
Proverbs Introduction – Part 3 
Directing Passion 

The Creator of the Universe imbued man with passion. The one true faith of 
Yahweh does not condone the subduing of a person’s passions, rather, it is designed 
to redirect them onto paths of holiness. The key to living out our faith is to do it 
passionately. The Hebrew word for passion or desire is avah. The word yetzer also 
means “impulse” or “inclination.” lust is agabah. This isn’t necessarily an evil 
word, hence the expression, “Lust of the flesh” as opposed to “lust of the spirit.” 

“It happened when Solomon had finished building the Temple of Yahweh and 
the king’s palace, and every desire of Solomon that he wished to make, Yahweh 
appeared to him a second time, as he had appeared to him at Gibeon. Yahweh 
said to him: "I have heard the prayer and plea you have made before me; I have 
consecrated this temple, which you have built, by putting my Name there 
forever. My eyes and my heart will always be there. (1 Kings 9:1-3)” 

The Aron Kodesh (Holy Ark) in the Beit HaMikdash (Temple) and Mishkan 
(Tabernacle), which contained the sapphire bricks of the law, the Ten 
Commandments, was made from the acacia tree, covered on the inside and 
outside with gold (Exodus 25:10-11). The wood of the acacia tree was called 
Shittim. These trees yield a valuable, hard, close-grained timber, not readily 
attacked by insects. 

It’s interesting to note that Noach’s Ark and the crown of thorns were also made of 
Shittim wood.  

The ark consisted of three separate boxes: a golden one tucked inside the wooden 
one, which was, in turn, tucked inside another golden one (Rashi). Ibna Ezra 
wonders, therefore, since the golden boxes were not merely a coating, but solid 
arks in their own right, why was there a need for a wooden ark at all; since the 
wood was not visible, either on the inside or outside, why should there not have 
been a single ark made of gold?  

R’Tzaddok HKohen cites Midrash Tanchuma (Parashot Terumah) that the shittim 
wood of the ark was to atone for the sort of grievous sin that Israel would commit 
in a place call “Shittim,” where a mass orgy of immorality led to a plague that 
took 24,000 lives (Numbers 25).  

Shittim was the place of Israel's encampment between the conquest of the 
transjordanic highlands and the passage of the Jordan (Numbers 25:1, 33:49, 
Joshua 2:1, 3:1, Micah 6:5). 

According to R’ Yehoshua, Shittim is not a place name, but a description of the 
outrage that took place there: The people enraged in Sh’tut (idiocy) (Bechorat 5b). 
The Talmud states that a normal person does not sin unless a Ruach Sh’tut, a spirit 
of idiocy, enters him first (Sotah 3a).  
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This is why a donkey; a typically stubborn animal is in three key events in 
Scripture. It’s used when Avraham takes Yitzchak to Mount Moriah, when Moshe 
goes back to Egypt with his family atop one, and why Moshiach enters 
Yerushalayim. Because it symbolises the perfecting of harshness or coarseness, the 
stubborn and rebellious will of man. The word used for donkey or ass in the TaNaK 
is Chamor, from the root Chomer “material” and chumriut “materialism,” 
symbolising raw or course material.  

Lust, the source of the abominable sin at Shittim, is truly foolish. How else can one 
understand how a rational human being can sacrifice his share in the World to 
Come for a pleasure that will be gone in a few moments. At Shittim, this lust 
caused not only the sin of immorality, but also the worship of the idol of Peor (El of 
the opening), which itself is one of basest forms of idolatry.  

The Ark was a repository of the Tablets of the Testimony, which was a testimony to 
the eternal and intimate relationship of Elohim with Israel, and the Shittim wood 
of which it was made was simultaneously a reminder of the human capacity for the 
basist sort of foolishness, and of Elohim’s merciful readiness always to accept 
Israel’s repentance. It is noteworthy that this sin is symbolised by the Ark, the 
embodiment of the Torah, because the Evil Inclination makes a special effort to 
subject Torah scholars to lust. In fact, the greater the person, the greater his Evil 
Inclination (Succah 52a).  

