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Chapter II — Mishnah 18
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[Rabbi Tarfon] used to say: It is not your duty to finish the work, but neither are you
free to neglect it. If you have learned much Torah, you will be given great reward. Faithful
is your Employer,' Who will pay you the reward of your labor. Know that the grant of reward
unto the righteous is in the future-to-come.
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We will shorten our discussion of the necessary details, and come to the verse: “Is
there not a term of military service to man upon earth? And are not his days like the days of
a hired laborer?”? That is, we are like hired laborers with respect to the Holy One, Blessed
be He, to fulfill His commandments. So we say in the Midrash:

To what is the matter comparable? To a king who hired workers for the

work of his vineyard, his garden, and his orchard. He was unspecific, and did

not reveal to them the wages for the [different trees of the] orchard, so they should

not forsake [working on] those with minimal wages and go and work [only] on
those with substantial wages.

- Deut. Rabbah 6:2

’ English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
! Literally, “the Master of your work.”
2Job 7:1.




In chapter 5 of Avodah Zarah (41a) we learned:
[Regarding a gentile who hires [a Jewish] laborer to work with him with
libation wine [for idolatry], his wage is forbidden [i.e., the Jew is forbidden to

derive benefit from such wage]. [If the gentile] hired him to do other work with

him, even if he said to him [while working]: Transport the barrel of libation

wine for me from this place to that place, his wage is permitted.

- Mishnah Avodah Zarah 5:1; Avodah Zarah 41a
That is, if a Jew is told from the outset that part of his work involves libation wine, the wages
would be forbidden. But if he was not hired to work specifically with the forbidden wine and the
wages he receives are for his other work, the wages are permitted.

Rabbi Ovadiah Bartenura explained: “[It would be permitted] in an example where
he said to him: ‘pass to me each and every barrel for a perutah.” ” In such a case of a piece-
rate contract, each barrel is its own task. “But if he said to him: ‘pass to me one hundred barrels
for one hundred perutot, and amongst them was found a barrel of libation wine, his hire is
forbidden.” ” In such a case of a global contract, moving all of the barrels is considered a single
task, and if one of the barrels was wine used for a libation, the entire wage is forbidden.?

Tosafot Yom Tov writes in the name of Rashi: “As long as [the worker| has not
transported all of them, [the employer] gives him nothing. Therefore, the wage is connected
with [the entire lot]. That one forbidden barrel caused all the wages, since if [the worker]
had not wanted to carry even one barrel [because of it being forbidden libation wine], perhaps
[the employer] would not have hired him.” See there.
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The Tanna has already taught us in the previous Mishnah, “and the reward is great
and the Master of the house presses,” as in that passage in Bava Metzia §3a, that he increased
their wages so that they would be diligent and rise early for his work. Therefore, it was
necessary to say: “It is not upon you to complete the work,” so that we should not say that
He increased [their wages] with the intention that they complete all the work. That is to say,
do not think that the obligation is placed upon you to fulfill all the commandments, and that
if you do not fulfill one of them you will lose your reward. As we say there in Avodah Zarah
regarding the gentile hiring a Jew, that perhaps he would not have hired him [had he known
that he would not fulfill the entirety of the project]. Rather, for each and every commandment
that you fulfill, He will pay your reward in the future, according to the reward appropriate
to that commandment.

3 The Bartenura’s explanation essentially echoes Rava’s explanation in Avodah Zarah 65a. The halacha is codified
by the Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Forbidden Foods, 13:18-19.
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“But neither are you free to neglect it.” With regard to the contractor—since he is not
like a servant who is obligated to work every day, but rather works when he wishes—once
he has accepted upon himself to do a certain task, he cannot retract. This is not so with a
worker, that is, a day laborer, who, while obligated to work the entire day, whether he
ultimately completes the work or not, may withdraw even in the middle of the day. This is
based upon the verse, “For the Children of Israel are servants unto Me; they are My servants,
whom I freed from the land of Egypt.”*

This verse is understood by the Sages to mean “they are My servants, and not servants to
servants.” Thus, even though a day laborer undertakes to work for the entire day, he cannot become
fully bound in a manner resembling servitude, and therefore retains the right to withdraw.

Moreover, although this verse describes Israel as servants of G-d, this does not imply a
form of coercive servitude. Rather, Divine service is structured in a way that preserves human
agency. Accordingly, even in the context of Torah study, the obligation resembles that of a day
laborer—who is obligated in his work but not absolutely bound—rather than that of a slave.

