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Parashiot BeHar-BeChukotai 5775 

 

Introduction.  

Laws dealing with slavery are essentially moot in the 21st century western world, and therefore 

the sections in the Tora devoted to delineating the laws governing slaves and their masters, like VaYikra 

25:39-55 (see fn. 5) are for the most part cultural artifacts of a time gone by. While Tora discussions of 

slavery can be approached with the same mindset that informs how the Talmud categorizes the laws of 

the stubborn and rebellious son (Devarim 21:18-21) as well as the “Ihr HaNidachat” (lit. city that is 

thrown over; due to at least 51% of its  inhabitants engaging in idolatry) (Ibid. 13:13-9), i.e., “Derosh 

VeKabel Sechar”1 (study and interpret it and thereby derive reward, if not for the practical lessons that 

are to be learned, then at least in terms of the moral and ethical themes inherent within these sections 

of the Tora), an incredibly important principle advocating the need to deal honestly with non-Jews, 

something that is as relevant today as it ever was, is embedded in one of these discussions of slavery. 

Although a great deal of technical material, some of which may be deemed arcane, is necessary before 

the verses arguing for forthright and honest mercantile interactions with all people, Jews and non-Jews 

alike, can be investigated, in my view this preparation is well-worth the effort in light of how crucial the 

principle of honesty in all of our dealings is to the truly spiritual lifestyle.   

 

Strategies for impoverished Jews struggling to pay off their debts. 

In Parashat Behar (VaYikra 25), the Tora describes a series of scenarios dealing with Jews who 

are down on their luck. An ever-intensifying progression is evident, whereby after disposing of 

important possessions,2 the desparate individual seeks out grants or loans,3 and finally, when all else 

                                                           
1 See Sanhedrin 71a. 
2 VaYikra 25:25-34 

25 If thy brother be waxen poor, and sell some of his possession (a reference to real estate), then shall his kinsman that 

is next unto him come, and shall redeem that which his brother hath sold. 26 And if a man have no one to redeem it, and he be 
waxen rich and find sufficient means to redeem it; 27 then let him count the years of the sale thereof, and restore the overplus unto 
the man to whom he sold it; and he shall return unto his possession. 28 But if he have not sufficient means to get it back for himself, 
then that which he hath sold shall remain in the hand of him that hath bought it until the year of jubilee; and in the jubilee it shall go 
out, and he shall return unto his possession. {S}  

29 And if a man sell a dwelling-house in a walled city, then he may redeem it within a whole year after it is sold; for a full 

year shall he have the right of redemption. 30 And if it be not redeemed within the space of a full year, then the house that is in the 
walled city shall be made sure in perpetuity to him that bought it, throughout his generations; it shall not go out in the jubilee. 31 
But the houses of the villages which have no wall round about them shall be reckoned with the fields of the country; they may be 
redeemed, and they shall go out in the jubilee. 32 But as for the cities of the Levites, the houses of the cities of their possession, the 
Levites shall have a perpetual right of redemption. 33 And if a man purchase of the Levites, then the house that was sold in the city 
of his possession, shall go out in the jubilee; for the houses of the cities of the Levites are their possession among the children of 
Israel. 34 But the fields of the open land about their cities may not be sold; for that is their perpetual possession. {S}  

3 Ibid. 35-8 
35 And if thy brother be waxen poor, and his means fail with thee; then thou shalt uphold him (by either giving him 
money outright or offering him a loan): as a stranger and a settler shall he live with thee. 36 Take thou no interest of him or 

increase; but fear thy God; that thy brother may live with thee. 37 Thou shalt not give him thy money upon interest, nor give him thy 
victuals for increase. 38 I Am the Lord your God, who brought you forth out of the land of Egypt, to give you the land of Canaan, to 
Be your God. {S} 
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fails, finds it necessary to become a slave/servant4 to others, 5 in exchange for paying off his debts. The 

standard term of service for a Jewish slave working for another Jew, is six years,6 with the amount that 

the master originally paid, being pro-rated over that time.7 Should the slave come into possession of 

something of value during the course of his servitude, if he wished, he would be able to regain his 

freedom prior to the conclusion of the six years by settling the outstanding debt that he had incurred to 

his master, who had paid the individual’s financial obligations and in return is to be repaid by the slave’s 

                                                           
4 Although the term “Eved” is translated as either “slave” or “servant”, in order to convey the nature of the 
subservience to another human being that this individual has chosen to subject himself, I will translate the word as 
“slave” going forward in this essay.  
5 Ibid. 39-43; 47-55 

39 And if thy brother be waxen poor with thee, and sell himself unto thee, thou shalt not make him to serve as a bondservant. 