As many commentators have explained, human spiritual existence is predicated on 
free choice. Man must be equally balanced between good and evil, and he must 
then make his choice. Only if his temptation is as strong as his conscience does he 
deserve to be rewarded for the proper choice. Conversely, because his inner voice 
for good is as eloquent as the competing choir of Temptation – if only he is willing 
to hear it – he deserves to be punished for choosing to hear the wrong siren song. 
It is understandable, therefore, that the greater the person, the greater his 
susceptibility to temptation.  

The manifestation of the inclination to seek pleasure is a powerful drive, which is 
part of human nature. Therefore, it is a constant mitzvah (love connection) as one 
continues throughout his life to repel and replace it. As the Torah states, “Yahweh 
saw that the wickedness of man was great upon the earth, and that every 
product of the thoughts of his heart was but evil, always (Genesis 6:5).  

Such thoughts and desires fashioned a prelude to the deluge in Noach’s time. The 
behaviour of the people deteriorated, as described in Genesis 6:11.  

At first were corrupt – being guilty of sinning covertly, only before Elohim. Later 
the earth had become filled with robbery – which was obvious to all. Then the 
entire earth “was corrupted,” because man is the essence of Creation, and his 
corruption affects everything else (Zohar).  

But strong desire in a man was created for a positive purpose. Passivity is not the 
stuff of greatness; initiative is. Those with powerful drives have the potential for 
outstanding accomplishment – provided they have moral fortitude to channel their 
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drives in the right direction. Elohim created passion so that people could direct it 
toward an intensive study of Torah and the creative and enthusiastic pursuit of 
good deeds. Teachers and parents can attest to the fact that many of the most 
uncontrollable students became exemplary people once they matured and steered 
their aggressiveness to constructive pursuits. As the Sages say, “If this repulsive 
one [i.e., the Evil Inclination] comes upon you, drag him to the study hall (Succah 
52b).  

Many miracles will occur in Messianic times, as Israel’s enemies will fall and the 
dispersed people of Elohim will be returned to its land in unimaginable prosperity. 
Among these miracles, a spring will go out from the House of Yahweh and water 
the Valley of Shittim (Joel 4:18). Joel’s reference to the “Valley of Shittim” alludes 
to the powerful lusts that led to the mass immorality at Shittim cited above 
(Numbers ch. 25).  When the world is elevated to it’s ideal state in Messianic 
times, a spring from Elohim’s Abode will bring a spirit of Torah and sanctity that 
will overwhelm immorality and lead mankind to pursue good, rather than idle or 
evil pleasure.   

In a Similar classic formulation, R Tzaddok explains the familiar verse, “It shall be 
on that day that a great shofar will be blown, and those who are lost in the land 
of Assyria and those who are cast away in the land of Egypt will come, and they 
will prostrate themselves to Yahweh on the holy mountain in Jerusalem (Isaiah 
27:13)” The prophet states that those in Assyria will return before those in Egypt, 
which hardly seems logical. The Assyrians are “lost,” the Egyptians are merely 
“cast away:” it would seem that “lost” people would not be the first to return. 
  
R’ Tzaddok explains the symbolism of the prophecy. The locals of Assyria and Egypt 
are not meant to be the actual places from which exiles will come, certainly not in 
the hoped-for imminent coming of Messiah, when there are hardly any Jews or 
Israelites left in either of these inhospitable countries. Rather, Assyria, in present 
day Iraq, is a mountainous, rocky land that is unkind to plows and planters. People 
must work very hard to wring a livelihood from its rugged soil. Ancient Egypt, on 
the other hand, was the very symbolism of ease. The Nile brought irrigation, the 
farm life was leisurely. Men wore cosmetics and luxuriated in a slothful life.  

In spiritual terms, Assyria symbolises people who work hard to find truth – their 
quest takes them through rocks and over mountains – but they are “lost.” Try 
though they may, they are far, far from the truth, because they have searched in 
the wrong places and adopted the wrong philosophies. Egypt, on the other hand, 
symbolises people who have become, “cast away” from truth, because they never 
bothered to search for it. On the other hand, they are not actively opposed to it, 
as are the spiritual Assyrians, nut on the other hand, their lazy habits of mind have 
prevented them from escaping enticements of pleasure that are a barrier to 
serious choice.  

