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Mishpatim  םיטִפָּשְׁמִּהַ הלֶּאְֵוא
 םישִׂתָּ רשֶׁאֲ
 יכִּב .םהֶיֵנפְלִ
 ירִבְעִ דבֶעֶ הֶנקְתִ
 . . .דֹבעֲַי םיִנשָׁ שׁשֵׁ

These are the rules 
that you shall set 
before them: When 
you acquire a 
Hebrew slave, he 
shall serve six years . 
. . 

https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%92%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%94:%D7%A9%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%9B%D7%90_%D7%90
https://he.wikisource.org/wiki/%D7%A7%D7%98%D7%92%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%94:%D7%A9%D7%9E%D7%95%D7%AA_%D7%9B%D7%90_%D7%91


Two (mutually exclusive?) comments in Rashi

 :השמל ה״בקה ול רמא–םהינפל םישת רשא
 קרפה םהל הנשא :רמול ךתעד לע הלעת אל
 הרודס אהתש דע ,םימעפ השלש םינש
 םניבהל ימצע חירטמ יניאו ,התנשמכ םהיפב
 םישת רשא :רמאנ ךכל .ושוריפו רבדה ימעט
 ינפל לוכאל ןכומו ךורעה ןחלושכ– םהינפל
)אתליכמ( .םדאה
 ןידב התעדי וליפאו .םיוג ינפל אלו–םהינפל
 לא ,לארשי ינידכ ותוא ןינד םיוגהש דחא
 יניד איבמהש .םהלש תואכרעב והאיבת
 םש רקימו ,םשה תא ללחמ ,םיוג ינפל לארשי

 ןיטיג ,אמוחנת( . . . הבישחהל הרז הדובע
)חפ

WHICH YOU SHALL PUT BEFORE THEM – God said 
to Moses: Do not think of saying, "I shall teach 
them a section of the Torah twice or three times 
until it will become fluent in their mouths 
verbatim, but I shall not take the trouble to make 
them understand the reason of each thing and its 
significance"; therefore Scripture says, “which you  
shall put before them"— like a table fully laid in 
front of a person, with everything ready for eating.
BEFORE THEM – but not before the gentiles. Even 
if you know concerning one specific issue that they 
would rule in the same way as Jewish law would, 
do not bring it before their courts; for he who 
brings Israel's law-cases before the heathens 
desecrates the Name of God and pays honour to 
the name of the idol . . .



Professor 
Avraham 
Grossman

 ורבסש ויה
 י"שר אצמ רשאכש
 דחא לכב השלוח
 םישוריפה ינשמ
 תא איבהל ףידעה
םהינש

There are those who 
have claimed that when 
Rashi sensed that each 
of two interpretations 
of a specific text 
involved some difficulty, 
he offered both.
Grossman says that this 
approach was 
championed by Eliyyahu
Mizrahi and later by 
Nehama Leibowitz.



Grossman 
(cont.)

 רנ תמאהש ימ לכ
 ענמיהל שקבמו וילגרל
 ץלאיי ,םיקוחד םיצוריתמ
 ונידיב ןיא יכ תודוהל
 לכל קפסמ רבסה
 םיברה םירקמה
 הארנה לככו ,ושוריפבש
 םירקמה תצקמב תוחפל
 איה שרדמה תביח
 אלש ותוא העינהש
תחא האבומב קפתסהל

Any truth seeker who 
wants to avoid dubious 
explanations will have to 
admit that we do not have 
a sufficient explanation 
for all the many instances 
[of double comments] in 
his commentary.  
Apparently, at least in 
some of the cases it is 
simply love of midrash 
that motivated Rashi not 
to make do with one 
explanation.



