Righteous Human Beings are Better than Angels! Sanhedrin 92b-93a

It's a short declaration on Sanhedrin 93a, but it exposes a thread within the rabbinic
imagination about what makes humans worthy of Torah. In this shiur, we will examine
the development of rabbinic thought about the similarities and dissimilarities between
humans and angels revealing a rabbinic take on the meaning of life!

Questions? Comments? Email dinanddaf@gmail.com
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R. Yohanan said: The righteous are greater than the ministering angels, as it is stated:
“He answered and said: | see four men unbound, walking in the midst of the fire, and
they have no hurt; and the appearance of the fourth is like a son of the gods” (Daniel
3:25). (Nebuchadnezzar saw three righteous people and an angel in the fire of the
furnace and noted the presence of the righteous people before noting the presence of
the angel.)
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Rebbi Berekhiah in the name of Rebbi Abba bar Cahana: In the future the Holy One,
praise to Him, will make place for the Just inside the place of the Angels of Service; the
Angels of Service will ask them and say to them, what did God do? What did the Holy
One, praise to Him, teach you? Rebbi Levi bar Hayta said, did He not already do this in
this world? That is what is written *Daniel.3.25">Dan. 3:25., Nebuchadnezzar started
and said, but | am seeing four free men walking in the fire and no blemish is on them.
Why does the verse say, and no blemish is on them? This teaches that they were
eunuchs but were healed. It is not written “and the looks of the first”, but and the looks
of the fourth; they were suppressing the fire before him...



Try to be like angels!
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Beloved are [the people] Israel for when God gives them a nickname, God names them
priests as it says "And you shall be called the priests of the Lord" (Isa 61:6).

Beloved are [the priests] Israel for when God gives them a nickname, God nhames them
none other than ministering angels, as it says "For the lips of the priest keep knowledge
and they seek teaching at his mouth for he is the angel of the Lord" (Mal. 2:7) At the
time that Torah comes from his mouth he is like an angel, when [it does] not, he is like a
beast and an animal that knows not its creator Beloved is Torah, for when David the
King of Israel asked, he asked only Torah Thus it says "You are good and do good,
teach me your laws" (Ps 119:68) Your good has been ample to all who come into the
world, let your good be ample to me and teach me your laws.
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He who prepares to pray must equalize his feet. Two Amoraim, Rebbi Levi and Rebbi
Simon; one of them says like angels and one of them says like priests. He who says like
priests, (Ex. 20:23): “You shall not ascend my alter by stairs;” that means that they were
walking with their heel next to the great toe and great toe next to the heel. He who says
like angels (Ezekiel.1.7">Ez. 1:7)” “Their feet were a straight foot.” Rebbi Hanina bar
Andrei in the name of R. Samuel ben Sotar: angels have no moving joints. What is the
reason? (Daniel.7.16">Dan. 7:16) “| approached one of those standing,” the fixed ones.
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And Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi Hanina, said in the name of Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov:
When praying, one should align his feet next to each other, as a single foot, in order to



model oneself after the angels, with regard to whom it is stated: “And their feet were a
straight foot” (Ezekiel 1:7).

Humans are fundamentally different from angels
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R. Pappias also expounded: “ ‘Behold the man has become like one of us’
(Gen. 3:22) means [he has become] like one of the ministering angels.
R. Akiba said to him: “Enough, Pappias!”
He [Pappias] said to him: “Then how do you interpret ‘Behold the man
has become like one of us’?”
He [Akiba] answered him: “Not like one of the ministering angels, but
rather [it means] that God set before him two paths—the path of life and
the path of death and he chose for himself the path of death.”
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Apropos the above discussion the Gemara cites that Rav Pappa said: For one with
excrement in its place, in the anus, it is prohibited to recite Shema until he removes it.
What are the circumstances? If it is excrement that is visible, it is obvious that he cannot
recite Shema, as there is excrement on his skin. If it is excrement that is not visible, and
it is inside his body, how can Rav Pappa rule that he may not recite Shema? The Torah
was not given to the ministering angels, and one’s body cannot be totally free of
excrement.
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The Gemara notes, it was stated: If one’s heel sees his nakedness it is permitted.
However, what is the halakha in a case where his heel touches his nakedness? May
one in that circumstance recite Shema or not? Abaye said: It is prohibited, and Rava
said: It is permitted. The Gemara notes: Rav Zevid taught this halakha in that manner.
Rav Hinnana, son of Rav Ika, taught it as follows: In a case where his heel touches his
nakedness, everyone agrees that it is prohibited. Their dispute is with regard to a case



