (Deut. 14:1).”

בזמןעבדיםוקרויןבניםקרויםאתםלואמר
בניםקרויןאתםמקוםשלרצונועושיןשאתם
אתםמקוםשלרצונועושיןאתםשאיןובזמן
שלרצונועושיןאתםאיןועכשיועבדיםקרוין

He responded: You are called children and
servants: when you do God’s will, you are
called children, and when you do not, you
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הלא(זנח,ישעיהו)אומרהואהרילואמרמקום
ביתתביאמרודיםוענייםלחמךלרעבפרוס

וקאמרהאידנאביתתביאמרודיםענייםאימתי
לחמךלרעבפרוסהלא

are called servants. And now you are not
doing God’s will. 
He responded: Behold it says: “Is it not to
deal your bread to the hungry, and that you
bring the poor that are cast out to your
house? (Isaiah 58:7)
When do we bring the poor that are cast
out into our houses? Now, and the verse
states: “Is it not to share your bread with
the hungry?”

https://www.sefaria.org/Isaiah.58.7


Turnus Rufus asked R. Akiva: Why is today
different than any other day?
He responded: How are you different than
any other man?
He said to him: The king wished to honor
me.
He said back: This too (=Shabbat) the
Sovereign wished to honor her.
He said to him: So I have said to you – Who
says that today is Shabbat?
He responded: The Sambatyon River will
prove it, for it pulls along rocks all week, but
rests on Shabbat.
He responded: Are you sending me to the
wind?
He said to him: The necromancer will prove
it, for the dead rise all week, but not on
Shabbat.
Your father’s grave will prove it, for it does
not billow with smoke on Shabbat.
He responded: You have scorned,
humiliated and cursed him.
[But] he went to check on his father. Indeed,
on weekdays, he arose, but on Shabbat he
did not. After Shabbat, he brought his
father’s spirit forth. He said to him: since
you died, have you become Jewish?
He responded: All who do not keep
Shabbat among you voluntarily keeps it
here against their will.
He said to him: What work do you even do
during the week?
He responded: On weekdays we are
judged, but on Shabbat we rest.
He returned to Rabbi Akiva.
He said to him: If you are right that the Holy
Blessed One wishes to honor Shabbat,
then no winds should blow, no rain should
fall, and no grass should grow on Shabbat.
He responded: Drop dead!
I’ll explain via metaphor: this is like one who
lives in their own courtyard and may carry
throughout it [on Shabbat]. Likewise,
because the whole world belongs to God,
and there is no other power alongside God,
God is permitted to [cause wind to blow
things, cause rain to fall, cause grass to
grow] throughout the world.

יא:הרבהבראשית.2
אַל עֲקִיבָא.רַ'אֶתטוֹרְנוֹסְרוֹפוֹסשָׁ
מִיָּמִים?יוֹםמָהלוֹ:אָמַר
מִגְּבָרִים?גֶּבֶרוּמָהלוֹ:אָמַר
רָצָהלוֹ:אָמַר לֶךְשֶׁ דֵניִ.הַמֶּ לְכַבְּ
רוֹצֶהזוֹאַףלוֹ:אָמַר לָכִיםמֶלֶךְשֶׁ דָהּ.הַמְּ לְכַבְּ
יכָּךְלוֹ:אָמַר הַיּוֹםיאֹמַרמִי–לְךָאָמַרְתִּ בָּת?שֶׁ שַׁ
טְיוֹןנהְַרלוֹ:אָמַר הוּאיוֹכִיחַ,סַמְבַּ ךְשֶׁ כָּלאֲבָניִםמוֹשֵׁ
תהַחלֹימְוֹת בָּ נחָ.הוּאוּבְשַׁ
הלָרוּחַלוֹ:אָמַר מוֹלִיכֵניִ?אַתָּ
עַללוֹ:אָמַר הוּאיוֹכִיחַ,אוֹבבַּ תימְֵיכָּלעוֹלֶהשֶׁ בָּ הַשַּׁ
ת;עוֹלֶהואְֵינוֹ בָּ שַׁ בְּ
לקִבְרוֹ אֵינוֹיוֹכִיחַ,אָבִיךָשֶׁ ןמַעֲלֶהשֶׁ ת.עָשָׁ בָּ שַׁ בְּ

זִּיתוֹ,לוֹ:אָמַר תּוֹ,בִּ יַּשְׁ לְתּוֹ.בִּ קִלַּ

אָבִיו.וּבָדַקיצָָא בְּ
עָלָה,הַחלֹימְוֹתכָּל

ת בָּ עָלָה.לֹאוּבְשַׁ
תלְאַחַר בָּ הֶעֱלָהוּ.שַׁ
תָּלוֹ:אָמַר מַּ יתָמִשֶּׁ יהְוּדִי?נעֲַשֵׂ
אֵינוֹמִיכָּללוֹ:אָמַר רשֶׁ מֵּ תאֶתמְשַׁ בָּ אֶצְלְכֶםהַשַּׁ