40 As a hired servant, and as a settler, he shall be with thee; he shall serve with thee unto the year of jubilee. 41 Then shall he go out 
from thee, he and his children with him, and shall return unto his own family, and unto the possession of his fathers shall he return. 
42 For they are My Servants, whom I Brought forth out of the land of Egypt; they shall not be sold as bondmen. 43 Thou shalt not 
rule over him with rigour; but shalt fear thy God…  

47 And if a stranger who is a settler with thee be waxen rich, and thy brother be waxen poor beside him, and sell himself unto 
the stranger who is a settler with thee, or to the offshoot of a stranger's family, 48 after that he is sold he may be 

redeemed; one of his brethren may redeem him; 49 or his uncle, or his uncle's son, may redeem him, or any that is nigh of kin unto 
him of his family may redeem him; or if he be waxen rich, he may redeem himself. 50 And he shall reckon with him that bought him 
from the year that he sold himself to him unto the year of jubilee; and the price of his sale shall be according unto the number of 
years; according to the time of a hired servant shall he be with him. 51 If there be yet many years, according unto them he shall give 
back the price of his redemption out of the money that he was bought for. 52 And if there remain but few years unto the year of 
jubilee, then he shall reckon with him; according unto his years shall he give back the price of his redemption. 53 As a servant hired 
year by year shall he be with him; he shall not rule with rigour over him in thy sight. 54 And if he be not redeemed by any of these 
means, then he shall go out in the year of jubilee, he, and his children with him. 55 For unto Me the children of Israel are servants; 
they are My Servants whom I Brought forth out of the land of Egypt: I Am the Lord your God. 

6 Shemot 21:2 
If thou buy a Hebrew servant, six years he shall serve; and in the seventh he shall go out free for nothing 
(i.e., not having to compensate his master since by completing his work over the course of the seven years, 
he has paid off the money that his master originally laid out on his behalf) . 

7 E.g., if the debts that the “master” paid off amounted to $6000, each year of labor on the part of the slave would 
reduce the balance by $1000.  
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service to him.8 Rather than the legal status of a slave, it would seem more appropriate to refer to the 

male Jewish slave9 as most resembling an “indentured servant”.10 

 

When the Jewish slave’s master is another Jew. (VaYikra 25:39-43—see fn. 5) 

The Tora appears to assume, based upon the fact that there is no expressed requirement for the 

slave’s family, or anyone else for that matter, to redeem him by their paying off his outstanding debt in 

the case where the Jewish slave’s master is a Jew, that the individual’s religious observances will not be 

compromised during the course of his servitude.  Apparently since both master and slave are bound by 

the same set of religious standards, we are not concerned that the master will force his bondsman to 

violate Tora laws.11 12 If anything, being in such a relationship is thought to have a potentially 

                                                           
8 Mishna Gittin 1:2 

…A Jewish slave can “acquire himself” (extract himself from his slavery situation) by…”Gira’on Kesef” (lit. 
the diminution of money)… 
Tiferet Yisrael #21 d.h. U’BeGiraon Kesef 
When he aquires something of value and wishes to redeem himself. He calculates the remaining value of 
his original sale by the years contracted for at the time of that sale, and he returns the remaining value of 
the years that he owes and goes “out”…  

See also the end of VaYikra 25:49, quoted in fn. 5. 
9 A female Jewish servant who is placed in that situation by her father prior to her reaching the age of 12, would 
appear to be in addition for a way for her father to realize cash to pay off at least some of his debts, more an effort 
to position her to become married into a wealthy family and thereby rise in social status:  

Shemot 21:7-11 
7 And if a man sell his daughter to be a maid-servant, she shall not go out as the men-servants do. 8 If she 
please not her master, who hath espoused her to himself, then shall he let her be redeemed; to sell her 
unto a foreign people he shall have no power, seeing he hath dealt deceitfully with her. 9 And if he 
espouse her unto his son, he shall deal with her after the manner of daughters. 10 If he take him another 
wife, her food, her raiment, and her conjugal rights, shall he not diminish. 11 And if he do not these three 
unto her, then shall she go out for nothing, without money. 

