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+ The parashah focuses on leadership
and justice. Benei Yisrael must
appoint 0703V (shoftim, judges) and
0770V (shotrim, officers). We are
told: 9 TIA PTY PTY (tzedek tzedek
tirdof), which means to work so hard
to create justice that it's like we're
chasing after it.

There is a mitzvah to listen to the
judgments and Torah teachings of
the kohanim and shoftim.

Whoever becomes a king
of Benei Yisrael may not
own too much gold or
silver, own too many
horses, or marry too
many wives. A king

needs to fear God,

follow the Torah, and

not “raise his heart”
above everyone

else.
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- In This Week’s Parashah

+ Benei Yisrael must not listen to sorcerers
or false prophets.

+ If a person kills someone by accident,
they have to move to an V2PN 7Y (ir
miklat, city of refuge).

+ Judges need to rule based on honest
testimony from more than one witness.

+ When it's time for war, not everyone :
has to fight. Before battle, Benei Yi ael
should propose peace. They must m

rm people |

resources. 2t

+ If someone is mysteriously /
killed in the middle of
nowhere, the leaders of the
nearest town perform a
special ritual called
N1y NYY (eglah
arufah).




Understanding the Verses

Devarim 16:18-20

You shall appoint judges and officers for
yourselves, in all the settlements that God
your Lord is giving to your tribes,

and they shall govern the people with justice.

You shall not judge unfairly.

Do not pick favorites.

Do not take a bribe.

Because bribes blind the eyes of wise people
and twist the words of just people.

Justice, justice you shall pursue,
so that you may live
and inherit the land that God your Lord is

giving you.
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Midrash

Devarim 16:21 R2:TL 0”127

You shall not set up an asheirah— Py 92 NYR 77 yon KO
any kind of tree for idolatry...

[
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~ This pasuk says that you're not allowed to plant
a tree that is an asheirah—an idol that some
of the nations in Eretz Yisrael used to worship.
What could an asheirah possibly have to do
_ Wwith justice?
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Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 7b

Reish Lakish says: If you appoint a judge over the community
who is not appropriate, it's as if you planted an asheirah in
Israel. As it is stated: “You shall appoint judges and officers
for yourselves” (Devarim 16:18), and next to it, it is written:
"You shall not set up an asheirah—any kind of tree for
idolatry..." (Devarim 16:21).

Content and editing by Yitzhak Bronstein, Elie Kaunfer, Chana Kupetz, Shoshie Lockshin, Jason Rogoff, Jeremy Tabick,
Effy Unterman. lllustration by Rebecca Kerzner. Design by Jen Klor.



+ What's the connection between an unworthy judge and idol worship? Why is worshiping
idols wrong, and what does that have to do with what an unworthy judge might do
wrong?

+ What kinds of judges and leaders should we look for to make sure this doesn’'t happen?
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THIY19 - Commentary

Devarim 20:19 V25 0”AT

When you make a siege around a city for a on%n? 0727 0797 7Y OX ¥ 75
long time to wage war and conquer it, AYan? N7y
do not destroy its trees by using an ax on 1792 179Y 0% ARY nx nonyn &5
them, because you will eat from them. Do not n7on X iKY DORN 18R 72

cut them down.

This pasuk tells us not to cut down trees in war. And
why is that? See the second half of the pasuk

Ki a person is a tree of the field
to come from before you in a siege.

YD VY OTRA 7D
:11¥na 77250 K2

This partisn'tsoeasyto
translate! The word “ki” can_
mean different things.

Rashi thinks it's a question:
"For is a tree really like a
persorrwho mightmake a

siege against you?" .

And the answer is: No! The
tree isn't a soldier. It isn't
going to attack you. So you
have no reason to cut it down. L
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Rashi (France, 1,000 years ago) M"Y

This “ki" is used to mean “perhaps,” meaning: oTRN an ,ND'??T 1797 YUnun ?2 70
“Perhaps the tree of the field is a person to enter 77291 293NN 1102 01207 NTYA VY

the besieged city from before you, to suffer PYIND KDY YT ’739?5} 197007 -
hunger and thirst like the people of the city?! 2AN7NYA R 7790
Why would you destroy it?!"

Ibn Ezra thinks that “ki"” means "because.” So the meaning of the phrase
is: "Because people's lives depend on trees.”

Ibn Ezra is telling us that people's lives and trees go together. Trees
make human life better by providing fruit to eat.

Ibn Ezra (Spain, 900 years ago) RATY 12X

For lives of people depend on the tree of the field. TV VY RIN OTR 770 7D

+ What evidence can you find in the pasuk
for Rashi, and what evidence for Ibn Ezra?

