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February 2, 2020 - Deut. 16:18 – 17:13 - Judges and Justice
Torah Reading: Deuteronomy 16:18 – 17:13 - Judges and Justice
Psalm 120, Psalm 121, Psalm 122 and Psalm 123
Haftarah: Isaiah 56:1-9 + 57:19

Justice in the Promised Land

During the lifetime of Moses, he himself - inspired and guided by God - was sufficient for 
the administration of justice, with the aid of the subordinate judges (Exodus 18:13). But 
now that Moses was to be gone, and the people occupying the PromisedLand, a new 
arrangement is provided for maintaining civil and social order.

Deuteronomy 16:18 - "Judges and officers shalt thou make thee in all thy gates, which 
the LORD thy God giveth thee, throughout thy tribes: and they shall judge the people 
with just judgment."

Rashi -  Appoint judges who are expert and righteous so that they will judge justly. — 
[from Sifrei] judges who decide the verdict, and officials who chastise the people in 
compliance with their order. (Misn. Sanhedrin, c. 10. sect. 4.)

Those that had lawsuits would come before judges; officers called “masters of the staff 
and whip” stand before the judges, and go into markets, streets, and shops, to order the 
weights and measures, and to smite all that do wrong; and all they do is by order of the 
judges.

“The judges in the Sanhedrin should be only men wise and understanding, expert in the 
wisdom of the law, and masters of great knowledge, and that know some of the other 
sciences, as medicine, arithmetic, astronomy, and astrology, the ways of soothsayers, 
diviners, and wizards, and the vanities of idolatry, that they may know how to judge 
them; and they set in the sanhedrim only priests, Levites, and Israelites, who are 
genealogized (from a pure lineage); nor do they set an old man there, nor an eunuch, 
nor a king, but an high priest, if he is qualified with wisdom; and they must be free from 
blemishes, and of a good stature and appearance, and understand many languages, 
and not hear by an interpreter; and though all this was not precisely required of the 
sanhedrim of three judges, yet these same things ought to be in everyone of them - 
wisdom, and meekness, and fear, and hatred of money, and love of truth, and love of 
men, and to be of a good report” - Maimonides, Hilchot Sanhedrin, c. 1. and c.2.

In the Second Temple period, there were 71 judges in the Great Sanhedrin, which met 
in the Hall of Hewn Stones. Two other lower courts of 23 judges each were set up at the 
door of the Temple court and at the "door of the mountain of the house."

Why 23 judges?

The Mishnah (Sanhedrin 1:6) arrives at the number twenty-three based on an 
exegetical derivation: it must be possible for a “congregation” to vote for both conviction 
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and exoneration. 

The Hebrew term `edah = “congregation” (or ”community”) appears in Numbers 14:27; 
describing , the 10 spies who had spread a bad report about the land. Thus the 
minimum size of a "community" is 10 men, or a minyan.

But the rabbis held that two sets of 10 judges were needed. Why?

- Numbers 35:24-25 - "Then the congregation shall judge between the slayer and the 
revenger of blood according to these judgments: And the congregation shall deliver the 
slayer out of the hand of the revenger of blood"

Because this same word `edah = "congregation" (or “community”) is mentioned twice, 
they ruled that TWO sets of 10 judges are required, making 20.

Then, one more is required to achieve a majority, but a simple majority cannot convict. 
Why?

- Exodus 23:2 - "Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil; neither shalt thou speak in 
a cause to decline after many to wrest judgment:"

The rabbis interpreted this verse as "you shall not follow a multitude to convict," 
meaning a simple majority of one cannot convict the accused. And so an additional 
judge is required making 22. Finally, a court should have an odd number of judges to 
prevent deadlocks; thus a total of 23.

Although a majority of one can acquit a person, it takes a majority of two to convict - a 
rule that biases Jewish courts toward leniency.

