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Chapter IV — Mishnah 13
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Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov said: he who performs one commandment acquires for
himself one advocate, and he who transgresses one sin acquires for himself one accuser.
Repentance and good deeds [serve] as a shield against punishment.
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We will have as our eyes' the details of Avor Olam.> Question 1 is that for the word
“commandment” [Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov] selects the word “he who performs,” but for
“sin” he selects the word “transgresses.” Also, why doesn’t it also say “he who performs one
sin,” or say “one who fulfills one commandment,” and “one who transgresses one sin”?

Question 2: Also, why does he say “peraklit” [v>573] [“advocate”] and he doesn’t say
the synonymous “sanegor” [1i13°30]?

Besides the questions raised by Avot Olam, Toldot Shimshon asks the following.

Question 3: We also need to check why he said “repentance and good deeds [serve] as a
shield against punishment.” What is this “ci’teris” [0n3] [“as a shield”],3 and what is the need
for a parable of the shield? He could have more simply said, “repentance and good deeds”
defend against punishment.
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It can be said, that it’s possible a person has fulfilled many commandments, and has
not acquired an advocate by them, as for example in this time, one who does not eat pigul*

: English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at http://zstorah.com
' Cf. Num. 10:31.

2 Rabbi Binyamin haCohen Vitali (1651-1730) (“Rabach”), Avot Olam (Venice, 1719).

3 Using the prefix 3 [“as”] in front of the noun 0™n [“shield,” derived from the Greek thyreos].

4 Offerings that were invalidated due to inappropriate intent while being sacrificed. Ex. 29:33.
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and notar’, he fulfills [those commandments], in that he does not transgress them. I.e., not
eating pigul and notar are examples of negative commandments, but as we are not conducting
sacrifices now, when we have no Temple, it would not be possible to transgress these
commandments. Thus, everyone is upholding these particular commandments without making any
effort to do so. This is as the Maharsha writes in the 3" chapter of tractate Makkot, that before
the creation of a person, he fulfills all of the negative commandments, and see there. l.e.,
before a person is born, he obviously cannot violate any of the negative commandments, and so
he is upholding all of the negative commandments even without any effort.
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Because of this, it is fine that the Tanna, Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov, chose the words
“ ‘he who performs’ one commandment,” that means either a positive commandment that
he fulfills with an actual action, or a negative commandment that he fulfills with an action,
that he removed himself from it after it came to his hand. For example, the positive
commandment of “honor one’s father and mother”® could be fulfilled by standing for one’s parents,
and the negative commandment of “do not follow your hearts or your eyes with lustful things”’
could be fulfilled by not looking at immodestly dressed women.

But the language of “fulfill,” which Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov didn’t choose, is relevant
even for one that [the negative commandment] doesn’t come to his hand, that he fulfills it in
that he doesn’t transgress it. For example, as discussed above, no one is tempted by pigul or
notar today, as they don’t exist today, when we don’t conduct sacrifices. We technically fulfill
these negative commandments without any intention on our part, but Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov
taught that we should be credited with that. Thus, instead of using the word “fulfill,” he uses the
word “perform,” requiring some action on our part to fulfill a positive commandment or to avoid
a negative commandment.

This answers part of question 1: Why when discussing a commandment, Rabbi Eliezer ben
Ya’akov selected the word “performs” rather than “fulfills.”
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The second part of question 1 asked why, when discussing a sin, Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov
used the verb “transgresses,” instead of “performs.” But for a sin, it is not possible to say “ ‘one
who performs’ one sin acquires for himself an accuser,” for sometimes a person performs a sin

5 An offering that remained after the time when they may be eaten has expired. Ex. 29:34.
6 Ex. 20:12.
" Num. 15:39.



for the sake [of Heaven], which does not warrant an accuser. This is as it is said by Rav Nachman
bar Yizchak, “A sin [committed] for the sake [of Heaven] is better than a commandment
[performed] not for the sake [of Heaven].”® An example of a sin committed for the sake of
Heaven is when Tamar, seeking to become pregnant to perpetuate the name of her late husband,
pretended to be a prostitute in order to seduce Judah.” Because of this, [Rabbi Eliezer ben
Ya’akov] specifically chose the word “one who transgresses,” that it should be his intention
to transgress, for example, to derive pleasure, or to sin out of hatred of G-d. For then in that case,
he specifically acquires for himself one accuser.
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We also hear from our Mishnah, that it’s specifically he who performs one
commandment who acquires for himself one advocate, but one who thinks about doing a
commandment, does not acquire the advocate until the time he actually performs it.

Similarly, regarding one who transgresses a sin, even if there would be thoughts of
idol worship, as it is written, “Thus I will hold the House of Israel to account for their
thoughts.”' Despite all this, he doesn’t acquire an accuser until the time of action, as the
angels don’t know the thoughts of man.
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The Toldot Shimshon’s second question is why Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov used the word
“peraklit” instead of the synonymous “sanegor.” He adopted the language “peraklit” [0>573],
as it has the meaning porek lit [v°5 i3] [“it throws off a curse”]. This is as it is said in the
Midrash on the verse, “You shall not have in your pouch alternate weights, larger and
smaller,”!': The blessings [i.e., good deeds] bless those who offer them, and the curses [i.c.,
evil deeds] curse those who offer them.!? Also, in the 3" chapter of tractate Sotah, Rava
concludes, “[Performing] a mitzvah, both at the time when one is engaged in its [performance]

and at the time when one is not engaged in its [performance], defends one from misfortune.”'?

