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Parshas Mishpatim begins, “And these are the ordinances that you shall place before them: If you buy a 

Jewish slave, he shall work for six years, and in the seventh year, he shall go free, for no charge. … But if the slave 
says, ‘I love my master, my wife, and my children; I will not go free,’ his master shall bring him to the court and 
shall bring him to the דלת (door) or to the doorpost, and his master shall bore through his ear with the awl, and he 
shall serve him forever” (Shemos 21:1-6). 

 
The sefer Mi HaShiloach points out that the gap between Parshas Yisro and Parshas Mishpatim appears 

unfathomably vast. Parshas Yisro revolves around the giving of the Torah, which brings us closer to Hashem. 
Parshas Mishpatim, on the other hand, begins with the lowly and degrading matter of a Jewish man who was sold 
into slavery because he was caught stealing and unable to repay his theft. Why does the Torah specifically follow 
the loftiest and most elevated topic imaginable – the giving of the Torah – with such an undignified subject? 
Additionally, why does the parsha begin, “If you buy a Jewish slave,” without any mention of the sin for which the 
man is being sold into slavery? Wouldn’t it have been more complete to preface it by saying, “If a man steals and 
is unable to pay back his theft, he is sold into slavery?”  

 

Further, the Torah stipulates, “His master shall bring him to the door or to the doorpost, and his master shall 
bore through his ear” (the doorpost refers to either of the walls on the sides of the opening). The Gemora (Kiddushin 

22) explains that the Torah juxtaposes “door” to “doorpost” to teach us that just as the doorpost is standing, so too 
the door can only be used for this procedure if it is standing and fixed in place, as opposed to a door that is uprooted 
from its place and on the ground, which cannot be used. Why must the door be standing in place for this purpose? 

In order to fully understand this topic, we must first understand the complaint against the man who wishes 
to remain a slave instead of going free. Why do we specifically punish him in his ear? The Gemora (Kiddushin 22b) 

explains that the ear that heard Hashem say at Har Sinai, “The children of Israel are servants to me” (Vayikra 25:55), 

and not servants to others, deserves to be punished for voluntarily acquiring another master for itself. 

The commentators explain (see Sichos Hischazkus Shemos pg. 60) that the Jewish slave certainly knows that 
Hashem said that we are servants to Him. However, his evil inclination confused him into thinking that the concept 
of being “servants to Hashem” only applies to great and important men who serve Hashem properly, and therefore 
warrant being called “Hashem’s servants.” He thinks to himself that the Navi says, “You are my servant, Israel, in 
whom I take glory” (Yeshayahu 49:3), which teaches that a “servant of Hashem” is an important person in whom 
Hashem takes pride. Moshe Rabbeinu was praised with the appellation, “My servant Moshe is trusted in My entire 
house” (Bamidbar 12:1), but me? What do I have to do with the verse, “The children of Israel are servants to Me?” 
How could I be considered a “servant of Hashem?” Why should Hashem be proud of a lowly and earthly person 
like me? The verse that says (Vayikra 25:42), “They are My servants, whom I have taken of the land of Egypt,” 
certainly wasn’t said about me. Therefore, it won’t make any difference if I descend to the level of “I do not want 
to be free” by choosing to remain an eternal slave. 

This itself is the complaint against him! Our Father in Heaven wants us to know that in any situation that a 
Jew finds himself, no matter how low, he is still considered a servant of Hashem who makes Him proud. The sefer 
Meshivas Nefesh (4) writes that Hashem takes glory even in the lowest Jew, and even has pride in Jewish sinners. 
Therefore, even if a person has sinned gravely, it is forbidden for him to despair of his relationship with Hashem,  



because his dearness to Hashem never ceases, and therefore he can still repent. Because Hashem takes pride in every Jew 
no matter what situation he is in, how is it possible for him to think that he is excluded from the verse, “You are my servant, 
Israel, in whom I take glory?” 

