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INSIGHTS from the SEDRA 
Insights from the Sedra is a project of the Scholar’s Kollel of Great Neck. It aims to provide several questions and answers 
about the Sedra, culled from various commentaries, including the following: Baal Haturim, Darash Moshe, Vedibarta Bam 
by Rabbi Moshe Bogomilsky, Torah Treasures by Dov Furer, Wellsprings of Torah by Alexander Friedman, and Kol Dodi by 
Rabbi Dovid Feinstein, Great Torah Lights by Rabbi Yitzchak Meir Goodman, Something To Say by Rabbi Dovid 
Goldwasser, The Vilna Gaon, Growth Through Torah by Zelig Pliskin and The Call of the Torah.  

 ואלה המשפטים אשר תשים לפניהם 

“And these are the ordinances that you shall place before them…” (21:1) 

Rashi writes that this section dealing with civil law is placed immediately after that 

commanding the arrangements for the altar to teach us that the seat of the Sanhedrin should be 

near the Beit HaMikdash.  

Other nations regard the laws pertaining to the relations between man and his fellow man 

not as religious observances but as social or civic duties which must be performed to preserve order 

in the land. The Jewish people, however, regard these civil ordinances as Divine commandments 

with a sanctity all their own. Just as the ritual of sacrifices constitutes the worship in the Temple, 

the observance of Jewish civil law represents the Jew’s service of G-d in everyday life outside. For 

this reason, it was only fitting that the Sanhedrin, Israel’s first Supreme Court of Law, should be 

seated close to the Holy Temple.            (Avnei Nezel) 

וכי ינצו אנשים ונגפו אשה הרה ויצאו ילדיה ולא יהיה אסון ענוש יענש...ונתן בפללים ואם אסון יהיה ונתתה  
 נפש תחת נפש 

“If men shall fight and they collide with a pregnant woman and she miscarries but there will be 
no fatality, he shall surely be punished…he shall pay it by order of judges. But if there shall be a 
fatality, then you shall award a life for a life.” (21:22-23)  

In the situation described by these verses, the perpetrator will either pay a monetary fine or 

die. If the woman dies, he will be executed as a murderer. If the woman lives, he will have to pay 

monetarily for the loss of the unborn child. It is therefore fitting that the word יענש, he shall be 

punished, referring to the monetary punishment, and the word נפש, life, referring to the capital 

punishment have the same numerical value – 430. Depending on the outcome of events, one or the 

other shall come to pass.               (Rabbi Dovid Feinstein z”l) 

 עין תחת עין שן תחת שן 
“An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” (21:24) 

Our Sages (Bav Kamma 84a) tell us that this verse is not to be taken literally. The Torah does 

not require that the assailant’s eye be put out, only that he pays for the damage he caused. How do 

they know this? 

The Vilna Gaon explains that it is implicit in the language if the verse. Instead of writing 

“ayin b’ayin”, which would be the normal phrase for “an eye for an eye,” the Torah states “ayin 

tachat ayin”, which is literally translated as “an eye under an eye.” Why? Because therin lies an 

allusion to the form of payment. The letters of ayin are ayin, yud, nun, and the letters “under” 



 

them, that is, those following them in the alphabet, are feih, kaf, samech, which spell kesef, money. 

In other words, the form of payment is monetary.             (Torah Anthology) 

 אם המצא תמצא בידו הגניבה...שנים ישלם 
“If the stolen object shall be found in his possession…he shall pay double.” (22:3) 

 Why does a ganav pay double? When a thief steals $100, his intention is to gain $100 for 

himself at the expense of $100 to his victim. The punishments in the Torah are measure for 

measure. Therefore, by paying double, the thief ends up losing $100 and making the victim gain 

$100. What is done to him is exactly what he planned to do to his fellow.     (Pardes Yosef)      

 אם חבל תחבל שלמת רעך עד בא השמש תשיבנו לו...הוא שמלתו לערו במה ישכב 
“If you take as collateral your friend’s garment, you must return it to him before sunset…it is his 
garment for his skin; in what shall he sleep?” (22:25-26) 

 QUESTION: Why is the word for “garment” spelled differently in each verse,   and  שמלה

 ?שלמה

 ANSWER: The word "שמלה" is composed of two words "שם לה"  – “shem lah” – an item of 

importance with its own name – and the word  "שלמה"  is also composed of two words "של מה"  – 

“shel mah” – of what value is it? When a person gives a loan and takes an item as collateral, he may 

think that it is a “shel mah” – not of great value – and that it will not make a difference if he returns 

it before sunset or not. The Torah warns, however, that this seemingly meager garment may be the 

poor man’s only one, and to him it may be “shem lah” – a valuable possession.     (Sha’ar Bat Rabim)       

 כה אמר ה' אם לא בריתי יומם ולילה חקות שמים וארץ לא שמתי 
“So says Hashem, ‘Were it not for My covenant day and night, had I not established the laws of 
heaven and earth…” (Haftorah, Yirmiyahu 33:25) 

 An alternate reading is “So says Hashem: If it were not for My covenant (which is studied) 

day and night, I would not have appointed the ordinances of heaven and earth.” 

 The laws of nature are universally accepted as facts which are not subject to debate even if 

they are beyond the grasp and understanding of man. Science seeks to shed light on the laws of 

nature and their mysteries, but no one will presume to say that they do not exist simply because he 

himself does not happen to understand them. We must take the same attitude toward the laws of 

the Torah. They must be accepted as established truths, not subject to doubt or debate, even if 

they are beyond our understanding. We must every effort to understand them, but our regard for 

them must not be made dependent on whether or not we succeed.  

 The Torah – “My covenant (which is studied) day and night” – must be accepted like “the 

ordinance of heaven and earth,” whose truth is not determined by whether or not they can be 

readily understood, but which are accepted as facts which is the mind’s task to see to understand, 

not to decide whether or not to accept them.              (Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch)  
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