Avot Chapter 1: On Three Things...
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Pirkei Avot 1:2

(2) Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the men of the great assembly. He used to say: the
world stands upon three things: the Torah, the Temple service, and the practice of acts of piety.
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Pirkei Avot 1:18

(18) Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel used to say: on three things does the world stand: On justice, on
truth and on peace, as it is said: “execute the judgment of truth and peace in your gates”
(Zechariah 8:16).
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Psalms 75:4

(4) Earth and all its inhabitants dissolve; it is I who keep its pillars firm. Selah.
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An ancient Greek coin c. 330-300 BC. Laureate head of Apollo (left) and ornate tripod (right)
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Micah 6:8

(8) “You have been told, O mortal, what is good, And what GOD requires of you: Only to do justice
And to love goodness, And to walk modestly with your God. [cf. I Corinthians 13:13: "And now
these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is love."|
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Makkot 23b-24a

Rabbi Simlai taught: There were 613 mitzvot stated to Moses in the Torah... King David came
and established the 613 mitzvot upon eleven mitzvot, as it is written: “A Psalm of David. Lord,
who shall sojourn in Your Tabernacle? Who shall dwell upon Your sacred mountain? He who
walks wholeheartedly, and works righteousness, and speaks truth in his heart. Who has no
slander upon his tongue, nor does evil to his neighbor, nor takes up reproach against his
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relative. In whose eyes a vile person is despised, and he honors those who fear the Lord; he
takes an oath to his own detriment, and changes not. He neither gives his money with
interest, nor takes a bribe against the innocent. He who performs these shall never be
moved” (Psalms, chapter 15)..Isaiah came and established the 613 mitzvot upon six, as it is
written: “He who walks righteously, and speaks uprightly; he who despises the gain of
oppressions, who shakes his hands from holding of bribes, who stops his ears from hearing
blood, and shuts his eyes from looking upon evil” (Isaiah 33:15)... Micah came and
established the 613 mitzvot upon three, as it is written: “It has been told to you, O man, what
is good, and what the Lord does require of you; only to do justly, and to love mercy, and to
walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8)...Isaiah then established the 613 mitzvot upon two,
as it is stated: “So says the Lord: Observe justice and perform righteousness” (Isaiah 56:1).
Amos came and established the 613 mitzvot upon one, as it is stated: “So says the Lord to the
house of Israel: Seek Me and live” (Amos 5:4). Rav Nahman bar Yitzhak objects to this: There
is no proof that the verse in Amos is establishing all the mitzvot upon one; say that Amos is saying:
Seek Me throughout the entire Torah, as the verse does not specify the manner in which one
should seek the Lord. Rather, say: Habakkuk came and established the 613 mitzvot upon one,
as it is stated: “But the righteous person shall live by his faith” (Habakkuk 2:4).
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Rambam on Pirkei Avot 1:2:1

He is saying that with wisdom, and that is the Torah; and with enhancement of [good] traits, and
thatis acts of lovingkindness; and with the fulfillment of commandments, and thatis the
sacrifices [referred to in the mishnah as service] - there will be a continuous refinement of the
world and ordering of its existence in the most complete way.
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Rambam on Pirkei Avot 1:18:1

Judgement is the administration of a country with fairness. And we have already explained in the
fourth chapter that truth is the intellectual virtues and that peace is the virtues of character. And
when these three are found, existence will be as perfect as is possible, without a doubt.
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Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 1:2:3

"The world stands": The world was only created for the sake of these three things.
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Bartenura on Pirkei Avot 1:18:1

"The world stands'': [Meaning] the settlement of people is preserved. And this is not like "the
world stands" of above.
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Rabbeinu Yonah on Pirkei Avot 1:2:2

