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The terminology used in the beginning of Beraishit 6 (1-6) is extremely intriguing: 

 

And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and 

daughters were born unto them, that the “Bnai Elokim” saw the daughters of 

men that they were fair; and they took them wives, whomsoever they chose. 

And the LORD Said: 'My Spirit shall not Abide in man forever, for that he also is 

flesh; therefore shall his days be a hundred and twenty years.' The giants were 

in the earth in those days, and also after that, when the “Bnai Elokim” came in 

unto the daughters of men, and they bore children to them; the same were the 

mighty men that were of old, the men of renown. And the LORD Saw that the 

wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the 

thoughts of his heart was only evil continually. And it Repented the LORD that 

He had Made man on the earth, and it Grieved Him at His Heart.   

 

Ibn Ezra suggests four different interpretations1 for “Bnai Elokim”: 

 

1) The sons of/people2 who are judges, that they would adjudicate on earth the 

law of God and therefore in effect were God’s Surrogates.3  

2) There are those who say that the term is “Kodesh” (holy),4 and these men are 

the holy ones that are on the earth, in the spirit of (Devarim 14:1) “Ye (the 

                                                           
1
 A truism regarding multiple, contradictory interpretations maintains that they are all flawed and there is 

no single understanding that is totally satisfying. 
2
 “Bnai” does not necessarily mean “progeny”, and could alternatively mean “those who are”. 

3
 The term “Elokim” is used in such a context in (Shemot 22:8) “For every matter of trespass, whether it 

be for ox, for ass, for sheep, for raiment, or for any manner of lost thing, whereof one saith: 'This is it,' the 

cause of both parties shall come before God; he whom God shall Condemn shall pay double unto his 

neighbor” and (Ibid. 27) “Thou shalt not revile ‘Elohim’, nor curse a ruler of thy people.” In the former 

case, because a Beit Din judicially represents HaShem on earth—the verse (Tehillim 82:1) “A Psalm of 

Asaph. ‘Elokim’ standeth in the congregation of ‘Keil’; in the midst of the judges He Judgeth” is cited as an 

proof that God’s Presence may be metaphysically immanent in such a situation—the judges are 

considered synonymous with HaShem Himself; in the latter, while there are views that the term at the 

beginning of the verse is “Kodesh”—holy—and therefore this is a source for the prohibition against 

blasphemy, others taking their cue from the end of the verse, which deals with political leaders, interpret 

the beginning of the verse as a reference to judges, leaders with judicial power. 
4
 The two alternatives that apply to a word like “Elokim” is whether it is “Kodesh” (holy), referring in some 

way to HaShem, or “Chol” (non-holy) and it is to be understood as reflecting something that is distinct 

from God.  



Jewish people) are the Children of the LORD your God:5 ye shall not cut 

yourselves, nor make any baldness between your eyes for the dead.”6 7   

3)  And there are others who say that “Bnai Elokim” are the descendants of 

Sheit,8 while the “daughters of man” are part of the family of Kayin.9 10 

                                                           
5
 I.e., HaShem has Chosen you to be His People, and therefore stringencies that might not apply to others, 

will apply to you. 
6
 The implication might then be that even those who professed themselves to be emulating God, i.e., the 

most spiritual and ostensibly idealistic, were given over to hypocritical activities vis-à-vis with whom they 

chose to be intimate, leading to HaShem “Regretting” that He had Brought the human race into existence.   
7
 A more extreme take on assuming that the word is “Kodesh” appears in a Midrash, quoted in Tora 

Shleima, #16, pp. 372-3. 

