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Chapter XLII: Matot (Num. 30:2–32:42) 
 
Essay 2. Making a vow to perform a mitzvah 
 

סְעִיף ד') צָרִי˂ לְיִזְהָר שֶׁלּאֹ לִידּוֹר שׁוּם דָּבָר  . כָּתַב הַשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ רֵישׁ הִלְכוֹת נְדָרִים (וְכוּ'  "וָאֲקַיֵּמָה לִשְׁמֹר  נִשְׁבַּעְתִּי"

יִּרָא שֶׁמָּא יִתְרַשֵּׁל בְּדָבָר שָׁרֵי לֵיהּ לְמִנְדַּר לְזָרוֹזֵי  וְשָׁם בִּסְעִיף ו' הָאוֹמֵר אֶשְׁנֶה פֶּרֶק זֶה וַ .  ר וְכוּ'וֹאֵין טוֹב לִידּ  לּוּ צְדָקָהיוַאֲפִ 
   .נַפְשֵׁיהּ

  
“I have firmly sworn to keep Your just rules.”1 The Shulchan Aruch writes, in Yoreh 

De’ah, at the beginning of the Laws of Vows, siman 203, se’if 4, one must be careful not to 
make a vow on anything, and even regarding giving charity, it’s not good to make a vow.2 But 
there in se’if 6, we read: “A person who says ‘I will learn this chapter,’ and is afraid lest he 
becomes negligent in this matter, it is allowable for him to vow in order to motivate himself.” 

 
˂ וֹעָלָיו יוֹתֵר בִּנְתִינַת מָמוֹן מִדְּבַר הַתָּלוּי בְּצ  מִתְגַּבֵּרלּוּק בֵּין צְדָקָה וּבֵין תּוֹרָה כִּי יִצְרוֹ שֶׁל אָדָם  יחִ   שׁדְּיֵ נִרְאֶה    וְכָתַב הט"ז    רֶ

 . ר עַל נִדְרוֹ מִנֶּדֶר שֶׁעַל תּוֹרָה עכ"לוֹגּוּפוֹ, לָכֵן יֵשׁ לָחוּשׁ יוֹתֵר גַּבֵּי צְדָקָה שֶׁיַּעֲב
 
The Taz3 wrote, “It appears that there is a distinction between charity and Torah, 

because a person’s evil inclination overcomes him more against giving money than something 
dependent upon a physical activity.” I.e., someone is more likely to engage in a physical action, 
such as learning Torah, than to give away his money. “Therefore, one should worry more about 
violating a vow regarding charity than a vow regarding learning Torah.” 

 
גְּדוֹל הַתַּעֲנִית יוֹתֵר מִן הַצְדָּקָה שֶׁזֶּה בְּגוּפוֹ   דְּחוּיִים מֵהָא דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק אֵין עוֹמְדִיןוְהַלֶּחֶם חֲמוּדוֹת כָּתַב עַל זֶה שֶׁדִּבְרֵי הט"ז  

    .הֲרֵי דְּיוֹתֵר קָשֶׁה עַל הָאָדָם לַעֲשׂוֹת מִצְוָה בְּגוּפוֹ יוֹתֵר מִבְּמָמוֹנוֹ וְזֶה בְּמָמוֹנוֹ,
  

The Lechem Chamudot4 wrote about this, that the words of the Taz should be pushed 

off because of what was said in the fifth chapter of tractate Berachot entitled, “One only 

stands”: “Rabbi Elazar said: A fast is greater than charity, for [a fast] is [a mitzvah performed] 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ps. 119:106. 
2 Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 203:4. 
3 Rabbi David ha-Levi Segal (“Taz”) (c. 1586–1667), Turei Zahav 203:5. 
4 Rabbi Yomtov Lipman Heller (1579–1654), rabbi in Prague and Vienna. Author of Tosfot Yom Tov commentary 

on the Mishnah and the Lechem Chamudot commentary on the Mishneh Torah. 
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with one’s body [as he afflicts himself], while [charity] is [performed only] with one’s money.”5 

That is, it’s more difficult for a man to do a mitzvah with his body than with his money, which 

is the opposite of what the Taz said.  