He would say, ""On three things the world stands": This means to say that because of these
things the world was created. As below (Avot 1:18), it states, "On three the things the world
subsists," and they are not those that it mentions here. Hence, we need to explain that when they
said "stands," it means that the world was created for them, since they are the will of the Holy
One, blessed be He. This means to say that the world was created for His creatures that in the
future would fulfill His will in front of Him through these things. And these three are a great pillar,
such that on account of them, we are able to get to all of the [other] things that the sages, may
their memory be blessed, said that the world stands because of them.
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Avot DeRabbi Natan 4

Shimon the Righteous was one of the last surviving members of the Men of the Great Assembly. He would
say: The world stands on three things: on the Torah, on the Temple service, and on acts of kindness. On the
Torah. How so? It says (Hosea 6:6), “I desire kindness, not a well-being offering (zevach), and the
knowledge of God [which comes from studying Torah] more than burnt offerings (olot).” From
here we learn that the burnt offering is more beloved than the well-being offering, because the
burnt offering is entirely consumed in the fires, as it says (Leviticus 1:9), “The priest shall turn the
whole thing into smoke on the altar.” And in another place (I Samuel 7:9), it says, “Samuel took
one milking lamb, and offered it to be consumed, as a burnt offering to the Eternal.” And the study
of Torah is more beloved before the Omnipresent God than offerings, for if a person studys Torah,
he comes to have knowledge of the Omnipresent God, as it says (Proverbs 2:5), “Then you will
understand the awe of the Eternal and you will discover the knowledge of God.” From here we
learn that when a sage sits and expounds before the congregation, Scripture considers it as if he
brought fat and blood upon the altar. If two Torah scholars are sitting and laboring in the Torah,
and a bridal or funeral procession passes by, if there are already enough people participating,
these two should not leave their studying; but if not, they should get up and offer words of Torah
and praise to the bride, or escort the dead. There is a story of Rabbi Yehudah son of Rabbi Elai, who
was sitting and teaching his students, and bride passed by and grabbed him by the hand, because
they needed him, and so he offered her words of Torah until she passed by. There was another
story of Rabbi Yehudah son of Rabbi Elai, who was sitting and teaching his students, and a bride
passed by and he said: What is this? And they said to him: A bride is passing. He said to them: My
children, stand and attend to the bride, for thus we find that the Holy Blessed One attended to a
bride (as it says [Genesis 2:22], “The Eternal God built the rib”). If God attended to a bride — then I,
all the more so! And where do we find that the Holy Blessed One attended to a bride? As it says,
“The Eternal God built the rib” — and this is what they call braiding in seaside towns: “building.”
From here we learn that the Holy Blessed One prepared Eve and made her up as a bride and
brought her before Adam, as it says (Genesis 2:22), “And He brought her to Adam.” Once upon a
time, the Holy Blessed One acted as a companion to Adam; from that point forward, Adam had
acquired a companion of his own (as it says [Genesis 2:23], “Bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh”).
Eve was taken from [the rib of] Adam once; from that point forward, a person marries his fellow’s
daughter. On the Temple service. How so? While the Holy Temple was still standing, the land was
blessed for its inhabitants and rains fell at the proper time, as it says (Deuteronomy 11:13-14), “To
love the Eternal your God and to serve Him with all your heart and all your soul, and I will give you
rain in your land in season, the early rain and the late...and I will give grass to your fields for your
animals.” And when the Temple is not standing, the land is not blessed for its inhabitants and the
rains do not come in season, as it says (Deuteronomy 11:16—17), “Guard yourselves from your
heart’s temptation...and He will shut up the heavens and there will be no rain.” And so it says
(Haggai 2:15-16), “Take note, from this day and beforehand, before any stone had been placed on a
stone in the House of the Eternal, if one came to a heap of wheat of twenty measures, it would
yield only ten; and if one came to the wine barrel to skim off fifty measures, the press would yield