These (“Bnai Elokim) are Uza and UzaEl (angels), that were dwelling in the firmament (angels), 

that they lowered themselves to earth as a trial. This teaches while they were dwelling in the 

firmament, they heard  when the Holy One, Blessed Be He Said, (Beraishit 6:7) “And the LORD 

Said: 'I will Blot out man whom I have Created from the face of the earth; both man, and beast, 

and creeping thing, and fowl of the air; for it Repenteth Me that I have Made them.'” They said 

before Him: Master of the Universe! (Tehillim 144:3) “LORD, what is man, that Thou Takest 

knowledge of him? or the son of man, that Thou Makest account of him?” The Holy One, Blessed 

Be He Said to them: If you were on earth like these men, and you would see the beautiful women 

who are among them, immediately the Evil Inclination would enter into you and would cause you 

to sin. They said to Him: We will go down and we will not sin! They immediately went down, and 

that is what is said, (Beraishit 6:2) “…The ‘Bnai Elokim’ saw the daughters of men that they were 

fair…” As soon as they “saw”, they wished to return to the firmament. They said before Him: 

Master of the Universe!  We have had enough of this trial. He Said to them: You have already 

become defiled and you can never become purified again.   

While the Jewish People’s special status vis-à-vis HaShem qualifies them to be categorized as “Bnai 

Elokim”, the term would be that much more pertinent to Divine Beings like angels.   
8
 Sheit’s, and more specifically his son Enosh’s, association with Elokim is reflected in Beraishit 4:26 : 

And to Sheit, to him also there was born a son; and he called his name Enosh; then began men to 

call upon the Name of the LORD.  
9 R. Shubert Spero (“’The sons of G-d…the daughters of men’?”, translated by Rachel Rowen, 

Bar-Ilan University, Parashat HaShavua Study Center, Parashat Beraishit 5772/October 13, 2012 

http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/bereshit/bereshit.shtml ) notes that the term “image/likeness of 

God” is used only in connection with Sheit, i.e., “Bnai Elokim”, in contrast to the generations of Kayin: 

Beraishit 5:1-3 

This is the book of the generations of Adam. In the day that God created man, in the likeness of 

God Made He him; male and female Created He them, and Blessed them, and Called their name 

Adam, in the day when they were created. And Adam lived a hundred and thirty years, and begot 

a son in His Likeness, after His Image; and called his name Sheit.  (There is ambiguity with respect 

to the reference to likeness and image, and one could interpret that we are referring to Adam’s 

likeness and image.) 

Beraishit 4:17-18 

http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/bereshit/bereshit.shtml


4)  And what is most acceptable in my (Ibn Ezra’s) eyes is that “Bnai Elohim” 

who knew the Mind of God, chose for themselves wives, because the array of 

the Heavens (a reference to astrology) was understood by each, and the 

offspring were accordingly superior. Therefore mighty men descended from 

them. And it is possible that they took wives by force.11  

 

R. Schubert Spero (see fn. 7) suggests an interpretation that extends Ibn Ezra’s third 

approach to include a hypothesis based upon current DNA evidence and evolutionary theory: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
And Kayin knew his wife; and she conceived, and bore Chanoch; and he builded a city, and called 

the name of the city after the name of his son Chanoch. And unto Chanoch was born Irad; and 

Irad begot Mehuyael; and Mehuyael begot Metushael; and Metushael begot Lamech.   
10

 Shmuel David Luzzato (ShaDaL) shares this concept, but reverses the two elements.  

ShaDaL 

It seems to me that “Bnai Elokim” are part of the offspring of Kayin, who were wandering on the 

earth, and they were harsh in nature and evil like Kayin their ancestor. And the offspring of Sheit 

were dwelling in a civilized organization. And they were called (alternatively) “Bnai Adam”. And a 

few of Kayin’s offspring were stronger and taller than them (the Bnai Adam). And the Bnai Adam 

were afraid and disconcerted by them and therefore would refer to them (the offspring of Kayin) 

“Bnai Elohim” (in the sense of “El” meaning power) due to their height, fearfulness and wildness 

(because those who dwell in the desert in the heat of the day and the cold of the night are taller, 

stronger than those who live within a format of a state, and they do things based upon wisdom.) 