 

אִם כֵּן, כְּשֶׁחָשַׁב לַעֲשׂוֹת מִצְוָה    .תַּעֲנִיתָא וְכוּ'  זֵירָא גְּזוּר  ר'בִּימֵי    כִי תֵירֵץ הוּא עִם מַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּתַעֲנִיתוּמִשּׁוּם הָ 

   .לּוּ נַעֲשֵׂיתָ ינְחַשֵּׁב כְּאִ 

 

Because of this, [the Lechem Chamudot] solved why the Shulchan Aruch distinguished 

between allowing a vow with regard to Torah but not with regard to charity. He explained this with 

what was written in the first chapter of tractate Ta’anit (8b), “In the days of Rabbi Zeira, 

persecution was decreed, a decree that they were not allowed to fast.” Rabbi Zeira told the people 

to accept upon themselves to fast, which they would observe when the decree was annulled. If so, 

when he thought to do a mitzvah, it’s considered as though he did it. 

 

ם  ין בְּנֶדֶר צְדָקָה יֵשׁ לָחוּשׁ שֶׁמָּא יְעַכְּבֶנּוּ יִצְרוֹ מִלְּקַיֵּ וְלָכֵ   דְּמִצְוָה אַצּוֹלֵי לָא מַצְּלָא מִיֵּצֶר הָרָע וְהַתּוֹרָה מַצְּלָא,  וְאָמְרִינַן בְּסוֹטָה

לִ  לוֹ  וְאֵין  ה  .דּוֹריהַנֶּדֶר  וְלָכֵן  לַחוּשׁ  אֵין  תּוֹרָה  שֶׁל  בַּנֶּדֶר  לִ וּאָמְנָם  לוֹ  יִצְרוֹ  וֹדּיתַּר  יִתְקַפְנוּ  וְלאֹ  מַצְּלָא  אַצּוֹלֵי  שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה  ר, 

 .צּוּרים הַנֶּדֶר עכ"ל בַּקִּ ילְהִתְרַשֵּׁל מִלְּקַיֵּ 

 

Also, it says in tractate Sota:  

Rav Yosef said [that with regard to] a mitzvah, at the time when one is 

engaged in its [performance, it] protects [one from misfortune] and saves [one from 

the evil inclination]; at the time when one is not engaged in its [performance, it] 

protects [one from misfortune but it] does not save one from the evil inclination. 

[With regard to] Torah [study], both at the time when one is engaged in it and at 

the time when one is not engaged in it, it protects [one from misfortune] and saves 

[one from the evil inclination]. 

- Sota 21a 

 

Therefore, for a vow [to give] charity, one can worry lest his evil inclination delays 

him from fulfilling the vow, so that he shouldn’t make a vow. However, for a vow regarding 

Torah, he need not fear, and therefore he is permitted to make a vow, for the Torah saves him 

from the evil inclination, and his evil inclination won’t attack him to make him neglect 

fulfilling the vow. This is a summary of the language of [the Lechem Chamudot]. 

 

 
5 Berachot 32b. 
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שְׁבֹר    שֶׁגָּדוֹל תַּעֲנִית יוֹתֵר מִן הַצְּדָקָה, זֶהוּ לְפִי מַאי דְּאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ח' דְּקַמָּא  וּלְדִידַן אֵינָהּ קוּשְׁיָא כָּל כָּ˂ שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ

   .דְּגּוּפָא עַל צַעֲרָא דְּמָמוֹנָא וְלאֹ עַל צַעֲרָא מְחֵילשֶׁאָדָם  אֶת כַּדִּי וְכוּ' שְׁבֹר אֶת יָדִי קְטַע אֶת רַגְלִי וְכוּ',

 

Concerning ourselves, there is no great difficulty, for even though we find that a fast 

is greater than charity, this is according to what is said in the eighth chapter of tractate Bava 

Kamma, “[Regarding] one who says [to another]: . . . Break my jug, [and he does so, he is] 

liable [to pay for the damage]. [But if he instructed him explicitly: Do so] on the condition that 

[you will] be exempt [from payment, he is] exempt [from payment]. [However, if he said] break 

my hand, cut off my leg, on the condition that [you will] be exempt [from payment, and he did 

so, he is nonetheless] liable.”6 For a man forgives financial suffering but not physical suffering. 