It has been taught; R. Jose said; Originally there were not many disputes in Israel, but 
one Beth din (court) of seventy-one members sat in the Hall of Hewn Stones, and two 
courts of twenty-three sat, one at the entrance of the Temple Mount and one at the door 
of the [Temple] Court, and other courts of twenty-three sat in all Jewish cities. If a matter 
of inquiry arose, the local Beth din was consulted. If they had a tradition [thereon] they 
stated it; if not, they went to the nearest Beth din. If they had a tradition thereon, they 
stated it, if not, they went to the Beth din situated at the entrance to the Temple Mount; if 
they had a tradition, they stated it; if not, they went to the one situated at the entrance of 
the Court, and he [who differed from his colleagues] declared, 'Thus have I expounded, 
and thus have my colleagues expounded; thus have I taught, and thus have they 
taught.' If they had a tradition thereon, they stated it, and if not, they all proceeded to the 
Hall of Hewn Stones, where they [i.e., the Great Sanhedrin] sat from the morning tamid 
(daily burnt-offering) until the evening talmid; on Sabbaths and festivals they sat within 
the hel (rampart). 
- Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 88b

They set up in every city in Israel in which were 120 (men or families) or more, a lesser 
sanhedrim, which sat in the gate, and their number were twenty three judges; in a city in 
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which there were not 120, they placed three judges, for there is no court less than three.
- Sanhedrin, c. 10. sect. 3, 4.

Josephus (IV. Antt. viii. 14) says in his day there were seven judges for each small  
township, with two Levites as assessors. 

Deuteronomy 16:19 - "Thou shalt not wrest judgment; thou shalt not respect persons, 
neither take a gift: for a gift doth blind the eyes of the wise, and pervert the words of the 
righteous."

Rashi - This is an admonition addressed to the judge, that he should not be lenient with 
one litigant and harsh with the other, [e.g., ordering] one to stand [while allowing] the 
other to sit, because as soon as one notices that the judge is showing more respect 
toward his opponent, he cannot plead his case any longer [because he thinks that it will 
be of no use]. [And] as soon as he [the judge] accepts a bribe from him [a litigant], it is 
impossible for him not to be favorably disposed towards him, to decide the judgment in 
his favor.

This was already demanded earlier in Deuteronomy:

- Deuteronomy 1:16-17 - "And I charged your judges at that time, saying, Hear the 
causes between your brethren, and judge righteously between every man and his 
brother, and the stranger that is with him. "Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; but 
ye shall hear the small as well as the great; ye shall not be afraid of the face of man; for 
the judgment is God's: and the cause that is too hard for you, bring it unto me, and I will 
hear it."

"Go behind the words of the litigants and get at the truth...Pay attention to every nuance 
of their utterances." - commentary on this verse in the Or Ha-hayyim (by Ḥayyim ben 
Moshe ibn Attar. Moroccan rabbi, 1700s)

Give “strictly equal and impartial treatment” according to the rabbis. "Respect of 
persons" means "lifting up the face toward." So the rabbis said a judge should not even 
gaze at one litigant longer than the other. Nor should the judge let one stand and the 
other sit, or let one speak to his heart's content and the other be told, "Be 
brief." (Talmud, Shevuot 30a)

See Exodus 23:3, 6 - "Neither shalt thou countenance a poor man in his cause....Thou 
shalt not wrest the judgment of thy poor in his cause."

And Leviticus 19:15 - "Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment: thou shalt not 
respect the person of the poor, nor honor the person of the mighty: but in righteousness 
shalt thou judge thy neighbor."

- Deuteronomy 1:17 - "Ye shall not respect persons in judgment; but ye shall hear the 
small as well as the great; ye shall not be afraid of the face of man; for the judgment is 
God's: and the cause that is too hard for you, bring it unto me, and I will hear it."
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Choosing Judges

The Talmud was even concerned about equity in the appointment of judges:

Rashi - The prohibition against "respect of persons" [Deuteronomy 1:17] is directed to 
the person invested with the office of appointing judges, lest you should say, So-and-so 
is distinguished looking, I shall appoint him a judge; so-and-so is a brave man, I shall 
appoint him a judge; so-and-so is my kinsman, I shall appoint him a judge; so-and-so 
lent me money, I shall appoint him a judge. It may turn out he may acquit the guilty and 
convict the innocent, not because he is wicked but because he is unversed: then I will 
account to him that appointed him as if he respected persons in judgment.

Because we are human, justice in this world will never be perfect. But these laws point 
to the perfect justice of the Messiah:

- Isaiah 11:3-4 - Messiah will "not judge after the sight of his eyes, neither reprove after 
the hearing of his ears: But with righteousness shall he judge the poor, and reprove with 
equity for the meek of the earth: and he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth, 
and with the breath of his lips shall he slay the wicked."