Perhaps a person will say: since I am a day laborer—as Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak
said, “we [Torah scholars] are day laborers”>—it is in my power to retract if I wish, like a
worker. Therefore, it says: “But neither are you free to neglect it,” you have the status of a
worker and a day laborer with respect to the Holy One, Blessed be He, but you are also like
a servant to Him, as it is written, “For the children of Israel are servants unto Me,” and the
law of a hired worker with respect to the Holy One, Blessed be He, is not like the law of a
hired worker with respect to a human being. Thus, a hired worker with respect to a human being
can quit his job, but a hired worker with respect to G-d is not free to neglect his job, that is,
performing the mitzvot.
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“If you have studied much Torah, you will be given great reward”—that is, the reward
for each and every act of study. Even so, you will not take your reward immediately; rather,
“faithful is your Employer, Who will pay you the reward of your labor ... in the future-to-
come.”

4 Lev. 25:55.
3 Eruvin 65a.
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Alternatively, in another way: “It is not upon you to complete the work.” You should
not be particular if you do not learn all the Torah that you would have wished to learn, or an
entire tractate, because you are occupied with commandments. For the Torah and the
commandment are one. So too we say: “Great is study, for it leads to action.”® Perhaps you
will say: to set aside Torah and engage in commandments, this too is not possible, “for an
ignoramus cannot be sin-fearing, nor can an unlearned person be pious”’; and this is the
meaning of “but neither are you free to neglect it.” Rather, this is the principle: if you have
learned much Torah but have engaged only a bit in acts of kindness and commandments, in
either case they give you much reward.
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Even if you have neglected much Torah on account of engaging in commandments,
your Employer is faithful to pay you the reward of your labor. It is known that the reward
for Torah study is greater than the reward for the commandments, as we learned (Peah 1:1):
“And the study of Torah is equal to them all.”® The Holy One, Blessed be He, desires that one
set aside Torah in order to fulfill a passing commandment, or one that cannot be fulfilled by
others, as is stated in Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De’ah, siman 246 (se’if 18). Regarding this it
says: “faithful is your Employer,” that this commandment is for you as a task, that He will
pay you “the reward of your labor,” that is, the reward that would have come to you through
Torah study. This is as we have analyzed and explained above nearby in Mishnah 16.

¢ Kiddushin 40b.
7 Pirkei Avot 2:6.
8 Peah 1:1.
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Here too, originally it teaches “your work,” and then “your labor.” That is, the Hebrew
of the Mishnah reads “qnax?» %v2” which we have translated as Employer, but it literally means
“the Master of your work.” Why the switch from 303857 [“your work™] to 7n2y9 [“your labor”]?
Because a person is called a hired worker and a laborer with respect to Torah study, and this
is specifically his labor, as it is written: “and you shall meditate in it day and night.”’

But at the time of a commandment, he sets aside the Torah. Immediately after
completing the commandment, he returns to his obligation of labor. This is the reason that
the Torah is not like the sukkah, for every time one enters it or eats in it, he must recite a
blessing, whereas Torah—even if he interrupted his study and engaged in his affairs—he
does not return and recite a blessing. For Torah is different, since all day he is obligated to
study,'’ and this is like a worker and a day laborer who is obligated to work all day.
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Now the repetition of “faithful is your Employer Who will pay you the reward of your
labor” is fine, after it already said, “If you have studied much Torah, you will be given great
reward.”

It concludes: “Know that the grant of reward unto the righteous is in the future-to-
come,” and this too appears superfluous. Further it is difficult to understand: what is “the
grant” of their reward? It should have said: “know that the reward of the righteous is in the
future-to-come,” as the commentators have asked.''
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But our Sages said: “A commandment is beloved at its proper time.”'? From the fact
that it says “beloved,” it must be that they give him much reward, more than what would

® Joshua 1:8

10 Tosafot Berachot 11b.

' Simeon ben Tzemach Duran (1361-1444) (“RaShBaTz”), Magen Avot (Leghorn 1762); Moses Almosnino
(c. 1515 —¢. 1580), Pirkei Moshe (Salonica 1563).

12 Pesachim 68b, 105b; Kiddushin 33a; Menachot 72a; Chullin 54b.
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have been fitting to give for that commandment. This is what the Tanna hints to you: that if
you perform the commandments in their proper time, then there will be for you a “grant of
reward,” that is, you will have more reward than what would have been fitting to give for
that commandment.
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It must be said that this “grant of reward” will be in the future-to-come, for “with the
measure that a person measures [others], he is measured with it [by the Heavenly court].”!?
He exerted himself to perform the commandment properly and at its proper time, in order
that it be more beloved; so too the giving of his reward must be at the most beloved time,
namely the World-to-Come. This is as we learned: “Better is one hour of bliss in the World-
to-Come than all the life of this world.”'* For this reason, it teaches “and know that the grant
of reward unto the righteous is in the future-to-come,” that is, know and understand.
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In this way we will understand a statement in the first chapter of Berachot:

Rabbi Elazar fell ill. [His teacher,] Rabbi Yochanan entered [to visit],
and saw that he was lying in a dark room. [Rabbi Yochanan] exposed his arm,
and light [radiating from his flesh] filled the house. He saw that [Rabbi Elazar]
was crying. He said to him: Why are you crying? If it is because you did not
learn as much Torah [as you wished], we learned: One who increases [an
offering] and one who decreases [an offering have equal merit], as long as he
directs his heart toward Heaven.

