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Chapter XLVIII: Shoftim (Deut. 16:18–21:9) 
 
Essay 7. The wicked are not immediately punished 
 
Mephibosheth was a grandson of King Saul. After David became king of the united 

monarchy, he sought “someone of the house of Saul, to whom I may show the kindness of G-d,”1 
and Mephibosheth was brought to him. David restored Saul’s inheritance to Mephibosheth and 
permitted him to live within his palace in Jerusalem. He appointed Ziba, a former servant of Saul, 
to serve Mephibosheth.  

However, when David fled Jerusalem after Absalom’s conspiracy, Ziba came to David 
with supplies, claiming that Mephibosheth was not faithful to David. David responded by giving 
all of Mephibosheth’s property to Ziba. Upon David’s return to Jerusalem, Scripture relates: 

Mephibosheth said: “ ‘[Ziba] has slandered your servant to my lord the king. But my lord 
the king is like an angel of the L-rd; do as you see fit. For all the members of my father’s family 
deserved only death from my lord the king; yet you set your servant among those who ate at your 
table. What right have I to appeal further to Your Majesty?’ The king said to him, ‘You need not 
speak further. I decree that you and Ziba shall divide the property.’ And Mephibosheth said to the 
king, ‘Let him take it all, as long as my lord the king has come home safe.’ ”2 

 

ֹ   פֶּרֶק ה'  שַׁבָּת , אֶלָּא עַל מִי שֶׁהֱבִיאֲ˃ לְשָׁלוֹם מֶתוֹתַּרְעוְאַתָּה עוֹשֶׂה לִי כָּ˂, לאֹ עָלֶי˃ יֵשׁ לִי    א בְּשָׁלוֹםאֲנִי אָמַרְתִּי מָתַי תָּב

ק וַיָּרֶב וַיָּבאֹ שָׁאוּל עַד־עִיר עֲמָלֵ דִּכְתִיב: ״  ,הָא דַּאֲמַרַן. ״בַּר נַצָּא״  ,יָצְאתָה בַּת קוֹל וְאָמְרָה לוֹ: נַצָּא בַּר נַצָּא. ״נַצָּא״וְכוּ'.  
שֶׁת מִמַּה שֶׁשָּׁאוּל לאֹ רָצָה לְהַכְרִית  וֹבַּת קוֹל לִמְפִיב  הֱשִׁיבָתוֹמַקְשִׁים הָעוֹלָם מָה    אָמַר ר' מָנִי: עַל עִסְקֵי נַחַל ע"כ.וְ ״,  בַּנָּחַל

זֶרַע עֲמָלֵק, וְעוֹד שֶׁאָמַר יִקָּח אַחֲרֵי אֲשֶׁר־בָּא   כָּל  זֶה לְהַפְסִיד  " אֲדֹנִי הַמֶּלֶך בְּשָׁלוֹם אֶל־בֵּיתוֹ   "גַּם אֶת־הַכֹּל  , מַה טַעַם הוּא 
  נְכָסָיו בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהַמֶּלֶ˂ חָזַר בְּשָׁלוֹם, אַדְרַבָּא זֶה נוֹתֵן מְקוֹם לִלְשׁוֹן הָרָע שֶׁל צִיבָא עַבְדּוֹ.

 
Tractate Shabbat, chapter 5:  

[Mephibosheth] said to [David]: I [had hoped for your return], saying: 
When will he come in peace, but you do this to me [giving Ziba half of my 
estate]? It is not against you that I have a grievance, but against He who 
brought you back in peace. 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 II Sam. 19:28–31. 
2 II Sam. 19:31. 
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This is what is written: “And the son of Jonathan was Meriv-Baal” (I Chron. 
8:34). And was Meriv-Baal his name? Wasn’t his name Mephibosheth? However, 
since he entered into a quarrel [meriva] with his Master [ba’al] [i.e., G-d, and 
complained about G-d having saved David], a Heavenly Voice emerged and said 
to him: Quarrelsome [one], the son of a quarrelsome [one; you are just like your 
grandfather, Saul]. [The Gemara explains:] Quarrelsome [one]; that which we 
said [that Mephibosheth complained to G-d about His salvation of David]. The son 
of a quarrelsome [one]; as it is written: “Then Saul advanced as far as the city 
of Amalek and quarreled [וַיָּרֶב] [va’yariv] in the valley.” (I Sam. 15:5). Rabbi 
Mani said: [Saul quarreled with G-d] with regard to matters of the valley. [He 
argued that an unsolved murder must be atoned by breaking the neck of a heifer in 
a valley, because the victim could have produced great deeds or offspring, and thus 
he questioned the need to kill all of Amalek, reasoning that great things or offspring 
may have come from some of them.] 

