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Once An Amalek, Always An Amalek?

asher breatross

1. Mishnat Avraham, Volume 2, Pomer Publishing & Printing Co., Toronto 1950, page 21.
2. Chikrei Halacha, Mossad HaRav Kook, Jerusalem 1976, pp. 11–19.

Rabbi avRaham aaRon PRice, in the second volume of his Halachik work Mishnat 
Avraham, 1 quotes the Mechilta on Sefer Shmos (end of Parshat Beshalach) that we do not accept 
converts from Amalek. This, in turn, raises the question as to whether the ban applies to 
accepting an Amalekite convert as a Ger Tzedek (halachically, a full convert to Judaism) or as 
a Ger Toshav (otherwise known as a “resident alien” or a non-Jew living in the Land of Israel).

Before proceeding with Rabbi Price’s analysis it is necessary to discuss what exactly is 
a Ger Toshav.

Rabbi Berel Wein, in his sefer Chikrei Halacha, 2 quotes the Gemara Avoda Zara on daf 64b 
that has several opinions regarding the definition of a Ger Toshav. Rabbi Meir says that the 
Ger Toshav declares publicly before three Chaverim (Torah scholars) that he will not worship 
idols. It is not sufficient to make this declaration to himself. This public declaration is what 
distinguishes a Ger Toshav from any other gentile who may or may not worship Avoda Zara. 

The Chachamim say that a Ger Toshav is someone who accepts upon himself to observe the 
seven Noachide commandments. This declaration does not apply to other descendants of 
Noach. Unlike other Bnai Noach, the purpose of the declaration is to declare his belief that 
he is observing these commandments because it is Hashem’s will.

This opinion is accepted by most of the commentators.
Another definition of Ger Toshav is that he accepts upon himself all the mitzvot of the 

Torah with the exception of the prohibition against eating kosher animals who died from 
causes other than being slaughtered according to Halacha.

In a nutshell, a Ger Toshav is not a full-fledged convert.
Going back to Rabbi Price’s analysis, it appears that the prohibition against accepting 

Amalekite converts extends even to an Amalekite Ger Toshav. The reason is that we are 
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obligated to wipe out Amalek, and this goal is not going to be achieved if we accept them 
in this manner.

At the beginning of sefer Shmuel Bait, (II Shmuel 1) an Amalekite reports to David that King 
Saul and his sons had been killed by the Philistines on Har Gilboa. When this person tells 
David that he is from Amalek, David has him executed. If we say that we don’t accept a Ger 
Tzedek from Amalek but that we do accept a Ger Toshav, this person was at the very least a 
Ger Toshav…and yet David has him killed?!

If the halacha is that an Amalek cannot become a convert, we have a problem with the 
story in Shmuel Bait. The Amalekite relates to David the story of how Saul died. He tells 
David that Saul, defeated in battle and not wanting to be captured alive by the enemy, had 
asked this Amalekite to kill him, which he did. David then asks the man about his origins 
and he says that he is the son of an Amalekite convert. David then asks him how he could 
not fear to destroy the anointed one of Hashem (i.e., Saul) and he then has this Amalekite 
executed. David then declares that the Amalekite’s blood was on his own head, that he was 
deserving of death because of his confession that he had killed the King (even if it was on 
the King’s request).

Rabbi Price comments that it appears that David had the Amalekite executed based on 
the Amalekite’s confession to killing Saul. But, if he was executed based on his status as an 
Amalekite, he was liable to capital punishment even if he did not kill Saul because of the 
command that we have to destroy Amalek.

Rabbi Price then quotes the Sochazever Rebbi who, in his sefer Avnei Nezer, 3 questions the 
Rambam’s contention that Amalek has the status of the seven nations who lived in Canaan. 
The law is that if anyone from the seven nations accepts upon himself to observe the seven 
mitzvot that apply to a Ben Noach, agrees to pay taxes and is subservient to the Jewish people, 
that person is accepted as a convert.