where his heel sees his nakedness. Abaye said: It is prohibited, and Rava said: It is
permitted; the Torah was not given to the ministering angels, and a person, who, as
opposed to a ministering angel, has genitals, cannot avoid this. And the halakha is that
if his heel touches his nakedness it is prohibited, but if it merely sees his nakedness, it
is permitted.

Humans can be better than angels!
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And Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: When Moses ascended on High to receive the Torah, the
ministering angels said before the Holy Blessed One: Sovereign of the Universe, what is one
born of a woman doing here among us? The Holy Blessed One said to them: He came to
receive the Torah. The angels said before God: The Torah is a hidden treasure that was
concealed by You 974 generations before the creation of the world, and You seek to give it to
flesh and blood? As it is stated: “The word which He commanded to a thousand generations”
(Psalms 105:8). Since the Torah, the word of God, was given to the twenty-sixth generation after
Adam, the first man, the remaining 974 generations must have preceded the creation of the
world. “what are human beings that You have been mindful of them,
mortals that You have taken note of them?” (Psalms 8:5). Rather, “God our Lord, how glorious is
Your name in all the earth that Your majesty is placed above the heavens” (Psalms 8:2). The
rightful place of God’s majesty, the Torah, is in the heavens.
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The Holy Blessed One said to Moses: Provide them with an answer as to why the Torah should
be given to the people. Moses said before God: Master of the Universe, | am afraid lest they
burn me with the breath of their mouths. God said to him: Grasp My throne of glory for strength
and protection, and provide them with an answer. And from where is this derived? As it is
stated: “God causes him to grasp the front of the throne, and spreads God’s cloud over it” (Job
26:9), and Rabbi Nahum said: This verse teaches that God spread the radiance of the Divine
presence and Divine cloud over Moses. Moses said before God: Sovereign of the Universe, the
Torah that You are giving me, what is written in it? God said to him: “I am the Lord your God
Who brought you out of Egypt from the house of bondage” (Exodus 20:2). Moses said to the
angels: Did you descend to Egypt? Were you enslaved to Pharaoh? Why should the Torah be
yours? Again Moses asked: What else is written in it? God said to him: “You shall have no other



gods before Me” (Exodus 20:3). Moses said to the angels: Do you dwell among the nations who
worship
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idols that you require this special warning? Again Moses asked: What else is written in it? The
Holy Blessed One said to him: “Remember the Shabbat day to sanctify it” (Exodus 20:8). Moses
asked the angels: Do you perform labor that you require rest from it? Again Moses asked: What
else is written in it? “Do not take the name of the Lord your God in vain” (Exodus 20:7), meaning
that it is prohibited to swear falsely. Moses asked the angels: Do you conduct business with one
another that may lead you to swear falsely? Again Moses asked: What else is written in it? The
Holy Blessed One said to him: “Honor your father and your mother” (Exodus 20:12). Moses
asked the angels: Do you have a father or a mother that would render the commandment to
honor them relevant to you? Again Moses asked: What else is written in it? God said to him:
“You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal” (Exodus 20:13) Moses
asked the angels: Is there jealousy among you, or is there an evil inclination within you that
would render these commandments relevant? Immediately they agreed with the Holy Blessed
One that God made the right decision to give the Torah to the people, and as it is stated: “God
our Lord, how glorious is Your name in all the earth” (Psalms 8:10), while “that Your majesty is
placed above the heavens” is not written because the angels agreed with God that it is
appropriate to give the Torah to the people on earth.
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Immediately, each and every one of the angels became an admirer of Moses and passed
something to him, as it is stated: “You ascended on high, you took a captive, you took gifts on
account of man, and even among the rebellious also that the Lord God might dwell there”
(Psalms 68:19). The meaning of the verse is: In reward for the fact that they called you mortal,
you are not an angel and the Torah is applicable to you, you took gifts from the angels. And
even the Angel of Death gave him something, as Moses told Aaron how to stop the plague, as it
is stated: “And he placed the incense, and he atoned for the people” (Numbers 17:12). And the
verse says: “And he stood between the dead and the living, and the plague was stopped”
(Numbers 17:13). If it were not that the Angel of Death told him this remedy, would he have
known it?
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"You are children to the Lord your God. Rabbi Meir says: The people of Israel are
beloved, whether they do the will of the Holy One or whether they do not do the will of
the Holy One. They are still called children, as it is written (Deuteronomy 32:19), 'And
the Lord saw and rejected them, in anger with their children and daughters,' and God
said, 'l will hide My face from them.' But there is a distinction between those who do the
will of the Holy One and those who do not. When they do the will of the Holy One, God
specially designates the Divine name upon them and calls them children, as it is written,
'"You are children to the Lord your God.'

