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The Great Enemy 
Adapted from a shiur given by the Tolner Rebbe shlita, Shoftim 5772 

ת.נ.צ.ב.ה. ז"ל בת הרב נטע אריה שרה ע"ה האשה החשובה מרת חוה חיה  נ"לע  
In parshas Shoftim the Torah discusses the laws pertaining to the ‘גואל הדם’ the relative of a murder victim who must 
avenge the blood of his slain relative. The psukim say, ( יג-דברים יט, יא ) “  נפש והכהו עליו וקם לו וארב לרעהו שנא איש יהיה וכי

 הנקי דם ובערת עליו עינך תחוס לא .ומת הדם גאל ביד אתו ונתנו משם אתו ולקחו עירו זקני ושלחו .האל הערים אחת אל ונס ומת
לך וטוב ישראלמ , But if there will be a person who hates his fellow, and lies in wait for him, rises up against him and strikes 

him mortally and he dies, and then [the murderer] flies to one of these cities [of refuge -- as mentioned earlier in the 
parshah]. The elders of his city shall send for him and take him from there and give him over into the hand of the avenger 
of the blood and he shall put him to death. Your eyes shall not take pity on him, and you shall purge the [spillers of] 
innocent blood from Israel, and it shall be good for you.”  

Rashi comments, based on the Midrash (ספרי שופטים קפז), “  את הורגים אנו למה נהרג כבר הראשון תאמר שלא - עינך תחוס לא

הרוגים ישראלים שני ונמצאו זה , Your eyes shall not take pity – so that you do not say, the first one has already been killed, 
why should we kill this one [the murderer], and we will have two Yisraelim killed.” 

Unclear Logic 
The Mefarshim (רמב"ן, מזרחי, גור אריה) all call into question the logic of the reasoning which may have been used by the Goel 
Hadom in order to acquit the murderer. Why would the fact that the victim is already dead be a reason to spare the life 
of the murderer?! On the contrary, it is because the first Yisrael is is dead that we are commanded to kill the person who 
killed him!Q1  

We must also ask why the Torah waited until our parshah to issue the commandment of “  Your eyes shall עינך תחוס לא
not take pity on him,” when the possuk in parshas Noach already says, (בראשית ט, ו) “שופך דם האדם באדם דמו ישפך, a man 
who spills the blood of a man, his blood shall be spilled,” and the Torah mentions the fact that a murderer is given the 
death penalty another two times before our parshah?Q2  

One Plus One Equals Two 
Additionally, the end of Rashi’s comment, “ הרוגים ישראלים שני ונמצאו , and we will have two Yisraelim killed,” does not 
appear in the Midrashic text that Rashi is quoting from. One must therefore ask what Rashi was coming to teach us by 
adding these words, as at it is obvious that if one person has already been killed, and then we kill another person, we will 
have a total of two dead people?Q3  

Two Yisraelim 
Similarly, what was Rashi coming to teach us by mentioning that both dead people are Yisraelim? Is it not clear from the 
context of the psukim that they were not discussing a case where either the victim or the murderer were goyim?Q4  

If the Goel Hadam Does Not Want 
In order to answer our questions we will first address two statements in the Rambam that seem contradictory. The 
Rambam writes, ( ב-הלכות רוצח ושמירת הנפש א, א ) “  רצח ואם ',תרצח לא' (יד ,כ שמות)' שנ תעשה בלא עובר מישראל אדם נפש הורג כל

 הוא לירושה הראוי וכל ',הרוצח את ימית הוא הדם גואל' (יט ,לה במדבר)' שנ הדם גואל ביד מצוה וכו' בסייף ומיתת עדים בפני בזדון
בסייף הרוצח את ממיתין דין בית דם גואל לו שאין או להמיתו יכול היה שלא או הדם גואל רצה לא הדם גואל , anyone who kills a 

Jewish soul transgresses a negative commandment, as it says, “You shall not kill,” and if he killed intentionally, before 
witnesses, he is to be executed  by sword… It is a mitzvah for the Goel Hadam [to kill the murderer], as it says, “the Goel 
Hadam, he will put the murderer to death,” and anyone who is an eligible inheritor is considered a ‘Goel Hadam’. If the 
Goel Hadam does not want to do it, or he is unable to kill him, or there is no Goel Hadam, Beis Din kill the murderer with 
a sword.” 