With this introduction, we can now explain why the Torah’s discussion of the lowly Jewish slave is juxtaposed 
to such a holy topic as the giving of the Torah. Hashem wants us to know that the purpose of the giving of the Torah and 
of our departure from enslavement in Egypt and entry to serving Hashem – “for the Jewish people are My servants” – 
applies to every Jew, whether he is on the highest spiritual levels of closeness to Hashem (as represented by the giving of 
the Torah), or whether he has fallen to the lowest depths imaginable (as symbolized by the Jewish slave). This is the deeper 
meaning of Chazal’s statement (see Bava Basra 10a) that even when the Jewish people do not do Hashem will, they are still 
called His servants. 

It should strengthen us greatly to know that even if we have fallen to low levels, our Father in Heaven still takes 
pride in us, and His love for us never stops. In fact, this is the key to our ability to return to Hashem altogether, as we will 
explain. We can also use this concept to explain why the door used to bore the ear of the slave must be standing in its 
correct place, and if it is uprooted, it is invalid. The word דלת alludes to repentance, as we say, “Like poor people and like 
paupers, we knock on Your דלת (door).” Hashem has taught us that even on the lowest levels, such as that of a Jewish 
slave, there is no possibility of being completely uprooted and prevented from repenting. The door is always standing and 
fixed in its place, with the hope that every Jew will enter it to return to his Father in Heaven, as Rabbeinu Yonah writes in 
his introduction to Shaarei Teshuvah, “If a person has exceedingly sinned and rebelled against Hashem and betrayed Him, 
the doors of repentance are still open to him.” 

What is the path by which a person can merit repenting, to leave behind the depths to which he has sunk and to 
ascend to the highest levels of serving Hashem? The true path is: 'ויגבה לבו בדרכי ד – His heart was elevated in the ways of 
Hashem (Divrei HaYamim 2 17:6). The sefer Avodas Pnim writes (pg. 58 letter 6) that when a person initially wants to repent, he 
must stop thinking about his sins, as if he has never sinned in his life, and he must strengthen himself and recreate himself 
as a newborn child, as the verse says, “His heart was elevated in the ways of Hashem.”  

This can help us understand Chazal’s statement (Yoma 29a) that sinful thoughts are even worse than the sin itself, 
meaning that when a person reflects on and thinks about the sins he has committed, this can cause him to despair and 
completely give up hope, which is even worse than the damage caused by the sin itself. Only after some time has passed 
without sinning should a person then fulfill, “My sin is always before me” (Tehillim 51:5), so that his heart should be broken, 
and he should confess his sins. This explanation can also help us understand why the sin of the Jewish slave is not explicitly 
mentioned in the Torah, as the omission is intended to teach us that the first step in repenting our ways and emerging from 
undesirable situations is to forget and cast aside thoughts of the sins we have committed, in order to give ourselves a fresh 
start in doing the will of Hashem. 

There is another aspect of, “His heart was elevated in the ways of Hashem” that is illustrated by the explanation 
of the Beis Aharon on the verse, “חשבתי – I considered my ways, and I returned רגלי – my feet to Your testimonies” (Tehillim 

119:59). The word חשבתי is related to the word חשיבות (importance), and רגלי is associated with רגילות (accustomed). Every 
person, even if he is on the lowest spiritual level, must recognize the חשיבות of every action that he does in serving Hashem, 
and must believe that every action, on whatever level it is, accomplishes tremendous things in the upper worlds. This will 
enable him to leave behind his רגילות – the negative actions to which he is accustomed – and to rectify all of his ways.  

This can also help us understand why the Torah writes about, “His master will bore his ear with an awl, and he 
will serve him forever.” Rashi explains that the slave doesn’t literally serve his master forever, but rather until the next 
Yovel (Jubilee year). This hints to us that the time when a Jewish slave, and so too every Jew who has sunk to similar 
depths, will go free to return to Hashem is in יובל, which is an acronym for ויגבה לבו בדרכי י"י. When a Jew lifts up his heart 
and strengthens himself and renews his commitment to serving Hashem, and he values every small step and action that he 
does, then he will merit to go free and return to the loving embrace of his Father in Heaven! 

  
 

A man serves two masters: sometimes his Creator (יוצר), and sometimes his evil inclination (יצר). 
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