- Shabbat 56b  
Everyone asks why the Heavenly Voice answered Mephibosheth regarding Saul not wanting 
to destroy all of Amalek. [They ask] also why [Mephibosheth] said to King David, “Let him 
take it all, as long as my lord the king has come home safe.”3 What was the point of losing 
his possessions because the king returned in peace? Rather, this supports the slander of Ziba, 
his servant, i.e., almost as if Mephibosheth is now admitting that Ziba’s report was not slander, 
but was factual. 

  
אָה דּוֹרוֹ שֶׁל אַחְאָב עַל יְדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ בָּהֶם דֵּלָטוֹרִין הָיוּ יוֹצְאִים לַמִּלְחָמָה וְנוֹצְחִין, וְדוֹרוֹ שֶׁל  יוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בַּיְּרוּשַׁלְמִי דְּפֵ 

וְיָדוּעַ שֶׁהַלָּשׁוֹן הָרָע עוֹבֵר עָלָיו בֵּין הָאוֹמְרוֹ וּבֵין הַמְקַבְּלוֹ,    ה וְנוֹפְלִין וְכוּ'.דָּוִד עַל יְדֵי שֶׁהָיוּ בָּהֶם דֵּלָטוֹרִין הָיוּ יוֹצְאִין לְמִּלְחָמָ 
ל לָשׁוֹן שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁהָיָה בְּעַ   ,וְצִיבָא שֶׁאָמְרוֹ .סּוּר זֶהיכְרָח לוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה חָמוּר לְפָנָיו אִ וּוְהוֹאִיל שֶׁדָּוִד קִבֵּל הַלָּשׁוֹן הָרַע, מ

וְעוֹד שֶׁבַּעֲלֵי לָשׁוֹן הָרַע הֵם שׂוֹנְאִים .  ל בְּמִלְחָמָהוֹפּיסּוּר הָיָה לוֹ לִ יהָרַע, וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁצִּיבָא הָיָה דֵּלָטוֹר, וְדָוִד לאֹ הָיָה חוֹשֵׁשׁ לָאִ 
פְּרֵי לָשׁוֹן הָרַע, כְּדִכְתִיב "ה' הַצִּילָה נַפְשִׁי מִשְּׂפַת־שֶׁקֶר" וְכוּ'  הַשָּׁלוֹם, כִּדְמוֹכַח מִמִּזְמוֹר "אֶל־ה' בַּצָּרָתָה לִּי" שֶׁמְּדַבֵּר נֶגֶד מִסְ 

וּבְכָאן דָּוִד הָיָה חוֹזֵר מִן הַמִּלְחָמָה עִם אַבְשָׁלוֹם    ."רַבַּת שָׁכְנָה־לָּהּ נַפְשִׁי עִם שׂוֹנֵא שָׁלוֹם: אֲנִי־שָׁלוֹם" וְכוּ' "הֵמָּה לַמִּלְחָמָה"
בֵּית יוֹסֵף כַּנִּרְאֶה שׁ שֶׁכָּל יִשְׂרָאֵל יַשְׁלִימוּ עִמּוֹ וְלִהְיוֹת בְּשָׁלוֹם עִמָּהֶם, וְצִיבָא בָּא לִקְרָאתוֹ עִם שִׁמְעִי ראֹשׁ לְכָל  וְהָיָה מְבַקֵּ 

 מִפְּשָׁט הַכְּתוּבִים. 
 
