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tablets of the law:

a Daily PrescriPtion for 
forty nine Days

a Partners in torah lag ba’omer stuDy guiDe

Dear Friend,

In your hand is a study guide that explores the lesson 
of Lag Ba’Omer and the Sefiras Ha’Omer period. Read it, 
together with your study partner, at your own pace. Please 
feel free to pause for discussion. There is no rush; if neces-
sary, you may finish next week.
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A  Hebrew  School  student  was  asked  to  list  the  Ten 

Commandments in any order.

He wrote”.3,6,1,8,4,5,9,2,10,7“ ,

Actually, there is an order we must stick to when it comes to 
the Ten Commandments. Specifically, receiving the Ten Com-
mandments on Shavuos requires that we first internalize the les-
son of the Sefiras Ha’Omer period which is highlighted by the 
Lag Ba’Omer story.

Lag Ba’Omer 

The Sefiras Ha’Omer period begins on the second day of 
Pesach and culminates on the eve of Shavuos for a total of 49 
days. There are number of Halachic practices (Jewish law) dur-
ing this period. First, there is Sefiras Ha’Omer, the mitzvah of 
counting each day of the Omer.  Second, due to an historic trag-
edy during this time, certain joyful activities are restricted. The 
uniqueness of Lag Ba’Omer in Halacha is the allowance for a 
resumption of these joyous activities. (Lag Ba’Omer is the 33rd 
day of the Omer. “Lag,” ל"ג in Hebrew, means 33. “Ba’Omer” 
means “in the Omer”.) 

Below we will examine the story behind this Lag Ba’Omer 
allowance and the significance this story has for the Sefiras 
Ha’omer period, the time leading up to Shavuos.

Tragedy STrikeS

In the following excerpt from the Shulchan Aruch, the Code 
of Jewish Law, we come across the historic tragedy that rendered 
the Omer period  a time  of mourning. We also see, however, 
that Lag Ba’Omer brings an end to this sadness. 

לעומר,  ל"ג  עד  לעצרת  פסח  בין  אשה  לישא  שלא  נוהגים 
מפני שבאותו זמן מתו תלמידי רבי עקיבא 

)שולחן ערוך אורח חיים סימן תצג סעיף א( 
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We practice the custom not to marry between Passover and 
Shavu’os until Lag Ba’Omer. This is because during that time the 
students of Rabbi Akiva died. (Shulchan Aruch 493:1)

This mention of the tragic death of Rabbi Akiva’s students 
is a reference to what we learn in slightly greater detail in the 
Talmud: 

זוגים תלמידים היו לו לרבי עקיבא, מגבת  שנים עשר אלף 
עד אנטיפרס, וכולן מתו בפרק אחד מפני שלא נהגו כבוד זה 
לזה... תנא: כולם מתו מפסח ועד עצרת. )יבמות דף סב עמוד ב(

Rabbi Akiva had 12,000 pairs of disciples from Gabbata to 
Antipatris, and all of them died in the same period because they 
did not treat each other with respect. It was taught: “All of them 
died between Pesach and Shavuos. (Yevamos 62b)

24,000 students passed away in such a short time. This was 
an unparalleled national calamity. Even beyond the catastrophic 
loss of life, the spiritual loss and danger of discontinuity of Torah 
remains an unfathomable blow to the Jewish people. 

We must ask what great mistreatment of each other were Rab-
bi Akiva’s students guilty of that the rabbis would associate their 
untimely deaths with that mistreatment? We will revisit this 
question shortly, but for now, let’s understand why Lag Ba’Omer 
is a happier day and at what point this plague came to an end.

The Lag Ba’Omer repreive 

We see why exactly Lag Ba’Omer ends the practices of mourn-
ing in the Me’iri, one of the Talmud’s great commentators:

וקבלה ביד הגאונים שביום ל"ג בעומר פסקה המיתה ונוהגים 
מתוך כך שלא להתענות בו וכן נוהגים מתוך כך שלא לישא 

אשה מפסח עד אותו זמן 
)בית הבחירה למאירי יבמות דף סב עמוד ב (
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The Geonim had a tradition that on the day of Lag Ba’Omer 
the dying ceased. As a result, our custom is not to fast on it. Also, 
as a result, we practice the custom not to marry from Pesach 
until that time. (Me’iri ibid.)

The plague that claimed the lives of Rabbi Akiva’s students 
came to an end on Lag Ba’Omer. Therefore, the practices of 
mourning are no longer observed beginning on that day.

Let’s get back to the question we asked above: What great mis-
treatment of each other were Rabbi Akiva’s students guilty of 
that the rabbis would associate their untimely death with that 
mistreatment?