Gur Aryeh 
commentary 
on Rashi

 ״םהינפל״ ביתכדמ .םיוג ינפל אלו םהינפל
 ,הלעמל ורכזוהש םתוא עמשמד ,יוניכב
 ףאו .״םהינפל״ יאק הז לע ,לארשי םהד
 ןחלשכ ״םהינפל״ ןנישרד ליעלד בג לע
 יוהד ,ביתכד ׳ינפל׳ קר ןנישרד אל ,ךורע
 יונכ לבא ,׳םינפל םישת רשא׳ בתכמל
 קר אב אל םאו ,ןנישרד אל ״םהינפל״
 ,םדאה ינפל ךורע ןחלשכ היהיש דומלל
 יאמ ,׳םינפל םישת רשא׳ בתכמל יוה
 ינפל אלו׳ ״םהינפל״ אלא ,״םהינפל״
.׳םיוג



The Hebrew slave

 םיִנשָׁ שׁשֵׁ ירִבְעִ דבֶעֶ הֶנקְתִ יכִּ
 ישִׁפְחָלַ אצֵֵי תעִבִשְּׁבַוּ דֹבעֲַי

 אצֵֵי וֹפּגַבְּ אֹבָי וֹפּגַבְּ םאִ .םָנּחִ
 האָצְָיְו אוּה השָּׁאִ לעַבַּ םאִ
 וֹל ןתִֶּי ויָנֹדאֲ םאִ .וֹמּעִ וֹתּשְׁאִ
 תוֹנבָ וֹא םיִנבָ וֹל הדָלְָיְו השָּׁאִ
 הָיֶנֹדאלַ הֶיהְתִּ הָידֶלָיִו השָּׁאִהָ
.וֹפּגַבְ אצֵֵי אוּהְו

When you acquire a Hebrew slave, 
he shall serve six years; in the 
seventh year he shall go free, 
without payment.  If he came 
single, he shall leave single; if he 
had a wife, his wife shall leave 
with him.  If his master gave him a 
wife, and she has borne him 
children, the wife and her children 
shall belong to the master, and he 
shall leave alone. 



Slavery in 
Israel and the 
Ancient Near 
East (Nahum 
Sarna)

All the law collections of the ancient Near 
East deal with the topic of slavery.  This evil 
institution . . . [was] widespread, persistent, 
and socially sanctioned.  . . . Biblical 
legislation is directed toward enhancing the 
social and legal status of this human chattel.  
This humanitarian approach expresses itself 
in a variety of ways: the slave is termed 
“your brother” (e.g. Lev 25:39); he 
possesses an inalienable right to rest on the 
Sabbath day and festivals; . . . He is to be 
“avenged ”if he dies from a beating from his 
master…..



Encyclopedia 
Britannica 

Master-Slave 
Relationship

An owner could kill his slave with impunity 
in Homeric Greece, ancient India, the 
Roman Republic, Islamic countries, Anglo-
Saxon England, medieval Russia, and many 
parts of the American South before 1830. 
. . . The Code of Justinian [6th century CE] 
changed the definition of the slave from a 
thing to a person and prescribed the 
death penalty for an owner who killed his 
slave by torture, poison, or fire. Spanish 
law of the 1260s and 1270s denied 
owners the right to kill their slaves. 



Ira Stoll, Wall Street Journal, April 28, 2022

The first Jew at Harvard was a slaveholder. That’s the bombshell, 
so far as I can tell, buried in the appendix of the new report 
“Harvard & the Legacy of Slavery,” released by the university this 
week.
The report’s “list of human beings enslaved by prominent Harvard 
affiliates” includes the “enslaved persons” Cuffy and Cicely, 
owned by Judah Monis. Monis lived from 1683 to 1764 and was 
an instructor in Hebrew at Harvard College from 1722 to 1760. In 
researching this article, I discovered a third possible slave, “my 
Negro child Moreah,” mentioned in Monis’s 1760 will.



Wall Street Journal (cont.)

I first encountered Monis’s name more than a decade ago while 
working on a biography of the American revolutionary leader 
Samuel Adams. Part of the required curriculum for Harvard 
students from 1735 to 1755 was the study of Hebrew grammar 
from a textbook written by Monis. That might seem like an 
obscure detail, but it’s of historical significance because Harvard 
students in that era included Samuel Adams, his cousin and the 
future President John Adams, and their fellow signers of the 
Declaration of Independence John Hancock, Robert Treat Paine, 
and William Ellery. 



Wall Street Journal (cont.)