+ Why would the Torah tell us to care about

trees in wartime? Shoutdmtwe

about peg)tly'/ﬁ .
trying to telf us?
< _
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? aliyot:

- 1) Devarim 16:18 to 17:13
Q 2) 17:14 to 17:20
® 3) 18:1 to 18:5
4) 18:6 to 18:13
5) 18:14 to 19:13

6) 19:14 to 20:9
7) 20:10 to 21:9

3

1H1Y NiI7KY - Parashah Scavenger Hunt

The answers to the first seven questions can be found in the

matching numbered aliyah in the Torah reading. The answers to  haftarah: Yeshayahu }f
questions 8 and 9 are harder and can come from anywhere in the 51:12_t° 52112 "\ .iﬁ“‘

parashah. The answer to question 10 is in this week’s haftarah.

good uldi! What could be

blinding? What positive actions are

kings supposed to do?

Who or what is described as
the n?Na (nahalah, inheritance)
of the 07105 (kohanim, priests)?

Where are there
sorcerers that Benei
Yisrael must not be like?

What field accident leads to
major trouble? What punishment

do false witnesses
get?

What types of trees
can be cut down
during war?
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1T 70 712TIIXi1 - Tell Me More About This!

Parashat Shoftim has a clear message about magic: Don't do it. The
parashah tells us that we're not allowed to try divination, sorcery,
casting spells, or asking advice from ghosts and spirits (Devarim
18:10-11).

Does this mean that these magical practices actually work?
Does the Torah believe in magic?

Rambam (Spain and Egypt, 850 years ago) says
that magic is NOT real. He thinks that it's all a
trick, and anyone who says they'll do
real magic for you as long as you pay them

is just trying to steal your money. This is why the 7& s 2 )
Torah forbids these things. \
Even more so, Rambam believes that people who claim they're 3
doing real magic can distract you from God because their tricks

can lead to idol worship! (Mishneh Torah Avodah Zarah 11:16)

Ramban (Spain, 800 years ago) says that magic is real. He believes that
there are negative spiritual forces in the world, and the Torah is here
to help us to stay away from these things, so that they don't distract us
from worshiping God. (Ramban on Devarim 18:9)

Rambam and Ramban share the view that magic is a problem because it
interferes with our relationship with God. Their disagreement boils down to
whether it works or whether it's a big scam!

What about a magician you might hire for a birEhday party? we know that
they're not doing real magic. They're really good at making illusions
- things that look like magic. That's why they're sometimes

¢ %é called “illusionists.” When you hire them, you know about
¢

all this, and you're paying them because of how much
fun they are to watch, not because they're lying to you
or making you think their magic is real. For those reasons,
it's ok! Just stay away from the ones who claim they can
see the future, talk to the dead, or do magic for real. (Igrot
Moshe, YD 4, ch. 13)

Copyright (c) 2026 by Hadar | Devash: Shoftim 2026 by Hadar is licensed under a Creative Commons. HADAR
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.



N"11U 79 U471 - A Moment of Hebrew

Devarim 20:11 R?:5 0727

If the city responds in peace and lets you in, 92 171 12 NN 72Yh DY DR N7

all the people there shall serve you. :F1T2Y1 0N 77 1707 A2 R¥NAN OYN
= nhns

Petihah; the honor

given to the person

in shul who opens
/ the aron kodesh (ark)

C (n.n.s v¥1v) hpod

+ To open

(lifto'ah)
TS
CANDYIDELT /

nana 'S Foonl ok

(patu'ah)
=927 Nna QY ) froaie

T T - OPEN

Introduction
or prologue

(petah davar) v f ’74
Find the Word! e ey (nyaft

Opening (petah)

In Sefer Bereishit, someone sits at the entrance to their tent and then jumps
up and runs to welcome guests. Who is this person at the entrance? Can you
find our Y7V (shoresh, root) in Bereishit 18?

OOOOOOOOOOOO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO0

Q:’ 11T 70 712TJ IXi1 - Tell Me More About This!

The n917Y 22V (eglah arufah) ritual was a ceremony for when a person was
found dead in the middle of nowhere (Devarim 21:1-9). Elders and judges would
measure from the dead body to find the closest town. Then leaders from that
place would kill a calf and wash their hands over it. They would say: “Our hands
did not shed this blood (of the person), nor did our eyes see it done.”

Why do the leaders need to make this declaration? Does anyone really suspect
them of being the murderers?

DEVASH | SHOFTIM 5786



H'T 79 7T - One-Minute Debate
How to play:

Here are some arguments to get you started, but try to come up with your own.
Then debate someone!

For a true one-minute debate, give each side 30 seconds to make its best case.

! Debate: Having a king sounds great!

AR

fgree! Disagree!
+ When too many people share + Power corrupts. €
power, nothing ever gets done. Absolute power corrupts
+ As long as the king is a righteous absolutely.
person, there's nothing to be
worried about.

+ God is the only true King.

+ Having kings never
seems to turn out well in
history books.

+ Kings are so cool! They have crowns
and capes and scepters and
thrones. Who doesn’'t want that? + No one is above the law.

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO OO OO OO OO OO O OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO O OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO0

Actually, this ceremony shows us that they are
responsible! It's everyone's job - especially
the leaders - to make sure that no one is
overlooked, unsafe, or alone.