The Sochazever Rebbi explains that the sin of Amalek was that they did not want to be 
subservient to us. When an Amalekite comes to be converted we do not accept his conver-
sion request because we do not believe that he will agree to be subservient to us. Rather, he 
wants to convert because then he will become a full-fledged Jew (i.e., a Ger Tzedek) and he 
will then, by definition not be subservient to us, since he will have the same status as any 
other Jew. However, if he agrees to adhere to the seven mitzvot, agrees to pay taxes and be 
subservient to the Jewish people, he is repenting for the sin of his nation and this is why, 
the Rambam rules, we accept him.

From the Rambam we can make the following distinction. We do not accept an Amalekite 
as a Ger Tzedek because if he has that status he will not be subservient to us. However, we 
can accept him as a Ger Toshav because he is not a full-fledged Jew and he will be in a state 
of subservience to us.

3. Avnei Nezer, Orach Chaim Siman 508.
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Rabbi Price comments that if not for this analysis of the Avnei Nezer he would have said 
the opposite. A Ger Tzedek from Amalek has no Yichus or connection to Amalek. Rather, he 
has the status of a new-born Jewish infant. Therefore, we cannot say that we do not accept 
converts from Amalek. Once he becomes a Ger Tzedek he has no connection with Amalek. 
He cannot inherit from his biological father and, if he predeceases his biological father, his 
father cannot inherit from him. Nevertheless, when we are warned not to accept him, it 
must be that we cannot accept him as a Ger Toshav. A Ger Toshav remains an Amalekite and 
can inherit from his Amalekite relatives.

Rabbi Price then quotes from the sefer Kli Chemda of the Gaon HaRav Plotzki (Parshat 
Shoftim) who addresses this issue. His opinion is that conversion is effective to eliminate 
the convert’s Amalek status and lineage and is, in itself, a fulfilment of Hashem’s oath to 
wipe them out. As a proof to this analysis, the Kli Chemda quotes the Gemara in Sanhedrin 
(Daf 96) that the descendents of Haman learned Torah in Bnei Brak.

Rabbi Price does not accept this proof because there is an inconsistency between how 
the descendants of Amalek are described in Hashem’s oath and in the Gemara in Sanhedrin. 
He also says that there is a textual error in the Gemara in Sanhedrin and based on the Baal 
HaTurim, 4 it should be referring to “Naaman” and not “Haman.” (Naaman was the chief 
general of Aram who was afflicted with tzaraat and who was cured by the Navi Elisha. He 
then abandoned his idol worship and only worshipped Hashem.)

Rabbi Price continues his analysis by quoting the Rambam found in chapter 18 of the 
law of Sanhedrin. According to the Rambam, David was able to kill the Amalekite because 
there are special laws that apply to kings that give them enhanced privileges and powers. To 
illustrate, because of the king’s powers he is allowed to execute someone without complying 
with the safeguards that apply to other people. Therefore, the king is allowed to execute 
someone without witnesses and without having to warn him.

The Amalekite convert who came to David was circumcised, for he was identified as 
the son of an Amalekite convert. This person grew up according to the Jewish Torah. Who 
then testified that he was a convert? It was only through his own testimony, what he told 
David about himself. 

Because we are not kings, we do not have special powers. Therefore, if someone comes 
to us and tells us that he is an Amalekite, we would not believe him and would not be 
permitted to kill him. It would take two witnesses testifying as to his Amalekite status 
before a court of 23 judges, which is the number of judges required to judge a capital case, 
before his status as an Amalekite can be accepted. How was David able to kill him? He had 
special powers to do so because he was the king.

Rabbi Price analyzes what the nature of the authority was that allowed David to kill this 
Amalekite. The pasuk tells us that the reason that David gave for killing the Amalekite was 
that he killed Saul, who was the anointed one of Hashem. 

