
Noah – The words of Yefet in the tents of Israel 

 

Like every major character in the Bible, 

Noah, prior to his passing, blesses his three 

sons: Shem, Cham and Yefet. At the end, 

Noah combines a blessing saying: “God shall 

enlarge Yefet, and he shall dwell in the tents of 

Shem…” (Gen. 9:27). In rabbinic literature, 

Yefet often represents Yavan (Greece), one 

of his offspring, and Shem is synonymous to one of his descendants: the people of Israel.  Rabbi 

Shimon ben Gamliel understood this passage to mean: “May the words of Yefet be in the tents of 

Shem” (TB Megillah 9b). In other words, may the Greek wisdom, language, and aesthetics be in the 

midst of the Jewish people. And this was the case two-thousand years ago; our ancestors in the land 

of Israel and abroad, absorbed many Greek philosophical concepts. The Jewish aristocracy spoke 

Greek and even many graves in the land of Israel were written in Greek, for example. 

 

According to the Torah, the seventy primordial nations come from Noah’s three sons. According to 

the rabbis of the Talmud, God dispensed wisdom and special characteristics to every nation of the 

world. And the blessing Noah gave to his sons is: may all the wisdom of the world find a place in 

the tents of Israel. As a Jewish people we should not create elevated barriers that separate ourselves 

from the outside world. Instead, we should lift beautiful and firm tents that could include every 

good aspect that any nation of the world can bring to our lives. This was the way of our people over 

the last three-thousand years, to always welcome the developments, ideas, languages, architectures, 

philosophies of other nations and make them our own. Not only taking them but converting them 

into the “Jewish language” and incorporating them into our own concepts, traditions, and beliefs. 

We have something to offer to every nation just as we have something to learn from every nation. 

This is the true blessing of Noah, to always be ready to absorb new ideas that could provide us new 

understandings of our Torah and heritage. New ideas from outside that could enhance our tents, our 

sanctuaries, and our homes. Do not lift walls, enlarge your tents. May the wisdom of every nation 

dwell in the everlasting tents of Israel! 
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