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Baruch atah, Adonai Eloheinu, Melech haolam, asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav

v’tzivanu laasok b’divrei Torah.

Blessed are You, Adonai our God, Sovereign of all, who hallows us with 

mitzvot, commanding us to engage with words of Torah.



Deuteronomy 16:18-22

18 You shall appoint magistrates and officials for your tribes, in all the 
settlements that the LORD your God is giving you, and they shall govern 
the people with due justice. 19 You shall not judge unfairly: you shall 
show no partiality; you shall not take bribes, for bribes blind the eyes of 
the discerning and upset the plea of the just. 20 Justice, justice shall you 
pursue, that you may thrive and occupy the land that the LORD your God 
is giving you. 

21 You shall not set up a sacred post—any kind of pole beside the altar of 
the LORD your God that you may make— 22 or erect a stone pillar; for 
such the LORD your God detests.



Rashi
Magistrates and officials. The “magistrates” are the judges who issue verdicts; the “officials” 
those who compel the people – by force when necessary – to accept the judges’ decisions.

JPS Commentary
The command to appoint judges and officials is addressed to the people (literally the text 
reads “appoint for yourselves,”) implying that they, or the elders on their behalf, are to make 
the appointments.



Sefer Hachinuch
You shall appoint magistrates and officials. This is one of the mitzvot devolving on the public 
as a whole, in every locality. A community that fails to appoint a court of law to serve its 
needs is guilty of abrogating this positive precept and the punishment is severe indeed. The 
value of the function of judges and officers is that they compel people to observe the 
precepts of the Torah, turning back those who deviate from the true path, commanding what 
is meant to be done and preventing unworthy deeds; till the commands of the Torah cease to 
be dependent on the trustworthiness of each individual. 

Gersonides
They shall govern the people with due justice. If they do not have enough wisdom to do that,
they should not be appointed.



Rashi
You shall show no partiality. This constitutes a warning to the judge that even during the 
hearing of the litigants’ arguments he should not be gentle with one and harsh with the other, 
let one sit and the other stand, since when he sees that the judge shows respect to his 
neighbor, his arguments will be silenced (he will be overawed and lose confidence).

[On Deuteronomy 1:17: You shall not be partial in judgment.] This injunction is directed to the 
person invested with the office of appointing judges, lets you should say, So-and-so is a is 
distinguished looking, I shall appoint him a judge; so-and-so is a brave man, I shall appoint 
him a judge… It may turn out that he will acquit the guilty and convict the innocent, not 
because he is wicked but because he is unversed.

Abravanel
You shall show no partiality…And upset the plea of the just. All these phrases apply not to the 
judges but to those who appoint them. 

Sifre
You shall not take bribes… Not only to acquit the guilty and convict the innocent but even to 
acquit the innocent and convict the guilty.



Ibn Ezra
Justice, justice, shall you pursue. This is addressed to each of the contending parties. The 
repetition of “justice” implies that they should pursue a just result whether it brings them profit 
or loss, or perhaps that they should continue to pursue justice time after time, as long as they 
live. Or it may simply be for emphasis.

Bachya ben Asher
Justice, justice, shall you pursue.  The double emphasis means: Justice under any circumstance, 
whether to your profit or loss, whether in word or in action, whether to Jew or non-Jew.  It also 
means: Do not use unjust means to secure justice.

Simcha Bunim 
Justice, justice…With justice you shall pursue justice.  Even the pursuit of justice must employ 
only just means, and not falsehood.



Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 7b
Resh Lakish said: He who appoints a judge that is unfit is as though he had planted in Israel a 
pole sacred to an idol, for it is said, Judges and officers shall you appoint unto you, and soon 
after that, You shall not plant a pole sacred to an idol.

Abravanel
The three phrases of verses 21-22 are metaphors for the kind of judges that must not be 
appointed: a sacred post, that is, a gentile; a stone pillar, that is, an ignorant person; or one 
whom the Lord your God detests – one who is Jewish and intelligent, but of bad character. 



Deuteronomy 17

1 You shall not sacrifice to the LORD your God an ox or a sheep that has any defect of a 
serious kind, for that is abhorrent to the LORD your God. 2 If there is found among you, in 
one of the settlements that the LORD your God is giving you, a man or woman who has 
affronted the LORD your God and transgressed His covenant— 3 turning to the worship of 
other gods and bowing down to them, to the sun or the moon or any of the heavenly host, 
something I never commanded— 4 and you have been informed or have learned of it, then 
you shall make a thorough inquiry. If it is true, the fact is established, that abhorrent thing 
was perpetrated in Israel, 5 you shall take the man or the woman who did that wicked thing 
out to the public place, and you shall stone them, man or woman, to death.— 6 A person 
shall be put to death only on the testimony of two or more witnesses; he must not be put to 
death on the testimony of a single witness.— 7 Let the hands of the witnesses be the first 
against him to put him to death, and the hands of the rest of the people thereafter. Thus 
you will sweep out evil from your midst.



Deuteronomy 17

8 If a case is too baffling for you to decide, be it a controversy over homicide, civil law, or 
assault—matters of dispute in your courts—you shall promptly repair to the place that the 
LORD your God will have chosen, 9 and appear before the Levitical priests, or the magistrate 
in charge at the time, and present your problem. When they have announced to you the 
verdict in the case, 10 you shall carry out the verdict that is announced to you from that 
place that the LORD chose, observing scrupulously all their instructions to you. 11 You shall 
act in accordance with the instructions given you and the ruling handed down to you; you 
must not deviate from the verdict that they announce to you either to the right or to the 
left. 12 Should a man act presumptuously and disregard the priest charged with serving 
there the LORD your God, or the magistrate, that man shall die. Thus you will sweep out evil 
from Israel: 13 all the people will hear and be afraid and will not act presumptuously again.



Rashi

Or the magistrate in charge at the time. Even if he does not match up to the judges who came 
before him, you must heed him nonetheless. You have no other magistrate than the one in 
charge at the time. 

Meshech Chochmah

You shall not deviate… The Torah wished to legislate for those new situations which might 
arise, not included in its permanent and immutable decrees, vesting in the Sages of each 
generation the prerogative to institute enactments and additional measures of a provisional 
nature within the limits set them. 



Maimonides

Prior to performance of all the commandments of Scribal ordination (rabbinical, not ordained 
in the Torah), such as the reading of the Book of Esther, the kindling of Shabbat lights, the 
kindling of Chanukah lights… we pronounce the blessing: “Blessed are You… who has
hallowed us with His commandments and commanded us to…” Now where has He
commanded us? In this text, in accordance with the instructions given you.