Face agLOw

The following text sheds some light on the type of mistreat-
ment Rabbi Akiva’s students may have engaged in:

In tractate Menachos, we read a short story of Rabbi Tarfon 
expressing a difficulty he had with a teaching in the Mishna. 
Rabbi Yehuda ben Nechemia was in the audience at the time 
and pointed to a fallacy in the reasoning that prompted Rabbi 
Tarfon’s question. We read how Rabbi Tarfon was silenced and 
had nothing to say to defend his reasoning.  

יהודה בן נחמיה. אמר  שתק רבי טרפון, צהבו פניו של רבי 
זקן, תמהני  פניך שהשבת את  יהודה, צהבו  עקיבא:  רבי  לו 
אם תאריך ימים. אמר רבי יהודה ברבי אלעאי: אותו הפרק 
פרס הפסח היה, כשעליתי לעצרת שאלתי אחריו: יהודה בן 

נחמיה היכן הוא? ואמרו לי: נפטר והלך לו. 
)מנחות דף סח עמוד ב(

Rabbi Tarfon silenced himself. Rabbi Yehudah ben Nechemi-
ah’s face brightened. Rabbi Akiva said to him, “Yehudah, your 
face brightened because you refuted the sage; I wonder if you 
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will live long.” Said Rabbi Yehudah ben Ilai, “This happened 
a fortnight before Passover, and when I came up for the Azeret 
festival I enquired after Yehudah ben Nechemiah and was told 
that he had passed away.» (Menachos 68b)

There are some uncanny similarities between this story and 
the story we read earlier about Rabbi Akiva’s students:

The historical period in which they take place. Both events 
occurred during Rabbi Akiva’s time period. The fact that Rabbi 
Akiva admonished Rabbi Yehudah ben Nechemiah suggests the 
possibility that Rabbi Yehudah ben Nechemiah was one of Rabbi 
Akiva’s students. 

Both stories involve scholars not behaving properly in regard to 
others. 

In each story, the guilty parties died.

The poor behavior of the students was associated with their 
deaths.

The deaths took place at the same time of year, before Shavuos. 

These similarities suggest that perhaps the story of Rabbi Ye-
hudah ben Nechemiah is but one of 24,000 thousand stories in 
the chapter of Rabbi Akiva’s students’ death. If it is, it serves as 
a window to the nature of the mistreatment Rabbi Akiva’s stu-
dents were guilty of. 

Let’s think about what that was: Rabbi Yehudah ben Neche-
miah’s elation at refuting Rabbi Tarfon was visible on his face 
as it brightened. Now, to be fair, refuting the great Rabbi Tar-
fon was no inconsiderable feat. How many students could pride 
themselves on having put forth an argument that was good 
enough to prevail over Rabbi Tarfon? What Rabbi Yehudah ben 
Nechemiah did was very likely noteworthy. How much can he 
truly be criticized for feeling proud of himself? If his face bright-
ened, does that make him such a terrible person? True, that 
may have added to, or even created Rabbi Tarfon’s feelings of  
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embarrassment, but it’s not like he deliberately said or did some-
thing to cause humiliation. His elation seemed to have momen-
tarily gotten the better of him, as seen in his non-deliberate fa-
cial expression. Was this enough for Rabbi Akiva to fear that 
Rabbi Yehudah ben Nechemiah would die, and all the more so 
for him to actually die as a result? 

Before attempting to make some sense of this, let’s put this 
question on hold and examine the significance of the Sefiras 
Ha’Omer period as a time to prepare for Shavuos and for the 
receiving of the Torah. Let’s first take a look at a vital component 
of being prepared to receive the Torah.   

aS One man wiTh One hearT

Rashi mentions one of the unique features of the story of the 
Jews receiving the Torah at Mount Sinai when he comments on 
the verse describing the Jewish people encamping at Sinai in 
preparation to receive the Torah. The verse reads:

ויחן שם ישראל נגד ההר )שמות פרק יט פסוק ב(
And Israel encamped there facing the mountain. 

(Exodus 19:2)

Here, the Hebrew the term describing the Israelites’ encamp-
ment is “vayichan”, which is singular (often used to convey “he 
camped”) and not the usual “vayachanu”, which is plural (used 
to convey “they camped”). The Torah is speaking of the entire 
Jewish people as one would speak of an individual. Why?

Rashi explains:

ויחן שם ישראל - כאיש אחד בלב אחד )רש"י שם( 
And Israel encamped there – as one man with one heart. 

(Rashi ibid.)

Unity and love reigned among the Jews as they arrived at 
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Mount Sinai to receive the Torah. While this is obviously a 
manifestation of the Torah’s ideals and teachings (“Love your 
fellow as yourself ” not the least amongst them), one may ask: 
Was it also perhaps a prerequisite for receiving the Torah? Was it 
because the Jews loved each other and treated each other as one 
that Hashem chose to give them the Torah?