Monis had converted to Christianity from Judaism one month 
before joining the Harvard faculty. In a 2018 article for the 
Harvard Divinity Bulletin, Jon D. Levenson writes that the 
conversion had been a condition of hiring. The baptism took 
place in Harvard Yard. “Although doubts about Monis’s
sincerity in converting have long been raised, I am certain 
that he was absolutely sincere in his desire for a Harvard 
professorship,” Mr. Levenson writes.



Wall Street Journal (cont.)

Samuel Adams described the British as “taskmasters” and likened the 
American revolutionaries to the children of Israel fleeing slavery in Egypt. In 
a speech to the Continental Congress in 1777, Samuel Adams noted that they 
had told the world of their determination “to die freemen, rather than to live 
slaves.” The Declaration of Independence spoke of how all men are created 
equal, “endowed by their Creator” with the right to liberty.
It’s one thing to reckon with hypocrisies in the stories of plantation-owning 
Virginians like Thomas Jefferson and George Washington. That’s old news. 
But Samuel Adams’s Harvard Hebrew professor? That hits closer to home for 
those who consider Boston to be the cradle of liberty.



Wall Street Journal (cont.)

If the future American revolutionaries were diligent students of the 
Hebrew Monis taught, they would have been able to parse with some 
care the text of Exodus. At Sinai, after God identifies himself as having 
“brought you out of Egypt, the house of slavery,” he issues the 
commandment that the children of Israel obey the Sabbath in part by 
not having their own slaves work on the seventh day.
In experiencing the irreconcilable contradiction between the reality of 
slave ownership and the ideal of freedom, in other words, the 
American revolutionaries weren’t unlike the children of Israel. They 
were following in their footsteps.



Pesahim 116a

 הידבע ורדל ןמחנ בר היל רמא
 תוריחל הירמ היל קיפמד אדבע
 יעב יאמ אבהדו אפסכ היל ביהיו
 ייודואל יעב היל רמא היל רמימל
 יחובשלו

 הנתשנ המ רמולמ ןתרטפ ל"א
ונייה םידבע רמאו חתפ

Rav Nahman asked his slave Daru: 
“If a master frees a slave and gives 
him gold and silver, what should 
that slave say to the master?” 
Daru answered: “He should thank 
and praise the master!”  Rav 
Nahman answered: “You have 
exempted us from saying Mah
Nishtanah.” He began the seder 
with “Avadim hayyinu.”



Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor on verse 2

 יפל . . .– ירבע דבע הנקת יכ
 ץראמ ךיתאצוה רשא רמאש
 ינב תויהל– )׳ב:׳כ תומש( םירצמ
 ורכמי אלש ליזאו שרפמ ,ןירוח
 הצור יניא יכ .דבע תרכממ דוע
 ,םה יידבע יכ ,דוע םידבע ויהיש
 םידבע לארשי ינב יל יכ :ביתכדכ
 ירטש םדקו ,)ה״נ:ה״כ ארקיו(
.םירחא רטשל

A Hebrew slave:  . . . Since the text 
says “who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, [the house of 
bondage]” for you to be free people, 
the text now proceeds to explain 
that they cannot be sold into 
permanent slavery, since I [God] do 
not want them to be slaves any 
more, since they are My slaves, as it 
is written, “For it is to Me that the 
Israelites are slaves [they are My 
slaves, whom I freed from the land of 
Egypt].”  My deed is older than 
others’.



Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor on verse 2 (cont.)

 ,רצובו רצוקו ערוזו שרוח וניאש– תיעיבשבו
 .ךכ לכ הדובע ךירצ וניא

 לעַבַּ לכָּ טוֹמשָׁ הטָּמִשְּׁהַ רבַדְּ הזְֶו:וט םירבד
 וּהעֵרֵ תאֶ שֹׂגִּי אI וּהעֵרֵבְּ השֶַּׁי רשֶׁאֲ וֹדָי השֵּׁמַ
 ירִכְָנּהַ תאֶ .'הלַ הטָּמִשְׁ ארָקָ יכִּ ויחִאָ תאְֶו

