
5779 - Deuteronomy 16-21 – Shoftim (Judges) 
 
16:18Appoint judges and officials for each of your tribes in every town 

(lit., in all your gates - ְּבָכל־ְׁשָעֶריָך) the LORD your God is giving you, and 

they shall judge the people fairly. 19Do not pervert justice or show partial-
ity. Do not accept a bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and 
twists the words of the righteous. 20Follow justice and justice alone, so 
that you may live and possess the land the LORD your God is giving you. 
 
1. 18Appoint judges and officials for each of your tribes ...  

a. The opening phrase of this parashah—“You must appoint judges 
and sheriffs”—indicates that the commandment to appoint judges 
includes the commandment to establish a well trained and well-
equipped police force to act as the arm of the law, enforcing the 
judges’ decisions when necessary. 

In the present order, this police force is an unavoidable necessity; 
in fact, the Talmudic sages state that “a judge without a sheriff is not 
a judge.” In contrast, in the messianic future, when God will “remove 
the spirit of impurity from the earth” (Zech 13:2), this police force 
will become superfluous; litigants will willingly fulfill the judges’ de-
cisions. The prophet Isaiah therefore informs us that in those days, 
God “will restore your judges as in former times, and your counse-
lors as of yore” (Isa 1:26), but makes no mention of sheriffs.1  

 
2. 18in all your gates ...  

a. In Biblical times, towns were surrounded by fortified walls.  
1) One would enter through a massive gate, often covered with 

iron, and secured by strong bars and bolts—above the gate rose 
the watchtower.  

2) “Within the gate” was the shady or sheltered retreat where “the 
elders” sat.  
a) They discussed public affairs, the news of the day, and/or 

transacted important business.  
b) Genesis 23:17-18 

17So Ephron's field in Machpelah ... was deeded 18to Abraham 
(at) … the gate of the city.  

c) Job 29:7 
“When I went to the gate of the city and took my seat in the 
public square ...”  

 
 

1 The Lubavitcher Rebbe, The Torah, Chumash Devarim, (Kehot Publication Socie-
ty), p. 98. 

 
3) The gates opened upon a large square, on which the various 

streets converged.  
a) The country-people stood or moved about, selling the pro-

duce of their fields or orchards.  
b) Foreign merchants or peddlers also sold their goods, recom-

mending the newest fashions ... the latest luxuries ... (etc.) ...  
4) Jewish villages were unwalled and without gates (i.e., defenses).  

a) Were often grouped together around the city on which (as ag-
ricultural communities) they depended politically and eco-
nomically.  

b) Their inhabitants would retreat within the nearest city de-
fenses in time of war.  

c) Had no synagogue—but their inhabitants were supposed to 
go to the nearest township for market on the Monday and 
Thursday of every week, when service was held for them, and 
the local Sanhedrin also sat (Meg. I, 1-3).  

5) Every town had a Sanhedrin, consisting of 23 members, if the place 
numbered 120 men—or 3 members, if the population were smaller.  
a) These Sanhedrins were appointed directly by the supreme 

authority, or Great Sanhedrin, the “council” at Jerusalem, 
which consisted of 71 members  

b. Ibn Ezra explains the connection between this sidrah and the dis-
cussion of the three pilgrimage festivals at the end of the previous 
one. Jews visiting Jerusalem three times a year would see the im-
pressive array of Kohanim who were competent to decide im-
portant legal cases and religious questions, and yet this Sidra tells 
them, they are still obliged to choose qualified people from their 
own villages to judge them.2 

 
3. 18in all your gates ...  

a. Genesis 24:58-60 
60And they blessed Rebekah and said to her … may your offspring 
possess the gates of their enemies."  

b. Exodus 20:8-11  
c.  Nehemiah 1:1-10  
d. Genesis 28:16-17  

 
2 Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra (b. Toledo, 1089-1167). His greatest contribution to Jew-

ish Literature is in the area of Biblical Commentary that emphasized knowledge 
of the Hebrew language and its grammar. 



e.  John 10:1-9 
 
4. 18and they shall judge the people fairly.  