The Gaon Rav Shimon Moshe Diskin asks in his sefer משאת המלך, how could the Rambam discuss a situation involving a 
Goel Hadam who does not want to kill the murderer after writing explicitly that it is a Mitzvah for the Goel Hadam to kill 
the murderer? Why would this be any different from any other Mitzvah that a person is obligated to do, such as sitting in 
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a sukkah or shaking a lulav, about which the Gemarah says, (.כתובות פו) “ ,אומרים לו עשה סוכה ואינו עושה, לולב ואינו עושה

 tells a person, ‘make a sukkah’, and he does not, ‘[take] a lulav’, and he does not, they [Beis Din] [Beis Din] ,מכין אותו וכו'
beat him…” As this is the Halachah with regards to anyone who does not fulfill a mitzvah, why in this case does the Beis 
Din not beat the Goel Hadam until he fulfils his obligation to kill the murderer?Q5   

The resolution of this apparent contradiction may lie in the words of the psukim that discuss the ערי מקלט, the cities of 
refuge, as the possuk says, ( ו-ג, דברים ט ) “ כי יחם לבבופן ירדוף גואל הדם אחרי הרוצח וכו'  רצח כל שמה לנוס וכו' הדרך לך תכין , 
Prepare the way… for any murderer to flee there… lest the Goel Hadam pursue the murderer, because his heart will be 
hot…” We see from these words that aside from requiring that a Goel Hadam be a blood relative worthy of inheriting the 
victim, the Torah adds a clause that his heart must be burning with a desire to avenge the blood of his relative, and if not, 
he does not qualify to be a Goel Hadam.  

It is therefore understandable that the Rambam would discuss a situation in which the potential Goel Hadam does not 
want to kill the murderer, and in such a case he would not be beaten by the Beis Din until he complies, because if he does 
not want to kill the murderer then his blood is clearly not boiling with the need to avenge the death of his relative, in 
which case he is not a Goel Hadam at all, and on the contrary, it would be forbidden for him to kill the murderer unless 
instructed to do so by Beis Din!A5  

The Mitzvah of the Goel Hadam 
This chidush fits in very well with the explanation that the Tsror Hamor gives for the mitzvah of the Goel Hadam to avenge 
the murder of his relative. He explains that a murder victim, as he is dying, will often question the justice of what has 
happened to him, and that this brings a very serious קטרוג, accusation, against Klal Yisrael in the Beis Din Shel Maalah, 
that how could it be that such a terrible injustice was carried out. These feelings of complaint are directed against Klal 
Yisrael and also often against Hashem, questioning how could it be that such a terrible act was carried out in Hashem’s 
world that is directed with Hashgacha Pratis, Divine providence over every act that takes place. These feelings prevent the 
Neshamah of the victim from ascending to its place in Gan Eden, and the Neshamah stays in this world and cries out, 
calling for justice, as the possuk says regarding Hevel, (בראשית ד, י) “ מההאד מן אלי צעקים אחיך דמי קול , the voice of the blood 
of your brother calls out to me from the ground!” 

It is for this reason that the possuk says, (במדבר לה, לג) “ שופכו בדם אם כי יכופר לא לארץ , the land will only be atoned with 
the blood of he who spilled it,” because when someone, namely a blood relative of the victim, who feels the pain of the 
injustice that was done in a very acute and personal manner, avenges the act of murder out of that place of pain, then the 
Middas Hadin, the attribute of Justice, can be appeased, as the murder did not go unnoticed, and its perpetrator was 
properly punished. This act of vengeance thus protects Klal Yisrael from the קטרוג of the victim and allows the Neshamah 
of the victim to move on and ascend to its proper place in Gan Eden. For this reason, concludes the Tsror Hamor, the Torah 
warns the Goel Hadam not to take pity on the murderer, as doing so will cause more harm than good, as it will leave Klal 
Yisrael in an endangered state due to the accusation against it, and the soul of the deceased will continue to wander in 
the lower world.  

It is also understandable that if the Goel Hadam does not feel this passion then the Mitzvah is transferred to Beis-Din, as 
it is the role of Beis-Din to enact judgment in the world, regardless of their feelings, whereas if the Goel Hadam were to 
kill the murderer without the proper feelings of vengeance from a deep need to right the wrong that was done, then it 
would not resolve the problems as he is not inherently  an appropriate shliach for the Middas Hadin to be carried out in 
the world..  