A related halakhah that applies today is
something we can do for our guests:

n71? (levaya, escorting). When guests
leave your home, it's a mitzvah to walk
with them a little. The idea is to help
them get to their destination safely.
It's also a good practice to make sure
they have enough food and water
with them for the road. (Rambam

Mishneh Torah Laws of Mourning 14:2)

+ We are all responsible for each other. Can
. you think of actions you can take to make
sure that people you don't even know are
safe and cared for?

Devash is a weekly parashah magazine that makes Torah learning sweet. By engaging directly with texts and taking kids seriously HADAR
as Jews, Devash helps children (ages 7+) and grown-ups discover the weekly Torah portion. Write to us: devash@hadar.org
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In our N1aY18 / Commentary section (p. 4), we looked at a pasuk
about not destroying trees during wartime. Based on this pasuk, Hazal
teach that we are not allowed to destroy all useful things in our world,
whether it be food, clothing, utensils, or natural resources.

The verb in our parashah for destroying trees is n?nYa (tash'hit). The
general rule forbiding destructiveness is called n?nYn %2 (bal tash'hit,
don't destroy).

+ We are not permitted to do anything to food that might make it
inedible, like sitting on a backpack and squishing the food inside so that
Nno one wants to eat it anymore (Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 171:1-2).

+ It's not a mitzvah to finish all the food on your plate. You definitely
shouldn’t overeat or force yourself to eat just because you are afraid
that food will go to waste. But you also can't waste food for no reason.
Sefer Hahinukh speaks highly of people who go to great lengths to not




Parashah Scavenger Hunt Answers:
1. Abribe (16:19) Benei Yisrael inherit and get to live in (19:1), the cities
2. Write down the words of the Torah and read from it of refuge (19:2, 5, 7, 9, 1), a city that is being attacked
(17:18-19) (20:10, 14, 15, 16, 19, 20), and the cities that are close
3. The first grain, wine, oil, and wool (17:4) to a body found in the middle of nowhere (21:2, 3, 4,
4. In the land that will be given to Benei Yisrael (18:9-11) 6).
5. Accidentally killing someone while chopping wood 9. A false witness (19:21)
(19:5) 10. 721X 721X (@nohi anohi, I 1); *7171YnN 717ynn (hitoreri
6. What they tried to do to other people by lying about hitoreri, be awakened be awakened); 71y "1 (uri
them in court (19:19) uri, awake awake); 1110 1710 (suru suru, turn turn)
7. Trees that don't grow fruit (20:20) (Yeshayahu 51:12, 51:17, 52:1, 52:11)
8. An intentional murderer’'s hometown (18:12), the cities

OOOOOOOOO OOV OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO OO ON

waste even a single grain of mustard (Sefer F
to take only the food you think you'll actually eat,"aR
later when you're done. z

p + We are careful not to destroy any property: public property or our OWR:S
However, there are a few exceptions. It's customary to smash a glass at a
wedding ceremony (Shulhan Arukh Orah Hayyim 560:2), and mourners tear
their clothing (Shulhan Arukh Yoreh Deah 340).

Here's a midrash about 11UX1) 0TX (Adam Ha-Rishon, the first human) learning the

message of bal tash'hit.

Kohelet Rabbah 7:13 A2:T na0 ndap

When the Holy Blessed One created Adam Ha- DR AR RIN 7172 YiTpid K12V NYY2
Rishon, God took him and showed him all the 12 7227K 93 5 117TNNT 1903 ,11UR)
trees in the Garden of Eden. God said to him: 0783 NP2 7RYN AR L0 R TTY
“See My creations, how beautiful and special 727292 20R12¥ NN 501,10 17°havn
they are. Everything | created, | created for you. 279001 Y70 KoY AYT IR ,70R12
Pay attention so that you do not ruin and destroy ~ 1207¢ 71 178 RPR71 ORY ,7071Y X
My world. For if you destroy it, there will be no NN

one to fix it after you."



11791 - Prayer in the Parashah

Here's how 02203 (kohanim, priests) get described in Parashat Shoftim:

Devarim 21:5 nN:RD 0%27
For God chose them to serve God and to ?|7[7__"7§ 'nna 019>
bless in the name of God... ...'n 0Ya 77271 iy

A midrash on this verse explains:

Sifrei Devarim Parashat Shoftim 208 N9 XPO?S 0?2VHIY YIS 02T 7190
Compare the blessing to the service: Just ax N7 RYa 1Y AN :mng’? N2 vpn
as the service is done standing, so too the .NTNY2 NON2

blessing is done standing.

This midrash is teaching something about
071013 272 (Birkat Kohanim, the priestly blessing).
This three-part blessing is part of our tefillah,
sometimes said by kohanim themselves, and
sometimes by the prayer leader.

The midrash notices that our pasuk
connects the way kohanim serve in the
Beit Ha-Mikdash and the way they bless
the people: Both are done standing up!

Besides standing, is there another

connection between service and giving a
blessing? How could giving a blessing be a
kind of service to God or to other people?

What's the difference between sitting and
standing when saying a blessing? Do you
feel differently when you are standing
to pray vs. when you sit?

When you imagine people going
to a king to ask for something, do
you imagine them standing or
sitting? Why?