10 Indentured servitude was a labor system whereby young people paid for their passage to the New World by 
working for an employer for a certain number of years. It was widely employed in the 18th century in the British 
colonies in North America and elsewhere. It was especially used as a way for poor youth in Britain and the German 
states to get passage to the American colonies. They would work for a fixed number of years, then be free to work 
on their own. The employer purchased the indenture from the sea captain who brought the youths over; he did so 
because he needed labor. Some worked as farmers or helpers for farm wives, some were apprenticed to 
craftsmen. Both sides were legally obligated to meet the terms, which were enforced by local American courts. 
Runaways were sought out and returned. About half of the white immigrants to the American colonies in the 17th 
and 18th centuries were indentured. During the late 17th and early 18th centuries poor children from England and 
France were kidnapped and sold into indentured labor in the Caribbean for a minimum of five years, but most 
times their contracts were bought and sold repeatedly and some laborers never attained their freedom… 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indentured_servant  
11 To my knowledge, there is no explicit reference in either the bible or the Oral Tradition to a situation whereby if 
the Jewish master is known to not observe Jewish law, whether in such a circumstance there would be a 
requirement of the individual’s family to intervene and extract their relative from such a potentially religiously 
compromising state of affairs.  
12 A parallel set of circumstances whereby an authority figure is implicitly instructed that he is not empowered to 
require someone within his orbit to violate Jewish law, is the context of obeying one’s parents. On the verse in 
VaYikra 19:3 “Ye shall fear every man his mother, and his father, and ye shall keep My Sabbaths: I Am the Lord 
your God,” RaShI comments,  
 d.h. VeEt Shabtotai Tishmoru  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_history_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_history_of_the_United_States
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indentured_servant
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rehabilitative effect on the Jewish slave.13 The poor person  ideally is taken under the wing of the 

master, who models how the former’s life can be positively reorgainized in order that he not fall back 

again into extreme poverty and repeat the cycle of enslavement once again.14  

 

When the Jewish slave’s master is a non-Jew. (VaYikra 25:47-55. See fn. 5) 

VaYikra 25:47, however, suggests there may be situations where no fellow Jew steps forward to 

volunteer to help the indigent individual with his problems, and therefore he is forced to sell himself to 

a non-Jewish master. As in the case of the situations described earlier in VaYikra 25 (see fn. 2, 3), i.e., 

selling real estate, followed by selling one’s house, followed by seeking loans, followed by selling 

oneself, the Talmud also interprets the types of non-Jews mentioned in the verse as another downward 

spiral involving people who one might expect to have less and less affinity for Jews and their religion, 

reflecting the desperation of the poor individual to find help from somewhere, no matter the personal 

cost and potential difficulties: 

 

VaYikra 25:47 

And if 1) a stranger who is a settler with thee be waxen rich, and thy brother be waxen 

poor beside him, and sell himself unto 2) the stranger who is a settler with thee, or to 3) 

the offshoot of a stranger's family. 

 

Kiddushin 20a-b 

It is not brought home to him15 until he sells himself, as it is said, (VaYikra 25:39) “And if 
thy brother be waxen poor with thee and sells himself unto (a) thee.” And not even to 

                                                           
(Within the same verse, i.e., a Hekeish) the observance of Shabbat and respecting parents are juxtaposed 
next to one another, to teach that although I have Instructed you to respect your parent, if he should say 
to you, “Profane Shabbat”, do not listen to him, with the same principle applying to other 
Commandments. 
d.h. Ani HaShem Elokaichem 
Both you and your parent are obligated to respect Me. Consequently, do not listen to him if that means 
thay you will negate My Words. 

13 The sensitivity of the master to the needs of his Jewish servant is reflected in the following Talmudic statement:  
Kiddushin 20a 
(Devarim 15:16) “Because he fares well with thee” (the context is a Jewish slave who at the end of his 
term refuses to leave and is made an “Eved Nirtza”—one who remains until the Jubilee year. The Tora is 
explaining that rather than experiencing oppression, life has become exceedingly comfortable for this 
individual.) He must be “with” (i.e., equal to) thee in food and drink, that thou shouldst not eat white 
bread and he black bread, thou drink old wine  and he new wine, thou sleep on a feather bed and he on 
straw. Hence it was said: “Whoever buys a Hebrew slave is like buying a master for himself.”  

