
The Parodox of a Loving Lie: Justifying Lies in Tanach
Nechama Price

Keep far from a false charge; do not bring death on those who are innocent and in the right, for I will not acquite
the wrongdoer.

Keep lies and false words far from me; Give me neither poverty nor riches, But provide me with my daily bread.

He who deals deceitfully shall not live in my house; he who speaks untruth shall not stand before my eyes.

Rav Yirmiya bar Abbar said:  four classes of sinners do not recieve the Divine Presence:  the class of scoffers, the
class of flatterers and the class of liars, and the class of those who speak lashon hara... Class of lyers: (Tehilim 101)
“lyers can’t dwell within my house!”

1) Avraham

As he was about to enter Egypt, he said to his wife Sarai, “I know what a beautiful woman you are. If the Egyptians
see you, and think, ‘She is his wife,’ they will kill me and let you live. Please say that you are my sister, that it
may go well with me because of you, and that I may remain alive thanks to you.”

Then Abraham said to his servants, “You stay here with the donkey. The boy and I will go up there; we will
worship and we will return to you.”

2) Sarah

And Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “Now that I am withered, am I to have enjoyment—with my husband so
old?” Then the LORD said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, saying, ‘Shall I in truth bear a child, old as I am?’
Is anything too wondrous for the LORD? I will return to you at the same season next year, and Sarah shall have a
son.” Sarah lied, saying, “I did not laugh,” for she was frightened. But He replied, “You did laugh.”

3) Yitzchak:

When the men of the place asked him about his wife, he said, “She is my sister,” for he was afraid to say “my
wife,” thinking, “The men of the place might kill me on account of Rebekah, for she is beautiful.”

4) Rivka

Rebekah said to her son Jacob, “I overheard your father speaking to your brother Esau, saying, ‘Bring me some
game and prepare a dish for me to eat, that I may bless you, with the LORD’s approval, before I die.’ Now, my son,
listen carefully as I instruct you. Go to the flock and fetch me two choice kids, and I will make of them a dish
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for your father, such as he likes. Then take it to your father to eat, in order that he may bless you before he
dies.” Jacob answered his mother Rebekah, “But my brother Esau is a hairy man and I am smooth-skinned. If my
father touches me, I shall appear to him as a trickster and bring upon myself a curse, not a blessing.” But his mother
said to him, “Your curse, my son, be upon me! Just do as I say and go fetch them for me.”

Now, my son, listen to me. Flee at once to Haran, to my brother Laban. Stay with him a while, until your brother’s
fury subsides—until your brother’s anger against you subsides—and he forgets what you have done to him. Then I
will fetch you from there. Let me not lose you both in one day!”

5) Yaakov

Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau, your first-born; I have done as you told me. Pray sit up and eat of my game,
that you may give me your innermost blessing.”

Yehudah

Then Judah went up to him and said, “Please, my lord, let your servant appeal to my lord, and do not be impatient
with your servant, you who are the equal of Pharaoh. My lord asked his servants, ‘Have you a father or another
brother?’ We told my lord, ‘We have an old father, and there is a child of his old age, the youngest; his full
brother is dead, so that he alone is left of his mother, and his father dotes on him.’

But they said to him, “No, my lord! Truly, your servants have come to procure food. We are all of us sons of the
same man; we are honest men; your servants have never been spies!” And he said to them, “No, you have come to
see the land in its nakedness!” And they replied, “We your servants were twelve brothers, sons of a certain man
in the land of Canaan; the youngest, however, is now with our father, and one is no more.”

7) Shevatim

So they sent this message to Joseph, “Before his death your father left this instruction: So shall you say to
Joseph, ‘Forgive, I urge you, the offense and guilt of your brothers who treated you so harshly.’ Therefore, please
forgive the offense of the servants of the God of your father.” And Joseph was in tears as they spoke to him.

8) Moshe

They answered, “The God of the Hebrews has manifested Himself to us. Let us go, we pray, a distance of three
days into the wilderness to sacrifice to the LORD our God, lest He strike us with pestilence or sword.”