The Jews had a vision of how to bring this together in their society:

"Through the awe inspired in the multitude by the officers and judges, and their 
becoming used to good conduct and uprightness out of fear, the people will become 
accustomed to do justice out of love." - The Sefer Ha-hinukh ('Book of Education,' c. 
13th century)

An Aside: Other Near Eastern Law Codes

The Mosaic Law is astonishing for its concern with equal justice, especially compared 
with those of Israel's neighbors.

Some aspects of Mosaic Law, of course, are similar to other Near Eastern codes of law.

The Sumerian Code of Ur-Nammu, (c. 2100–2050 B.C.) thought to be the oldest written 
Law code, states: “The man who committed the murder will be killed.” (Article 1)

Later the Code of Hammurabi (c. 1754 B.C.) says “If a man put out the eye of another 
man, his eye shall be put out” (Article 196) or "If a man knock out the teeth of his equal, 
his teeth shall be knocked out." (Article 200).

But in Hammurabi’s Code, those who have a higher social class undergo lighter forms 
of punishment compared to those who commit the same crime but belong to a lower 
class:

Article 202: "If any one strike the body of a man higher in rank than he, he shall receive 
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sixty blows with an ox-whip in public."

The Mosaic law is different. Punishment depends on the nature of the crime rather than 
the social class.

In the laws of Ancient Mesopotamia crimes committed against human dignity are 
punished with fines, while crimes against property (robbery and theft) are punished with 
death. In the Mosaic Law it's the opposite. For while sins against human dignity are 
punishable by death, property crimes are converted into fines.

The judicial procedure outlined in our current passage in Deuteronomy is also much 
stricter.

The Ur-Nammu Code, Article 28: “If a man appeared as a witness, and was shown to be 
a perjurer, he must pay fifteen shekels of silver.”

- Deuteronomy 19:18-19: “The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness is a 
false witness and has accused his brother falsely, then you shall do to him as he had 
meant to do to his brother. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.”

Also, while the laws of Mesopotamia draw a highly prejudiced line against women, the 
Mosaic code proves to be more equitable. We've also seen that slavery was surrounded 
by constraints in the slave's favor.

While the Old Testament codes may sometimes offend modern sensibilities, they are far 
less severe and arbitrary than others of the Near East, and could be called a 
revolutionary advance.

Deuteronomy 16:20 - "That which is altogether just shalt thou follow, that thou mayest 
live, and inherit the land which the LORD thy God giveth thee."

Jewish translation is "Justice, justice shall you pursue"

"That which is altogether just" = tsedeq tsedeq - "righteousness! righteousness!" is 
repeated twice

i.e. meaning strict justice, nothing but righteousness in all causes and times, and to all 
persons equally.

Rashi - The appointment of fitting judges is sufficient merit to keep Israel alive and 
settled in their land. — [from Sifrei]

The Jews saw this as a commandment for every society, and were part of the seven 
Noahide Laws:

"Just as Israel was commanded to appoint courts of law in every district and city, so 
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were the sons of Noah commanded to appoint courts of laws in every district and city." - 
(Sanhedrin 56b)

Three Areas to Keep Pure

Deuteronomy 16:21-22 - "You shall not plant you a grove (asherah) of any trees near 
to the altar of the LORD your God, which you shall make you. Neither shalt thou set 
thee up any image (matstsebah-pillar); which the LORD thy God hateth."

Why talk about idolatry at this point? Because taking a bribe or having respect to 
persons corrupts justice in the same way planting a "grove" or an Asherah tree 
(honoring Astarte or Ashtaroth, the Phoenician goddess) or erecting an idolatrous pillar 
corrupts Israel's spiritual righteousness. Both are equally abominations to God.

Rashi - although it (planting a tree) was dear to Him in the days of the Patriarchs 
[Abraham, Genesis 21:33], now He hates it, since these [people] made it a statute for 
idolatry. (See Sifrei)

Deuteronomy 17:1 - "Thou shalt not sacrifice unto the LORD thy God any bullock, or 
sheep, wherein is blemish, or any evil-favoredness: for that is an abomination unto the 
LORD thy God."

Malachi complains of this - Malachi 1:7-14. 

This too is comparable to a corruption, like the previous examples. Blemishes on 
sacrifices which are required to be pure and perfect are also an abomination to God.  