It can be said that it’s brought in the Jerusalem [Talmud] of tractate Peah [1:1]: “The 

generation of Ahab were idolaters, but since there was no informants among them, they went 
to war and were victorious. The generation of David were all righteous, but because there were 
informers among them, they went to war and were falling [in battle].” It’s known that slander 
is a sin both for the one who speaks it and for the one who accepts it.4 Since David accepted 

 
3 II Sam. 19:31. 
4 Arachin 15b. 
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the slander, it must be said that he was not strict regarding this prohibition.5  Since Ziba said 
[this slander], hear from this that he was one who speaks slander, and since Ziba was an 
informant, and David wasn’t afraid of this prohibition, [David] was liable to fall in war. Also, 
speakers of slander hate peace, as is proven from the poem: 

A song of ascents: In my distress I called to the L-rd and He answered me. 
O L-rd, save me from treacherous lips, from a deceitful tongue! What can you 
profit, what can you gain, O deceitful tongue? A warrior’s sharp arrows, with hot 
coals of broom-wood. Woe is me, that I live with Meshech, that I dwell among the 
clans of Kedar. Too long have I dwelt with those who hate peace. I am all peace; 
but when I speak, they are for war.  

- Ps. 120:1–7 
Here David was returning from the war with Absalom and asked that all of Israel reconcile 
with him and that he could be at peace with them. But Ziba came to meet him with Shimei, 
head of all the house of Joseph, as appears from the plain meaning of the verses. Mephiboshet 
was confused, as it seems that David accepted slander, and should have been punished in battle. 
But David survived and said he wanted peace, but then he met again with the slanderer. 

 
סּוּר  י חוֹשֵׁשׁ לְאִ שֶׁת, הוֹאִיל שֶׁיֵּשׁ בַּדּוֹר הַזֶּה מְסַפְּרֵי לָשׁוֹן הָרַע, וְגַם אַתָּה שֶׁקַּבָּלָתוֹ, שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁלּאֹ הָיִיתָ וֹפִיבוְאִם כֵּן אָמַר מְ 

 מֶת וֹלָכֵן לאֹ עָלֶי˃ יֵשׁ לִי תַּרְעבְ אֵל אֶל בֵּיתֶ˃,  וְעוֹד חָזַרְתָּ בְּשָׁלוֹם עִם כָּל בֵּית יִשְׂרָ .  מִן הַמִּלְחָמָהנֵיצוֹּלְתָ  זֶה, אֲנִי תָּמֵהַּ אֵי˂  
וְהָרְאָיָה שֶׁחָזַרְתָּ בְּשָׁלוֹם אֶל בֵּיתֶ˃, וְהוֹאִיל שֶׁיֵּשׁ לְ˃ .  שֶׁאַדְרַבָּא זֶהוּ סִימָן לְ˃ שֶׁמַה שֶׁקִּבַּלְתָּ אֵינוֹ לָשׁוֹן הָרַע אֶלָּא דִּבְרֵי אֱמֶת

הַשָּׁ  שֶׁמִּן  זוֹ  עִמְּ˃,רְאָיָה  הַדִּין  כִדְבָרָיו  הָאֱמֶת  אִם  שֶׁהָרֵי  יִקַּח,  הַכֹּל  אֶת  גַּם  לִטְעוֹת,  מָקוֹם  לְ˃  נָתְנוּ  מוֹרֵד   מַיִם  נִקְרָא  שֶׁאֲנִי 
הָכִי   וּמִשּׁוּם  כְּלוּם,  לִי  וְאֵין  אֲשֶׁר־בָּא"בַּמַּלְכוּת  אַחֲרֵי  יִקָּח  תַּרְע. אֲבָ "אֶל־בֵּיתוֹבְּשָׁלוֹם    . . .  אֶת־הַכֹּל  לִי  יֵשׁ  מִי  וֹל  עַל  מֶת 

ֹ וֹשֶׁהֱבִיאֲ˃ בְּשָׁלוֹם, שֶׁהקב"ה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁזֶּה לָשׁוֹן הָרַע וְע  ?לָמָּה הֱבִיאֲ˃ בְּשָׁלוֹם .א בְּשָׁלוֹםנֶשׁ לָשׁוֹן הָרַע הוּא שֶׁלּאֹ יָב
 
