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1. Outline of the chapter

20:1-2 Instructions
20:3-6 Laws of the cities
20:7-9 Setting aside the cities
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Because the sin of murder is very severe, involving destruction of the world, to the point where the Sages said: One
who kills intentionally will never be saved from justice, even if he performs every mitzvah... Therefore, it is appropriate
that one who kills, even accidentally, because such a great tragedy happened at his hand, should be pained by exile,
which is almost as painful as death, as one is separated from his friends and the land of his birth, and he lives out his
life among strangers.
This law also improves the world, as the text clarifies, for [the murderer] will thus be saved from the redeemer of the
blood [of the victim], lest he kill him without guilt on his hands, for he did this accidentally.
There is another benefit, in that the relatives of the victim will not need to see the murderer before their eyes
perpetually, in the place where the evil was done. All of the ways of the Torah are pleasant.
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Because of the great level and fine conduct and fine value [of the Leviyyim], their land was chosen, over the land of
the other tribes, to absorb any who kill accidentally. Perhaps the land invested with their sanctity will atone for him.
There is also another reason for this: Because the Leviyyim are thoughtful people, known to be versed in the levels of
character and honoured wisdom, it is known that they will not reject this murderer who will take refuge there, and they
will not harm him, even should he kill one of their friends or kinsmen, for he will have killed suddenly, without enmity.

20:1-2 Instructions

4. Talmud, Makkot 10b-11a
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Rabbi Chama bar Chanina said: Why is the section on murderers presented with forceful language, “And Gd dibber

to Yehoshua, saying: Speak to the Children of Israel, saying: Give the cities of refuge regarding which | spoke to you,

efc.”2 Because these are biblical. Does this mean that dibburis always harsh? Yes...

5. Malbim to 20:1
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The language of “And Gd spoke to Navi X, saying” is not found in the words of the prophets after Moshe Rabbeinu,
other than here. Our sages explained that this is because these are biblical. This means that dibbur and amirah
accompanying a prophecy refer to written and spoken Torah. Torah was not given to a prophet after Moshe other
than here, where laws which are not explained in the Torah are presented.



6. Devarim 19:1

7. Rabbi Chaim Dov Rabinovitz (20t century Israel), Daat Sofrim to Yehoshua 20:1-2
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The long war to conquer the land accustomed the nation to bloodshed. Separation of the cities of refuge was

necessary as a proclamation regarding the prohibition against harming a person, and regarding the punishment

which would come to a person who spilled blood accidentally, and also regarding the obligation to prevent blood

vengeance.

20:3-6 Laws of the cities
8. Talmud, Makkot 13a
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Mishnah: They would pay the Leviyyim, per Rabbi Yehudah. Rabbi Meir said: They did not pay them...
Gemara: Rav Kahana said: The debate is regarding the six cities, for Rabbi Yehudah said, “’Bamidbar 35:12 says,
‘And these cities shall be for you for a refuge’ — just for refuge,” and Rabbi Meir said, “’For you’ - for all of your
needs.” But everyone agrees that they paid in the other 42 cities.
Rava said: “For you” definitely means “for all of your needs”! Rather, Rava said: The debate is regarding the 42, for
Rabbi Yehudah said, “Bamidbar 35:6 says, ‘And upon them you shall give’, just for absorption, like the others,” and
Rabbi Meir said, “’And upon them you shall give’ like these. Just as these are for all of your needs, so these are for all
of your needs.” But regarding the six, everyone agreed that they did not pay.

9. Midrash, Sifri Bamidbar 160
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Rabbi Meir said: A murderer shortens a person’s life and the kohen gadol lengthens a person’s life...
Rebbe said: A murderer contaminates the land and removes the Shechinah, and the kohen gadol causes the
Shechinah to be present with people in the land...