These three arenas serve to emphasize the importance of the cry "righteousness! 
righteousness!" That is always the standard. 

- Judicial decisions must be untainted, the altar of sacrifice and worship should be free 
of any hint of idolatry, and sacrifices must be unblemished.

Now we come to a section combining the concern with idolatry and strict justice 
together:

Judging Idolators

Deuteronomy 17:2-5 - "If there be found among you, within any of thy gates which the 
LORD thy God giveth thee, man or woman, that hath wrought wickedness in the sight of 
the LORD thy God, in transgressing his covenant, And hath gone and served other 
gods, and worshipped them, either the sun, or moon, or any of the host of heaven, 
which I have not commanded; And it be told thee, and thou hast heard of it, and 
enquired diligently, and, behold, it be true, and the thing certain, that such abomination 
is wrought in Israel: Then shalt thou bring forth that man or that woman, which have 
committed that wicked thing, unto thy gates, even that man or that woman, and shalt 
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stone them with stones, till they die."

The Targum of Jonathan adds, "after the evil imagination or concupiscence, lusting after 
other lovers, and forsaking the true God, and departing from his worship"

Maimonides - They do not stone a man but at the gate where he served or worshipped; 
but if the greatest part of the city are heathens, they stone him at the door of the 
sanhedrin.

Usually, though, an execution would take place "outside the camp" as happened in the 
Wilderness, or like Christ's execution, "outside the gate."

- Hebrews 13:12 - "Wherefore Jesus also, that he might sanctify the people with his 
own blood, suffered without the gate."

(Just as Christ's death was the final sacrifice required by God and closed the sacrificial 
system, His execution could be said to end capital punishment in a Christian society)

"A man was stoned naked, but not a woman; and there was a place four cubits from the 
house of stoning, where they plucked off his clothes, only they covered his nakedness 
before. The place of stoning was two men's heights, and there he went up with his 
hands bound, and one of the witnesses thrust him on his loins, that he might fall upon 
the earth; and if he died not at that push, the witnesses lifted up a stone, which lay 
there, the weight of two men, and one cast it with all his strength upon him; and if he 
died not, he was stoned by all Israel." - Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin, fol. 42. 2.

The requirement is that they "enquire diligently, and, behold, it be true, and the thing 
certain"

Remember that idolatry - as well as any gross violation of the Law for which a death 
penalty was indicated - was considered treason against the Lord, and a mortal danger 
to the whole community and to the nation of Israel's existence.

Two or Three Witnesses

Certainty of the crime was confirmed by two or three witnesses:

Deuteronomy 17:6 - "At the mouth of two witnesses, or three witnesses, shall he that is 
worthy of death be put to death; but at the mouth of one witness he shall not be put to 
death."

See also Deuteronomy 19:18-19: “The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness 
is a false witness and has accused his brother falsely, then you shall do to him as he 
had meant to do to his brother. So you shall purge the evil from your midst.”

Aben Ezra observes that some (Rashi) say, if two witnesses contradict two others, a 
third turns the scale and determines the matter; and others say, that two who are wise 
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men will do, and three of others; and because it is said "at the mouth" of these 
witnesses, it is concluded, that a testimony should be verbal and not written; should not 
be recorded, neither in pecuniary cases nor in capital ones, but from the mouth of the 
witnesses, as it is said "at the mouth", &c. at their mouth, and not from their handwriting 
(Maimonides, Hilchot Eduth, c. 3. sect. 4.)

"at the mouth of one witness he shall not be put to death" -  not even by one's own 
confession, if not backed up by another witness.

The rabbis traditionally rejected the testimonies of children, women, servants, familiar 
friends, or enemies, or persons of dissolute lives or evil fame.

See more on the ‘Death Penalty in Ancient Israel’ here:
https://www.communityoncolumbia.org/pdf/Readings_Notes/Jewish_Death_Penalty.pdf

Deuteronomy 17:7 - "The hands of the witnesses shall be first upon him to put him to 
death, and afterward the hands of all the people. So thou shalt put the evil away from 
among you."

This would be a further trial and confirmation of their testimony; for if they readily and 
without reluctance first began the stoning of the idolater, it would not only show their 
zeal for the honor of God, but an unconsciousness of guilt in their testimony, and be an 
encouragement to others to proceed with safety.