a. Lit., And they shall judge the people with righteous judgement.  
1) The Midrash Tanchuma interprets righteous judgment as 

judgement tinged with mercy. This refers to the need for con-
tinually interceding on behalf of the people, bringing out spe-
cial merits and extenuating circumstances. The Midrash gives 
the example of Gideon ... a man who lived in times of great dis-
tress for Jews. The generation was poor in mitzvoth and Hashem 
wanted a man to lead them who would diligently (intercede) on 
their behalf. And so, when Hashem chose him, Gideon immedi-
ately came forward and pleaded with God to ease their suffer-
ing. Desperately, he begged Hashem to rescue them as He had 
miraculously rescued their forefathers in Egypt. He argued that 
if their forefathers in Egypt were unworthy, Hashem should res-
cue the people from the Midianites now, just as he rescued the 
people from the Egyptians ... Gideon was answered as he had 
hoped when Hashem said: Go with this strength within you, and 
save Israel from the hand of Midian. Have I not sent you? (Judges 
6:12-14). 

 
5. 20Follow justice and justice alone ... 

a. ֶצֶדק ֶצֶדק ִּתְרּדֹף 
 

1) Lit., Justice, justice you shall pursue ...   
a) “The term ‘pursue’ carries strong connotations of effort, ea-

gerness. This implies more than merely respecting or follow-
ing justice”; we must actively pursue it (Heschel3). The com-
mand also means to “pursue justice justly,” for just goals 
can never be achieved by unjust means; the worthiest of 
goals will be rendered less worthy if we have to compromise 
justice to achieve it (Simcha Bunem4).5   
1] The “ends” do not justify the “means.”  

2) Leviticus 19:36 (CJB) 
Rather, use an honest balance-scale, honest weights, an honest 
bushel dry-measure and an honest gallon liquid-measure … 

 
3 Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972) was a Polish-born American rabbi and one 

of the leading Jewish theologians and Jewish philosophers of the 20th century. 
4 Rabbi Simcha Bunim Bonhart (1765–1827) was one of the main leaders of Hasidic 

Judaism in Poland. 
5 David L. Lieber, Sr. Ed., Etz Hayim, Torah and Commentary, (The Jewish Publica-

tion Society), p. 1088. 

a)  ֶצֶדקְוִהין  ֶצֶדקֵאיַפת  ֶצֶדקַאְבֵני־  ֶצֶדקמֹאְזֵני  (moz-nei tzedek av-nei 

tzedek ei-fat tzedek v’hin tzedek) ...  
1] Deuteronomy 25:13 

Do not have two differing weights in your bag—one heavy, 
one light.  

3) Genesis 15:6 
Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as right-
eousness. 

a) יהָוה ַוַּיְחְׁשֶבָה ּלֹו ְצָדָקה -v’he-e’min ba-Adonai va-yach) ְוֶהֱאִמן ַּבֽ

sh’veh-ha lo tzedakah).  
4) Phillipians 4:8 

Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatev-
er is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 
admirable if anything is excellent or praiseworthy think about 
such things.    

b. Romans 3:20-24 
21But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been 
made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22This 
righteousness from God comes through faith IN Yeshua the Mes-
siah to all who believe. There is no difference, 23for all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God, 24and are justified freely by his 
grace through the redemption that came by the Messiah Yeshua.  
1) 22through faith in Yeshua the Messiah ...   

a) δικαιοσύνη δὲ θεοῦ διὰ πίστεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (dikaiosune 

de Theos dia pisteos I’esos Christos).  
1] διὰ (dia)—through, on account of. 

 
b) -v’hi tzid-kat Elohim be)  ֶּבֱאמּוַנת ֵיׁשּוַע ַהָּמִׁשיַח  ְוִהיא ִצְדַקת ֱאֹלִהים

e’munat Yeshua HaMashiach). 
 

c) CJB—“and it is a righteousness that comes from God, through 
the faithfulness OF Yeshua the Messiah.”  

d) KJV—“Even the righteousness of God which is by faith OF 
(Yeshua the Messiah).”  

e) YLT—“and the righteousness of God is through the faith OF 
(Yeshua the Messiah).” 

 
18:10Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daughter in 
the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages 
in witchcraft, 11or casts spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who 
consults the dead. 12Anyone who does these things is detestable to the 



LORD, and because of these detestable practices the LORD your God will 
drive out those nations before you. 13You must be blameless before the 
LORD your God. 14The nations you will dispossess listen to those who 
practice sorcery or divination. But as for you, the LORD your God has not 
permitted you to do so.  
—This also means no Ouija-boards, no tarot-cards, no palm-reading, no 

channeling-spirits, etc. ...  
 