 

עִנְיָן   לוֹ  וְאֵין  צַעַר הַגּוּף  יֵשׁ בּוֹ  בִּשְׁבִיל    כְּלָל,   לְהָכָא וּבְתַעֲנִית  הַדָּבָר  מִלַּעֲשׂוֹת אוֹתוֹ  יַנִּיחַ  שֶׁלָּנוּ הוּא אִם  הַסָּפֵק  כָּאן  שֶׁהֲרֵי 

"פִּקּוּדֵי ה' יְשָׁרִים מְשַׂמְּחֵי־לֵב", וְהַצְדָּקָה אֵינָהּ כָּל כָּ˂ מְשַׂמַּחַת לְפִי    רַח הַתּוֹרָה אַדְרַבָּא מְשַׂמַּחַת לֵב דִּכְתִיבוֹוּמֵעַתָּה ט  רַח,וֹהַטּ

נַת  וכָּ˂ הָיִינוּ יְכוֹלִים לְתָרֵץ בְּכַוָּ   .וּלְעוֹלָם הוּא מִתְיָירֵא לִיתֵן הַצְדָּקָה לֶעָנִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ הָגוּן ,שֶׁצְּרִיכִים אָנוּ לְהַחֲזִיק טוֹבָה לָרַמָּאִים

 . הט"ז

 

As we explained above, the Lechem Chamudot had challenged the Taz on the basis of a 

teaching in tractate Berachot that, “A fast is greater than charity.” But we understand now that a 

fast means suffering of the body, which is not relevant here at all, for here our doubt is if he 

will stop from doing something because of the burden. Now, the burden of learning the Torah, 

to the contrary, gladdens the heart, as it is written, “The precepts of the L-rd are just, 

rejoicing the heart.”7 But charity is not so gladdening of the heart, for “we need to appreciate 

the swindlers [who ask for charity that they do not need],”8 for he would always be afraid of 

giving charity to a “poor person” who was not genuine.  

Thus, we are able to solve the intention of the Taz, who said that a person’s evil 

inclination overcomes him more against giving money than something dependent upon a physical 

activity. We understand that giving charity does not gladden the heart. Regarding physical activity, 

at least for the specific case of learning Torah, that does gladden the heart. Therefore, we have 

overcome the Lechem Chamudot’s challenge against the Taz. 

 

 
6 Mishnah Bava Kamma 8:7. 
7 Ps. 19:9. 
8 Ketubot 68a: “Rabbi Chanina said: This is what Rabbi Elazar said, We need to appreciate the swindlers [who 

ask for charity that they do not need], because were it not for them, we would be sinning every day.” One way of 
taking this is: Because we are tricked into giving charity to undeserving swindlers, we don’t have enough funds left 
for the truly poor, but we are forgiven for not supporting them, as we were tricked. The Zera Shimshon follows another 
approach: We know that there are swindlers out there, and we may fail to give charity to a truly poor person out of 
fear that he is a swindler, but we are forgiven for that because of our fear of being swindled. 



4 
 

לְהַקְשׁ יֵשׁ  שֶׁתֵּירֵץ הוּא  מַה  הַגְּמָרָאאֲבָל  דְּפָרֵי˂  וּמִצִּינוּ  לִידּוֹר,  אֵין צוֹרֵ˂  מַצְּלָא  שֶׁהַתּוֹרָה  לְפִי  שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא  עָלָיו  דְּנְדָרִים   וֹת 
  שְׁבָּע וְעוֹמֵד מֵהַר סִינַי הוּא, מִנַּיִן שֶׁנִּשְׁבָּעִין לְקַיֵּים הַמִּצְוָה הָאוֹמֵר אֶשְׁנֶה פֶּרֶק זֶה וְכוּ' וַהֲלאֹ מוּ  ) עַל הַהִיא דְּרַב גִּידֵּלח' (דַּף

יִצְרוֹ, אֵין לוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת    יִתְקַפְנוּוּמְתָרְצִינַן הַתָּם הָא קָא מַשְׁמַע לַן דְּשָׁרֵי לֵיהּ לְאִינִישׁ לְזָרוֹזֵי נַפְשֵׁיהּ. וְאִם בַּתּוֹרָה אֵין לַחוּשׁ שֶׁ 
   כְּדֵי לְזָרוֹזֵי נַפְשֵׁיהּ. יִצְרוֹ, אַדְרַבָּא הָיָה לוֹ לִידּוֹר יִתְקַפְנוּלַחוּשׁ שֶׁ  שְׁבוּעָה עַל שְׁבוּעָה, וְאִם בִּשְׁאַר מִצְוֹת יֵשׁ

 
We can question the solution [Lechem Chamudot] offered, that because the Torah saves 

one from the evil inclination, he need not fear the evil inclination attacking him and making him 
violate his vow, and therefore he can make a vow to learn Torah. We can question this, for to the 
contrary, as the Torah saves, there is no need to swear. We find that the Gemara of tractate 
Nedarim 8a refuted this position of the Lechem Chamudot: 

Rav Gidel said [that] Rav said: “From where [is it derived] that one may 
take an oath to fulfill a mitzvah? As it is stated: ‘I have sworn and I have 
confirmed it, to observe Your righteous ordinances’ (Ps. 119:106). One who says: 
I will . . . study this chapter . . . has taken a great vow to the G-d of Israel.”  