This execution ended this person’s particular sin of idolatry, warned and hopefully 
deterred others against idolatry, and prevented judgment coming upon the whole nation 
if it was left to fester and spread.

Courts of Appeals

Deuteronomy 17:8-11 - "If there arise a matter too hard for thee in judgment, between 
blood and blood, between plea and plea, and between stroke and stroke, being matters 
of controversy within thy gates: then shalt thou arise, and get thee up into the place 
which the LORD thy God shall choose; And thou shalt come unto the priests the 
Levites, and unto the judge that shall be in those days, and enquire; and they shall 
shew thee the sentence of judgment: And thou shalt do according to the sentence, 
which they of that place which the LORD shall choose shall shew thee; and thou shalt 
observe to do according to all that they inform thee: According to the sentence of the 
law which they shall teach thee, and according to the judgment which they shall tell 
thee, thou shalt do: thou shalt not decline from the sentence which they shall shew thee, 
to the right hand, nor to the left."

i.e. The priests explained what the Law said. Then the judges applied that to the case at 
hand.

The Great Sanhedrin in Jerusalem acted as a Supreme Court, taking appeals from 
cases decided by lesser courts. The Great Sanhedrin was the only court that could try 
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the king, a high priest, a false prophet, a rebellious elder or an errant tribe; it could 
extend the boundaries of the Temple and Jerusalem, and were the ones to whom all 
questions of law were finally put. Pharisees and Sadducees formed majorities on the 
Sanhedrin at various times.

"Between blood and blood, between plea and plea, and between stroke and stroke" - 
civil, criminal and cases of impurity (See 2 Chronicles 19:8-10)

Rashi - [an appeal could be made] if the Sages of the city [the judges] differ in their 
opinion on the matter...one ruling guilty, the other innocent.

Rashi - ”either right or left":  Even if this judge tells you that right is left, and that left is 
right. How much more so, if he tells you that right is right, and left is left!- [Sifrei]

So, blindly follow those in authority?

No. The Ha-ketav Ve-ha-kabbalah, a commentary by Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg, a 19th 
century German rabbi, explains:

"If in your eyes they seem to have made a wrong decision, nevertheless follow them; 
but if you are absolutely certain they are mistaken, the Talmud has already instructed 
you not to listen to them in the event of them calling the right left, (or unclean clean) 
etc."

Like the Targumists who paraphrased the scriptures for their Aramaic-speaking 
congregations, the Sages were given discretion to adapt the Torah commandments to 
changing circumstances in their own day, but not to add to or disallow any of them.

Jesus condemned the Pharisees of His day for doing just that:

- Mark 7:7-8 - “Howbeit in vain do they worship me, teaching for doctrines the 
commandments of men. For laying aside the commandment of God, ye hold the 
tradition of men, as the washing of pots and cups: and many other such like things ye 
do.”

Deuteronomy 17:12-13 - "And the man that will do presumptuously, and will not 
hearken unto the priest that standeth to minister there before the LORD thy God, or 
unto the judge, even that man shall die: and thou shalt put away the evil from Israel. 
And all the people shall hear, and fear, and do no more presumptuously."

"Presumption" = zadown - swelling, pride, insolence, presumptuousness, arrogance
The word is connected with “pride,” and denotes a proud self-assertion against the law.

Rashi - "And all the people shall listen": From here we derive [the ruling] that they 
postpone his execution [i.e., of the אֵרְמַמ ןַקְז , the rebellious sage] until the Festival 
[when all Israel appears in Jerusalem], and they execute him on the Festival. — [San. 
89a]
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89a]

This comment is a remarkable insight into Jesus' trial and execution on Passover.

The New Testament equivalent to execution to “put away” the evil from Israel is 
exclusion or anathema from the church to be judged by God:

- 1 Corinthians 5:12 - “…do not ye judge them that are within? But them that are 
without God judgeth. Therefore put away from among yourselves that wicked person.“ 

'Judgment is God's'

Bottom Line - Justice (and injustice) are vital concerns of God!

Because God is the ultimate judge (Deuteronomy 1:17 - 'judgment is God's') those 
charged with being judges and officers of the law in Israel should emulate Him by being 
just and righteous in their decisions.

- 2 Chronicles 19:6-7 - "And said [King Jehoshaphat] to the judges, Take heed what ye 
do: for ye judge not for man, but for the LORD, who is with you in the judgment. 
Wherefore now let the fear of the LORD be upon you; take heed and do it: for there is 
no iniquity with the LORD our God, nor respect of persons, nor taking of gifts."

