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Unit 1 Marriage 
Talmud Do considerations of modesty preclude frank public discussions of the Halachic     
  dynamics of an intimate relationship?  

Chagiga 11b 
/MISHNAH/.  
THE (SUBJECT OF) FORBIDDEN RELATIONS MAY 

NOT BE EXPOUNDED IN THE PRESENCE OF 
THREE,1  

NOR THE WORK OF CREATION IN THE PRESENCE 
OF TWO,2  

NOR (THE WORK OF) THE CHARIOT IN THE 
PRESENCE OF ONE, UNLESS HE IS A SAGE 

  ב עמוד יא דף חגיגה מסכת בבלי תלמוד

 /. משנה/

  18,בשלשה בעריות דורשין אין
 

 

  19,בשנים בראשית במעשה ולא
 

 ומבין חכם היה כן אם אלא 20,ביחיד במרכבה ולא
 . מדעתו

                                                 
1 See fn. 18.  
2 See fn. 19.  
18 When instruction is being imparted or discussions being conducted regarding prohibited, and by implication, 
permitted sexual issues, it is important that full attention is paid by all participants in order that no one is enabled 
to draw false conclusions. The matters are considered so serious, and the tendency for self-justification and 
rationalization so strong, that clarity in terms of the numbers in the audience, be assured as much as possible.  
19 In the matters of how the universe was originally created, rather than religious practice, theological belief is 
being delineated. By virtue of associated the Divine Act of Creation with the discussion of sexual practices, it is 
implied that such matters are also difficult and in need of careful explanation and understanding. If anything, this 
topic is considered even more in need of direct discussion and direction and therefore even an audience of two is 
considered inappropriate.  
20 Reference to Merkava is based upon the opening chapter of Yechezkel, in which God’s chariot/throne is the 
subject of the prophet’s vision:  

1 Now it came to pass in the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, in the fifth day of the month, as I was among the captives by the river 
Chebar that the heavens were opened, and I saw visions of God. 2 In the fifth day of the month, which was the fifth year of king 
Jehoiachin's captivity, 3 the word of the LORD came expressly unto Ezekiel the priest, the son of Buzi, in the land of the Chaldeans by the 
river Chebar; and the hand of the LORD was there upon him. 4 And I looked, and, behold, a stormy wind came out of the north, a great 
cloud, with a fire flashing up, so that a brightness was round about it; and out of the midst thereof as the color of electrum, out of the 
midst of the fire. 5 And out of the midst thereof came the likeness of four living creatures. And this was their appearance: they had the 
likeness of a man. 6 And every one had four faces, and every one of them had four wings. 7 And their feet were straight feet; and the 
sole of their feet was like the sole of a calf's foot; and they sparkled like the color of burnished brass. 8 And they had the hands of a man 
under their wings on their four sides; and as for the faces and wings of them four, 9 their wings were joined one to another; they turned 
not when they went; they went every one straight forward. 10 As for the likeness of their faces, they had the face of a man; and they 
four had the face of a lion on the right side; and they four had the face of an ox on the left side; they four had also the face of an eagle. 
11 Thus were their faces; and their wings were stretched upward; two wings of every one were joined one to another, and two covered 
their bodies. 12 And they went every one straight forward; whither the spirit was to go, they went; they turned not when they went. 13 
As for the likeness of the living creatures, their appearance was like coals of fire, burning like the appearance of torches; it flashed up 
and down among the living creatures; and there was brightness to the fire, and out of the fire went forth lightning. 14 And the living 
creatures ran and returned as the appearance of a flash of lightning. 15 Now as I beheld the living creatures, behold one wheel at the 
bottom hard by the living creatures, at the four faces thereof. 16 The appearance of the wheels and their work was like unto the color of 
a beryl; and they four had one likeness; and their appearance and their work was as it were a wheel within a wheel. 17 When they went, 
they went toward their four sides; they turned not when they went. 18 As for their rings, they were high and they were dreadful; and 
they four had their rings full of eyes round about. 19 And when the living creatures went, the wheels went hard by them; and when the 
living creatures were lifted up from the bottom, the wheels were lifted up. 20 Whithersoever the spirit was to go, as the spirit was to go 
thither, so they went; and the wheels were lifted up beside them; for the spirit of the living creature was in the wheels. 21 When those 
went, these went, and when those stood, these stood; and when those were lifted up from the earth, the wheels were lifted up beside 
them; for the spirit of the living creature was in the wheels. 22 And over the heads of the living creatures there was the likeness of a 
firmament, like the color of the terrible ice, stretched forth over their heads above. 23 And under the firmament were their wings 
conformable the one to the other; this one of them had two which covered, and that one of them had two which covered, their bodies. 
24 And when they went, I heard the noise of their wings like the noise of great waters, like the voice of the Almighty, a noise of tumult 
like the noise of a host; when they stood, they let down their wings. 25 For, when there was a voice above the firmament that was over 
their heads, as they stood, they let down their wings. 26 And above the firmament that was over their heads was the likeness of a 
throne, as the appearance of a sapphire stone; and upon the likeness of the throne was a likeness as the appearance of a man upon it 
above. 27 And I saw as the color of electrum, as the appearance of fire round about enclosing it, from the appearance of his loins and 
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AND UNDERSTANDS OF HIS OWN 
KNOWLEDGE.3  