SeT Up FOr SUcceSS

The following sources seem to indicate that the unity, harmo-
ny and love among the Jewish people were indeed why Hashem 
decided to give the Jews the Torah. 

ויחן שם ישראל, אמר הקדוש ברוך הוא הואיל ושנאו ישראל 
את המחלוקת ואהבו את השלום ונעשו חנייה אחת, עכשיו 

אתן להם את תורתי )מסכת דרך ארץ פרק שלום( 

And Israel encamped there. The Almighty said, “Because 
Israel detested strife and loved peace and became one 
encampment, the time has come for Me to give them My 

Torah.” (Derech Eretz) 

את  ויקבלו  זה  את  זה  שיאהבו  כדי  בלבם  ניתן  אחת  חנייה 
התורה )מכילתא דרבי שמעון בר יוחאי פרק יט( 

It was placed in their hearts to camp as one so that they 
love each other and receive the Torah. (Mechilta)

We also see in Avos that one of the 48 ways Torah is obtained 
is by loving others:

והתורה נקנית בארבעים ושמונה דברים... אוהב את הבריות 
)משנה מסכת אבות פרק ו משנה ה-ו(

The Torah is acquired in 48 ways… loving others
(Avos, 6:5, 6)
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It seems that loving others is a beneficial factor for receiving 
the Torah. But it may be even more than just a factor…

a prereqUiSiTe 

In fact, it may be forbidden to teach Torah to anyone who 
does not treat others well:

במעשיו  נאה  הגון  לתלמיד  אלא  תורה  מלמדין   אין 
)רמב"ם הלכות תלמוד תורה פרק ד הלכה א( 

We do not teach Torah except to a fitting student whose 
deeds are beautiful. (Maimonides, Laws of Torah Study 4:1)

Why would that be? 

According to Maimonides’ commentary on the Mishna in 
Avos (below), we find that proper behavior must precede study. 
This is because our behavior and habits create a bias that will 
either allow us to accept the wisdom we learn or reject it. If our 
behavior is good, we will welcome teachings encouraging us to 
be good and become even better. If our behavior is bad, we will 
reject the teachings. We see this in the Mishna: 

כל שמעשיו מרובין מחכמתו חכמתו מתקיימת וכל שחכמתו 
מרובה ממעשיו אין חכמתו מתקיימת )אבות פרק ג משנה ט( 

All whose actions exceed their knowledge, their knowledge 
endures; and all whose knowledge exceeds their actions, 

their knowledge does not endure. (Avos 3:9)

Maimonides explains:

חזק,  בקנין  שיושגו  עד  לחכמה,  כשיקדם  המעלות  שהרגל 
ואחר כן ילמד החכמה אשר תזרזהו על הטובות ההן - יוסיף 
שמחה בחכמה ואהבה בה ושקידה על ההוספה בה, הואיל 
ותעוררהו אל מה שהורגל. ואם קדמו קנייני הרעות, ואחר 
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כן למד, ותהיה החכמה מונעתו ממה שיתאוה לו בהרגל - 
תכבד עליו וישליכנה )רמב"ם שם( 

If one first habituates himself to virtue, to the point that he 
acquires it strongly, and after that studies knowledge which 
propels him to that goodness – he will increase gladness in 
his knowledge, his love for it and diligence to increase it, 
as it stimulates him to that which he is habituated to. If, 
however, he first acquires bad habits and after that studies 
and his knowledge denies from him that which he desires 
in his habits – it will be too heavy upon him and he will 

cast it off. (Maimonides) 

According to the following text, the very source for this idea 
is the famous proclamation at Sinai of “We will do and we will 
hear”!

הוא היה אומר כל שמעשיו מרובין מחכמתו חכמתו מתקיימת. 
וכל שחכמתו מרובה ממעשיו אין חכמתו מתקיימת שנאמר 

נעשה ונשמע )אבות דרבי נתן פרק כב(
“All whose actions exceed their knowledge, their knowledge 
endures; and all whose knowledge exceeds their actions, 
their knowledge does not endure” – as it says, “We will do 

and we will hear.” (Avos of Rabbi Nosson 22)

In other words, practicing good behavior was absolutely an 
essential part of receiving the Torah!