1. 13You must be blameless before the LORD your God. 

a. ָּתִמים (tamim)—complete, whole, entire, sound, free of blemish (e.g. 

sacrificial animals), blameless, sincere, honest, perfect in 
knowledge.  
1) Genesis 17:1  
2) Psalm 119:1  
3) Philippians 1:9-11  
4) Philippians 2:14-16  
5) 1Thessalonians 3:13 
 

18:9When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you, do not learn 
to imitate the detestable ways of the nations there. 10Let no one be found 
among you who sacrifices their son or daughter in the fire, who practices 
divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, 11or casts 
spells, or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead. 12Anyone 
who does these things is detestable to the LORD; because of these same 
detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out those nations before 
you. 13You must be blameless before the LORD your God. 14The nations you 
will dispossess listen to those who practice sorcery or divination. But as 
for you, the LORD your God has not permitted you to do so. 
 
1. Midrash Tanhuma,6 Shoftim, §10 

What does it mean, “Although these nations whom you are inheriting 
heed augurers and sorcerers, but not for you, Hashem your God has 
not given you, etc. The story is related that Rabbi Yanai and Rabbi 
Yochanan were sitting at the gates of Tveryah (Tiberius). There were 
two astrologers there with them. They say two Jews going out to work. 
The two astrologers said, “Those two people are going out to work but 
they will not come back in, for a snake will bite them and kill them.” 
Rabbi Yanai and Rabbai Yochanan overheard this. So what did they 
do? They sat at the entrance of that province to see if those two peo-
ple would come back after their work; and they did indeed enter. Rab-

 
6 Midrash Tanhuma is the name given to three different collections of Pentateuch 

aggadot; two are extant, while the third is known only through citations. 

bi Yanai and Rabbi Yochanan say them, so they said to the astrologers, 
“Did you not say that those two people will leave but will not come 
back in, because a snake would bite them and kill them? They said to 
them, “Yes, indeed.” So they said to them, “But they left safely and re-
turned safely.” The astrologers stared at them [the two Jews], Then 
they [the astrologers] said to them [the two Jews], “Tell us, what did 
you do today?” They answered, “We did nothing [different than] what 
we regularly do, namely, we recited the Shema and we prayed.” They 
said to them, “O you are Jews, so the prediction of astrologers con-
cerning you do not come true.” This is the meaning of, “But as to 
you, Hashem your God has not given you, etc.”  
a. Romans 8:28-39 

35Who shall separate us from the love of Messiah? Shall trouble or 
hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or 
sword? 36As it is written: "For your sake we face death all day long; 
we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered." 37No, in all these 
things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. 
38For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels 
nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, 
39neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 
be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Messiah 
Yeshua our Lord.  

b. Psalm 118:6  
c. Isaiah 54:16-17 

 
18:15The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from 
among your own brothers. You must listen to him. 16For this is what 
you asked of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the assembly 
when you said, "Let us not hear the voice of the LORD our God nor see 
this great fire anymore, or we will die." 17The LORD said to me: "What they 
say is good. 18I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among 
their brothers; I will put my words in his mouth, and he will tell them 
everything I command him. 19If anyone does not listen to my words 
that the prophet speaks in my name, I myself will call him to account. 
 
1. 15The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from 

among your own brothers.  
a. John 1:19-27 

21They asked him … "Are you the Prophet?" He answered, "No."   
b. John 6:11-14 

11Yeshua then took the loaves, gave thanks, and distributed to 
those who were seated as much as they wanted. He did the same 
with the fish. 12When they had all had enough to eat, he said to 



his disciples, "Gather the pieces that are left over … 14After the 
people saw the miraculous sign that Yeshua did, they began to 
say, "Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world."  

c. John 7:40-42 
40On hearing his words, some of the people said, "Surely this 
man is the Prophet."   

d. Testament of Benjamin 9:27 (OTP) 
Nevertheless the temple of God shall be in your portion, and the 
last (temple) shall be more glorious than the first. And the twelve 
tribes shall be gathered together there, and all the Gentiles, until 
the Most High shall send forth His salvation in the visitation of 
an only-begotten prophet.  