WHOSOEVER SPECULATES UPON FOUR THINGS, 
A PITY FOR HIM! HE IS AS THOUGH HE HAD 
NOT COME INTO THE WORLD, (TO WIT):  
1) WHAT IS ABOVE, 2) WHAT IS BENEATH,  
3) WHAT BEFORE, 4) WHAT AFTER.4  

AND WHOSOEVER TAKES NO THOUGHT FOR THE 
HONOR OF HIS MAKER, IT WERE A MERCY 
HE HAD NOT COME INTO THE WORLD…5 

 
/Gemora/.   

THE FORBIDDEN RELATIONS MAY NOT 
BE EXPOUNDED IN THE PRESENCE OF THREE.6 
What is the reason?  
Shall one say,7 because it is written: (VaYikra 

18:6) “Whosoever to any that is near of kin 
to him?”  
“Ish Ish” )implies( two,  

 

 

 לא כאילו לו רתוי דברים בארבעה המסתכל כל
 : לעולם בא

 מה( 3, למטה מה( 2, למעלה מה( 1
 21.לאחור ומה( 4, לפנים

 
 בא שלא לו ויאר - קונו כבוד על חס שלא וכל

 22…לעולם

 
 
     /.גמרא/

  23,בשלשה בעריות דורשין אין
 

 ? טעמא מאי
 איש")ויקרא יח:ו(  דכתיב משום 24אילימא

  "בשרו שאר כל אל ”איש
 

 , תרי -"איש איש"

                                                 
upward; and from the appearance of his loins and downward I saw as it were the appearance of fire, and there was brightness round 
about him. 28 As the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud in the day of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness round about. 
This was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD. And when I saw it, I fell upon my face, and I heard a voice of one that 
spoke. {P} 

The “Chariot” serves as code for the Nature of God Himself, one of the central topics discussed in mystical works 
such as the Zohar. By the Mishna absolutely restricting instruction and discussion, reflects how this topic is defined 
as the province of a select elite who apparently must have intuitive understanding of the matters on their own. 
Some commentators and authorities when suggesting a Kabbalistic interpretation for certain textual problems will 
only allude to the explanation, e.g., “Yesh Bo Sod” (There is a mystical explanation for this.) It then becomes the 
responsibility of the individual whose interest has been piqued to try to follow up on his own.  
3 See fn. 20.  
4 The four types of questions that the Mishna discourages in this passage constitute man trying to understand 
what is beyond his capacity to comprehend. Even the greatest intelligence is ultimately limited, and intellectual 
humility is an important quality so that an individual not become overly discouraged or dismissive of religious God-
Centered thought.  
5 See fn. 22. 
6 See fn. 23. 
7 See fn. 24. 
21 See fn. 4. 
22 The Mishna assumes that when one speculates in certain ways, he may come into conflict with the requisite 
deference to God that the religious life assumes. On the one hand, we are encouraged to use our intellect, and for 
this reason, the Commandment to study and understand Tora applies to all, at least in various degrees. However, 
all intellectual investigations are expected to be informed by awe and respect for the Divine, with such a 
perspective allowing a person to draw back from venturing too far into areas that could lead to apostasy and 
denial of God’s Existence. See the Rav’s essays “Majesty and Humility” 
(http://traditionarchive.org/news/originals/Volume%2017/No.%202/Majesty%20and%20Humility.pdf  ) and 
“Catharsis” (http://traditionarchive.org/news/originals/Volume%2017/No.%202/Catharsis.pdf ).   
23 An indication of which portion of the Mishna is being discussed.  
24 The Gemora originally attempts to offer a textual basis for the Mishna’s insistence that no more than two 
students at any one time be given instruction about these issues. However, after two attempts, the argument 
“reduction ad absurdum” in each case forces the Gemora to offer a logical reason for the Mishna’s requirement. 

http://traditionarchive.org/news/originals/Volume%2017/No.%202/Majesty%20and%20Humility.pdf
http://traditionarchive.org/news/originals/Volume%2017/No.%202/Catharsis.pdf
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“near of kin to him” )implies( one;  
 
and the Divine Law said: “Ye shall not 
approach to uncover their nakedness.” 