6)
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But Moses replied, “It would not be right to do this, for what we sacrifice to the LORD our God is untouchable to
the Egyptians. If we sacrifice that which is untouchable to the Egyptians before their very eyes, will they not stone
us! So we must go a distance of three days into the wilderness and sacrifice to the LORD our God as He may
command us.”

Moses went back to his father-in-law Jether and said to him, “Let me go back to my kinsmen in Egypt and see
how they are faring.” And Jethro said to Moses, “Go in peace.”

9) David and Yonatan

But on the day after the new moon, the second day, David’s place was vacant again. So Saul said to his son
Jonathan, “Why didn’t the son of Jesse come to the meal yesterday or today?” Jonathan answered Saul, “David
begged leave of me to go to Bethlehem. He said, ‘Please let me go, for we are going to have a family feast in our
town and my brother has summoned me to it. Do me a favor, let me slip away to see my kinsmen.’ That is why
he has not come to the king’s table.”

APPROACH ONE:   They Didn’t Lie!!!

Abram and Nahor took to themselves wives, the name of Abram’s wife being Sarai and that of Nahor’s wife Milcah,
the daughter of Haran, the father of Milcah and Iscah.

Gemara Megila 13a Who were the seven prophetesses? The Gemara answers: Sarah, Miriam, Deborah,
Hannah, Abigail, Huldah, and Esther. Sarah, as it is written: “Haran, the father of Milcah, and the father of
Iscah” (Genesis 11:29). And Rabbi Yitz?ak said: Iscah is in fact Sarah. And why was she called Iscah? For she saw
by means of divine inspiration, as it is stated: “In all that Sarah has said to you, hearken to her voice” (Genesis
21:12). Alternatively, Sarah was also called Iscah, for all gazed upon her beauty.

And besides, she is in truth my sister, my father’s daughter though not my mother’s; and she became my wife.

Come and hear a proof for the opinion of Rabbi Eliezer from what Abraham said to Abimelech with regard to Sarah:
“And moreover, she is my sister, the daughter of my father, but not the daughter of my mother; and so she became
my wife” (Genesis 20:12). By inference, the daughter of the mother of a descendant of Noah is forbidden to him.

Terach’s 3 Sons:  1. Avraham 2. Nachor Haran
Yitzchak Betuel Lot, Milka, Yiska

Rivka

I.
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Rashi 22:5 He prophesized that they would return together. 

Now Esau harbored a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing which his father had given him, and Esau said to
himself, “Let but the mourning period of my father come, and I will kill my brother Jacob.”

And Jacob came to his father Isaac at Mamre, at Kiriath-arba—now Hebron—where Abraham and Isaac had
sojourned.

Rashi 27:19 I am he that brings food to you, and Esau is your first-born.

But Jacob said, “Swear to me first.” So he swore to him, and sold his birthright to Jacob.

Chizkuni 27:19 This is what he said to him: I am instead of Esav your older son, since he already sold me the
birthright.

Ralbag 53:7 It is correct that Yosef already asked them this even if it isn’t metnion. The proof is what Yehuda
says, “My master asked his servant saying, do you have a father or a brother?” But the Torah shortened the story. 

Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, for God took him.

Sforno 50:16 he commanded that we should say what we have to say as something that originated with us and
not with him, as he did not think for a moment that you might want to avenge yourselves on us. However, he
consented that if we were worried, we could take the initiative and express our concerns to you.

They will listen to you; then you shall go with the elders of Israel to the king of Egypt and you shall say to him,
‘The LORD, the God of the Hebrews, manifested Himself to us. Now therefore, let us go a distance of three days
into the wilderness to sacrifice to the LORD our God.’

APPROACH TWO:   THEY LIED!

Ramban 12:10 Know that Avraham sinned a major sin by mistake that he brought his righteous wife to stumble
with sin out of fear that they might kill him. He should have trusted in G-d to save him and his wife and all that he

II.
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owned becaues G-d has the strength to help and save, also his leaving the land... On this event it was decreed on his
children exile in the land of Egypt by the hand of Paroh. 

Rashi 18:15 The first  is giving a reason for the former statement—Sarah denied because she was afraid. 

Radak 18:15 seeing that she was afraid she denied having laughed; and he said- not as you say, for you truly did
laugh.

Rashi 44:20 He uttered this untruth out of fear. 

