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How Flattery Destroved a People

The last Judean-Roman king, Agrippa, read the Torah during “Hakhel” and wept, but the Jews
assured him that he was their brother. This was the beginning of the end.

By Rabbi YY Jacobson
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1. Description:

It was a momentous occasion. Hakhel. The entire Jewish nation gathered at the Second Temple
in Jerusalem. Their beloved King Agrippa—a benevolent leader and a monarch of high-moral
character—was reading the Torah and when he reached the portion prohibiting a non-Jew from
serving as the King of Israel, he began to weep. The Jews responded: “Do not fear Agrippa! You
are our brother!”

An insignificant event? The sages saw this flattery as the cause of the inner and outer
destruction of the Jewish people. But why?

This class takes us on a journey into the history of Agrippa, his family background, his form of
leadership and explores the great danger of false flattery for the very survival of the Jewish
people individually and collectively.
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2. Sources:

1. Talmud Sotah

4la

Mishnah: What was the procedure of the Torah portion
read by the King [at Hakhel]?

At the conclusion of the first day of the festival [of
Sukkos] in the eighth year, i.e., the end of the seventh,
they erect a wooden dais in the Temple Court, upon
which he sits; as it is said, “At the end of every seven
years, in the set time etc.” The Synagogue-Attendant
takes a Torah-scroll and hands it to the Synagogue
President, and the Synagogue-President hands it to the
[High Priest's] deputy. He hands it to the High Priest
who hands it to the King. The King stands and receives
it, but reads sitting.

King Agrippa stood and received it and read standing,
for which act the Sages praised him. When he reached
[the verse], “You may not put a foreigner [as king] over
you,” his eyes ran with tears. They (the Sages) said to
him, “Fear not, Agrippa, you are our brother! You are
our brother!”
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2. Tractate Bikurim

34

The flute played before them until they reached at the
Temple Mount. When they arrived at the Temple, even
Agrippa the King would take the basket on his shoulder
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King Agrippa once moved away [his entire entourage]
from before a wedding procession, and the Sages
praised him for this. They said to him, “What did you
see to do this?” And he replied: “I take my crown every
day, while the bride takes her crown only once.”
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4. Vayikra Rabba

3:5

R. Yochanan said: An ordinary man, should he smell the
odor of [burning] feathers, is nauseated thereby, and
you say, “And the priest shall make it (the bird-offering)
smoke upon the altar”?! Why then all this? Just in order
that the altar may be enhanced by the sacrifice of a
poor person.

King Agrippas wished to offer up a thousand burnt
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offerings in one day. He sent to tell the High Priest: ‘Let
no man other than myself offer sacrifices today!’

There came a poor man with two turtle-doves in his
hand, and he said to the High Priest: ‘Sacrifice these.’

Said he: ‘The king commanded me, saying, "Let no man
other than myself offer sacrifices this day."” Said he:
‘My lord the High Priest, | catch four [doves] every day;
two | offer up, and with the other two | sustain myself.
If you do not offer them up, you cut off my means of
sustenance.” The priest took them and offered them up.

In a dream it was revealed to Agrippas: ‘The sacrifice of
a poor man preceded yours.” So he sent to the High
Priest, saying: ‘Did | not command you thus: "Let no one
but me offer sacrifices this day"? ‘Said [the High Priest]
to him: ‘Your Majesty, a poor man came with two
turtle-doves in his hand, and said to me: "I catch four
birds every day; | sacrifice two, and from the other two |
support myself. If you will not offer them up you will cut
off my means of sustenance." Should | not have offered
them up?

Said [King Agrippas] to him: ‘You were right in doing as
you did.
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5. Deuteronomy

Shoftim, 17:15

15. You shall set a king over you, one whom the Lord,
your God, chooses; from among your brothers, you
shall set a king over yourself; you shall not appoint a
foreigner over yourself, one who is not your brother.
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6. Rashi
Sotah, 41a

King Agrippa- He was a Jewish King, and a descendant
of Herod. The Temple was destroyed in his lifetime.
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7. Talmud Sotah

41b

At that second, the “Enemies of Israel,” (a euphemism
for the Jews) became deserving of destruction, because
they flattered Agrippa.
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8. Jerusalem Talmud Sotah

7:7

Many victims fell on the day that they flattered him
(Agrippa)...
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9. Tosafot
Sotah, 41b

This was outright flattery, because Agrippa had seized
power by force, and not according to the laws of the
Torah, and they (the Sages) now conceded and
strengthened him in this. True, they could not protest,
but they should of remained silent, and not support
him. This is the punishment when one flatters his fellow
who is sinning because he is afraid of him, and does not
worry about fear of G-d, and he makes as if the
Heavenly Eye does not see him...
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10. Talmud Sotah

41b

R. Shimon b. Chalafta said: From the day the fist of
flattery prevailed, justice became perverted, conduct
deteriorated, and nobody could say to his neighbor, 'My
conduct is better than yours'...

R. Eleazar said: As for any man in whom there is
flattery, even the embryos in their mothers' wombs
curse him...

R. Eleazar also said: Whoever flatters his neighbor will
finally fall into his hand; if he does not fall into his hand,
he will fall into the hand of his sons; and if he does not
fall into his sons' hand, he will fall into the hand of his
grandsons.
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4. Questions and Exercises

1. Why did Agrippa cry when he read the Torah?

2. Was Agrippa Jewish? Was this Agrippa | or Agrippa II?

3. What was the sin of Jews who called Agrippa their brother — according to Rashi and according

to Tosefos?

4. Trace the genealogy of the kings from Antipater until Agrippa Il.

5. Are you a flatterer? Do you ever say insincere things to people just to please them?

6. Do you think flattery is ever appropriate?

7. Do others flatter you? How does that make you feel about them?

8. Do you think flattery can take you far in life?

9. How can a person wean himself off being a flatterer?

10. Why did the Rabbis see the flattery toward Agrippa as such a severe phenomenon?
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