Initially, the offspring of Sheit did not mix with the offspring of Kayin. However, with the passage 

of time, the offspring of Kayin began to kidnap the offspring of Sheit, with some of them 

remaining with their husbands. Others returned to their parental home and gave birth there. And 

then there were born in the midst of the “Bnai Adam” taller, tougher and more evil than the 

other descendants of Sheit. And from that point on human civilization began to disintegrate. 
11

 Ibn Ezra was an expert in astrology and authored many books on the subject. 

…Ibn Ezra composed his first book on astrology in Italy, before his move to France: 
In seven books written in Béziers in 1147–1148 Ibn Ezra then composed a systematic 
presentation of astrology, starting with an introduction and a book on general principles, and 
then five books on particular branches of the subject. The presentation appears to have been 
planned as an integrated whole, with cross-references throughout, including references to 
subsequent books in the future tense. Each of the books is known in two versions, so it seems 
that at some point Ibn Ezra also created a revised edition of the series...

  

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_ibn_Ezra#Astrology  
Consequently, the term “Bnai Elohim” would indicate a deep understanding of the workings of the 
universe. While today we might invoke (Devarim 18:13) “Thou shalt be whole-hearted with the LORD thy 
God”, suggesting that we should engage more in Bitachon (faith) than trying to discern Divine Patterns 
and act accordingly, nevertheless, if we assume that astrology was the science of Ibn Ezra’s day, then he 
might be suggesting an attitude towards science, i.e., one should limit attempts to base behavior on high 
levels of understanding. Would genetic science today be comparable to the astrology of Ibn Ezra’s day? In 
my view, it is more satisfying to assume that HaShem Decided to Do away with humanity due to immoral 
behavior, such as men violently obtaining for themselves unwilling wives, than people who tried to figure 
out which mate would be best in terms of future progeny.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B%C3%A9ziers
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_ibn_Ezra#Astrology


…There appeared of late reports of new paleontological discoveries (in Israel, of 

all places) which have led to a deep-rooted revision of our ideas about the 

development of the human species.12  Until recently anthropologists thought 

that homo-sapiens (modern man) only appeared after the disappearance of the 

earlier Neanderthal man.  Even those who held that these two populations may 

have existed in overlapping times admitted that no intimate relations developed 

between them due to the considerable differences between the two groups.  

The possibility of cross-breeding was thought to be out of the question.  New 

studies, however, based on DNA analysis of Neanderthal man, prove that homo-

sapiens and Neanderthal lived side by side for a considerable time and 

intermarried, causing genetic mixing.  It also turns out that Neanderthal man 

was not as primitive as previously held. 

 

This leads us to the interpretation, in accordance with the chronological 

presentation of this week's reading, that indeed we are dealing with an era in 

which several of the sons from Kayin's family, who were stronger and taller than 

others, presented themselves as demi-gods (sons of G-d) and began to rule over 

others (the daughters of men, i.e., homo sapiens) tyrannically (for they "took 

wives from among whomever pleased them").  Accordingly, G-d's judgment, 

that "all flesh had corrupted its ways on earth" (Gen. 6:12), was based not only 

on the injustice of human society, but primarily on the total collapse of the 

genetic system of human beings and animals.  

 

According to paleontological studies, after generations of successful migration 

over the continents, suddenly all trace of Neanderthals disappeared for some 

unknown reason, while homo sapiens (we) took over the earth.  According to 

the Torah, one family descended of Sheit, along with the choicest of the flora 

and fauna, survived in order to populate the new world after the flood.  Why?  

