Perek 4 — Wise Nation

Rambam’s Use of Debarim 4:6
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1. On Reasons for the Mizvot — The Guide of the Perplexed I11:31

The sole object of the Torah is to benefit us. Thus we explained the verse, “for our good
always, that He might preserve us alive as it is this day” (Debarim 6:24). Again, “which
shall hear all those statutes [hukim], and say, surely this great nation is a wise and
understanding people” (Debarim 4:6). He thus says that even every one of these statutes
[hukim] convinces all nations of the wisdom and understanding it includes. But if no
reason could be found for these statutes, if they produced no advantage and removed no
evil, why then should he who believes in them and follows them be wise, reasonable, and
so excellent as to raise the admiration of all nations? But the truth is undoubtedly as we
have said, that every one of the 613 precepts serves to inculcate some truth, to remove
some erroneous opinion, to establish proper relations in society, to diminish evil, to train
in good opinions, moral, and social conduct.

2. On Interpreting Midrashim — Introduction to Perek Helek

You must know that the words of the sages are differently interpreted by three groups of
people. The first group is the largest one. I have observed them, read their books and
heard about them. They accept the teachings of the sages in their simple literal sense and
do not think that these teachings contain any hidden meaning at all. They believe that all
sorts of impossible things must be. They hold such opinions because they have not
understood science and are far from having acquired knowledge...They understand the
teachings of the sages only in their literal sense, in spite of the fact that some of their
teachings, when taken literally, seem so fantastic and irrational that if one were to repeat
them literally, even to the uneducated, let alone to sophisticated scholars, their
amazement would prompt them to ask how anyone in the world could believe such things
true, much less edifying.

The members of this group are poor in knowledge. One can only regret their folly. Their
very effort to honor and to exalt the sages in accordance with their own meager
understanding actually humiliates them. As God lives, this group destroys the glory of the
the Torah and extinguishes its light, for they make the Torah of God say the opposite of
what it intended. For He said in His perfect torah, “The nations who hear of these
statues shall say: Surely this great nations is a wise and understanding people”
(Debarim 4:6). But this group expounds the laws and the teachings of our sages in such a
way that when the other peoples hear them they say that this little people is foolish and
shameful.
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