רְצוֹנוֹ, רָהּכָּאןבִּ מְּ עַלמְשַׁ כָּרְחוֹ.בְּ
הַחלֹ?ימְוֹתכָּללָכֶםישֵׁעָמָלמָהוכְִילוֹ:אָמַר
תנדִּוֹניִם,אָנוּהַחלֹימְוֹתכָּללוֹ:אָמַר בָּ נחִָים.אָנוּוּבְשַׁ

עֲקִיבָא,רַ'אֵצֶלחָזַר
דוֹשׁכִּדְבָרֶיךָ,אִםלוֹ:אָמַר הַקָּ רוּךְשֶׁ רוֹצֶההוּאבָּ

כְבוֹדָהּ לבִּ ת,שֶׁ בָּ שַׁ
באַל הּישֵּׁ רוּחוֹת,בָּ
הּיוֹרֶדאַל מִיםבָּ גְּשָׁ
הּיצְַמַחואְַל ב.בָּ עֵשֶׂ

חלוֹ:אָמַר פַּ לרוּחוֹתִּ הָאִישׁ!אוֹתוֹשֶׁ
שֹׁל ל,לְךָאֶמְ בָרלְמָהמָשָׁ דּוֹמֶה?הַדָּ
רלְאֶחָד דָּ חֲצֵרוֹ,שֶׁ בַּ

רהוּאהֲרֵי כָללְטַלְטֵלמֻתָּ הּ.הֶחָצֵרבְּ כֻּלָּ
דוֹשׁכָּאןאַף רוּךְהַקָּ כָּללְפִיהוּא,בָּ לּוֹהָעוֹלָםשֶׁ ואְֵיןשֶׁ

עִמּוֹ,אַחֶרֶתרְשׁוּת
רהֲרֵיהוּ כָלמֻתָּ כֻּלּוֹ.הָעוֹלָםבְּ



ז:אתזריעתנחומא.3
איזהעקיבאר'אתהרשעטורנוסרופוסשאל

שלא"לודם?בשרשלאוהקב"השלנאיםמעשים
הריהרשעטורנוסרופוסא"לנאים.ודםבשר

ר'א"לכהם?!לעשותאתהיכולוהארץהשמים
מןלמעלהשהואבדברליתאמרלאעקיבא
שהןבדבריםאלאבהןשולטיןשאיןהבריות
אדם.בבנימצויין

Turnus Rufus the wicked asked R.
Akiva: Which are more beautiful – the
works of God or of flesh and blood? He
responded: those of flesh and blood are
more beautiful. Turnus Rufus the wicked
responded: Behold the heavens and the
earth; can you make something like
them? R. Akiva responded: Do not
speak with me about something which
is beyond humans, for they do not
control them, but regarding things that
are found among people.

יודעהייתיאניאףא"למולים?אתםלמהליהאמר
לךואמרתיהקדמתילכךכן.לילומרעתידשאתה
לוהביאוהקב"ה.משלנאיםהםודםבשרמעשה

ואלוהקב"המעשהאלולואמרוגלוסקאותשבולים
אנוצילוהביאונאים?אלואיןודםבשרמעשה
הקב"המעשהאלוא"לשאן.מביתוכליםפשתן

נאים?אלואיןודםבשרמעשהואלו

He responded: Why do you circumcise?
He responded: I knew you would ask
this. Hence, I said in advance that the
works of flesh and blood are more
beautiful than those of God. He brought
him ears and loaves. He said to him:
These are the works of God, and these
are the works of flesh and blood. Are
these not more beautiful? They brought
him bundles of flax and garments from
Bet She’an. He said: These are the
works of God, and these are the works
of flesh and blood. Are these not more
beautiful?

אינולמהבמילהחפץהואהואילטורנוסרופוסא"ל
אמו?ממעימהוליוצא
תחתוךלאבו?יוצאשוררוולמהעקיבאר'א"ל
נתןשלאלפימהול?יוצאאינוולמהשוררו.אמו

בהן.לצרףכדיאלאהמצותאתלישראלהקב"ה
)תהיליםוגו'צרופהה'אמרת"כלדודאמרלכך

יח:לא(."

Turnus Rufus said to him: If God wants
circumcision, why doesn’t the child
leave its mother’s womb already
circumcised?
Rabbi Akiva responded: Why does the
umbilical cord come out attached to the
baby? Does not his mother cut his
umbilical cord? So why does the child
not leave the womb already
circumcised? Because God gave Israel
the commandments in order to purify
them. Therefore, David said: “Every
word of God is pure (II Sam.
22:31/Psalms 18:31).”
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