If so, Mephibosheth said, since in this generation there are speakers of slander, and 

also you accept it, hear from this that you did not fear from this prohibition. Thus, I am 
astounded how you were saved from the war. Also, you returned in peace with the entire 
house of Israel to your house, and therefore, “It is not against you that I have a grievance,” 
for the contrary, this is a sign to you that you believe that what you received is not slander, 
rather words of truth. The proof is that you returned in peace to your house. I know that 
Ziba’s words were slander, but since you have this proof, that from Heaven you were allowed 
to err, then you should take everything, for if the truth is like his words, the law is with you, 
that I would be called a rebel against the throne and I would have nothing. Because of that, 
“Let him take it all, as long as my lord the king has come home safe.”  

But I have a grievance against He that brought you back in peace, that the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, knows that this is slander, and the penalty for slander is that he should not 
come in peace. Why did You bring him back in peace? 

 
5 Shabbat 56a. 
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לְמָא מַה שֶׁחַס הקב"ה ישֶׁת, דְּדִ וֹמֶת זוֹ שֶׁל מְפִיבוֹמִיָּד יָצְאתָה בַּת קוֹל וְאָמְרָה לוֹ נַצָּא בַּר נַצָּא וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר יֵשׁ לְהָשִׁיב עַל תַּרְע

ן הָרַע, לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא מִשּׁוּם שֶׁעָתִיד לָצֵאת מִמֶּנּוּ אֵיזֶה  נֶשׁ שֶׁל בַּעֲלֵי לָשׁוֹוֹעַל דָּוִד וְלאֹ הֵמִיתוּ בַּמִּלְחָמָה אוֹ בְּדֶרֶ˂ כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיָה הָע
וַתֵּר לָהֶם, אוֹ מִפְּנֵי ואֶלָּא מְ   דָּבָר טוֹב, אוֹ יַעֲשֶׂה אֵיזֶה דָּבָר טוֹב בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁהקב"ה אֵינוֹ מֵמִית אֶת הָרְשָׁעִים תֵּכֶף וּמִיָּד שֶׁחָטְאוּ

מּוֹת שֶׁחַס הקב"ה עֲלֵיהֶן בִּשְׁבִיל שְׁתֵּי פְּרִידוֹת  וּכִּדְאַשְׁכְּחַן בִּשְׁנֵי א נֵי שֶׁעָתִיד לָצֵאת מֵהֶם אֵיזֶה דְּבַר טוֹב,קּוּן הָעוֹלָם אוֹ מִפְּ יתִּ 
   גָר.שֵּׁב בְּדַעְתּוֹ בִּסְבָרָא זוֹ וְלאֹ לִהְיוֹת קוֹרֵא תִ ייַ שֶׁת הָיָה לוֹ לְהִתְ וֹ, וְאִם כֵּן מְפִיב]בְּבָבָא קַמָּא[כִּדְאָמְרִינַן  טוֹבוֹת וְלאֹ הֶחֱרִיבָן

 
Immediately a Heavenly Voice emerged and said to him: Quarrelsome one, the son of 

a quarrelsome one; you are just like your father, Saul. This is as if to say, one can answer this 
grievance of Mephibosheth, that perhaps the reason that the Holy One, Blessed be He, saved 
David and didn’t kill him in the war or on the way, as was the punishment for speakers of 
slander, was only because something good was going to come from him in the future, or 
because he would do something good in Israel. That is, the Holy One, Blessed be He, does not 
kill the wicked immediately when they sin, rather He overlooks [the sin for the moment], 
either because of repairing the world or because something good will come from [the sinners] 
in the future.  

This is as we found with the two nations that the Holy One, Blessed be He, saved 
because of two virtuous fledglings, viz, Ruth, the Moabite, the ancestor of David, and Na’amah 
the Ammonite, Solomon’s wife. Because of [these two women], He didn’t destroy [those two 
nations], as it is written in [Bava Kamma],6 page 38b. If so, Mephibosheth should have settled 
his thinking with this opinion and not been quarrelsome.  

