
the son of 

Josiahéó (Yimiyahu 26:1) 

and òThe first-fruits ( ˸˧ˏ̅˞ ː˶

́ˋˮ˓ˠˋ̎ ) of your 

grainéó (Devarim 18:4). 

Rashi also explains that if 

one were to insist that this 

passage was intended on 

explaining the chronology of 

Creation, one would be at a 

loss to explain the problems 

that come from this line of 

thinking.[2]  

òNow the earth was un-

formed and void, and dark-

ness was upon the face of 

the deep; and the spirit of 

God hovered over the face 

of the watersó (Bereishit 

1:2). From this passage we 

see that the waters preceded 

the heavens and the earth.  

  

               (continued on page 2) 

òôIn the beginning, God cre-

ated the heavens and the 

earthõ (1:1). The first and 

most important fact estab-

lished in the Bibleõs opening 

chapter, indeed in its open-

ing sentence, is that God, 

and God alone, created the 

world. This assertion repre-

sents a complete break with 

the prevailing view at the 

time, that nature itself is 

divine.ó[1]  

Rabbi Yitzchak said that G-d 

did not need to start the 

Torah with òBereishitó (

˸˧ˏ̅˞ ː˶ ˋ̌ ) but instead, the 

Torah should have started 

with òThis month shall be 

unto you the beginning of 

months; it shall be the first 

month of the year to 

youó (Shemot 12:2). Why 

should the Torah have begun 

with this passage? Rabbi Yitz-

chak taught that this is the 

first commandment given to 

Israel and therefore this 

would be the proper place 

to start the Torah.[2]  

Why did the Torah begin 

with Bereishit (˸ ˧ˏ̅˞ ː˶ ˋ̌ )? 

According to Rashi, the To-

rah began with Bereishit (

˸˧ˏ̅˞ ː˶ ˋ̌ ) in order to convey 

the message of òHe has de-

clared to His people the 

power of His works, in giving 

them the heritage of the 

nationsó (Tehillim 111:6). G-

d did this in the event that 

the Nations declare that 

Israel is a bandit for con-

quering the lands of the Ca-

naanites, Israel can declare 

that G-d created the world 

and He can give it to whom-

ever He wishes.[2]  

òIn the beginning God cre-

ated the heaven and the 

earthó (Bereishit 1:1). The 

rabbis expounded upon this 

verse by stating that the 

verse is to be understood as 

follows. The Torah is òthe 

beginning of His 

wayó (Mishlei 8:22) and Israel 

is òthe LORD's hallowed 

portion, His first-fruits of the 

increaseó (Yimiyahu 2:3). 

Rashi goes on to explain that 

the very first verse of the 

Torah was not written to 

teach the order of Creation 

by saying that the heavens 

and the earth were the first 

things created. If this is what 

the Torah was to teach us 

then it would have been 

written òAt first, He created 

the Heavens, etc.ó[2]  

This can be shown through-

out the Tanakh for there are 

no instances of the word 

reshit (˸ ˧ˏ̅˞ ː˶ ) that is not 

attached to the word that 

follows it. This can be seen 

in such passages as òIn the 

beginning of the reign (

˸˧ˏ̅˞ ː˶ ˋ̌ ,˸̐˩ˋ˪ˋˬ˒ˬ ) of Jehoiakim 
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To know wisdom and 

instruction; to compre-

hend the words of un-

derstanding; To receive 

the discipline of wis-

dom, justice, and right, 

and equity; To give pru-

dence to the simple, to 

the young man knowl-

edge and discretion; 

That the wise man may 

hear, and increase in 

learning, and the man of 

understanding may at-

tain unto wise counsels. 

(Proverbs 1:2-5) 
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However the problem is that the scrip-

ture has yet to reveal when the crea-

tion of the waters took place. From 

this revelation, one realizes that the 

waters must have been created prior 

to the heavens and the earth. There-

fore, one must conclude that this first 

verse of the Torah was not written to 

teach us the chronological order of 

Creation.[2]  

òIn the beginning God created the 

heaven and the earthó (Bereishit 1:1).  