Is he not already under oath from Mount Sinai [to fulfill all the mitzvot]? 
We resolved this: there we learned that it is permitted for a man to motivate 
himself [to fulfill the mitzvot in this manner].  If regarding the Torah there’s no 
need to fear that his [evil] inclination will attack him [to make him neglect 
fulfilling the vow], there’s no reason for him to make an oath upon an oath. If 
for the remaining mitzvot, there is a reason to fear that his [evil] inclination 
will attack him, then to the contrary he should swear in order to motivate 
himself. 

- Nedarim 7b–8a 
 

רוּצוֹ כְּלוּם, ישֶׁיִתְקַפְנוּ יִצְרוֹ אֵין לוֹ לִידּוֹר, מִכָּל מָקוֹם אֵין בְּתֵ לּוּ אִם תִּמְצָא לוֹמַר כִּסְבָרַת הָרַב הַנַּ"ל דְּהֵיכָא שֶׁיֵּשׁ לַחוּשׁ יוַאֲפִ 
בְּנֶדֶר שֶׁל תּוֹרָה נַפְשֵׁיהּ אֶלָּא  וְהֵ וְזֶהוּ הֵ .  שֶׁהֲרֵי לִדְבָרָיו לאֹ הוּתַּר לִידּוֹר לְזָרוֹזֵי  דְּבִגְמָרָא  פֶ˂ דַּעַת הַשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂  פֶ˂ הָאֱמֶת, 

ם  י וֹת, וְכֵן הַשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ שָׁם בַּסְּעִיף הַנַּ"ל סִיֵּ נוּ כָּל הַמִּצְ ינוּ סְתָם מִצְוָה דְּהַיְ יוֹת, וְהַיְ ינָן מִנַּיִן שֶׁנִּשְׁבָּעִין לְקַיֵּים אֶת הַמִּצְ אָמְרִ 
מִצְוָה מִמִּצְוֹת לאֹ תַּעֲשֶׂה אוֹ יִתְרַשֵּׁל מִקִּיּוּם מִצְוַת עֲשֵׂה מִצְוָה  ר עַל אֵיזוֹ  וֹוְכֵן אִם יְרֵא שֶׁיִתְקַפְוּ יִצְרוֹ וְיַעֲב  דְבָרָיו וְזֶה לְשׁוֹנוֹ,

  . הָא קַמַּן שֶׁבְּכָל הַמִּצְוֹת שָׁרֵי לִידּוֹר לְזָרוֹזֵי נַפְשֵׁיהּ אַף עַל פִּי דְמִצְוָה אַצּוֹלֵי לָא מַצְּלָא .לִישָּׁבַע וְלִידּוֹר כְּדֵי לְזָרֵז עַצְמוֹ עכ"ל
 
Even if you say, as the above-mentioned rabbi, the Lechem Chamudot, explained, that 

one who fears that he will be attacked by his evil inclination should not swear, in any case 
there is nothing to his solution. For according to him, there is no permission to swear in order 
to motivate himself, except for a vow of learning Torah.  

This is the opposite of the Shulchan Aruch’s opinion and the opposite of the truth. As 
it says in the Gemara, in Nedarim 7b–8a, quoted above, from where [is it derived] that one may 
take an oath to fulfill the mitzvot? We find there, simply, the wording “a mitzvah” without 
specificity, which is referring to all the mitzvot.  

Similarly, the Shulchan Aruch there, Yoreh Deah, siman 203, in the se’if mentioned 
above, se’if 6, concludes his words, and this is his language: “If he fears that his evil 
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inclination will attack and he will transgress any commandment of the negative mitzvot, or 
become negligent in the fulfilment of a positive mitzvah, it is a commandment for that person 
to vow in order to motivate himself.” Thus, even though in se’if 4, the Shulchan Aruch wrote, 
“One must be careful not to make a vow on anything, and even regarding giving charity, it’s not 
good to make a vow,” he counters this in se’if 6. Thus, we have before us that for all of the 
mitzvot, it’s permitted to swear to motivate himself, even though a mitzvah does not save one 
from the evil inclination when he’s not engaged in the performance of the mitzvah. 

