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Parshas Eikev begins והיה עקב תשמעון – When you hearken to these ordinances (Devorim 7:12). The 
Chiddushei Harim (S’fas Emes Eikev 5656) suggests that the word עקב alludes to Rebbi Akiva, which is difficult 
to understand. What is the connection between this verse and Rebbi Akiva? Additionally, Rashi explains 
that this verse refers to being careful to keep “light” mitzvos that many people are accustomed to trample 
on with their heels. What does it mean to step on a mitzvah with one’s heels? 

 The heel is the lowest part of the body, and it therefore symbolizes the idea that a person should 
strive to make himself lowly and humble (see Baal HaTurim in the beginning of Parshas Eikev). The Avodas Yisroel 
writes that the verse והיה עקב תשמעון alludes to the key to all service of Hashem, which is to make oneself 
modest and unassuming. The Noam Elimelech (Parshas Eikev) writes that this verse teaches that every mitzvah 
that a person does must be done with humility. 

 The attribute of humility is the foundation of all good character traits, as Chazal teach (Avodah Zara 

20b) that the trait of humility is greater than all others. However, it is important to realize that this attribute 
is also dangerous if it is not used properly. Genuine humility has the ability to elevate a person to the loftiest 
heights, but false humility can take a person down to the greatest depths. The holy Baal Shem Tov (Toldos 

Yaakov Yosef Parshas Eikev) explains that excessive expressions of humility serve to distance a person from 
serving Hashem, for low self-esteem prevents a person from believing that he is capable of generating 
tremendous blessing through his prayer and Torah study, which even serve to sustain the angels. If he truly 
believed this, he would serve Hashem with immense joy and fear, and would be exceedingly careful to utter 
every word and letter correctly. 

 We should also be cognizant of that which Dovid Hamelech wrote (Tehillim 68:14), “If you lie 
between the lips,” which teaches us that Hashem is waiting to kiss a person’s lips when he utters words of 
prayer and Torah study. If a person pays attention to these words, he will certainly be overcome with fear 
and trembling that the great and awesome King is watching his lowly lips. The Chovos Halevavos writes 
(Shaar Cheshbon Hanefesh 5), “Do not minimize in your eyes any good that you will do for Hashem’s sake, even 
a word or a glance, because a little from you is worth a lot to Him.” Thus, the correct approach to serving 
Hashem is to grab on to both ends simultaneously: to be lowly and humble, yet nevertheless to recognize 
the tremendous significance of every word and movement that a person makes for the sake of Hashem.  

The knowledge of a person’s own importance and value in no way takes away from his inner sense 
of humility. A truly humble person recognizes his talents and importance, but he ascribes them to Hashem, 
not to himself and his efforts. In contrast, misguided humility comes when a person believes that he does 
not possess any significance or good qualities, which can lead a person to transgress the entire Torah. 
Rabbeinu Yonah begins his work Shaarei Avodah by writing, “The first key is for a person to know his  
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self-worth and to recognize his greatness and the greatness of his forefathers, and how important and 
precious they are to Hashem.” 

With this introduction, we can now understand the meaning of “trampling upon mitzvos with one’s 
heels.” The heel represents humility and thus corresponds to mitzvos that a person neglects and steps on 
due to his false modesty, which prevents him from recognizing his true self-worth and causes him to 
disregard mitzvos and not fulfill them. 

The Noam Elimelech (Parshas Eikev) writes that the trait of humility corresponds to the heel, for it 
enables all of a person’s service of Hashem just as the heel sustains and holds up the rest of the body. As 
we explained, the truly humble person recognizes his value and talents, which leads him to appreciate the 
worth of his deeds and motivates him to serve Hashem with all of his strength. 

With these insights, we can now beautifully understand the words of the Chiddushei Harim that the 
word עקב alludes to Rebbi Akiva. In the place where the Torah teaches us to serve Hashem with humility, 
it also relates to the potential danger involved in doing so. The Torah knows that a person may end up 
falling to the lowest depths and trampling upon the mitzvos with his heels through false modesty and an 
inability to recognize his own worth and value. Therefore, in the very word that teaches us to be humble, 
the Torah hints to Rebbi Akiva. 

The Mishnah in Bava Kamma (90a) discusses cases of damage that cause only embarrassment. In 
such cases, the sages rule that one must pay a fixed penalty. For example, the Mishnah teaches that if one 
strikes another person in his ear, he must pay him one selah for embarrassing him, and if he slaps him on 
the cheek, he must pay 200 zuz. If he pulls his ear, pulls out his hair, spits on him, removes his cloak, or 
uncovers a woman’s hair in the marketplace, he must pay 400 zuz. The overarching principle is that the 
amount of damages mentioned in the Mishnah are only for humiliation caused to a respected person, but 
for a person who is not so esteemed, the damager need not pay these amounts, but only a lesser quantity 
determined by the Beis Din. However, Rebbi Akiva disagrees and maintains that all Jews are equal with 
regards to these fines, and a person who embarrasses another Jew, even if he is not very respected, must 
pay the same fine as if he humiliated an extremely important individual. In Rebbi Akiva’s words, even the 
poorest Jews are viewed as free people who lost their possessions, for they are all descendants of Avrohom, 
Yitzchok, and Yaakov. 

Rebbi Akiva reveals to us our true value and worth, opining that the simplest Jew is as important 
as the most respected one, for he is also descended from the Avos. Therefore, in the word that the Torah 
uses to convey that we must do mitzvos with humility – עקב – it alludes to Rebbi Akiva to teach us that 
together with humility, we must also live with a recognition of our true talents and worth. Through doing 
so, we will make sure that we never fall prey to false modesty that leads us to trample on mitzvos with our 

heels, but rather, we will attain pure humility that will serve as a “heel” to us, raising us up to Hashem!  

 

  
 
 

People worry that they don’t have what they need to live. Why don’t 
they worry that they don’t have what they need to die? 
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