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The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: Anyone who speaks malicious speech increases his sins to the degree
that they correspond to the three cardinal transgressions: ldol worship, and forbidden sexual relations, and
bloodshed. This can be derived from a verbal analogy based on the word “great.” It is written here: “May the Lord
cut off all flattering lips, the tongue that speaks great things” (Psalms 12:4). And it is written with regard to idol
worship: “And Moses returned to the Lord, and said: Oh, this people have sinned a great sin, and have made for
themselves a god of gold” (Exodus 32:31). With regard to forbidden sexual relations it is written that when
Potiphar’'s wife attempted to seduce Joseph he responded: “How can | do this great wickedness, and sin against
God” (Genesis 39:9). With regard to bloodshed it is written, after Cain murdered his brother: “And Cain said to the
Lord: My punishment is greater than | can bear” (Genesis 4:13). The Torah describes each of these three cardinal
sins with the word “great” in the singular, whereas malicious speech is described with the plural term “great things,”
indicating that it is equivalent to all three of the other transgressions together.
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