The people of Israel are called children, as it is written, "You are children to the Lord
your God.'

The ministering angels are called children, as it is written (Job 1:6), 'And it was the day,
and the sons of God came to stand before the Lord.'

But | do not know which of them is more beloved. It is taught (Exodus 4:22), 'And you
shall say to Pharaoh: 'Thus says the Lord: Israel is My firstborn child."

Israel is called servants, because they are My servants (Leviticus 25:42). The
ministering angels are also called servants, as it says, 'He does not trust His servants'
(Job 4:18), and 'In His servants He places glory' (Psalm 104:4). But | do not know which
of them is more beloved. It is taught (Leviticus 25:55), 'For the people of Israel are My
servants.'

Israel is called singers, as it says, 'Sing to God, sing praises to His name' (Psalm 68:4).
The ministering angels are also called singers, as it says, "The stars of the morning
sang together' (Job 38:7), and afterward, 'And all the sons of God shouted for joy.' (Job



38:7). But | do not know which of them is more beloved. It is taught (Il Samuel 23:1),
'And the pleasant songs of Israel.’

Israel mentions the name of God after two things: 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God,
the Lord is One' (Deuteronomy 6:4). The ministering angels mention the name of God

after three things, as it says, 'And they called to one another, and said, 'Holy, holy, holy
is the Lord of Hosts' (Isaiah 6:3).

Priests are even great, as it says (Numbers 6:24), 'The Lord bless you."
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Another explanation: “And Moses called”... this is as it is written (Proverbs 2:1), 'My
child, if you take My words and treasure My commandments with you.' What does 'if you
take My words' mean? Rav Huna said in the name of Rabbi Acha: The blessed Holy
One said to Israel, 'My children, do not let My Torah be upon you like a person who has
a grown daughter and seeks to marry her off to someone he finds.' What does 'if you
take My words' mean? If you have merit, you will accept My Torah, which the ministering
angels desired but | did not give to them. From where do we know this? As it is written
(Psalms 68:13), 'Kings of armies flee, they flee, and the woman at home divides the
spoil.' They said before God, 'Master of the Universe, the treasure that You have in the
upper realms, You divide it with the lower realms?' This is the meaning of 'if you take My
words'": If you have merit..."
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"For this commandment (Deut. 30:11): The Holy Blessed One said: If you think that
perhaps | gave you the Torah to your detriment, | did not give it to you except for your
benefit, as the ministering angels desired it but it was hidden from them. As it is written,



"It is hidden from the eyes of all living' (Job 28:21), referring to angels known as hayot,
'‘And from the birds of the sky it is concealed,' referring to the ministering angels, as it is
written, 'And one of the seraphim flew to me' (Isaiah 6:6). The Holy One said to them,
'My children, it is wondrous to the ministering angels, but it is not wondrous to you.'
From where do we know this? From the verse, 'For this commandment that | command
you today is not too wondrous for you, nor is it far off' (Deuteronomy 30:11).”

13.Dr. Mika Ahuvia, ISRAEL AMONG THE ANGELS: A STUDY OF ANGELS IN
JEWISH TEXTS FROM THE FOURTH TO EIGHTH CENTURY CE (doctoral
dissertation, 2014) p74

| have argued that R. Akiva's foundational statement about humanity's creation in the
image of God may have played a significant role in the sages' attitudes toward the
angels. The rabbis ultimately model their self-conception and self-understanding on
God, not the angels, and this principle impacts their treatment of His divine servants.