. . . שֹׂגּתִּ

 ערוז ירכנהש– שוגית ירכנה לבא :רוש רוכב
 ךיחא לבא ,עורפלו םלשל לוכיו רצובו רצוקו
.םלשי המב ,רצק אלו ערזו שרח אל

“And in the seventh year [he shall go 
free]”: as there is no ploughing, sowing 
or harvesting; so, work [of a slave] isn’t 
crucial.
Deut 15: This shall be the nature of the 
remission: Every creditor shall remit the 
due that he claims from his fellow; he 
shall not dun his fellow . . . You may dun 
the foreigner . . ..
Bekhor Shor: You may dun the 
foreigner—who continues to sow and 
harvest; accordingly, he can repay you.  
But your fellow who didn’t plough or 
sow or harvest—how can he repay? 



The seventh year

 אצי תיעיבשבו :ב א ןישודיק ימלשורי
 תיעיבשב אלו הריכמ לש תיעיבשב–
םלוע לש

 תיעיבש– תיעיבשבו :ם"בשר
.הטימשל תיעיבש אלו ,ותריכמל

Talmud Yerushalmi: The seventh 
year from when he was sold as a 
slave, not the seventh year that 
the world observes.

Rashbam: The seventh year from 
the time that he was sold as a 
slave, not the seventh year of the 
sabbatical cycle.



Ramban on beginning law with slaves

 דבעב ןושארה טפשמה ליחתה
 דבעה חולשב שיש ינפמ ,ירבע
 תאיציל רכז תיעיבשה הנשב
 ,ןושארה רובדב רכזנה םירצמ
 דבע יכ תרכזו :הב רמאש ומכ
 י״י ךדפיו םירצמ ץראב תייה
 תא ךוצמ יכנא ןכ לע ךיהלא
 םירבד( םויה הזה רבדה
 רכז דוע הב שיו .)ו״ט:ו״ט
 יכ ,תבשכ תישארב השעמל
 ןותבש דבעל תיעיבשה הנשה
.יעיבשה םויכ וינדא תכאלממ

The first law is that of a Hebrew slave, 
because releasing a slave in the seventh 
year contains a remembrance of the 
departure from Egypt which is 
mentioned in the first commandment, 
as it is written, “Bear in mind that you 
were slaves in the land of Egypt and the 
LORD your God redeemed you; 
therefore, I enjoin this commandment 
upon you today.” It also contains a 
remembrance of creation, just like the 
Sabbath, for the seventh year serves for 
a slave as a complete rest from the work 
of his master, just as the seventh day of 
the week does.

https://mg.alhatorah.org/


The Hebrew slave’s family (Rashi)

 אוּה השָּׁאִ לעַבַּ םאִ אצֵֵי וֹפּגַבְּ אֹבָי וֹפּגַבְּ םאִ
 השָּׁאִ וֹל ןתִֶּי ויָנֹדאֲ םאִ .וֹמּעִ וֹתּשְׁאִ האָצְָיְו
 הֶיהְתִּ הָידֶלָיִו השָּׁאִהָ תוֹנבָ וֹא םיִנבָ וֹל הדָלְָיְו
וֹפּגַבְ אצֵֵי אוּהְו הָיֶנֹדאלַ

 האציו ,אוה תילארשי השא לעב םאו :י"שר
 אלא ?אצתש הסינכה ימ יכו– ומע ותשא
 בייח ירבע דבע הנוקהש בותכה דיגמ
.וינבו ותשא תונוזמב

If he came single, he shall leave single; if 
he had a wife, his wife shall leave with 
him. If his master gave him a wife, and 
she has borne him children, the wife 
and her children shall belong to the 
master, and he shall leave alone.
Rashi: “If he had an Israelite wife, his 
wife shall leave…”: Who brought her 
into (slavery) that the text must state 
that she goes free? Rather by saying this 
Scripture teaches that he who acquires 
a Hebrew servant is obligated to provide 
food for his wife and children too.



