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It is written (Num. 5:6), “When a man or woman shall commit any sin that men commit, to commit a trespass against 

YHWH.” The wording is unusual. The verse could simply have stated that a person “committed” a sin. Instead, the 

Scripture employs language that the Midrash understands as reaching beyond the outward act into the hidden realm of 

intention and inward planning. The Sages therefore derive a profound principle: the corruption of sin begins before the 

deed itself is manifested. 

 

The Midrash teaches: “From the time that a person plans to sin, he is considered like one who has committed treachery 

against the Omnipresent.” At first glance, this appears difficult, for the Talmud states explicitly in Talmud that YHWH 

does not ordinarily reckon an evil thought as though it were an accomplished deed. How then can the Midrash speak so 

severely regarding mere intention? 

 

R’ Aharon Levin resolves this difficulty with precision. The Midrash does not say that the person is regarded as though 

he actually carried out the sin. Rather, it says that he is “like one who committed me’ilah” (מְעִילָה)—treachery or sacrilege 

against YHWH. The evil thought itself becomes a distinct spiritual corruption, even if the contemplated act never 

materializes. 

 

The concept of me’ilah in Torah law refers specifically to the misuse of something sacred. An object consecrated to the 

Temple possesses sanctity; to take such an object and employ it for mundane or selfish purposes constitutes betrayal 

against the holiness invested within it. 

 

According to this Midrashic understanding, the human mind itself is such a sacred vessel. The intellect was not granted 

merely for calculation, ambition, fantasy, or self-indulgence. According to Rashi, humanity is distinguished by the divine 

breath implanted within man, granting moral discernment and spiritual awareness. The mind therefore belongs first to 

YHWH before it belongs to the individual. 

 

The Zohar develops this idea further. The Zohar teaches that thought is the innermost garment of the soul and serves as 

the root from which speech and action emerge. Sinful action does not suddenly appear in its completed form; it descends 

gradually through spiritual stages. First a thought is entertained, then desire is formed, then speech begins to justify it, 

and finally action manifests outwardly. Corruption in thought is therefore already the beginning of spiritual exile: 

Thought → Desire → Speech → Action. 

 

This progression appears not only within the Torah and the teachings of the Sages, but also throughout the writings of 

Ketuvim. In Matthew (5:27–28), Yehoshua teaches: “Whoever looks at a woman to lust after her has already committed 

adultery with her in his heart.” He is not abolishing the Torah’s distinction between thought and deed; rather, he is 

exposing the deeper root from which sinful deeds arise. The external act does not emerge in isolation. The inner world 

prepares the way for the outward transgression. In this sense, the teaching aligns closely with the Midrashic 

understanding of inward me’ilah (מְעִילָה): the corruption begins when the sacred faculty of thought is willingly turned 

toward impurity. 

 

Likewise, in James (1:14–15) describes sin as a progressive unfolding: “Each man is tempted when he is drawn away by 

his own desire and enticed. Then desire, when it has conceived, gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is completed, brings 

forth death.” The language is remarkably parallel to the pattern described in the Zohar. Desire is first conceived inwardly 

before it manifests outwardly. Spiritual collapse begins invisibly long before it becomes publicly visible: Desire →
Sin → Death. 

 

Similarly, in Romans 12:2 speaks not merely of behavioral reform, but of inward renewal: “Be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind.” The battleground of holiness is therefore located primarily within the inner life. Transformation 

begins in the mind because the mind directs the will, and the will ultimately governs action. 
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The Zohar frequently describes thought as existing in the realm nearest to the heavenly worlds. Because of this, impure 

thought damages not only the individual but also the spiritual atmosphere surrounding him. Holiness begins internally 

long before it becomes externally visible. 

 

Likewise, Ramban explains that the commandments of Torah are not merely behavioral regulations but instruments for 

refining the inner life. A person may outwardly avoid transgression while inwardly cultivating resentment, lust, cruelty, 

or rebellion. Such a person appears righteous externally while the inner sanctuary remains defiled. 

 

This is why the Torah speaks here specifically of “treachery” against YHWH. Treachery is not merely failure; it is the 

misuse of entrusted relationship. The mind was entrusted to man for wisdom, discernment, prayer, Torah study, 

compassion, justice, and sanctification of the Divine Name. To employ this holy faculty for evil imagination is to redirect 

sacred energy toward corruption. 

 

The Mussar masters therefore taught that the battle for holiness is fought primarily within thought itself. Rabbi Israel 

Salanter emphasized that unchecked thought eventually shapes character, and character ultimately determines destiny. 

One impure thought repeatedly entertained can slowly reshape the entire inner world of a person. This principle is echoed 

in Second Corinthians 10:5, which speaks of: “Taking every thought captive into obedience.” The passage recognizes 

that thoughts are not morally neutral. They must either be governed and sanctified, or else they will gradually govern 

the person himself. 

 

Conversely, holy thought elevates the soul. Meditation upon Torah, gratitude, compassion, reverence for YHWH, and 

disciplined self-examination gradually sanctify the inner sanctuary of the mind. 

 

The deeper lesson of the Midrash, then, is not merely a warning against evil action. It is a revelation concerning human 

dignity. The mind is holy ground. A person who guards his thoughts guards the sanctuary entrusted to him by YHWH. 

But one who willingly fills the mind with corruption commits an inward me’ilah—a betrayal of the sacred vessel placed 

within him. This is why repentance in Torah begins not merely with changed behavior, but with transformed thought. 

True teshuvah begins when the inner world itself is returned to holiness. 

 

Shalom. 