 

But then,  
since it is written: (Ibid. 24:15) “’Ish Ish’ 
curseth his God",  
(Ibid. 20:2)  "’Ish Ish’… giveth of his seed 
unto Molech",  

 
are these )passages( also )to be Interpreted( 

thus? 8 
 

— These,9 therefore, must be required to make 
Gentiles subject to the prohibition 
concerning blasphemy and idolatry like the 
Israelites;  

 
then this )verse(10 is also required to make 

Gentiles subject to the prohibition 
concerning the forbidden relations like the 
Israelites!  

 
It must be inferred,11 therefore, from the verse:  

"(Ibid. 18:30) Therefore shall ye keep My 
charge."  
"’U’Shmartem’" )implies( two,12  
"My charge" )implies( one;  

 

 , חד -" ובשר שאר"
 

  ",ערוה לגלות תקרבו לא" רחמנא ואמר
 

 

 , מעתה אלא –

 יקלל כי איש איש")שם כד:טו(  דכתיב
  ",יוקאל

 מזרעו יתן אשר ...איש איש")שם כ:ב( 
 , "למלך

 

  25?נמי הכי
 

, הנכרים את לרבות ליה מיבעי 26הנהו, אלא
 זרה עבודה ועל השם ברכת על שמוזהרין

 , כישראל
 
 
, הנכרים את לרבות ליה מיבעי 27נמי האי -

 ! כישראל העריות על שמוזהרין
 
 

 

  מדכתיב 28:אלא
 , "משמרתי את תםושמר")שם יח:ל( 

 

  29,תרי - "תםושמר"
  , חד - "משמרתי"
 

                                                 
8 See fn. 25. 
9 See fn. 26. 
10 See fn. 27. 
11 See fn. 28. 
12 See fn. 29. 
25 That such topics can also be taught in the presence of no more than two students?  
26 And if you wish to account for the extra words in v. 24:15 and 20:2 by stating that instead of teaching the 
maximum number of students who are to study these things, they come to teach that non-Jews are also enjoined 
in these areas, in keeping with the inclusion of blasphemy and idolatry among the seven Noachide 
Commandments.  
27 Then the extra words in 18:6 should also be interpreted as including non-Jews in the prohibition of certain sezual 
relationships (this too is one of the seven Noachide Commandments) and we no longer have a source for the 
number of students whom one should take on when teaching about this topic  
28 The textual source for the Mishna’s requirement that sexual matters not be discussed in groups comprised of 
more than two students.  
29 The second person possessive pronoun at the end of the word is plural. The minimum number to which a plural 
form applies is two. 
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and the Divine Law  said: "That ye do not 
any of these abominable customs."  
 

But then since it is written:  (Shemot 31:14) 
“‘U’Shmartem’ the Sabbath therefore," 
 
(Ibid. 12:17) “‘U’Shmartem’ the feast of 
unleavened bread",  
 

"‘U’Shmartem’ the charge of the holy 
things",  
 
are these )passages( also [to be 
interpreted] thus? —13  

 

Therefore, said R. Ashi: "THE FORBIDDEN 
RELATIONS MAY NOT BE EXPOUNDED IN 
THE PRESENCE OF THREE" must mean:  
The secrets of the forbidden relations may 
not be expounded to three.  
 
What is the reason?  

It is a logical conclusion:14  
 

When two sit before their master, 
one engages in discussion with his 
master and the other inclines his ear 
to the instruction;  
 
but (when there are) three, one 
engages in discussion with his master, 
and the other two engage in 
discussion with one another and do 
not know what their master is saying, 
and may come to permit that which is 
prohibited in the matter of the 
forbidden relations.  