A Mitzvah that is Contingent on The Heart 
According to this we can now explain that the reason why the Torah waited until the fourth time that it mentioned the 
capital punishment for murder, to caution “ עליו עינך תחוס לא ,” is because in this case the Torah is discussing the obligation 
of the Goel Hadam to carry out the death sentence, and as his obligation is contingent upon the feelings of vengeance 
that he feels, there is extra room for the Yetzer Harah to attempt to confuse him and disqualify him from the mitzvah, 
thus preventing him from protecting Klal Yisrael from קטרוג and freeing the soul of the victim from suffering. To counteract 
the Yetzer Harah’s efforts the Torah specifically cautions the Goel Hadam not to have mercy on the murderer.A2  
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The fact that the Torah is coming to help us resist the arguments of the Yetzer Harah sheds light on the puzzling logic that 
Rashi cited of, “ הרוגים ישראלים שני ונמצאו זה את הורגים אנו למה נהרג כבר הראשון , the first one has already been killed, 
why should we kill this one [the murderer], and we will have two Yisraelim killed.” Even though the logic for giving a 
murderer the death penalty is very clear, nevertheless, the Yetzer Harah often tries to convince people to stray from the 
Torah with irrational arguments that he successfully paints in a very convincing light. One of the Yetzer’s techniques is to 
cloak his claims in the guise of Divrei Torah, and in the case of the Goel Hadam he attempts to persuade him that the 
Torah desires that a person be merciful to everyone in which case it would be better not to kill the murderer. In this 
context however such ‘mercy’ would in fact be tantamount to terrible cruelty, and nevertheless we see from the 
statements of many liberals in our times who attempt to acquit criminals of the punishment that is coming to then, that 
the Yetzer Harah uses our Jewish feelings of mercy against us by causing us to feel mercy even when it is illogical and 
against the will of the Torah.  

The way that the Yetzer Harah succeeds in convincing us of his claims, even though they would seem totally ridiculous to 
an outside observer, is by drawing us into discussion with convoluted statements and complicated arguments that take 
time to refute. Once a person is drawn into considering the Yetzer Harah’s propositions and attempting to argue with 
them, he is already in grave danger of being caught up in his web, losing his objectivity and falling for one of his ideas.  

Rav Chaim Shmulevitz brought out this point with an explanation that he gave for the Gemarah (.סוטה יג) that discusses the 
events surrounding the burial of Yaakov Avinu. The Gemarah says that Eisav Harashah showed up at Maaras Hamachpeila 
and would not let the Shevatim bury Yaakov there, claiming that he had inherited a portion in the cave as well and since 
Yaakov had buried Leah Imeinu in one spot, he was therefore entitled to be buried in the other one. The Shevatim argued 
with him and said that even if he would still have had a portion after he sold his firstborn status to Yaakov, Yaakov had 
specifically bought Eisav’s rights to Maaras Hamachpeila. Eisav then demanded that they produce the contract of sale and 
Naphtali was sent back to Egypt to retrieve it. At that point, Chushim the son of Dan, who was deaf, and had not heard 
the conversation that had taken place, asked why there was a holdup in the burial. He exclaimed, “My grandfather will be 
disgraced by having his funeral held up until Naphtali returns from Egypt?!” He then took a club and bashed Eisav over the 
head, killing him on the spot.  

Rav Chaim Shmulevitz asked, what point had the Shevatim missed that Chushim ben Dan had been able to pick up on, and 
he explained that because Chushim was deaf and had not heard the claims of Eisav in the first place, he was not swayed 
by anything Eisav had said and did not lose his objectiveness, whereas the Shevatim, once they had been drawn into a 
discussion with Eisav in which they considered his claims and attempted to refute them, they slowly became caught in his 
web and failed to see just how ridiculous his claims were. 

This is a prime example of the technique used by the Yetzer Harah, who as a Malach, is a far more effective debater than 
a mere human being, and he will try to convince a person that a certain action is permitted, even by using irrational 
arguments, just in order to draw that person into a discussion, anticipating that he will eventually succeed in tripping him 
up during the course of the discussion.  