e. “Recognizing that Moses' words indicate a more specific fulfillment 
in a singular individual, who would function in a role very similar 
to his own has led some Jewish scholars to view this passage as 
Messianic in nature. 
For example, below is the 13th century (CE) Jewish scholar Levi ben 
Gershon's8 interpretation of Deuteronomy 18:15-19 … (it) has at 
times been criticized as unconventional, nevertheless his views 
were influential through the 19th century:  
'A Prophet from the midst of thee … the Messiah is such a Prophet 
as it is stated in the Midrash of the verse, Behold my Servant shall 
prosper (Isaiah 52:13) … Moses, by the miracles which he wrought, 
brought a single nation to the worship of God, but the Messiah will 
draw all peoples to the worship of God'—Levi ben Gershon.  
The Midrashic passage to which Levi ben Gershon is referring is:  
It is written, Behold, my servant shall deal wisely, He shall be ex-
alted, and extolled, and be very high (Isaiah 52:13). It means, He 

 
7 Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, an early Jewish work, with some Christian 

interpolations, reckoned among the Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (Gr.,=things 
falsely ascribed), a collection of early Jewish and some Jewish-Christian writings 
composed between c. 200 B.C.E. and c. C.E. 200, not found in the Bible or rabbinic 
writings … It purports to be the final sayings ("Testaments") of the 12 patriarchs, 
i.e., the 12 sons of Jacob, to their respective families. They each reflect on the 
meaning of life and the sins which they have committed. Many of the Testaments 
espouse apocalyptic theology, teaching an ethical dualism similar to the Dead Sea 
Scrolls—encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Testament+of+Benjamin 

8 Levi ben Gershom (1288-1344, known by his acronym Ralbag or as Gersonides). 
Philosopher, talmudist, mathematician, astronomer, and exegete. He wrote a 
monumental commentary on the Pentateuch and on most of the rest of the Bi-
ble. As a philosopher, he followed in the Aristotelian thinking of Maimonides. 
Gersonides was born and lived in Provence, France, throughout his life. He was 
on close terms with leading Church figures of his time, and lectured on astron-
omy at the papal university and medical school.  

shall be more exalted than Abraham of whom it is written, I lift up 
my hand (Genesis 14:22). He shall be more extolled than Moses of 
whom it is said, As a nursing father beareth the nursing child 
(Numbers 11:12). And shall be very high that is, Messiah shall be 
higher than the ministering angels (Psalm 8:6).  
From these two quotes we see that (taken) together, Levi ben Ger-
shon, a 13th-century Jewish scholar and a Midrashic interpretation 
of Isaiah 52:13 proclaim the Jewish belief that the Prophet of Deu-
teronomy 18:15-19 is the Messiah. And that Jewish thought includ-
ed the belief that the Messiah will be exalted above Abraham and 
Moses and, by miracles, bring all peoples to God, as Moses 
brought Israel to God.”9  

f. Soncino Zohar, Vayikra, Section 3, Page 22b 
R. Hiya then quoted the verse: ‘And the Lord said unto Moses, Be-
hold thou shalt sleep with thy fathers’”(Deut. XXXI, 16) … he said. 
‘As long as Moses was alive; he used to check Israel from sinning 
against God. And because Moses was among them, there shall not 
be a generation like that one till the Messiah comes, when they 
shall see the glory of God like him …   

g. Soncino Zohar, Vayikra, Section 3, Page 23a 
Alas for the world when R. Simeon shall depart, and the fountains 
of wisdom shall be closed, and men shall seek wisdom and there 
will be none to impart it, and the Torah will be interpreted erro-
neously because there will be none who is acquainted with wis-
dom! Of that time it is written: ‘And if the whole congregation of 
Israel shall err.’”Why? Because ‘the thing is hidden from the 
eyes, to wit, the leaders, of the assembly.’’Said R. Judah: ‘God 
will one day reveal the hidden mysteries of the Torah, namely, 
at the time of the Messiah, because ‘the earth shall be full of the 
knowledge of the Lord like as the waters cover the sea’ (Isa. XI, 
9), and as it is written, ‘They shall teach no more every man his 
neighbour and every man his brother, saying, Know the Lord, for 
they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest of 
them’ (Jer. XXXI, 34).’ 

