Lech Lecha: Just Following Orders

Rambam vs. Ramban on the Parsha
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And He said to Abram, “Know well that your oftspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they
shall be enslaved and oppressed four hundred years;
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but I will execute judgment on the nation they shall serve, and in the end they shall go free with great
wealth.

Rambam, Teshuva 6:5

[A question may still arise, for] behold, it is written in the Torah [Genesis 15:13]: "They shall enslave them
and oppress them," [seemingly implying that] He decreed that the Egyptians would commit evil. Similarly, it
is written [Deuteronomy 31:16]: "And this nation will arise and stray after the alien gods of the land,"
[seemingly implying that] He decreed that Israel would serve idols. If so, why did He punish them?

Because He did not decree that a particular person would be the one who strayed. Rather, each and
every one of those who strayed to idol-worship [could have chosen] not to serve idols if he did not
desire to serve them. The Creator merely informed [Moses] of the pattern of the world. To what
can this be compared? To someone who says, there will be righteous and wicked people in this nation.
[Thus,] a wicked person cannot say that because God told Moses that there will be wicked people in Israel,
it is decreed that he will be wicked. A similar concept applies regarding the statement [Deuteronomy 15:11]:

"The poor will never cease to exist in the land." Similarly, in regard to the Egyptians. each and every
one of the Egyptians who caused hardship and difficulty for Israel had the choice to refrain from

harming them, if he so desired. for there was no decree on a particular person. Rather, [God merely]
informed [Abraham] that, in the future, his descendants would be enslaved in a land which did not belong to
them.
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[The Ba’al Shem Tov’s Compromise Solution

The Ba’al Shem Tov (cited in Rav Yehudah Nachshoni’s Hegot Bfarshi’ot Hatorah 1:50) offers a
compromise approach to our dilemma. He invokes the principle articulated in the Gemara (Shabbat 32a)
of Megalgelim Chov Al Yedei Chayav and Megalgelim Zechut Al Yedei Zakai, Hashem chooses evil
individuals to execute bad things and righteous individuals to implement positive events.

This principle helps resolve the classic tension between divine foreknowledge and free will. For example,
if one asks why a murderer should be punished for killing someone whom Hashem decreed be slain, the
response is that Hashem brought about this tragedy through this evil person. The murderer is punished
by Hashem for having been an evil individual deemed sufficiently unworthy to have carried out the
terrible deed. ]

Practical lessons may be derived from Ramban’s approach to our issue. For instance, we sometimes might
have to report poor behavior of another individual. The Chafetz Chaim (Hilchot Isurei Rechilut 9 and
Hilchot Lashon Hara 10:2) insists that such reporting is acceptable (or even a Mitzvah) only if it is done
purely for the sake of heaven and only if he reports that which is absolutely necessary, among his other
requirements.

Similarly, the individual who administers Malkot is required (Makkot 23a) to be an exceptionally learned
individual. Rav_Aharon Lichtenstein explains that this is n ry in order to insure that the person

administer Malkut only for the sake of the Mitzvah and not to satisfy a lust for violence. Rav Lichtenstein
urges his students who serve in the Israel Defense Forces to bear this in mind during their military service.
The soldiers’ activity must be limited to only that which is necessary and conducted solely due to the need

to protect the lives of the residents of Fretz Yisrael. It must not emerge from a desire to inflict harm on
others.



https://www.koltorah.org/halachah/were-the-egyptians-punished-for-doing-gods-will-by-rabbi-chaim-jachter
https://www.koltorah.org/halachah/were-the-egyptians-punished-for-doing-gods-will-by-rabbi-chaim-jachter