14 This would also appear to be the rationale behind the Mitzva of Ha’anaka (lit. provide him with sustenance), 
performed by the master when his Jewish slave regains his personal freedom: 

Devarim 15:12-5 
12 If thy brother, a Hebrew man, or a Hebrew woman, be sold unto thee, he shall serve thee six years; 
and in the seventh year thou shalt let him go free from thee. 13 And when thou lettest him go free from 
thee, thou shalt not let him go empty; 14 thou shalt furnish him liberally out of thy flock, and out of thy 
threshing-floor, and out of thy winepress; of that wherewith the Lord thy God hath Blessed thee thou 
shalt give unto him. 15 And thou shalt remember that thou wast a bondman in the land of Egypt, and the 
Lord thy God Redeemed thee; therefore I Command thee this thing to-day. 

15 The Talmud, in order to account for why the discussion of impoverished Jews is mentioned immediately after a 
discussion of the Sabbatical and Jubilee Years (VaYikra 25:1-13) is because an individual who tried to enrich himself 
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thee, but to a (b) proselyte, as it is said “)and sell himself( unto the “Geir” 
(proselyte).”16 And not even to a righteous proselyte,17 but to a (c) resident alien,18 as it 
is said, “…or19 to the “Geir Toshav” (resident alien)...” (d) “The family of a proselyte”20 
means a heathen. When it is said: “Eiker" (the stock),21  it refers to one who sells himself 
to (e) the service of the idol itself! 

   
The Mitzva to redeem a Jewish slave from a non-Jewish master. 
 While for cases (a), (b) and (c) there is an expectation that the Jewish slave will not encounter 
any hostility regarding his fulfillment of the Commandments, and therefore he is not deemed to be in 
danger of “losing his religion” since the individuals in the roles of master are either themselves bound by 
the totality of Jewish law, i.e., (a) +,(b), or at least are respectful of the observant life, i.e., (c), the same 
cannot be said about (d) and (e). It is certainly with respect to (d) and (e), if not also (c) that the Tora 
states that aggressive efforts be made to extract the Jewish slave from his situation and restore his 
independence, despite the debts that he may have irresponsibly incurred:  

VaYikra 25:48-9 
48 After that he is sold he must22 be redeemed; one of his brethren must redeem him; 49 Or his 
uncle, or his uncle's son, must redeem him, or any that is nigh of kin unto him of his family must 
redeem him; or if he be waxen rich, he must redeem himself. 
 

                                                           
illegally by selling the produce of Shemita, as is just deserts will suffer a number of financial downturns that will 
continue until he finally realizes (“brought home to him”) how he has transgressed and repents for it. Thus, if he is 
at the point where he sells himself to a priest of an idolatrous temple, he has certainly hit bottom.  

י16    ִ֣ יג ְוכ  ר... ַיִ֣ד ַתש ִּׂ֗ ֵּ֤  ג 
17 There are two types of “Geirim” discussed in Jewish tradition: 1) a “Geir Tzedek”—someone born a non-Jew who 
decides to take upon himself the entire corpus of Commandments and live fully as a Jew; 2) a “Geir Toshav”—
someone who decides to obligate himself in no more than the seven Noachide Commandments.  

ב  18 ְך... ...ְותֹושָׁ מָָּׁ֔  ע 

Although the phrase in the verse “Geir VeToshav” could have been interpreted as referring to a single category, 
i.e., Geir Toshav (see fn. 17), the Talmud opted to split the phrase into two separate types, the “Geir Tzedek” and 
the “Geir Toshav” in descending order in terms of their level of Mitzva commitment, therefore turning the 
subsequent phrase in the verse, ר ֵּ֤ ב   ְלג  ְך ּתֹושָׁ מָָּׁ֔ ע   as referring to two separate types as well.   
19 The conjunction “Ve” can be interpreted as “and” or “or”.  