The Name of G-d used in this very first 

passage of the Torah does not use the 

personal Name of G-d (the tetragama-

tron -  s-  x-  s-  ˧). Rashi explains that 

Creation really began with G-d con-

templating the Creation with the at-

tribute of strict judgment but He real-

ized that the world could not last if He 

only used the attribute of strict judg-

ment. Instead, G-d gave precedence to 

the attribute of mercy but joined it 

with the attribute of strict judgment. 

This is the meaning behind òThese are 

the generations of the heaven and of 

the earth when they were created, in 

the day that the LORD God made 

earth and heavenó (Bereishit 2:4).[2]  

In this passage we see the Personal 

Name (s ˣˢ˧ ) associated with mercy 

followed by ð and joined to ð the Di-

vine Name (˫ ˧ˏˢ̂ˌ˞ ) which is associated 

with strict judgment.[2] 

 
òNow the earth was unformed and 

void, and darkness was upon the face 

of the deep; and the breath of God 

hovered over the face of the wa-

tersó (Bereishit 1:2).  

 
The Hebrew for the word 

òunformedó (̐ˢ̝ ˸ ) means formlessness, 

confusion, unreality, or emptiness and 

the Hebrew for the word òvoidó (̐ˢ̝ ˟˓ˣ ) 

means emptiness, void, or waste.3 Ac-

cording to Targum Yonatan, the earth 

was òvacant and desolateó and accord-

ing to Targum Onkelos the earth was 

òwaste and emptyó.[4]  

According to Rambam òthe substance 

of the heavens is different from that 

of the earth: that there are two differ-

ent substances: the one is described 

as belonging to God, being the light of 

His garment, on account of its superi-

ority; and the other, the earthly sub-

stance, which is distant from His 

splendour and light, as being the snow 

under the throne of His glory.ó[5]  

Accordingly, we can know that òthe 

heavens and all that is in them consist 

of one substance, and the earth and 

everything that is in it consist of one 

substance. The Holy One, blessed be 

He, created these two substances 

from nothing; they alone were cre-

ated, and everything else was con-

structed from them.ó[6]  

In the Tanakh, darkness (̀ˑ̝̅ ˥ ) is 

generally used to symbolize evil, 

death, oblivion, or misfortune. In this 

passage, darkness seems to not be 

just simply the absence of light but is 

in itself a distinct entity.[7] The surface 

of the deep does not refer to the land 

underneath the water. This passage 

refers to the surface of the deep wa-

ters that covered the earth.[2]  

òéand the breath of God hovered 

over the face of the watersó (Bereishit 

1:2). The Hebrew word for breath 

(sometimes translated as spirit) is (

 ˒ ˥̐˶ˋˣ ) which means wind, breath, mind, 

or spirit.[3] Alternatively, Targum Yo-

natan translates this passage as òéand 

the Spirit of mercies from before the 

Lord breathed upon the face of the 

waters.ó Targum Onkelos similarly 

translates this passage as òéand a 

wind from before the Lord blew upon 

the face of the waters.ó[4]  

According to the Talmud and 

Midrash, breath or wind does not 

hover and this suggests that it was the 

Throne of Glory that hovered by 

means of the breath of G-d. òAnd the 

spirit of God hovered over the face of 

the waters ñ like a dove which hov-

ers over her young without touching 

[them]ó (Chagigah 15a).[8]  

òThe creation of the throne of glory 

is mentioned by our Sages, though in 

a strange way: for they say that it has 

been created before the creation of 

the Universe. Scripture, however, 

does not mention the creation of the 

throne, except in the words of David, 

"The Lord [has] established his 

throne in the heavens" (Ps. ciii. 19), 

which words admit of figurative inter-

pretation; but the eternity of the 

throne is distinctly described, "[You], 

O Lord, [dwell forever, your] throne 

[forever] and ever" (Lam. v. 19).ó[5]  
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The first step in preparation for war was the selection of spies. To guard against a repeti-

tion of what had happened to Moses, Joshua chose as his messengers Caleb and Phinehas, 

on whom he could place dependence in all circumstances. They were accompanied on their 

mission by two demons, the husbands of the she-devils Lilith and Mahlah. When Joshua was 

planning his campaign, these devils offered their services to him; they proposed that they be 

