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ִׁשים ַמֲעלֹות, ְוַהְּכֻהָּנה ְּבֶעְׂשִרים ְוַאְרַּבע, ְּגדֹוָלה תֹוָרה יֹוֵתר ִמן ַהְּכֻהָּנה ּוִמן ַהַּמְלכּות, ֶׁשַהַּמְלכּות ִנְקנֵ  ית ִּבְׁש
  .ְוַהּתֹוָרה ִנְקֵנית ְּבַאְרָּבִעים ּוְׁשֹמָנה ְדָבִרים

Greater is learning Torah than the priesthood and than royalty, for royalty is acquired 
by thirty stages, and the priesthood by twenty-four, but the Torah by forty-eight things. 

The mishnah teaches that Torah is greater than priesthood and royalty in that Torah is 
acquired with 48 steps, in contrast to royalty that is acquired in only 30 steps and the 
priesthood which is acquired in 24 steps. The mishnah then proceeds to enumerate the 
48 kinyanim – modes of acquisition, necessary to acquire Torah. The truth is that each 
one of the 48 steps is worthy of analysis and discussion but for our purpose here, I want 
to focus on the statement the mishnah makes by declaring that Torah is greater than the 
priesthood and royalty. To explore this, we must begin with a question. In reference to 
the royalty and priesthood, the associated characteristics are called מעלות, loosely 
translated as advantages, whereas when referring to the 48 steps necessary to acquire 
Torah, the mishnah uses the word דברים, loosely translated as things. Why the 
discrepancy in terminology and what is the significance of that difference? 

The commentary Midrash Shmuel explains that the author of this teaching is 
highlighting two points. One is the simple statement of the mishnah that from a 
number’s perspective, Torah is greater because it requires more steps to acquire it than 
the steps necessary to acquire royalty or priesthood. The obvious implication here is 
that the more steps necessary to acquire it, the greater the goal is. 24 steps may be a 
challenge but 30 steps is even harder than that and undoubtedly something that 
requires 48 prerequisites will be even harder than both of them. 

The second point the Tanna intends to emphasize is the fundamental difference 
between the prerequisites. A Beraisa enumerates, for example, the 30 steps of royalty 
and they include: silver, gold, wives, slaves, homes, vineyards, gardens and orchards. 
What all of these things have in common are that they are external to the king. They 
represent and express his wealth and authority but do not inform us at all about his 
character. They are external acquisitions rather than steps in character development. In 
fact, a king may have inherited all 30 things from his father and did not have to invest 
any effort whatsoever in their acquisition and yet they still count as expressions of his 
royalty. The same is true regarding the מעלות, the advantages of priesthood. They are 
the benefits that a kohen receives from others but are not steps in a kohen’s character 
development. A kohen, by birthright, has access to the various korbonos and priestly 
gifts the comprise the list of 24 מעלות of being a kohen. They were not earned through 
the kohen’s efforts, they are his simply because he is a descendant of Aharon Hakohen. 
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Torah, however, is fundamentally different. The 48 steps towards the acquisition of 
Torah are not external advantages that one could purchase or inherit. They are 48 
aspects of character development. They are not called מעלות because that term indicates 
greatness and authority and the steps to acquire Torah revolve around humility. They 
are דברים - things, indicating elements of the person’s character that he developed 
internally, rather than externally. 

It turns out that the bigger difference between the acquisition of Torah versus the 
acquisition of royalty or the priesthood is not the number of steps, but the means of 
acquisition. Royalty and priesthood can be identified by those who possess the various 
 associated with them but the possession of these things are not instructive about מעלות
the character of the person possessing them. In contrast, the steps to acquire Torah are 
steps in one’s internal character development. This difference also emphasizes the point 
that Torah study is not an academic pursuit. In academics, personal character 
development is not a necessary prerequisite. However, one who wishes to acquire 
Torah, in the sense of דביקות and attachment of one’s soul to Torah, must develop all 48 
facets of his character in order to make a kinyan – acquisition of Torah. 