Because "Noach found favor with the Lord" (Gen. 6:8).13 

                                                           
12

 Makor Rishon, no. 666, May 14, 2010; Newsweek, Oct. 16, 1989; International Herald Tribune, May 14, 

2010, p. 7. 
13

 R. Spero’s suggestion that “Bnai Elohim” might constitute a reference to Neandrathals resonates with 

comments made by Aryeh Kaplan (“Creative Evolution” in Faces and Facets, Moznayim, Jerusalem, 1993, 

p. 84): 

After the initial six days of creation, the Bible states that God stopped working and 

rested. There was the day of Sabbath, and the world was allowed to develop, to evolve, 

for billions of years. Finally in the course of evolution, man appeared on the scene. But 

he was not a complete man. He lacked the inventiveness, he lacked the intellect, and 

yes, he lacked the soul. He was merely a primitive type, not a true man. Then, in the 

second chapter of Genesis, the Bible tells us of the creation of Adam. And it is here that 

we have a tradition of the date of his creation. According to Jewish tradition, Adam was 



While R. Spero suggests an identity between the “Bnai Elohim” and Neandrathal Man 

based upon contemporary scientific research, creatures that may have been a bridge between 

prehistoric humanoid forms and man as we have come to know him are to be found in 

traditional texts. In a chapter entitled “Mermaids and Wild Men”,14 R. Nosson Slifkin discusses 

the Mishna’s reference to “Adnai HaSadeh”, and seems to agree with those who understand the 

term as referring to some sort of ape-like creature: 

 

Kilaim 8:5 

…”Adnai HaSadeh”15 are deemed as belonging to the category of Chaya (wild 

animals, with respect to the laws of ritual purity). 

R. Yose said: When dead they communicate ritual impurity to men and to 

objects susceptible thereto which are under the same roof as does the corpse of 

a human being. 

 

Tiferet Yisrael,16 #32   

                                                                                                                                                                             
created on September 9, 3701 BCE. When we celebrate Rosh HaShana, we are 

celebrating the anniversary of Adam’s creation, 5728
 
 (now, 5774) years ago.  

It is interesting to note that historians find an almost miraculous flowering of human 

creativity following this date with conditions changing more radically than ever the 

previous quarter million years. During Adam’s lifetime, we find one of the most creative 

periods in history, with the invention of weaving, metallurgy, the plow, the wheel, and 

bricks, and the use of sail craft and draft animals, as well as the concept of private 

property. Historians record this as fact, and the Bible provides us with the reason… 
14

 Mysterious Creatures: Intriguing Tora Enigmas of Natural and Unnatural History, Targum/Feldheim, 

Southfield, MI, 2003, pp. 135 ff.  
15

 R. Ovadia MiBartenura,  (c. 1445, Bertinoro, Italy - c. 1515, Jerusalem was a 15th-century Italian rabbi 

best known for his popular commentary on the Mishna, commonly known as "The Bartenura". In his later 

years, he rejuvenated the Jewish community of Jerusalem and became recognized as the spiritual leader 

of the Jews of his generation…  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obadiah_ben_Abraham )
 
, offers a 

remarkable description of the creature in question:  

A wild animal that is found in fields (“HaSadeh”) and a type of great rope extends from the 

ground by which this animal grows. Its name is known, and it is “Yidoni” that appears in the Tora. 

(VaYikra 20:27; Devarim 18:11. Verses dealing with necromancy and future-telling.) It is 

connected to this rope at its umbilicus. Its form is that of a man in terms of a face, hands and 

feet. No creature is allowed to come close to it because it kills and tears to pieces anything that 

approaches it. And when one wishes to hunt it, arrows are shot at the rope until it is severed, 

and it cries out with a bitter voice and dies immediately… 

Perhaps it was this description that influenced R. Slifkin to wonder whether “Adnai HaSadeh” might refer 

to Bigfoot, the yeti (could this be a variant on “Yidoni”?), or the sasquatch. (p. 136) 
16

 Israel Lifschitz (1782–1860) was a rabbi of the Acharonim era, first at Dessau and then at the Jewish 

Community of Danzig. He was the author of Tiferet Yisrael a well-known commentary on the Mishna. The 

edition of the Mishna containing this commentary is often referred to as "Mishnayot Yachin uBoaz". The 

commentary is divided into two parts, one more general and one more analytical, titled "Yachin" and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bertinoro
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mishnah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obadiah_ben_Abraham
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acharonim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dessau
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_Community_of_Danzig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_Community_of_Danzig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Danzig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tiferet_Yisrael_(commentary)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mishna