ַחת20  ְשַפַּ֥ ר... ...מ  ֵּֽ  ג 
ֶקר ......21  ֵ֖  ְלע 

As in the case of “Geir Toshav” where a single category was bifurcated into two, the same occurs in the instance of 
“LeEiker Mishpachat Geir.” The phrase could have referred to an Eiker who is in the family of the Geir, but the 
Talmud maximized the effect of the downwards slipperly slope, and suggests that at first the Jewish slave’s master 
might have been a member of the Geir Toshav’s family, but who neither observes the 613 Commandments nor the 
7 Noachide Commandments. The next stage is when   the Jewish slave ends up selling himself to someone engaged 
in the worship of idolatry directly, a priest in an idolatrous temple.  
22 It is interesting that the English translation that is on the Mechon Mamre website (http://www.mechon-
mamre.org/e/et/et0325.htm ) employs the word “may” (see fn. 5), implying that there is an option, that it is 
permitted, rather than “must”, suggesting an out-and-out obligation. The Talmud in Kiddushin 20b assumes that 
this is obligatory due to the danger posed to the slave’s observance by his remaining in a non-Jewish environment 
for any significant length of time. 

http://www.mechon-mamre.org/e/et/et0325.htm
http://www.mechon-mamre.org/e/et/et0325.htm
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Why is it possible to think that if the Tora did not explicitly state to the contrary, perhaps there is no 

need to intervene in a situation where a Jew has sold himself to a non-Jew, particularly for the 

purpose of serving idols? 

Shouldn’t it be self-evident that alleviating the plight of the Jewish slave serving a non-Jewish 

master would be a high priority, and that the Tora should not have to explicitly charge his family 

members with such a task? But the Talmud suggests otherwise: 

 

Kiddushin 20b 

For the School of R. Yishmael taught: “Since this man went and became an acolyte in the 
service of idolatry, I might have said: ‘Let us cast a stone after the fallen’ (i.e., “Good 
Riddance.” Someone with such little concern for his religious traditions that he is ready 
to endanger them for the sake of paying off his debts, why should we care what 
happens to him?)’ Therefore it is said, ‘After that he is sold he must be redeemed, one 
of his brethren shall redeem him.’”23 

 
In light of the above, we are now finally ready to consider the sources that stress how we must deal 
with all people, even idolators, with utmost honesty.  

Within the context of the negotiations with the Jewish slave’s non-Jewish master to pay off the 
slave’s debts and thereby restore him to freedom, we note a particular redundancy and emphasis in the 
Tora’s directives: 

 
VaYikra 25:48-53 
48 After that he is sold he must be redeemed; one of his brethren must redeem him; 49 
or his uncle, or his uncle's son, must redeem him, or any that is nigh of kin unto him of 
his family must redeem him; or if he be waxen rich, he must redeem himself. 
50 And he shall reckon with him that bought him from the year that he sold himself to 
him unto the year of Jubilee;24 and the price of his sale shall be according unto the 

                                                           
23 Tora Temima on VaYikra 25:48 regarding the Talmud’s comment in Bava Kamma 113b that asserts a similar 

sentiment to Kiddushin 20b, i.e., that no matter what this individual has done, he deserves being redeemed from 
his situation, suggests that because the end of v. 48, the Tora states “one of his brethren shall redeem him,” this 
demonstrates that even the Jewish slave who has sold himself to an idolatrous temple is still considered a part of 
the Jewish people. 
24 The reason why the Jubilee year is the reference point by which to calculate how much time is left in the Jewish 
slave’s term of servitude is v. 54: 

 And if he be not redeemed by any of these means, then he shall go out in the year of Jubilee, he, and his 
children with him. 

The Jubilee year is also the end point for a Jewish slave serving a Jewish master who opts to continue his servitude 
beyond his six year term and becomes an “Eved Nirtza”: 
 Shemot 21:5-6 

5 But if the servant shall plainly say: I love my master, my wife, and my children; I will not go out free; 6 
then his master shall bring him unto God, and shall bring him to the door, or unto the door-post; and his 
master shall bore his ear through with an awl; and he shall serve him forever. (Based upon VaYikra 25:10 
“And ye shall hallow the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty throughout the land unto all the inhabitants 
thereof; it shall be a jubilee unto you; and ye shall return every man unto his possession, and ye shall 
return every man unto his family,” RaShI on Shemot 21:6 concludes that “forever” means “until the 
Jubilee year.”) 