The Hebrew slave’s family (Shadal)

 האב ותשא םג טשפה יפל
 תתרשמו ,ןודאה תיבב ומע
 י״שר תעדל לבא . . . ,תיבב
 ימ יכו ורמא . . . ל״זרמ תצקו

 דיגמ לבא ?אצתש הסינכה
 ירבע דבע הנוקהש בותכה
 וינבו ותשא תונוזמב בייח
 )א בכ ןישודיק ;אתליכמ(

According to the plain 
meaning, his wife comes with 
him into the master’s house 
and serves with him. . . . 
However, Rashi and some of 
the Rabbis . . . said, “Who 
brought her in that she 
should go forth? Rather, 
Scripture teaches that one 
who acquires a Hebrew 
servant is obligated to 
support his wife and 
children”. 



The Hebrew slave’s family (Shadal: cont.)

 דסחה תדמ תוברהל הז לכו
 אל . . . .לארשיב םימחרהו

 השאה אבתש םימכח וריתה
 תא ובייח לבא ,ןודאה תיבל
 הינב תאו התוא סנרפל ןודאה
 הידי השעמו התיבב תבשוי איהו
 קספ ןכ ,ןודאל אלו המצעל
 ׳ג קרפ םידבע תוכלה( ם״במרה
 . . . ,)׳ב הכלה

This rule was designed to increase 
the quality of mercy and 
compassion among Israel; . . . the 
Rabbis did not allow the wife to 
[be forced to] enter into the 
master’s house, but they obligated 
the master to provide for her and 
her children. She was to live in her 
own house, and she, not the 
master, was entitled to the 
proceeds of her work. So ruled 
Maimonides (Avadim 3:2) . . ..



The Hebrew slave’s family (Shadal: cont.)

 היהיש הריתהש ומכ הרותה לבא
 הארנ ןכ ,הנטקה ותב תא רכומ באה
 ותשא תאו ומצע רוכמיש הריתהש
 ימיב יכ עודי הנהו ,םינטקה וינב תאו

 ותיב ינב לע טילש באה היה םדק
 ונממ הלטנ הרותהו . . . ודיב םהייחו

 ןב תתימ הריתה אלו הזה ןוטלשה
 תרזג ידי לע אלא הרומו ררוס
 םינבהו השאה תריכמ ןכו םיטפושה
 הרסאנו בתכבש הרותב הרתוה
.הפ לעבש הרותב

However, just as the Torah permitted 
a father to sell his minor daughter, it 
appears that it also permitted him to 
sell himself along with his wife and 
minor children. It is well known that 
in ancient times, the father ruled 
over his household and held their 
lives in his hands. . . .  The Torah took 
this authority away from him and 
allowed a rebellious son to be put to 
death only by the decision of a court. 
Similarly, a man’s sale of his wife and 
children was permitted by the 
written Torah but forbidden by the 
Oral Torah. 



The Hebrew slave’s family (R. David Tzvi 
Hoffmann)

 )׳א:׳ד בםיכלמ( םיכלמ רפסב
 עשילא ינפל הנמלאה תלבוק
 הידלי ינש תא תחקל אב השונהש
 הדיב היה אלש ינפמ םידבעל
 הימחנ רפסבו ,הבוח תא ריזחהל
 תחיקל לע םיבר םילבוק )׳ה:׳ה(
– םהיתונבו םהינב– םהידלי
 רורב .םהיתובוח לשב םידבעל
 םירפוסמה םישעמהש ,רבדה
 םה הימחנ רפסבו םיכלמ רפסב
הרותה תווצמל דוגינב

In the book of Kings, the widow 
complains to Elisha that the 
creditor was coming to take her 
two sons as slaves since she could 
not repay her debt.  In Nehemiah, 
many complain that their children, 
sons and daughters, had been 
taken as slaves because of [the 
parents’] debts.  Clearly, the 
stories told in Kings and in 
Nehemiah are infractions of Torah 
laws.



The Hebrew slave’s family (Nahum Sarna)

There are scriptural indications that, in practice, 
defaulting debtors or members of their family 
would be subject to seizure by a creditor and 
forced into service.  Whereas the prophets 
denounce this practice, Mesopotamian laws 
actually provide for the seizure of debtors.