(The Aramaic rendering of “Adnai HaSadeh” in the Talmud Yerushalmi means) 

“A mountain man”. It seems to me that what is being referenced is a 

“Waldmensch” that is called “orangutan” (!). It is a type of great ape that is truly 

the size and shape of a human. However, its arms are long and reach its knees, 

and it is taught to chop wood, to draw water, also to put on clothes like a real 

human being. To sit at the table, to eat with a spoon, knife and fork.17 Today it is 

extent only in large jungles in Central Africa. However, it would appear that at 

one time it roamed also in the vicinity of the land of Israel, in the mountains of 

Lebanon because there even in our times there are great forests comprised of 

the famous Lebanese cedars, and for this reason, it is called the “mountain 

man”.  

 

 R. Slifkin18 intriguingly includes in his discussion the following citation from an article in the New 

York Times19 about a “Great Ape Suit”, which appears to be an argument of reductio ad 

absurdum: 

 

A great ape will appear in the courtroom. A lawsuit, perhaps protesting the 

ape’s life behind bars, will have been filed in the animal’s name. The ape will 

then testify in sign language or using a voice synthesizer to support the claim 

that contrary to centuries of law, it has legal rights, including a fundamental 

right to liberty… in essence, the lawyers want to challenge the status quo by 

asking the courts to look closely at great apes, large and intelligent creatures 

like gorillas, chimpanzees and orangutans that resemble humans genetically.  

 

The approaches of R. Spero, as well as R. Slifkin and others cited above, who all attempt 

to reconcile biblical descriptions with modern scientific findings, rather than being viewed as 

apologetics, as some might maintain, should be considered as an attempt to assume that the 

Tora is ultimately true, even if it speaks in an idiom that is more poetic than objectively historic. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
"Boaz" respectively (after two large pillars in the Temple in Jerusalem). This is often considered to be one 

of the clearest and most useful commentaries on the Mishna… 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel_Lipschitz      
17

 Franz Kafka wrote a short story entitled “Report to an Academy”. http://research.uvu.edu/albrecht-

crane/HONR%202100/a%20report%20to%20an%20academy.pdf The premise of the story is that an ape 

that was captured in the jungle, is socialized in all human endeavors, including speech. He then gives a 

report about what it is like to be an ape in human society. The story first appeared in Martin Buber’s 

journal Der Jude (The Jew) and it has been interpreted as a parable for how an assimilated Jew feels in 

Christian Europe, when he experiences double-alienation: he is uncomfortable with his Jewish identity, 

but he is never really accepted into non-Jewish society. 
18

 p. 138. 
19

 The New York Times Weekly Review, August 22, 1999. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Temple_in_Jerusalem
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel_Lipschitz
http://research.uvu.edu/albrecht-crane/HONR%202100/a%20report%20to%20an%20academy.pdf
http://research.uvu.edu/albrecht-crane/HONR%202100/a%20report%20to%20an%20academy.pdf


It demonstrates the validity and importance of studying not only Tora but also secular studies in 

the spirit of the statement attributed20 to the Vilna Gaon:  

 

Proportional to what is lacking to a person re knowledge of other wisdoms, 

there will be lacking to him 100 portions vis-à-vis the wisdom of the Tora, 

because Tora and wisdom are intrinsically connected.21  

 

                                                           
20

 Some questions have been raised as to whether the Gaon ever said this. Nevertheless it is a powerful 

sentiment, and quoted in the writings of R. Kook.  
21

 See R. Aharon Lichtenstein, “A Consideration of Synthesis from a Tora Point of View”, Leaves of Faith: 

The World of Jewish Learning, Vol. 1, Ktav, Jersey City, NJ, 2003. 