 
 

 מחקות עשות לבלתי" רחמנא ואמר
  ".התועבת

 
 את ושמרתם")שמות לא:יד(  דכתיב, מעתה אלא

 , "השבת
 

 , "המצות את ושמרתם")שם יב:יז( 
 
 

 משמרת את ושמרתם")במדבר יח:ה( 
 , "הקדש

 

  30?נמי הכי
 

 בעריות דורשין אין" מאי: אשי רב אמר אלא
  "?בשלשה

 

 . )לשלשה( עריות סתריב דורשין אין -

 

 

  טעמא מאי

  31:הוא סברא -
 

 שקיל חד, רבייהו קמי יתבי כי תרי בי
 אודניה מצלי ואידך, רביה בהדי וטרי

 . לגמרא
 

 

, רביה בהדי וטרי שקיל חד, תלתא
, הדדי בהדי וטרו שקלו - תרי והנך
 ואתו, רבייהו קאמר מאי ידעי ולא

 . בעריות איסורא למישרי
 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 See fn. 30. 
14 See fn. 31. 
30 That no more than two students at one time can study matters of Shabbat, Pesach and things belonging to the 
Temple? 
31 Rather than attributing the Mishna’s ruling to a Gezeirat HaKatuv (a decree based upon the Written Tora), a 
rational explanation is provided. See fn.24 above. 
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If so, (the rule should apply to) the whole 
Tora also!15 
 
The (subject of) forbidden relations is 
different,  
 
for the master said:  
“Robbery and the forbidden relations, a 
man's soul covets and lusts for them.”16 
 
If so, (the rule should apply to) robbery 
also! 17 
 
 
(In the case of) the forbidden relations, 
whether (the opportunity) be before him or 
not before him, a man's inclination is 
strong;  
 
(in the case of) robbery, if the (opportunity) 
is before him, his  
inclination is strong,  
but if it is not before him, his inclination is 
not strong. 

 32! נמי התורה כל הכי אי -
 

 

 , שאני עריות -
 

 

 : מר דאמר

 ומתאוה, מחמדתן נפשו ועריות גזל“
 33 ”.להם

 

 34! נמי גזל הכי אי -
 

 

 בפניו שלא בין בפניו בין, עריות -
 . יצריה נפיש

 

 

 

 , יצריה נפיש בפניו, גזל
 

 

 

 .יצריה נפיש לא - בפניו שלא
 

 

Questions for thought and discussion: 
1.   Why does the Gemora appear to prefer to derive a rule from a verse rather than 

from a logical deduction? 
2.    The Gemora’s assumption is that teaching and learning are essentially exercises in 

the party game “Telephone” where a piece of information is shared at the beginning 
of a row of individuals, who in turn repeat what they think they heard from the 
person before them, with the results at the end usually being rather comical. Isn’t 
the question, that is ultimately deferred, that this is a danger for “Kol HaTora Kula” 
(the Tora in its entirety), a proper one? What sort of checks and balances exist to try 
to obviate such a possibility? 

                                                 
15 See fn. 32. 
16 See fn. 33. 
17 See fn. 34. 
32 A similar reduction ad absurdum argument that had been applied to the attempts to establish a textual 
derivation is now turned upon the logical explanation. If you are concerned that students will not be paying proper 
attention if too many are sitting before the teacher, why does the Mishna appear to emphasize this specifically 
within the context of sexual matters?  
33 Since the temptations to do the wrong thing in these areas is more acute, we put greater emphasis on the 
number of students who ideally should be studying at one time.  
34 It appears that at least thievery is to be placed in the same category as sexual activities, and therefore wouldn’t 
it follow that a limitation should be placed on the number of students who study at any one time this as well? 
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3.   The assumption that if the teacher is not careful, students are likely to l err 
concerning sexual matters and inappropriately obtaining property is quite a 
generalization? Would you agree with such a depiction of human nature? Do you 
think that it applies equally to both genders? Do you think that it varies due to 
different economic, political, etc. conditions? Discuss.  

4.   With respect to the two areas that are identified as particularly tempting to people, 
sexual matters are deemed even more subject to irrational behavior than thievery. 
How would you respond to such an evaluation? If you agree with it, in what ways 
besides class size might such an awareness make a constructive impact on one’s 
behavior? 

 
Practical applications of the source:  

1.   The Gemora appears to assume that even the most skillful teacher who is expert 
with respect to classroom management, must be concerned when discussions about 
what is concluded by students when controversial discussions take place. What 
might such a presumption mean for class size in day schools as well in contexts of 
adult education, and curricular choices in such settings?  

2.   Have you ever been in a situation where because you have just heard or learned 
something to which you object for one reason or another, you deliberately either 
claim not to have heard what was said, alter it to come closer to your own view, or 
simply reject it out of hand? While we are all invested in what we have decided we 
are prepared to do, just as we are not always interested in learning how we have to 
alter our behavior, how can learning properly take place, particularly with respect to 
Halachic matters, in light of such a very human orientation? 

 
 
  
   
  