With this we can explain that the reason why Rashi wrote that if the murderer is executed then there will be two people 
killed was in order to warn us about the technique used by the Yetzer Harah, and give us an example of an obvious but 
irrelevant point stated by the Yetzer Harah just in order to draw a person into entering into a discussion with him.A3  

Holy Souls  
We can also explain that this is why Rashi specifies that there will be two Yisraelim who are killed. The name ‘Yisrael’ refers 
to a very high level that exists in every Jewish Neshamah, a very deep and holy place that cannot be tarnished by sin, as 
the Gemarah says, (.סנהדרין מד) “אף על פי שחטא ישראל הוא, even though he has sinned he remains a Yisrael.” The Baal 
Hatanya (תניא פרק כד) explains that there is a part of every Jewish Neshamah that remains bound to Hashem, even if that 
person sins terribly.  

We can therefore explain that the Yetzer Harah is ‘dressing up as a Tzadik’ and telling the Goel Hadam, that since in essence 
both the victim and the murderer are in possession of very holy Neshamos that are in a very high state of Dveikus with 
Hashem, there is therefore no difference between them, and just as the victim did not deserve to be killed, so too the 
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murderer who also has a holy soul does not deserve to be killed. While it is technically correct to say that since both are 
Jewish, they both have very lofty souls, it is still far from logical to equate the two of them because of this and justify the 
acquittal of the murderer.A4  

Unfortunately, there are many people who will not find the wherewithal to stand up against the Yetzer Harah’s ‘logic’ and 
will become confused and maybe even agree with him, despite the fact that in truth, it is because every Jew has a lofty 
and powerful Neshamah that the murderer must be killed, as he killed a Jew, and thus wronged a holy Neshamah. Rashi 
spelled out for us the technique that the Yetzer Harah uses to confuse us so that we can see his arguments for what they 
truly are, illogical and ridiculous, and hopefully succeed in resisting them in all instances.A1  

The Great Enemy 
The Or Hachayim Hakadosh explains that the entire parshah of “ נפש והכהו עליו וקם לו וארב לרעהו שנא איש יהיה וכי ,” is not 
referring only to a human enemy who ambushes and murders, but also to the enemy of all humanity, the Yetzer Harah, 
who appears as “רעהו, a person’s friend,” following a person from the time he is born, and using all of the person’s 
weaknesses against him, in order to ambush him and trick him into sinning, thus striking him mortally. It is therefore 
incumbent upon us to analyze the different techniques of the Yetzer that we can learn from our parshah in order to protect 
ourselves from his ambushes.  

Chushim ben Dan 
We must always remember this technique of the Yetzer Harah, of drawing us into a debate, in which we consider his 
proposals, even though he knows that we will reject what he suggests, because once we engage him he is often able to 
confuse us about what is right and wrong, and the correct way to interpret the Halachah in a given situation. We must 
therefore do our utmost to follow in the footsteps of Chushim ben Dan and make ourselves ‘deaf’ to his claims, and reject 
out of hand anything that may come close to being an aveirah.   

Although this can be exceedingly difficult at times, as the Yetzer Harah often cloaks his provocations under the guise of 
righteousness, as we learn from our Rashi, we must attempt to see through his shallow arguments and identify them for 
what they really are.  

This is especially pertinent during the month of Elul as we begin our preparations for the upcoming days of judgment. The 
Yetzer Harah often attempts to trip us up with our own honest desire to take on new mitzvos and elevate ourselves 
spiritually, getting us to do things unwittingly that actually hinder our growth instead of helping us. This may come in the 
form of a sudden desire to travel to Kivrei Tzadikim to daven exactly as the new zman in the Yeshivos is starting up, and 
the true place of every Yeshiva Bochur and Avreich Kollel is in the Beis Midrash. The Yetzer tells us things like, “What could 
be better than going to Mekomos Hakedoshim to daven for Hatzlachah in the new zman?” We must be savvy enough to 
see through this ruse and realize that although Davening is an imperative element in our success, when it comes at the 
expense of missing days in the Beis Midrash then it is out of proportion and must be recognized as ‘עצת היצר.’ 

Through learning the ways of the Yetzer Harah and withstanding the urge to even engage him in discussion or consider 
his suggestions for even a moment, no matter how ‘righteous‘ they seem, may we merit improving our ways and drawing 
closer to Hashem, and being written and sealed in the ספר החיים this Rosh Hashanah, amen, KY”R.  
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