- Berachot 5b
This requires analysis: how is it possible that the one who increases an offering and the one
who decreases an offering are equal? Surely one who increases with intention of the heart
will, perforce, have a greater reward than one who decreases, even if he too has intention of
the heart. The Tanna cries out in our Mishnah: “If you have learned much Torah, you will be
given great reward.”

13 Mishnah Sotah 1:7; Sotah 8b.
14 Pirkei Avot 4:17.
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But our Rabbis of blessed memory said: the evil inclination rules only over one whose
heart is empty of Torah and of commandments.!> Certainly, it is obvious that Rabbi Elazar
was not sitting idle even for a single hour, for that is the way of idlers. Therefore, one must
say that he feared that perhaps he had occupied himself with commandments and had
neglected his study because of them, and he was crying that he did not have so much merit
because he had not learned much Torah. Therefore [Rabbi Yochanan] said to him: If [you
are crying| because of Torah that you did not increase, we learned: One who increases and
one who decreases have equal merit, as long as he directs his heart toward Heaven. That is, one
who increases in Torah and decreases in commandments have equal merit, and one who
decreases in Torah and increases in commandments have equal merit. Since you were
occupied with commandments, then all your days you were attached to the Holy One, Blessed
be He, and you have merit as if you had been studying all day, for the essence of study
depends on the heart.
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The Tanna was precise, according to this, to say “your Employer,” meaning that you
should be subjugated and attached in your heart to the Holy One, Blessed be He, like a
servant to his master. Then He will pay you the reward for your labor—the great reward
that would have come to you through Torah study—even though you neglected it in order to
engage in commandments, as above.
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See further another explanation of “faithful is your Employer,” and of “know that the
grant of reward unto the righteous is in the future-to-com,” below at the end of chapter 5
(Mishnah 22) on “according to the effort is the reward.” Also further below in chapter 6,
Mishnah 5, which repeats the teaching, “Faithful is your Employer, Who will pay you the reward
of your labor.”

15 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Forbidden Intercourse 22:21.
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Incidentally, we will explain what Rashi, of blessed memory, explained in Parashat
Bo on the verse: “And the children of Israel went and did so, just as the L-rd had commanded
Moses and Aaron, so they did.”'® Rashi wrote: “even the going is counted by Scripture, to give
reward for the going and reward for the doing.”!’

There is a difficulty: how could it enter one’s mind that reward would not be given
for the going, such that the verse would be needed to include it? For it is logical that one who
exerts more should receive more reward.
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It can be said that certainly the verse was not needed for the going itself—that is, the
going required to go to the seller in order to purchase the offering—for it is obvious that it
has reward, since it is considered the very body of the commandment. Rather, when the verse
came, it was for one who has a seller of an animal nearby with little effort, yet he wished to
go and purchase the offering from a more distant seller in order to show that the
commandment is very dear to him and that he is not concerned with the effort. It might have
entered one’s mind to say that it is not proper to do so, because one does not pass over an
opportunity to fulfil the mitzvot.'® Therefore, [the verse] teaches “and the children of Israel went
and did so,” that they were given reward even for this going.
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That which we learned here, “faithful is your Employer, Who will pay you the reward
of your labor,” and similarly what we learned below, “according to the effort is the reward,”
refers to when one exerts himself more than his obligation, in order to show the belovedness
of the commandment.

16 Fx. 12:28.
17 Rashi on Ex. 12:28.
¥ Yoma 33a.
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With this also will be resolved what we say in chapter 3 of Sotah (22a):

Rabbi Yochanan said: we learned acceptance of reward from a
widow—that widow who had a synagogue in her neighborhood, yet every day
she would come and pray in the study hall of Rabbi Yochanan. He said to her:
my daughter, is there not a synagogue in your neighborhood? She said to him:
Rabbi, is there not reward for me for [all the] steps [I take while walking to the
more distant synagogue]?

- Sotah 22a
Rashi explains “acceptance of reward from a widow,” that she would exert herself more than
necessary in order to receive reward; from this we learn that a person should exert himself
in commandments in order to receive more reward.
There is a difficulty: what kind of answer is this—*“is there not reward for steps”? Is
a person permitted to serve on condition of receiving a reward, Heaven forbid?
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Rather, the matter is that that widow wished to go to the study hall of Rabbi Yochanan
because she reasoned that it was holier than the synagogue near her. Thus, she meant to say
that since there is reward for steps for one who shows greater love for the commandment,
therefore we cannot say that a person is obligated to go to the first synagogue he encounters
because “one does not pass over commandments.” For where there is belovedness of the
commandment, it is different.