 
וּמָה אִם עַל נֶפֶשׁ אֶחָד    .וּוּי הקב"היפֵּ˂ צִ פֵּ˂ זֶה וְהִ ג אֶת עֲמָלֵק עָשָׂה קוּשְׁיָא הִ וֹשֶׁשָּׁאוּל אָבִי אָבִיו כְּשֶׁנִּצְטַוֶּה לַהֲרוְיוֹתֵר קָשֶׁה  

ֹ וְהַטַּעַם הוּא כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּסוֹטָה    ,בַנָּחַלאָמְרָה תּוֹרָה הַבָּא עֶגְלָה עֲרוּפָה   בְּמָקוֹם שֶׁאֵינוֹ    עָרֵףירוֹת וְתֵ יא מִי שֶׁלּאֹ עָשְׂתָה פֵ תָּב
לְּלוּ עַל אַחַת כַּמָּה וְכַמָּה שֶׁאִי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁלּאֹ יָצָא מֵהֶם כָּל הַנְּפָשׁוֹת הַ רוֹת,  ירוֹת לְכַפֵּר עַל מִי שֶׁלּאֹ הִנִּיחוּהוּ לַעֲשׂוֹת פֵּ יעוֹשֶׂה פֵ 

  אֵיזֶה דְּבַר טוֹב. 
 
It is even more difficult to understand that Saul, his grandfather, when he was 

commanded to kill Amalek, did the opposite of this and the opposite of the commandment of 
the Holy One, Blessed be He.  

Saul was thinking that the Torah spoke about the heifer whose neck was broken in the 
valley because of one person [who was found murdered].7 The reason for the form of the 
response is as it is written in Sotah 46a, “Let a heifer which is only one year old and which 
therefore has brought forth no fruits [i.e., no offspring] have its neck broken at a spot which 
has not brought forth fruits, to expiate for the murder of him whom they did not permit 
further to beget children.” In other words, great deeds, or great children, could have come forth 

 
6 The first edition cited Ketubot. 
7 Deut. 21:1–9. 
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from the victim, and we should take action to note that lost possibility. Thus, Saul reasoned, isn’t 
the same true for all these souls of Amalek, all the more so, that it’s impossible that something 
good would not come forth from some of them. 

 
דמֶת שֶׁל  וֹשֶׁת הִתְרַעֲמוּ עַל הקב"ה בִּסְבָרוֹת הֲפוּכוֹת, שֶׁאִם תַּרְעוֹאִם כֵּן שָׁאוּל וּמְפִיב מֶת הַשֵּׁנִי אֵינוֹ  וֹמֶת, תַּרְעוֹהוּא תַּרְע  אֶחָֽ

בַּעֲמָלֵק גָּלוּי הָיָה לִפְנֵי הקב"ה שֶׁאֵינוֹ עָתִיד שֶׁשָּׁם  נָתָם לְהִתְרַעֵם, וְזֶהוּ נַצָּא בַּר נַצָּא, וְהָאֱמֶת הוּא  וָ א וַדַּאי שֶׁכַּוּאֶלָּ .  מֶתוֹתַּרְע
  .פֵ˂לָצֵאת מֵהֶם דָּבָר טוֹב וְכָאן בְּדָוִד הָיָה אַדְרַבָּא לְהֶ 

 
If so, Saul and Mephibosheth were angry with the Holy One, Blessed be He, with 

opposite reasonings, for if the grievance of one is a true grievance, then the grievance of the 
second is not a true grievance. That is, Mephibosheth thought that if someone sinned, he should 
be punished immediately, whereas Saul recognized that G-d [typically] delayed punishment for a 
sin, in recognition that good could later come from the sinner. 

Rather, certainly their intent was to be angry, and this is the meaning of “quarrelsome 
[one], the son of a quarrelsome [one].”  

The truth is that there with Amalek it was revealed before the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, that even in the future, no good thing would come from [Amalek], and there was no need 
to delay their punishment, whereas here with David to the contrary, it was the opposite. 

 
* * * 