However, when the master is a non-Jew, the standard “no-fault” term is until the year occurs, based upon these 
very verses that only mention the Jubilee year termination point. This is in contrast to the Giraon Kesef that applies 
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number of years; according to the time of a hired servant shall he be with him. 51 If 
there be yet many years, according unto them he shall give back the price of his 
redemption out of the money that he was bought for. 52 And if there remain but few 
years unto the year of jubilee, then he shall reckon with him; according unto his years 
shall he give back the price of his redemption. 53 As a servant hired year by year shall he 
be with him; he shall not rule with rigour over him in thy sight. 
 
The textual repetition of how this individual must be redeemed coupled with the requirement 

that a proper financial reckoning be made with his non-Jewish master, leads the Talmud to reject what 
some might have thought would be the most efficient course of action for resolving this situation within 
a theocracy controlled by Jewish law:  

 
Bava Kamma 113a-b 
R. Shimon stated that the following matter was expounded by R. Akiva when he arrived 
from Tzifirin:  “Whence can we learn that the robbery of a heathen is forbidden? From 
the significant words: (VaYikra 25:48) ‘After that he is sold he must be redeemed,’  
which implies that he (the redeemer) could not simply withdraw (the Jewish slave) and 
leave him (the non-Jewish master without paying the redemption money).”25 

                                                           
to a Jewish slave serving a Jewish master—see fn. 6. Perhaps the longer servitude period was meant as a 
disincentive to seek a non-Jewish master. In the case of the Eved Nirtza (the Jewish slave that desires to remain in 
servitude beyond the standard six years by which he has paid off his monetary obligation to his master), RaShi, 
citing the Talmud,  comments on why his earlobe is pierced, signaling his new status 

RaShI on Shemot 21:6 d.h. “VeRatza Adonav Et Azno BeMartzea” 
…(Kiddushin 22b) Said R. Yochanan ben Zakai: “This ear, that heard on Mt. Sinai (Shemot 20:13) ‘You shall 
not steal’ and nevertheless went and stole (one of the scenarios whereby a Jewish slave is sold into 
servitude is when he is a convicted thief who cannot restore what he has taken, the court “sells” him to 
someone who pays off what he owes), shall have a hole driven into it. And if the case is where he sold 
himself (rather than Beit Din selling him), the ear that heard on Sinai, (VaYikra 25:55) ‘Because the Jewish 
people are Mine to be slaves’, and this individual nevertheless went and acquired a master for himself, 
had have a hole driven into it.” R. Shimon interpreted this verse as a source for deducing a logical 
derivation. “Why are the doorposts and lintel chosen from among all of the parts of the house (to be 
designated as the place where the slave’s ear is pierced)? Said the Holy One, Blessed Be He, ‘The 
doorposts and the lintel were witnesses in Egypt when I passed over the lintel and the doorposts (upon 
which blood from the Pesach sacrifice had been painted), and I said, ‘Because the Jewish people are Mine 
to be slaves,’ they are My Slaves, and not slaves to other slaves, and this one went and acquired a master 
for himself, let his ear be pierced before them (the doorposts and lintel).’”  

Consequently, when the Jewish slave not only is considered a transgressor for having become a slave in the first 
place, by compounds the transgression by making himself available to idolaters and idolatry, no six year limit is 
made available to him. However, no one, no matter what they had done when becoming a slave, can remain so 
beyond the Juvbilee year.  
 A broader issue would seem to be that someone who becomes impoverished is regarded as a sinner on 
some level. Granted the individual who stole and then was unable to pay back what he had taken certainly has to 
bear responsibility for his situation. But there are many poor people who try their hardest to make ends meet, and 
just can’t seem to do so. It would be very nice if such people could received Tzedaka to tide them over. But this is 
not always a realistic expectation. And when no Jew is prepared to assume the poor individual’s debts, is it really 
the latter’s fault if he ends up “selling himself” to whomever is prepared to assist him? Tzarich Iyun Gadol!  
25 Sephorno notes that one could even say that the non-Jew who purchased the Jewish slave was not acting 
properly:  

Sephorno on VaYikra 25:50 d.h. VeChishev Im Koneihu 



8 
 

 
Tora Temima26  (on Bava Kamma 113b, cited in his commentary on VaYikra 
25:48,) #252 
That is to say that it is not permitted to take him (the Jewish slave) from the 
idolator by force or violence, but rather via redemption, i.e., the return of the 
money that the idolator paid on the Jewish slave’s behalf. At the beginning of v. 
50, it is further explicated that it is necessary to be precise with the idolator 
regarding the calculation, and not to attempt to trick him during the course of 
the negotiation. And based upon this we have established a major Halacha that 
applies throughout the Tora, i.e., that stealing from an idolater is an actual Tora 
prohibition, and the same being true regarding theft from such an individual.27 It 
is similarly prohibited to use dishonest weights and measures in order to 
defraud the purchaser.  