Rashi - Do not think in your heart: What difference does it make if we pervert the law to 
declare our friends innocent and pervert the rights of the poor and favor the rich? Is it 
not so that the judgment is not for the Lord? Therefore, it says, “for the Lord.” It is for 
Him. If you convict the innocent, it is as though you take from your Creator’s property 
and pervert the law of Heaven, by bestowing a distorted verdict. Therefore, “see what 
you are doing,” and may your heart be in every judgment, as if the Holy One, blessed 
be He, is standing before you in judgment, and this is the meaning of: “and [He] is with 
you in the matter of the judgment.”  … Perhaps the judge will say, “How does this 
problem concern me?” Therefore, Scripture states: “and it is with you concerning the 
matter of the judgment,” i.e., it is incumbent upon you to rule justly. And the judge must 
deal only with that which he sees with his own eyes.

Binding and Loosing

This topic on judges and courts bleeds over into another - the idea of "binding and 
loosing," which means to forbid and to permit, to open and close.

The Pharisees, says Josephus ("B J." i, 5, § 2), "became the administrators of all public 
affairs so as to be empowered to banish and readmit whom they pleased, as well as to 
loose and to bind." 

Their legal authority came from the Great Sanhedrin, which settled disputes relating to 
interpretation of Jewish law.

For instance, they could bind any day by declaring it a fast-day (Meg. Ta'an. xxii.; Ta'an. 
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12a; Yer. Ned. i. 36c, d). This power and authority, vested in the rabbinical body of each 
age or in the Sanhedrin (see Authority), received its ratification and final sanction from 
the celestial court of justice (Sifra, Emor, ix.; Mak. 23b).

In other words, they had "heavenly sanction" for their decisions.

Jesus criticized the Pharisees for misusing this authority:

- Matthew 23:2-4 - "For they bind heavy burdens and grievous to be borne, and lay 
them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move them with one of their 
fingers."

- Luke 11:52 - "Woe to you experts in the law! For you have taken away the key to 
knowledge. You yourselves have not entered, and you have hindered those who were 
entering."

The similar passage in Matthew:

- Matthew 23:13 - "Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the 
kingdom of heaven in men’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let in those 
who wish to enter."

And Jesus passed on to His disciples his own heavenly authority of binding and loosing:

- Matthew 16:19 - "And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and 
whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou 
shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."

To be bound or loosed "in heaven" means it has heavenly sanction, in the same way the 
Jewish binding and loosing was described.

A similar expressing is found in John 20:21-23 - "Then said Jesus to them again, Peace 
be unto you: as my Father hath sent me, even so send I you. And when he had said 
this, he breathed on them, and saith unto them, Receive ye the Holy Ghost: Whose 
soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins ye retain, they 
are retained."

This means they carried with them the saving power of the Gospel of the Cross, which 
they could share if they followed his instructions, or withhold if they ignored His 
commands.

The “keys to the kingdom” and the “key of knowledge” could also be the "key of David":

- Isaiah 22:22 - "And the key of the house of David will I lay upon his shoulder; so he 
shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open."

- Revelation 3:7 - "And to the angel [or messenger] of the church in Philadelphia write; 
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These things saith he that is holy, he that is true, he that hath the key of David, he that 
openeth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, and no man openeth.”

Keys are an emblem of authority. It appears that such heavenly authority was lost by the 
Jewish nation at the first destruction of the Temple by the Babylonians:

The Sages taught: “When the Temple was destroyed for the first time, many groups of 
young priests gathered together with the Temple keys in their hands. And they 
ascended to the roof of the Sanctuary and said before God: Master of the Universe, 
since we did not merit to be faithful treasurers, and the Temple is being destroyed, let 
the Temple keys be handed to You. And they threw them upward, and a kind of palm of 
a hand emerged and received the keys from them. And the young priests jumped from 
the roof and fell into the fire of the burning Temple.” - Taanit 29a

Perhaps the “keys” were given to Jesus - flanked by Moses and Elijah -  at His 
transfiguration, again out of a cloud:

- Luke 9:35 - “And there came a voice out of the cloud, saying, ‘This is my beloved Son: 
hear him.’“