 
2. 18I will raise up for them a prophet ... I will put my words in his mouth, 

and he will tell them everything I command him.  
a. John 8:28  
b. John 12:49-50  
 
 

 
9 www.biblestudying.net/christianity8.html 



c Acts 3:19-22 
22For Moses said, 'The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet 
like me from among your own people; you must listen to every-
thing he tells you.   

d. Hebrews 1:2 
 

18:20But a prophet who presumes to speak in my name anything I have 
not commanded him to say, or a prophet who speaks in the name of 
other gods, must be put to death." 21You may say to yourselves, "How can 
we know when a message has not been spoken by the LORD?" 22If what a 
prophet proclaims in the name of the LORD does not take place or come 
true, that is a message the LORD has not spoken. That prophet has spo-
ken presumptuously. Do not be afraid of him.  
 
1. Matthew 7:15  
2. 1John 4:1 
 
20:19When you lay siege to a city for a long time, fighting against it to cap-
ture it, do not destroy its trees by putting an ax to them, because you 
can eat their fruit. Do not cut them down. Are the trees people, that you 
should besiege them? 20However, you may cut down trees that you 
know are not fruit trees and use them to build siege works until the 
city at war with you falls. 
 
1. … Only in a mood of calm and confidence can a war serving the cause 

of good be waged. The establishment of homes, the good will of its 
people—these are among the values that must be preserved in all cir-
cumstances. War will not be that devouring monster that mankind has 
of often encountered.10  
Moreover, considering that hardly any war ever waged by Jews [except 
for the initial period of entry into the Promised Land] was anything but 
a defensive war, we can only intensely admire the wisdom of this Law. 
To the massed array of troops in battle it preferred compact units of 
men energized with a fervent trust in Hashem and knowing the last 
word will always belong to the One who proclaimed (Zechariah 4:6): Not 
by might nor by power but by my spirit, says Hashem (R’ Hirsch). 

 
2. In the course of setting out the laws of war, the Torah adds a seeming-

ly minor detail that became the basis of a much wider field of human 
responsibility and is of major consequence today. The passage con-
cerns a military campaign that involves laying siege to a city:11  

 
10 Rabbi Ellie Munk, The Call of the Torah, Devarim, (Mesorah Publications, Ltd.), 

p. 203. 
11 http://rabbisacks.org/the-ecological-imperative-shoftim-5779/ 

When you lay siege to a city for a long time, fighting against it to 
capture it, do not destroy its trees by putting an axe to them, be-
cause you can eat their fruit. Do not cut them down. Are the trees 
people, that you should besiege them? However, you may cut down 
trees that you know are not fruit trees and use them to build siege 
works until the city at war with you falls. (Deut. 20:19–20)  

War is, the Torah implies, inevitably destructive. That is why Judaism’s 
highest value is peace. Nonetheless, there is a difference between 
necessary and needless destruction. Trees are a source of wood for 
siege works. But some trees, those that bear fruit, are also a source of 
food. Therefore, do not destroy them. Do not needlessly deprive 
yourself and others of a productive resource. Do not engage in a 
“scorched earth” tactic in the course of war.  
The Sages, though, saw in this command something more than a detail 
in the laws of war. They saw it as a binyan av,12 a specific example of a 
more general principle. They called this the rule of bal tashchit (“do 
not destroy”), the prohibition against needless destruction of any 
kind. This is how Maimonides summarises it: “Not only does this ap-
ply to trees, but also whoever breaks vessels or tears garments, de-
stroys a building, blocks a wellspring of water, or destructively 
wastes food, transgresses the command of bal tashchit.”[1] This is the 
halachic basis of an ethic of ecological responsibility.  
[1] Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim (Laws of Angels) 6:10.  
a. Many legal systems, including the laws of the United States, permit 

people to destroy their own property. Jewish law teaches us that we 
are only the custodians, not the true owners of our property.13 

 
12 A binyan av is a rule derived from a verse (or from two verses) that is applied 

to all cases that are similar to the one in the verse. 
13 David L. Lieber, Sr. Ed., Etz Hayim, Torah and Commentary, (The Jewish Publica-

tion Society), p. 1104. 


