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Commentary on the Mishnah — Sanhedrin — Foundation #5

The Fifth Foundation is that it is proper to serve Him, blessed be
He, to ascribe to Him greatness, to make known His greatness, and
to fulfill His commandments. We may not do this to any lesser
being, whether it be one of the angels, the stars, the celestial
spheres, the elements, or anything formed from them. For all these
things have predetermined natures and have no authority or control
over their actions. Rather, such authority and control is God's.
Similarly, it is not proper to serve them as intermediaries in order
that they should bring us closer to God. Rather, to God Himself we
must direct out thoughts, and abandon anything else.

Rambam, Laws of Idolatry, 1:1 - In the days of Enosh, the people
deviated, and the counsel of the wise people degenerated into
stupidity. Enosh himself was amongst those who deviated. Their
mistaken reasoning was that since God created the skies and spheres
as part of nature, and placed them high up [in the skies], and gave
them dignity, and that they are servants who serve Him, it would be
appropriate to laud, glorify and honour them as well. It is the will of
the Almighty to make great and to dignify those who make Him
great and honour Him, in the same way that a king wants to honour
the servants who serve him - such is the honour of a king. Once this
matter was decided upon, they proceeded to build temples to the
stars, to bring sacrifices to them, to laud and glorify them verbally
and to bow down to them, in order to attain [by these means] the
will of the Creator by their opinions, which were evil. This was the
core of idolatry, but the knowledgeable worshippers did not deny
the existence of God by saying that only such-and-such a star exists.
This is what Jeremiah said: "Who would not fear You, King of the
nations? For to You it is fitting, for among all the wise men of the
nations, and in all their kingdoms there is none like You. Stupid and
senseless are they all - the teaching of their vain idols is but wood!";
that is to say that everyone knows that just God exists, but their
mistake and foolishness was to imagine that idolatry was God's will.

Rambam, ibid., 2:1 - The core prohibition of idol worship is not to
worship any creation, be it an angel, one of the spheres, a star, one
of the four elements or something created from one of the elements.
Even though a worshippers knows that the Lord is God but
nevertheless worships one of the creations in the way that Enosh
and those of his generation did before they forgot God, he is still
counted as an idolater. This matter is what the Torah warned us
against when it said, "And in case you look to the skies, and when
you see the sun, the moon, the stars, and all the host of heaven, and
you be misled to worship them, et cetera”; that is to say, "In case
your judgement wanders and you think that it is they who control
the world, and that the Lord allotted the whole world to them to live
and exist in, and that they are not spoiled by the ways of the world",
and then one will think that it is fitting to bow down to them and to
worship them. We have received commandments concerning this
matter when it says, "Be careful that your judgement is not deluded,
et cetera”; that is to say that one should not be led to deviate by
one's thoughts and think of the idols as a go-between between
oneself and God.

Sanhedrin 102b

In the college of R. Ashi the lecture [one day] terminated at ‘Three
Kings.” ‘To-morrow, said he, ‘we will commence with our
colleagues.’ [That night] Manasseh came and appeared to him in a
dream. ‘Thou hast called us thy colleagues and the colleagues of thy
father; now, from what part [of the bread] is [the piece for reciting]
the ha-mozi to be taken?’ ‘I do not know,” he answered. ‘Thou hast
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not learned this,” he jibed, ‘yet thou callest us thy colleagues!’
‘Teach it me,” he begged, ‘and to-morrow | will teach it in thy name
at the session.” He answered, ‘From the part that is baked into a
crust.” He then questioned him, ‘Since thou art so wise, why didst
thou worship idols?” He replied, ‘Wert thou there, thou wouldst
have caught up the skirt of thy garment and sped after me.” The next
day he observed to the students: We will commence with our
teachers [so referring to the Three Kings]

Mishnah Avodah Zarah 4:7

The elders in Rome were asked, ‘if [your god] has no desire for
idolatry, why does he not abolish it?’ they replied, ‘if it was
something unnecessary to the world that was worshipped, he would
abolish it; but people worship the sun, moon, stars and planets;
should he destroy his universe on account of fools!” they said [to the
elders], ‘if so, he should destroy what is unnecessary for the world
and leave what is necessary for the world!” they replied, ‘[if he did
that], we should merely be strengthening the hands of the
worshippers of these, because they would say, "be sure that these
are deities, for behold they have not been abolished!"”

Sanhedrin 64a

Rab Judah said in Rab's name: A gentile woman once fell sick. She
vowed, ‘If I recover, I will go and serve every idol in the world.”
She recovered, and proceeded to serve all idols. On reaching Peor,
she asked its priests, ‘How is this worshipped’? They replied,
‘People eat beets, drink strong drink, and then uncover themselves
before it.” She replied, ‘T would rather fall sick again than serve an
idol in such a manner.’
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