4. Shmos, Perek 28, Pasuk 7.
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But what is the nature of the power that a king has to execute someone? Does it allow the 
king to execute anyone who is liable for the death penalty without the normal requirements 
of warning and witnesses that a court needs to satisfy? Or, maybe the king does not have 
greater powers than a court to execute someone. Rather, the king has special powers to 
execute only regarding matters that pertain to the monarchy. As an example, the Rambam 
says in chapter 3, halacha 8 in the laws of a Sanhedrin that the king has the authority to 
execute someone who rebels against him. What is the nature of the rebellion that results 
in this punishment? One example is if the king tells everyone to go to a particular place 
and this person does not do so. Or, if the king tells a person not to leave his house and, if 
he does so, the king is permitted to kill him.

If the Amalekite who reported to David had been a Jew and not a convert, David would not 
have killed him, for his royal powers did not require him to execute but rather he had the 
choice whether to do so, or not. However, once David heard he was a convert from Amalek, 
and he was aware that we do not accept converts from Amalek, he could not execute him 
for being an Amalekite, because he needed two witnesses testifying before a court of 23 
judges to establish that status. However, once he heard that this person killed Saul, this 
was a matter that pertained to the monarchy and this gave David the power to kill him.

Support for this analysis comes from the Midrash Rabba (Bereishit Chapter 63). When 
Shmuel HaNavi first met David, he thought he was going to be a murderer like Eisav because 
he had a red appearance. Hashem reassured him that this was not the case for David since 
he had “nice eyes.” Eisav chose to be a killer, whereas David only killed when the Sanhedrin 
gave him permission to do so.

If a king has the power to kill people even for matters that have nothing to do with the 
monarchy, why was Shmuel apprehensive and only reassured when he was told that David 
would only do so if the Sanhedrin allowed him to do so? The reason is that, in general, a 
king can only execute if the Sanhedrin allows him to do so. Outside of this, he can only 
execute for matters that have to do with the monarchy.

Rabbi Price then quotes two proofs that show that the king has special powers even in 
cases that have nothing to do with the monarchy.

The first proof comes from the Rambam, 5 who notes that Yehoshua, who had the status 
of a king, had the power to kill Achan because Achan stole on Shabbat. We see from this 
that a king can also kill for Chilul Shabbat.

The second proof comes from the Talmud Yerushalmi in Mesechet Sanhedrin. 6 In the time 
of David HaMelech, a pious man saw two men committing an indecent act with a dog. The 
two men feared that the pious man would report them to David HaMelech who would 
accept the pious man’s testimony and consequently execute them. To prevent this from 
happening, the two men reported that the pious man committed the acts and the pious 
man was consequently sentenced to death. 

5. Hilchot Sanhedrin, Chapter 18.
6. Perek Nigmar HaDin, Halacha Gimel.
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Rabbi Price notes that they were not afraid that the pious person would go to court to 
report them because the testimony of one person is not sufficient to convict. Rather, they 
feared that the pious person would report them directly to the king, David HaMelech. Since 
David HaMelech had special royal powers he could execute the two men without complying 
with the normal requirements required by a court. We see, therefore, that the royal power 
applies even to matters of immorality.

To conclude and summarize, we see that Amalek is treated differently from other nations 
with regard to their eligibility to be converted. Furthermore, if they manage to be success-
fully converted, it is still questionable whether they are permitted to survive because 
of the unique command that requires for them to be wiped out. However, despite their 
apparent ineligibility for conversion, Rabbi Price mentions various theories for how they 
can be accepted as converts, including the novel analysis that conversion may be a form 
of fulfilling the commandment of Mechiyas Amalek since, if done properly, the conversion 
purifies them of their evil and genocidal disposition.

This Dvar Torah is L’Zeicher Nishmas my mother Chaya Devorah Bas Reb 
Mordechai Yosaif, whose Yarzheit is on the 12th day of Sivan and my father 

Yosaif Ben R’ Asher whose Yarzheit is on the 24th day of Tammuz.
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