only twenty.” Why doesn’t it say also for the wine barrel, twenty and then ten, just as it does for
the wheat, twenty and then ten? Because the wine barrel is a more exalted symbol than the wheat.
This teaches you that when the wine is cursed, there is a bad sign upon the whole year. Israel said
before the Holy Blessed One: Master of the World! Why do you do this to us? A holy spirit
answered them (Haggai 1:9), “You came for a lot, but there is only a little...because My House is
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destroyed, but you all run to your own houses.” And if you would perform the Temple services, I
would bless you as I once did, as it says (Haggai 2:18-19), “Take note...from the twenty-fourth day
of the ninth month, from the day the foundation was laid for the House of the Eternal...is the seed
yetin the granary? And have the grape, and the fig, and the pomegranate, and the olive tree yet
borne fruit? From that day I will send blessing.” This teaches you that there is no service dearer to
the Holy Blessed One than the service of the Holy Temple. On acts of kindness. How so? It says
(Hosea 6:6), “For I desire kindness, not a well-being offering.” The world was created from the
very beginning with kindness, as it says (Psalms 89:3), “For I have said that the world will be built
on kindness, and the heavens will be established on Your faith.” Once, Rabban [our rabbi]
Yohanan ben Zakkai, left Jerusalem, and Rabbi Yehoshua followed after him. And he saw the Holy
Temple destroyed. [Rabbi Yehoshua said: Woe to us, for this is destroyed —] the place where all of
Israel’s sins are forgiven! [Rabbi Yohanan]| said to him: My son, do not be distressed, for we have a
form of atonement just like it. And what is it? Acts of kindness, as it says (Psalms 89:3), “For I
desire kindness, not a well-being offering.” And so we find that Daniel, the precious man, would
busy himself with acts of kindness. And what were these acts of kindness that he was so busy
with? If you would say that in fact he did bring burnt offerings and other sacrifices in Babylon,
doesn’tit already say (Deuteronomy 12:13-14), “Take care not to bring burnt offerings in just any
place you see, but only in the place that the Eternal will choose in one of your tribal territories
shall you bring burnt offerings.” So what were the acts of kindness he busied himself with? He
would help a bride and bring her happiness, he would escort the dead [in a funeral procession],
and he would always give a perutah to a poor person. And he would pray three times a day, and his
prayers would be gladly accepted, as it says (Daniel 6:11), “When Daniel learned that [the ban
against worshiping God] had been put in writing, he went to his house, in whose upper chamber
he had windows made facing Jerusalem, and three times a day he knelt down, prayed, and made a
confession to his God, as he had always done.” And when Vespasian came to destroy Jerusalem, he
said to [the inhabitants]: Fools! Why do you seek to destroy this city and burn the Holy Temple?
What do I request of you? Only that you give me one bow or one arrow [as a sign of your
surrender|, and then I will leave you be. They said to him: Just as we went out [to battle] against
the two who came before you, and killed them, so will we go out against you and kill you. When
Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai heard this, he sent for the men of Jerusalem and said to them: My
children, why do seek to destroy this city and burn the Holy Temple? For what did he ask of you
but one bow or one arrow, and then he would leave you be. They said to him: Just as we went out
[to battle] against the two who came before him, and we killed them, so will we go out against
him and kill him. Vespasian had men lurking within the walls of Jerusalem, and everything they
heard they would would write on an arrow and shoot over the wall. So they reported that Rabban
Yohanan ben Zakkai supported the Caesar. [Thus would he remind the men of Jerusalem, i.e.,
plead with them to acquiesce to Vespasian.] And after Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai said this [to
them] day after day, and saw that they would not accept his advice, he sent for his students, Rabbi
Eliezer and Rabbi Yehoshua, and said to them: My sons, take me out of this place! Make me a
coffin, and I will sleep in it. So Rabbi Eliezer held [the coffin] on one end, and Rabbi Yehoshua held
it (on the other, and they carried him until the sun set, right up to the gates of Jerusalem. The