LiFe Or deaTh

In some cases, one’s bad behavior can create a bias that causes 
him to skew and misconstrue the Torah’s teachings using them 
as a license to act even worse.  This is contained in the Talmud’s 
dictum that unless a person is prepared to embrace the Torah’s 
ideas and practice its mitzvos, Torah study will be damaging:

זכה ]ללמוד לשמה ולקיימה - רש"י[ - נעשית לו סם חיים, 
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לא זכה - נעשית לו סם מיתה. )יומא דף עב עמוד ב(
If one merits [to study Torah with purity of motive to fulfill 
it] the Torah is a potion of life; if one doesn’t merit it is a 

potion of death. (Yoma 72b and Rashi)

In summary, practicing behavior that the Torah teaches to be 
good behavior is necessary for receiving and acquiring Torah. 
This includes the mitzvos bein adam lechavero. In fact, it may 
be especially so for these mitzvos.

an eLevaTed pedeSTaL

We find that mitzvos bein adam lechavero are placed on the 
highest pedestal in Judaism: 

מעשה בנכרי אחד שבא לפני שמאי, אמר לו: גיירני על מנת 
שתלמדני כל התורה כולה כשאני עומד על רגל אחת. דחפו 
דעלך  לו:  גייריה. אמר  הלל,  לפני  בא  הבנין שבידו.  באמת 
זו היא כל התורה כולה, ואידך -  סני לחברך לא תעביד - 

פירושה הוא, זיל גמור. )שבת דף ל עמוד א(
A certain gentile once came before Shammai. He said to 
him, “Convert me on condition that you teach me the entire 
Torah while I stand on one foot.” Shammai pushed him off 
with the ruler that was in his hand. He came before Hillel. 
He converted him. He said to him, “That which is hateful 
unto you, to your fellow do not do. This is the entirety 
of the Torah. The rest is commentary; go and learn.”   

(Shabbos 30a)

Hillel describes treating others as we would want to be treated 
ourselves – mitzvos bein adam lechavero - as the entirety (most 
– according to Rashi) of the Torah. Even the rest of the Torah – 
mitzvos bein adam lemakom - is a commentary to treating oth-
ers kindly. (See Rashi for an alternative interpretation.) Rabbi 
Akiva makes a similar statement:
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ואהבת לרעך כמוך, רבי עקיבא אומר זה כלל גדול בתורה, 
מזה.  גדול  כלל  זה  אדם,  תולדות  ספר  זה  אומר  עזאי   בן 

)ירושלמי נדרים ט: ד(

“Love your fellow as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18). Rabbi 
Akiva said: This is the great principle of the Torah. 

(Jerusalem Talmud, Nedarim 9:4) 

Indeed the great Rishon, the Rosh, says as follows:  

הבריות  רצון  גם  בהם  שיעשה  במצות  יותר  חפץ  הקב"ה 
מבמצות שבין אדם לקונו )רא"ש פאה פרק א אות ג(

The Holy One Blessed Is He desires more the mitzvos that 
benefit others (lit. that the will of others is also done in 
them) than mitzvos that are between a person and his 

Maker. (Rabbenu Asher - The Rosh)

In short, it is critical to practice “Love your fellow as yourself ”, 
the mitzvos bein adam lechavero, in preparation to receive the 
Torah. To be remiss in this regard is to be negligent of our sa-
cred duty and life’s purpose to receive and fulfill the Torah. This 
would seem to be even more so for Torah scholars who play a 
vital role in receiving, sharing and teaching Torah.

This appreciation sheds new light on the implications of Rab-
bi Akiva’s students mistreating each other leading up to Shavuos. 
Even a minor form of disrespect may be considered a very con-
sequential act – it may actually undermine receiving the Torah. 
It also might show a greater disregard for others’ respect as it 
involves being disrespectful despite the emphasis on being re-
spectful present during that time. 

It is still beyond our ability to suggest that the sensitive na-
ture of the Sefira period elevated the offense of Rabbi Akiva’s 
students to one deserving death. It does, however, seem clear 
that the time leading up to Shavuos is particularly designated 



La
g

 B
a’

o
m

er
 S

o
U

rC
e 

SH
ee

T

12

for increased improvement in mitzvos bein adam lechavero, in 
how we feel about and treat other people. Let’s take the promise 
of Lag Ba’Omer to heart: Things can get better. We can make 
things better. Rather than allowing our commitment to the 
Torah’s teachings of love, respect and kindness to weaken, let 
us embrace Sefira as a uniquely appropriate time to increase 
our study and strengthen our practice of mitzvos bein adam  
lechavero!
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PARTNERS DETROIT 
The Jean and Theodore Weiss Partners Detroit strives 

to engage, enhance and promote Jewish identity 

and values by offering a wide variety of meaningful 

programs and inspirational classes. With a staff of 

world-class educators, Partners aims to help members 

of the Detroit Jewish community connect to their own 

rich heritage. Through its many educational programs 

and community-wide service projects, Partners Detroit 

reaches thousands of Jewish Detroiters each year.