When the truth becomes revealed with the approach of the End of Time, the 
active, aggressive searchers of Assyria will realise that they were wrong. Their zeal 
for the truth will propel them to make an about-face and hurry to prostrate 
themselves to Yahweh and embrace the Torah’s way of life. But the spiritual 
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Egyptians? They never exerted themselves as they slid into the quicksand of sin, 
and they will be equally slow to extricate themselves and find their way back to 
the holy mountain in Jerusalem.  

So, too, the high point of Solomon’s life came when he completed the Holy 
Temple, his palace, and every luxury [lit. desire] of Solomon that he wished to 
make (1 Kings 9:1). This came after Scripture described his stature and 
accomplishments and his ecstatic celebration at the dedication of the Temple in 
several chapters. With feeling the eloquence, he had prayed that Elohim should 
accept the offerings and prayers of those who would come to the Temple, even 
those gentiles, and Elohim had accepted his request, as long as Israel continues to 
obey the commandments of the Torah. This is followed by the lengthy account of 
his further successes, including universal respect that he had earned throughout 
the known world, as evidenced by the tribute paid to Solomon by King Hiram of 
Tyre and the legendary Queen of Sheba.  

The above verse refers to everything that he desired to build, a refrain that is 
repeated later in the chapter (ibid 9:19). The word, the luxuries, the strong 
desire, the urge to gratify his wishes, is indicative of his greatness. Such strivings 
could have gone to gratify physical hunger, but Solomon sublimated them and used 
them to bring himself and his subjects to a spiritual peak that will not be 
duplicated until the coming of Messiah.  

To demonstrate the need for the spiritual to transcend the physical, the Holy Ark 
was comprised of three separate arks, the middle one of Shittim wood and the 
inner and outer ones of gold. The Ark represents Torah and its scholars. At the core 
of such people, there are powerful urges, urges that can easily lead them to base 
conduct and gratification of man’s lowest instincts. But such people can sublimate 
their desires and use their initiative for good and constructive purposes.  

The Talmud comments on the commandment that the Ark have gold on its inside 
and outside, Rava said: Any Torah Scholar whose inside is not like his outside is not 
a Torah scholar, meaning that a Torah scholar must be consistently sincere, both 
within and without (Yoma 72b). The Evil Inclination of Shittim wood is always 
present, but a scholar can use his immersion in Torah to coat both his inner desires 
and his outward conduct with the gold of exalted behaviour – the conduct of King 
Solomon.  

Solomon’s mission was to subjugate his Evil Inclination and accept Elohim’s will. 
His way of establishing Elohim’s kingdom within himself was to bring holiness into 
every aspect of his luxurious living. Lavish feasts were everyday occurrences. 
Beauty and ostentation were the rule and order of the day. His harem held seven 
hundred wives and three hundred concubines. But feasts, beauty, and wives did 
not affect him. Instead, they were the vehicle to prove that holiness can conquer 
every apparent manifestation of hedonism. Indeed, Solomon used experience with 
such things to proclaim “Futility of futilities, all is futile (Ecclesiastes 1:2)”  

Solomon had no foreign enemies, he had conquered his inner enemies. He 
surrounded his life with luxury to show that it was meaningless – except to serve 
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Elohim and his people. Superficially, he seemed immersed in love – to prove, as in 
the lyricism of Song of Songs, that all love should be devoted only to Elohim. He 
provided lavish feasts for his guests and courtiers – to show that one should tender 
a feast to celebrate the completion of the Torah. Far from the exercises in 
indulgence that are portrayed by the misreaders of Scripture, Solomon’s 
extravagance was a celebration of Torah study, good deeds, and service of Elohim. 
He defeated his Evil Inclination.  

This is why Song of Songs is the holiest of all the prophetic songs. Its author was a 
man who was able to descend to the depths of physical indulgences and remain 
complete, untouched, and unsullied. Holiness cannot be produced by a profane 
person. Only a human holy of holies can write holy of holies, and such holiness, by 
definition, means abstinence from lust. For Solomon to achieve such holiness while 
living as he did is eloquent testimony to the sort of person he was; a holy of holies.  
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