  
שָׁרֵי   מִצְוָה  שֶׁבְּכָל  נִרְאֶה  עָרוּ˂  הַשֻּׁלְחָן  מִפְּשָׁט  שֶׁהֲרֵי  קָשֶׁה,  לַטַּעַם הט"ז  גַּם  זֶה  שֶׁלְּפִי  אֱמֶת  מִּצְוֹת  וְהֵן  וְיֵשׁ  נַפְשֵׁיהּ  לְזָרוֹזֵי 

וֹת הַצְדָּקָה לאֹ שָׁרֵי לִידּוֹר לְזָרוֹזֵי נַפְשֵׁיהּ מִטַּעַם דְּאָמְרִינָן וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּדַּוְקָא בְּמִצְ   כָּה וְלוּלָב וְכַּיּוֹצֵא.וּהַתְּלוּיוֹת בְּמָמוֹן כְּגוֹן ס
וְאִם כֵּן בִּצְדָקָה אֵין    הָא קָיְימִי עֲנִיִּים.מְחַיֵּיב עָלֶיהָ לְאַלְתַּר דְּ   —זוֹ צְדָקָה וְכוּ', וּצְדָקָה    —״בְּפִי˂״    בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּראֹשׁ הַשָּׁנָה

 קוֹדֵם זְמַנָּם,  רוֹשֶׁיִּדּ, וְהוּא הַדִּין בְּנִדְרֵי הֶקְדֵּשׁ, מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן שְׁאָר מִצְוֹת שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם זְמַן כָּל הַיּוֹם אוֹ אֶפְשָׁר  לוֹ זְמַן לְהִתְעַכֵּב
  .""וְאָסַפְתָּ דְגָנֶ˃ דִכְתִיבתַּר לִידּוֹר לְזָרוֹזֵי נַפְשֵׁיהּ, וְאַף בְּתוֹרָהּ יֵשׁ זְמַן שֶׁרַשַּׁאי לְהִתְבַּטֵּל כְּ וּוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי ה

 
It is true that according to this, the reasoning of the Taz is also difficult, for from the 

simple meaning of the Shulchan Aruch, at least from Yoreh Deah, siman 203, se’if 6, it appears 
that for every mitzvah, it is permissible to swear in order to motivate oneself. Even regarding 
money, which the Taz said was the issue when he discussed why charity was specifically called 
out in se’if 4, there are mitzvot that depend upon money, such as the obligation for Sukkot to 
dwell in a Sukkah, and to take the four species, including a lulav, and the like.  

It can be said that specifically for the mitzvot of charity it is not permissible to swear 
in order to motivate oneself, for the reason as it says in the first chapter of tractate Rosh 
Hashana: 

[A Baraita analyzed the verse: “That which is gone out of your lips you 
shall keep and do; as you have vowed as a gift to the L-rd your G-d, which you 
have promised with your mouth” (Deut. 23:24).] “With your mouth”; this [is 
referring to vows of] charity. Rava said: [In the case of vows of] charity, one is 
liable immediately [if he is late in distributing the charity that he had promised to 
give]. What is the reason? That poor people exist [everywhere, so the charity can 
be distributed to them immediately, unlike an offering, which must be brought to 
the Temple]. 

- Rosh Hashana 6a 
 If so, for charity, he does not have time to delay, i.e., as he can give charity immediately, 

he doesn’t have to worry about his evil inclination overcoming him before he acts. This is the law 
for vows of consecration to the Temple.  

This is not the case for other mitzvot, for which there is time all day to fulfill the vow 
to fulfill the mitzvah, or he may make a vow before the time to perform it arrives, and during 
the delay, his evil inclination may overcome him. Because of this, he is permitted to swear in 
order to motivate himself, and even for the Torah there is a time that one is allowed to delay 
his Torah learning, as it is written, “I will grant the rain for your land in season, the early rain and 
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the late; you shall gather in your new grain and wine and oil,”9 i.e., a legitimate action that takes 
time away from Torah learning. 

Thus, the Shulchan Aruch is saying that one should ideally not make a vow regarding 
anything, and specifically not for the mitzvah of giving charity. However, if one fears that his evil 
inclination will cause him to transgress a negative commandment, or not to fulfill a positive 
commandment, then it is appropriate for him to make a vow in order to motivate himself. 

 
 

* * * 

 
9 Deut. 11:14. 


