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Pirkei Avot 4:1: A Four-Questions Overview of the Sefirot 

 

Chapter 4, Mishnah 1: 

Ben Zoma would say: Who is wise? One who learns from every man. As is stated 

(Psalms 119:99): "From all my teachers I have grown wise, for Your testimonials 

are my meditation." 

Who is strong? One who overpowers his inclinations. As is stated (Proverbs 

16:32), "Better one who is slow to anger than one with might, one who rules his 

spirit than the captor of a city." 

Who is rich? One who is happy with his lot. As is stated (Psalms 128:2): "If you 

eat of toil of your hands, fortunate are you, and good is to you"; "fortunate are 

you" in this world, "and good is to you" in the World to Come. 

Who is honorable? One who honors his fellows. As is stated (I Samuel 2:30): 

"For to those who honor me, I accord honor; those who scorn me shall be 

demeaned." 

Who is Wise? Who is Strong? Who is Wealthy? Who is Honorable? 

In this mishnah, Ben Zoma asks four questions. His answers are deep and surprising, 

even somewhat counterintuitive. (For example, we would initially think that a wise 

person is someone who teaches others and a wealthy person owns many assets). The 

answers, however, are precise and discerning. In this article, we will not discuss the 

content of his answers, but rather, the number of his questions: Four. 

In Judaism in general and in Kabbalah in particular, the wisdom of numbers is held in 

high esteem. The number 4 alludes to a very basic tenet of Kabbalah: The four letters 

of God’s Name, Havayah (yud-hei-vav-hei). In his commentary on our mishnah,1 the 

holy Arizal draws a parallel between Ben Zoma’s four sayings, to the four letters of 

Havayah and to the holy sefirot - from Wisdom through Kingdom. 

                                                      
1 Sha’ar Ma’amarei Raza”l on Masechet Avot.  



 
 

Ben Zoma’s first question, “Who is wise?” obviously parallel the sefirah of Wisdom, 

represented by the letter yud (י) of Havayah. The inner dimension of the sefirah of 

Wisdom is Nullification – the very self-nullification and absence of self-pride required 

for a wise person, which enables him to learn from every person and develop his 

wisdom. This nullification is reflected in the form of the letter yud,  which takes up 

almost no space.  

The question, “Who is strong?” parallels the sefirah of Understanding and the letter 

hei (ה) of Havayah.  Hei represents the expansion in both length and breadth of the 

letter yud, after the wise person has nullified himself and hears new ideas in the sefirah 

of Wisdom. He must then exert effort in the sefirah of Understanding in order to 

expand the new idea that he learned.  

The connection between Understanding and strength can be found in the verse, “I am 

Understanding, I have strength.”2  In Understanding, the wise man experiences 

development and personal understanding comprehension. He can then critically 

compare his perceptions to other perceptions, which can create ‘sparks’ and harsh 

judgements. This is explained in the Zohar, which says that “Harsh judgements 

awaken from the sefirah of Understanding.”3 

The question “Who is wealthy?” parallels the sefirah of Beauty, which includes the six 

emotive attributes, from Lovingkindness through Foundation – and the letter vav (ו). 

The sefirah of Beauty symbolizes wealth. Its Hebrew name, Tiferet, represents pe’er, 

grandeur and glory. Tiferet includes all the attributes of the heart, which create internal 

wealth.  

Everyone should be wealthy both inside and out. We can infer from the gemara4 that 

there is no wealth except in Knowledge.” The sefirah of Knowledge is directly above 

the sefirah of Beauty. It is the last of the intellectual sefirot (Wisdom, Understanding 

and Knowledge) and it draws intellect into the heart (referring to the six emotive 

attributes included in the sefirah of Beauty). True internal wealth is the infusion of 

intellect into emotions, so that it will guide them5 - “the intellect controlling the heart.”6 

In this way, our natural emotions will be guided by the intellect of Torah. 

 

 

                                                      
2 Proverbs 8:14. 
3 Zohar, part 2, 175b. 
4 Nedarim 41a, “There is no poverty except in Intellect” 
5 The Hebrew word for ‘wealthy,’ ashir, is made up of the word eser, (ten) plus an additional 

yud, which equals 10. By drawing Knowledge down into Beauty, the persona of Beauty 

transforms from 6 (the six attributes of the heart) to yud (a complete persona with the Intellect) 

– and then the Name Havayah transforms into yud-hei-yud-hei, Yihyeh, the secret of “On that 

day, Havayah will be (yihyeh) One and His Name will be One.” 
6 Zohar, Part 3,  224a 



 
 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe says that every Jew should try to be materially wealthy, as 

well,7 so that he can fulfill the mitzvah of giving charity with abundance and 

generously influence reality. The ability to influence reality parallels the letter vav (ן),  

which, like its linear form,  draws a line of abundance from above to below. It also 

parallels the sefirah of Beauty, which includes all the attributes that flow into the 

sefirah of Foundation. From Foundation the attributes flow farther down into the 

sefirah of Kingdom, which is external reality. 

The question, “Who is honorable?” parallels the sefirah of Kingdom and the final hei 

 of Havayah. Kingdom needs much honor – so much so, that “a king who has (ה)

relinquished his honor, his honor is not relinquished.”8  The king’s honor is the honor 

of his nation, for “There is no king without a nation.”9 Thus, he cannot waive his honor. 

The sefirah of Kingdom is the last of the attributes of the soul. It is the meeting point 

with the external world. In order for that meeting to be appropriate, we have to free 

ourselves of our self-honor and strive to honor others – particularly to honor Heaven, 

as per the directive of our sages that a person should minimize his own honor and 

maximize God’s honor.10 

The sefirah of Kingdom also alludes to the rectification of the current kingdom in 

Israel. To perfect reality and progress toward a rectified kingdom of Israel, we must 

honor (le’chabed) all the Jews in Israel, while sweeping out (also le’chabed – to give honor 

by sweeping something clean) all the hostile elements that prevent us from living a 

rectified Jewish life in the Holy Land.  

 

                                                      
7 Sicha 2 Adar 5752. 
8 Kiddushin 32b, et al. 
9 Rabbeinu Bahye on Genesis 38:30 and more. 
10 Bamidbar Rabbah 4:20 and Likutei Moharan 6. 