sent out to reconnoitre the land. Joshua refused the offer, but formed their appearance so 

frightfully that the residents of Jericho were struck with fear of them. In Jericho the spies 

put up with Rahab. She had been leading an immoral life for forty years, but at the approach 

of Israel, she paid homage to the true God, lived the life of a pious convert, and, as the wife 

of Joshua, became the ancestress of eight prophets and of the prophetess Huldah. She had 

opportunity in her own house of beholding the wonders of God. When the king's bailiffs 

came to make their investigations, and Rahab wanted to conceal the Israelitish spies, Phine-

has calmed her with the words: "I am a priest, and priests are like angels, visible when they 

wish to be seen, invisible when they do not wish to be seen." 

After the return of the spies, Joshua decided to pass over the Jordan. The crossing of the 

river was the occasion for wonders, the purpose of which was to clothe him with authority 

in the eyes of the people. Scarcely had the priests, who at this solemn moment took the 

place of the Levites as bearers of the Ark, set foot in the Jordan, when the waters of the 

river were piled up to a height of three hundred miles. All the peoples of the earth were 

witnesses of the wonder. In the bed of the Jordan Joshua assembled the people around the 

Ark. A Divine miracle caused the narrow space between its staves to contain the whole 

concourse. Joshua then proclaimed the conditions under which God would give Palestine to 

the Israelites, and he added, if these conditions were not accepted, the waters of the Jordan 

would descend straight upon them. Then they marched through the river. When the people 

arrived on the further shore, the holy Ark, which had all the while been standing in the bed 

of the river, set forward of itself, and, dragging the priests after it, overtook the people.  

 

                                                                                                    (continued on page 4) 

òThe crossing of 

the river was 

the occasion for 

wonders, the 

purpose of 

which was to 

clothe him with 

authority in the 

eyes of the 

people.ó  
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The day continued eventful. Unassailed, the Israelites marched seventy miles to Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, and 

there performed the ceremony bidden by Moses in Deuteronomy: six of the tribes ascended Mount Gerizim, and six 

Mount Ebal. The priests and the Levites grouped themselves about the holy Ark in the vale between the two peaks. 

With their faces turned toward Gerizim, the Levites uttered the words: "Happy the man that maketh no idol, an 

abomination unto the Lord," and all the people answered Amen. After reciting twelve blessings similar to this in form, 

the Levites turned to Mount Ebal, and recited twelve curses, counterparts of the blessings, to each of which the people 

responded again with Amen. Thereupon an altar was erected on Mount Ebal with the stones, each weighing forty seim, 

which the Israelites had taken from the bed of the river while passing through the Jordan. The altar was plastered with 

lime, and the Torah written upon it in seventy languages, so that the heathen nations might have the opportunity of 

learning the law. At the end it was said explicitly that the heathen outside of Palestine, if they would but abandon the 

worship of idols, would be received kindly by the Jews.  

All this happened on one day, on the same day on which the Jordan was crossed, and the assembly was held on Ger-

izim and Ebal, the day on which the people arrived at Gilgal, where they left the stones of which the altar had been 

built. At Gilgal Joshua performed the rite of circumcision on those born in the desert, who had remained uncircum-

cised on account of the rough climate and for other reasons. And here it was that the manna gave out. It had ceased to 

fall at the death of Moses, but the supply that had been stored up had lasted some time longer. As soon as the people 

were under the necessity of providing for their daily wants, they grew negligent in the study of the Torah. Therefore 

the angel admonished Joshua to loose his shoes from off his feet, for he was to mourn over the decline of the study of 

the Torah, and bare feet are a sign of mourning. The angel reproached Joshua in particular with having allowed the 

preparations for war to interfere with the study of the Torah and with the ritual service. Neglect of the latter might be 

a venial sin, but neglect of the former is worthy of condign punishment. At the same time the angel assured Joshua that 

he had come to aid him, and he entreated Joshua not to draw back from him, like Moses, who had refused the good 

offices of the angel. He who spoke to Joshua was none other than the archangel Michael.  

Ginzberg, Louis. The Legends of the Jews: Volume IV. (1909) [http://www.sacred-texts.com/jud/loj/loj402.htm] 
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