gatekeepers said to them: What is this? They replied: A dead body — and you know that a corpse
cannot remain overnight in Jerusalem. They said: If that is a dead body, go ahead and take it out
[of the city]). So they took him out (and they were carrying him until sunset) until they came to
Vespasian, and they opened the coffin, and [Rabbi Yohanan]| got up and stood before him. He said:
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So you are Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai. Ask for whatever you wish, and I will give it to you. He
replied: I ask nothing from you except for Yavneh. I will go there and teach my students, and I will
establish prayer, and I will do all the mitzvot [mentioned in the Torah]. [Vespasian] replied: Go. All
that you wish to do, you may do. [Rabbi Yohanan] said to him: Do you want me to tell you one
thing? He said: Go ahead. He said to him: Take note; soon you will ascend to the kingship. How do
you know? [Vespasian] said to him. [Rabbi Yohanan answered:] We have a tradition that the Holy
Temple will not be taken by an ordinary man, but only by a king. For it says (Isaiah 10:34), “And
the Lebanon tree will fall in its majesty.” They say that it was not (one or two or) three days until a
letter came from [Vespasian’s] city announcing that the Caesar had died and they were appointing
him to ascend to the kingship. They brought him a catapult and positioned it toward the walls of
Jerusalem. Then they brought him cedar posts, put them in the catapult, and fired them against
the wall until they made a breach. Then they brought him the head of a pig, put it in the catapult,
and flung it toward the sacrificial portions that were on the [Temple] altar. While Jerusalem was
being taken, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was sitting and waiting, and he trembled (before God),
just as Eli sat and watched, as it says (I Samuel 4:13), “There was Elj, sitting on a seat on the side of
the road, waiting, and his heart trembled because of the Ark of God.” When Rabban Yohanan ben
Zakkai heard that Jerusalem was destroyed and the Holy Temple was burning in flames, he tore
his clothes, and his students tore their clothes, and they cried and screamed and lamented. It says
(Zechariah 11:1), “Open your doors, Lebanon [i.e., the Holy Temple], and let fire consume your
cedars” — these are the (high) priests who were in the Sanctuary, who [took] their keys in their
hands and threw them toward the heavens, and said before the Holy Blessed One: Master of the
World! Here are Your keys, which You entrusted to us. For we were not faithful custodians doing
the King’s work and eating from the King’s table. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the twelve tribes,
were also crying and screaming and lamenting, and they said (Zechariah 11:2), “Howl, cypresses,
for cedars have fallen! How the mighty are ravaged!” [“Howl, cypresses, for cedars have fallen!” —
these are Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and the twelve tribes.] “Howl, you oaks of Bashan” — these
are Moses, Aaron, and Miriam. “For the stately forest is laid low” — that is the Holy of Holies. “The
voice of wailing shepherds, for their fields [have been ravaged]” (Zechariah 11:3) — these are David
and his son Solomon. “The sound of the lions roaring, for the jungle of the Jordan has been
ravaged” — these are Elijah and Elisha. The Holy Blessed One makes people different from one
another in three ways: in voice, in disposition, and in appearance. Why did the Holy Blessed One
make one person different from another in voice? For had He not made different voices, there
would be more illicit sexual relations in the world. When a man left his house, [another would
come along| and subdue his wife in his own house. Therefore, the Holy Blessed One variated the
sounds of voices, so that no one voice sounded like any other. And why disposition? [The Holy
Blessed one made one person’s disposition different from another’s, for if the Holy Blessed One
had not made every person with a different disposition, then everyone would be jealous of one
another. Therefore, the Holy Blessed One variated dispositions, so that no one person’s disposition
was like any others. And why appearance? The Holy Blessed One made one person’s appearance
different from another’s, for if the Holy Blessed One had not made one person’s appearance look
different from another’s, then the women of Israel would not recognize their husbands, and the
men would not recognize their wives. Therefore, the Holy Blessed One made every person with a
different face.
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