 
While the biblical commentator Rabbeinu Bachya emphasizes similar ideas in his commentary 

on v. 50, he appears to be primarily concerned with how such dishonest practices vis-à-vis non-Jews 
would result in casting a terrible light upon Judaism in general, even citing a precedent from Beraishit: 

 
Rabbeinu Bachya on VaYikra 25:50 d.h. VeChishev Im Koneihu 
The verse emphasizes that the redeemer be precise in the calculation of the amount of 
money owed, and that the non-Jew not be subjected to trickery, because stealing from a 
non-Jew (even an idolator) is prohibited because of the Profanation of the Divine 
Name.28 The case being discussed is where the non-Jew is subject to Jewish authority, 
and even so, the Tora warns against stealing from him…  

                                                           
Even though the purchaser is a non-Jew who is subjugated under your hand (subject to Jewish law in a 
theocracy), “VeKana SheLo Kehogen” (and he purchased improperly), you are not permitted to withdraw 
him (the Jewish slave) and leave.  

What does Sephorno presume? That a non-Jewish owner should avoid Jewish slaves because of the potential 
conflicts that will arise due to the Jew’s religious obligations? On the other hand, the impoverished individual 
cannot find anyone to assist him with his monetary woes, and is liable to starve as well as not provide for his 
family. Shouldn’t some consideration be given to the apparent Chesed that the non-Jewish owner has displayed? 
The position of an idolator as a minority in a Jewishly observant society apparently parallels the position of a Jew 
as a minority in an observant non-Jewish society.  
26 Baruch Epstein or Baruch ha-Levi Epstein (1860–1941) (Hebrew: ברוך הלוי אפשטיין) was a Lithuanian rabbi, best 
known for his Tora Temima commentary on the Torah. He was the son of Rabbi Yechiel Michel Epstein, rabbi of 
Novarodok and author of the work Aruch HaShulkhan… http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baruch_Epstein  
27 The Halacha draws a distinction between Gezeila (stealing by open violence) and Geneiva (theft by stealth), with 
ironically the latter being treated more severely (compensation consists of double the value of what was taken—
][Shemot 22:3]) than the former (only the return of the principle is required --] VaYikra 5:23]). This is explained in 
Bava Kamma 79b by stating that the criminal who steals openly is consistent in the sense that he evidences fear 
neither of being caught by God or man, whereas the thief who attempts to enrich himself stealthily demonstrates 
he is only concerned about human authority, but has no regard for Divine Expectations. Consequently theft is not 
only a social crime, but also a theological one as well.    
28 It is unclear from his commentary whether Rabbeinu Bachya understands the dimenstion of Chillul/Kiddush 
HaShem as an additional factor in the context of stealing from a non-Jew, aside from the practice’s intrinsic 
prohibition, or is it the only reason why doing such things is considered improper, allowing for a technical 
justification should Chillul/Kiddush HaShem not apply. This distinction may be more theoretical than practical since 
Chillul/Kiddush HaShem would always seem to play a role in activities involving treating non-Jews unethically. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lithuania
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah_Temimah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible_commentary
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yechiel_Michel_Epstein
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arukh_HaShulkhan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baruch_Epstein
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(Bava Kamma 113b) To trick such an individual is prohibited because this constitutes a 
Profanation of the Divine Name, and if the non-Jew has overpaid in error, to return the 
overpayment is deemed a Sanctification of the Divine Name. And for this reason Yaakov 
instructed his sons to return what had been given mistakenly to them (or so it seemed)29 
by the non-Jews, as it is said, (Beraishit 43:12) “And take double money in your hand; 
and the money that was returned in the mouth of your sacks carry back in your hand; 
peradventure it was an oversight.” And even though the Egyptians were idolators, he 
commanded them to return the money because of Sanctifying the Divine Name, and this 
was prior to the giving of the Tora (when as yet there was no formal Mitzva of Kiddush 
HaShem), all the more so today when a person is obligated in Kiddush HaShem…30  
And so we find in Tosefta Bava Kamma 10:15: “One who steals from an idolator is 
obligated to return what he has taken. Stealing from an idolator is a more serious 
transgression (!) than stealing from a Jew because of the dimension of Profanation of 
the Divine Name.” What is the reason?  Because when one steals from a Jew, the victim 
does not become irate and does not cast aspersion on the Jewish religion. But one who 
steals from an idolator becomes deeply angered and casts aspersions regarding the 
beliefs of Israel and the Tora of Moshe. This is a Profanation of the Divine Name…  
 