8 Nazir 23b; Horayot 10b.
? Sforno on Gen. 38:26.
10 Ezek. 14:5.

' Deut. 15:13.

12 Ruth Rabbah 1:3.

13 Sotah 21a.



Therefore, [a person’s performance of a mitzvah] throws [the curses] off and it saves him,
even if he has already committed some sin that curses him, and the Aramaic of “cursed” is
lit [0*5].14
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The third question was the reason for saying “[serve] as a shield against punishment”
instead of saying “defend against punishment.”

Afterward, [Rabbi Eliezer ben Ya’akov]| concluded, “Repentance and good deeds
[serve] as a shield against punishment.” This is as if to say: Even though “one who performs
one commandment acquires for himself an advocate”—which defends him from suffering
and criticizes the accuser that was created by the preceding sin—this is true only specifically
prior to his sentence being issued.

But if punishment has already been decreed upon him, which is the hour of judgment,
then there is no power for the advocate to defend. Rather specifically, repentance and good
deeds only serve as a shield, and this is not a complete defense. Thus, the meaning of “as a
shield” is before the punishment, which is specifically the hour of the punishment, that the
punishment stands before him.

DIIARY 010w 7Y 03 Y 7Y IR IV VP73 KON 12) K9 K72 TR TR D90 TR 19 8 oy
TR X 12172 T7AY YW 020 TR UK OX 17 X XJT ,AWR) Nk ON002 072 AW 2Py oy
WY RNV 0T 1OV N1 AP DWITRD NIaRD 01V IR 1YW 29 LAWA ARy X7 D) 012 vInN
TWAT DR LTI DYY APAIwRY iR 0% XTI KPR .IWR WYY Jo8n arvn 202w ann XY 120

237 N30 APR

The reason is, because the sages said, “there is no death without sin.”!? Similarly, it is
brought in the Yalkut Shimoni regarding the death of Moses, peace be upon him, that
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses all died by their sin.!® There is a difficulty, for don’t we
hold that “if you see a Torah scholar who violates a prohibition at night, don’t think badly of
him during the day; perhaps he has repented [in the meantime].”!” Most of all, the mighty ones
of the world, such as the holy patriarchs, and Moses our teacher, peace be upon him, who
certainly repented—how did they die by their sin, after they repented? Rather, it’s certainly
necessary to say that from the time that the hour of judgment arrives, even repentance does
not defend entirely from punishment.

14 See both Targum Jonathan and Onkelos on Gen. 3:14.
15 Shabbat 55a.

16 Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Chukat, remez 764.

17 Berachot 19a.
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Therefore, the Tanna did not say, “Repentance and good deeds defend against
punishment,” but he taught “ ‘are as a shield’ against punishment.” As it is brought in the
beginning of the 24" chapter of Mishnah Kelim:

There are three different types of shields: A bent shield [i.e., protecting
one from the front, the right, and the left, but not from the rear] is susceptible to
ritual impurity.'® A shield used in the arena is susceptible to corpse impurity.
And the Arabian toy shield is pure from all [ritual impurity].

- Kelim 24:1
Rabbi Obadiah of Bartenura explains: “ ‘A bent shield’: That it surrounds a person from
three directions. . . ‘And the Arabian toy shield’: The smallest shield that the Arabs use for
dancing and for joy and sport, but it is not a vessel of use.” We see that the use of “as a shield”
implies something that is not necessarily a complete defense. “A shield” could refer to a toy, or
even to a real shield that nonetheless does not defend a person from all sides.
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Thus, if repentance and good deeds are something a person does without much
thought, which is to do as others do, without any intent or awakening at all, this is like the
small shield, that people make to play and that do not defend anything.
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If the person does repentance and good deeds out of fear of punishment, [these
actions] are not at all important and they are not a complete defense. For they are like the
shield that they play with in the arena, that their intent is to use this shield to defend from
the blow that his friend wants to hit him with, in the way that people play in the world. IL.e.,
such a shield is only a prop used for play acting, but it would not be effective in the event of true
combat. This is as Rabbi Obadiah of Bartenura explained there, and it is not a complete
defense.

18 Because of its shape, it can be used as a chair, and chairs are susceptible to ritual impurity originating by a
woman who is menstruating or by a man who has had a seminal emission.
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If he repents out of love [of G-d], then he is like a bent shield, which is suitable for all
uses, even for lying down. Still, even though it is significant by comparison to a toy shield, it
nevertheless only surrounds a person from three directions. Thus, even though he returns out
of love, it is not a complete defense from all sides, only from three sides.

There is always one side that remains open, for at the hour of judgment, the sin
awakens, as with the patriarchs and Moses, peace be upon him, and about this it is said,
“there is no power over the day of death.”"’
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19 Eccl. 8:8.



