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The episode of the spies led to the Children of Israel remaining in the desert for 
forty years rather than immediately entering the Promised Land.  The story ends 
in a painful rejection of the Land of Israel. The people, only recently freed from 
slavery, were simply unprepared for life as an independent nation in the Land.  
 
Though the story of the spies is first told in Shelach, it is retold as a recollection 
by Moshe at the start of the book of Devarim. (see Devarim 1:22-25) From this 
recollection in Devarim, it is clear that sending spies was originally an idea of the 
people, to which Moshe agreed. Shelach however phrases the sending of the 
spies as a command from G-d:  ‘The Lord spoke to Moshe saying: Send out for 
yourself men who will scout the Land of Canaan.’ 
 
This Divine command is phrased in a unique way,   - ‘Send out for yourself’ 
rather than the more straightforward request of ‘send spies’. What is the meaning 
of the extra phrase  - ‘for yourself’ used here by G-d? 
 
Rashi explains that the phrase ‘for yourself’ signifies, ‘by your discretion’. G-d 
was not directly commanding Moshe to send the spies, however if he wished to 
do so, it was his choice, his discretion. Rashi goes on to explain that the original 
drive to search out the Land did indeed come from the people, as Moshe recalls 
in Devarim. G-d then agreed to sending spies but left the final decision in 
Moshe’s hands.  
 
The Maharal connects this phrase of  - ‘for yourself’ with its famous use in 
Bereishit. Avraham, the first Jew, at the beginning of parshat Lech Lecha, was 
told by G-d   ‘Go forth for yourself from your land and from your birthplace 
and from your father's house, to the land that I will show you.’ This command was 
his first contact with G-d and the beginnings of Jewish history. The question 
asked regarding Avraham is the same as asked about the use of the phrase in 
our sedra, namely why say  - ‘for yourself’? Avraham was commanded to go to 
the Land of Israel, he had no choice, so why add the ‘for yourself’? 
 
Rashi explains that this additional clause was intended to let Avraham 
understand that the trip to Israel would be more than simply following a 
command. Rather by following the Divine norm, Avraham would gain profound 
benefits; it would be of value to him personally. Rashi however, a few verses 
later, gives a different interpretation of the phrase of  - ‘for yourself’. In his 
commentary to Bereishit 13:14, Rashi explains   - ‘Go forth for yourself’ to 
mean that Avraham was to travel alone, to a destiny different from others, 
different in particular from his relative Lot. This second interpretation of  - ‘for 
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The Maharal explains that the phrase 

yourself’ implies Avraham to be different, on a unique path, a path, ‘for himself’ 
rather than for anybody else and not referring at all to the benefits which Rashi 
emphases in his commentary to the actual verse. It is interesting that Rashi 
decided not mention also this second interpretation to the verse itself, waiting 
fourteen verses to mention it. 
 
The Maharal explains that the phrase  - ‘for yourself’, both for Avraham and for 
Moshe adds also a degree of autonomy. For Avraham the command was clear 
and unavoidable, but G-d also wished for him to go willingly, from his own free 
will, and out of a sense that it was the right choice to make. The Maharal explains 
that sending the spies was, as Rashi mentioned, left in the hands of Moshe. 
However G-d told Moshe to send them  - ‘for yourself’ or rather for Moshe 
himself. Meaning that Moshe should send them because it was worthwhile for 
him personally, that Moshe would see and consider there to be a real benefit for 
himself in sending the spies.  
 
What might have been the benefit for Moshe of sending the spies? 
 
According to Ramban, Moshe sent the spies for two main reasons. The first was 
simply to learn about the best way to conquer the land, to gain information about 
the terrain, fortifications and the nature of the fighters. According to Ramban, 
Moshe simply wished to learn the best way to conquer the Land of Israel 
and defeat its inhabitants.  
 
The Ramban though adds a second reason why Moshe wished to send spies. 
Moshe knew that the Land was good and he wished also for the scouts to see 
the Land, fall in love with it and return overflowing with stories of its wonders to 
the rest of the people. This then was, for Ramban, the meaning of the phrase,  
- ‘for yourself’. Moshe, unable to take the people physically into the Land, wished 
to help them gain an emotional bond to the Land and so sent the spies, ‘for 
himself’. This was ‘for himself’ since the scouts were meant to do what he was 
unable to do, namely to connect the people with their Promised Land.  
 
Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch also explains Moshe’s motivation is a similar vein. 
The aim, as mentioned in the second verse of our sedra, was for the spies to 
‘Yoturu et HaAretz - to spy out the land.’ Rav Hirsch explains that the verb ‘yoturu 
implies that the purpose of the enterprise was not simply a general search to 
learn how to conquer the Land but rather a positive search, looking specifically 
for good points, for clues that the Promised Land was the best and most suited 
land for the nation’s development and to fulfil its mission.   
 
However, the people were not interested in this goal. They had recently left 
slavery and lacked a spiritual sophistication to see what G-d and Moshe wanted 
for them. This, says Rav Hirsch, is indicted by their choice of words when asking 
for spies to be sent. When Moshe recalls the events in Devarim, he notes that 
the people, instead of using G-d’s verb of ‘yoturu’ used instead ‘yahperu’ (see 
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However,  the people were not 
interested in this goal. They had 
recently left slavery and lacked a 
spiritual sophistication to see what G-d 
and Moshe wanted for them. This, says 
Rav Hirsch, is indicted by their choice 
of words when asking for spies to be 

sent. When Moshe recalls the events 
in Devarim, he notes that the people, 
instead of using G-d’s verb of ‘yoturu’ 
used instead ‘yahperu’ (see Devarim 
1:22) Following the explanation given 
in the Gemara (Sotah 34b), Rav Hirsch 
explains ‘yahperu’ to mean also ‘to 
search out’. However a search with 
the negative connotations of shame, 
in particular when disclosing faults. 
‘Yahperu’ means to excavate or to 
bring out into the light that which 
really should remain hidden. The 
people wished to send spies but to 
show the Land in a negative light, to 

create a negative impression. G-d and 
Moshe, on the other hand, wished the 
spies to see the Land’s beauty and tell 
of their love for it upon returning.

We all understand that Israel is a land 
like no other. However seeing its 
inner beauty requires an eye which 
appreciates that inner spiritual beauty. 
Moshe had those eyes and hoped 
that the spies had such spir itual 
sophistication as well. Moshe was 
deeply connected to the Land and 
sending the spies was a very personal 
enterprise for him, especially as he was 
unable to go himself into the Land with 
the Children of Israel. He intended the 
spies to come and help the people gain 
a relationship of love with the Land.  
However the people, recently freed 
from slavery, lacked the spirituality 
needed to live in the Land of Israel and 
looked only for its faults.

Moshe simply wished to learn the best way to conquer 
the Land of Israel and defeat its inhabitants.
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