The extreme case of not even treating an idolator unfairly is dulled when some commentators 
insist that non-Jews practicing contemporary western religions cannot be viewed as idolators, 
at least in the classical sense.31 
 

Tora Temima follows the tradition that was initiated by the likes of RaMBaM32 and HaMeiri33 
regarding how contemporary non-Jews ought to be viewed with respect to discriminatory laws that had 
been applied to the practitioners of classical idolatry: 

 
Tora Temima on VaYikra 25:14 regarding the statement in Bechorot 13a to the effect 
that exhorbitant profits obtained via a business arrangement are not to be returned to 
an idolator, #83. 
It is obvious that this law relates to ancient idolators, who were not monotheists, and 
due to their rampant immorality, resembled untamed animals, who would cause harm 
to civilized society, its possessions and the settlement of the world and its orderliness, 
as RaMBaM writes in his commentary to the Mishna in Bava Kamma, chapt. 4, 
concerning the law that if an ox belonging to a Jew would gore an ox belonging to an 
idolator, there would be no liability, and these are his words: 

                                                           
29 Unbeknownst to both Yaakov and his sons, Yosef had orchestrated that the money that the brothers had 
brought down to Egypt in order to purchase food, be returned to them in their sacks along with the food that they 
purchased—(Beraishit 42:25; 44:1). 
30 VaYikra 22:32 

And ye shall not profane My Holy Name; but I will Be Hallowed among the children of Israel: I Am the Lord 
Who Hallow you, 

31 See David Berger’s important essay, “Jews, Gentiles and the Modern Egalitarian Ethos: Some Tentative 
Thoughts” in ed. Marc Stern, Formulating Responses in an Egalitarian Age, Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham, MD, 
2005, pp. 83-108. http://web.stevens.edu/golem/llevine/rsrh/Jews_Gentiles_and_Egalitarianism_2.pdf   
32 See his commentary on Mishna Bava Kamma 4:3 for the implications regarding contemporary non-Jews. He is 
much more explicit about his views on this topic in his commentary to Mishna Keilim 17:2. 
33 See his commentary on Bava Kamma 113b; Avoda Zara 20a. 

http://web.stevens.edu/golem/llevine/rsrh/Jews_Gentiles_and_Egalitarianism_2.pdf
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The fact that there is exemption should not be difficult in your eyes, just as it 
should not be difficult in your eyes the slaughter of animals despite the fact that 
they have not sinned, since someone lacking the wholeness of personal human 
attributes is not truly part of humanity, and therefore the purpose of his 
existence is for the needs of the human species.  

All of these matters demonstrate the general attitude regarding immoral, undisciplined 
nations during ancient times who were not considered part of civilization in any way. 
Such peoples are not to be found in our countries at this time at all…34 And according to 
this, the intent of the interpretation (in Bechorot) here is that exhorbitant profits are to 
be returned to someone who has fair and moral laws governing interpersonal 
relationships similar to your own, to the exclusion of idolators like these who lack fair 
and moral laws. And these are the wild and undisciplined idolators that we have 
mentioned…  
 

Conclusion. 
I, for one, find it reassuring that Jewish tradition inists that justice before the law, even in a 

Jewish theocracy, must apply to all human beings, and not only to members of the ruling group. 
Rationalize as one might, applying double standards when it comes to honesty in business dealings 
cannot be tolerated by the Tora, regardless of how one might object to the beliefs and religious 
practices of another. However, it is simultaneously disconcerting that this point is made subtly at best, 
and will not be readily apparent to someone who does not possess significant familiarity with the 
primary and secondary sources of our tradition. Perhaps the take-away message is the importance of 
devoting significant time and effort to Tora study in order that each of us become as familiar as possible 
with the foundational principles of our religion. 

                                                           
34 At this point Tora Temima makes reference to additional comments of a similar vein that he writes on Shemot 
21:35, #275. 