Rashi 50:14 For Jacob had given them no such command!

Shadal 3:18 There is no doubt that this request was a trick because he never intended to return!

33) Rav Hirsch Gen. 12:10-13 The Torah never presents our great men as being perfect, it
deifies no man, says of none “here you have the ideal, in this man the Divine became human”...
The Torah is no “collection of examples of saints”... The Torah never hides from us the faults,
errors and weaknesses of our great men. Just by that it gives the stamp of veracity to what it
relates. but in truth, by the knowledge which is given us of their faults and weaknesses, our great
men are in no wise made lesser but actually greater and more instructive. If they stood before us
as the purest models of perfection we should attribute them as having a different nature, which
has been denied to us. Were they without passion without internal struggles, their virtues would
seem to us the outcome of some higher nature, hardly a merit and certainly no model that we
could hope to emulate.

APPROACH THREE:   THEY WERE ALLOWED TO LIE

To Save Your Life or Your Loved One:

1.  Avraham and Yitzchak:

III.

A.
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If the Egyptians see you, and think, ‘She is his wife,’ they will kill me and let you live. Please say that you are my
sister, that it may go well with me because of you, and that I may remain alive thanks to you.”

When the men of the place asked him about his wife, he said, “She is my sister,” for he was afraid to say “my
wife,” thinking, “The men of the place might kill me on account of Rebekah, for she is beautiful.”

2.  Rivkah: 

When the words of her older son Esau were reported to Rebekah, she sent for her younger son Jacob and said to
him, “Your brother Esau is consoling himself by planning to kill you.

3.  Yehudah:

He replied, “Although what you are proposing is right, only the one with whom it is found shall be my slave; but
the rest of you shall go free.” He searched, beginning with the oldest and ending with the youngest; and the goblet
turned up in Benjamin’s bag.

 Rashi 44:20 He uttered this untruth out of fear. He thought: if I tell him that he is alive he may say “Bring him
to me”.

4.  Shevatim: 

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their father was dead, they said, “What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us
and pays us back for all the wrong that we did him!”

5. David and Yonatan:

David fled from Naioth in Ramah; he came to Jonathan and said, “What have I done, what is my crime and my
guilt against your father, that he seeks my life?”... At that, Saul threw his spear at him to strike him down; and
Jonathan realized that his father was determined to do away with David.

6. Moshe:

Shadal 3:18 Perhaps if he said this, Paroh would have killed him. 

B.  Save or Help the Jewish People-  the Greater Good
Avraham:
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Then Isaac said to his father Abraham, “Father!” And he answered, “Yes, my son.” And he said, “Here are the
firestone and the wood; but where is the sheep for the burnt offering?” And Abraham said, “God will see to the
sheep for His burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them walked on together.

Rivkah:

And the LORD answered her, “Two nations are in your womb, Two separate peoples shall issue from your body;
One people shall be mightier than the other, And the older shall serve the younger.”

Isaac loved Esau because he had a taste for game; but Rebekah loved Jacob.

Moshe:

They answered, “An Egyptian rescued us from the shepherds; he even drew water for us and watered the flock.”

C. - HUMAN DIGNITY and - KEEPING THE PEACE  

The school of Rabbi Yishmael taught: Peace is of such great importance that even the Holy One, Blessed be He,
altered the truth for the sake of preserving peace, as it is stated: “And Sarah laughed within herself, saying: After
I am waxed old shall I have pleasure, and my lord is old,” and it is written: “And the Lord said to Abraham: Why
did Sarah laugh, saying: Shall I certainly bear a child, and I am old?”

And Rabbi Ile’a further said in the name of Rabbi Elazar, son of Rabbi Shimon: It is permitted for a person to
depart from the truth in a matter that will bring peace, as it is stated: “Your father commanded before he died,
saying: So you shall say to Joseph: Please pardon your brothers’ crime, etc.” (Genesis 50:16–17). 

Rashi 50:16 They altered the facts (they stated something that was false) for the sake of peace, for Jacob had
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given them no such command because Joseph was not suspect in his sight.

One recites praise of the bride as she is, emphasizing her good qualities. And Beit Hillel say: One recites: A fair and
attractive bride. Beit Shammai said to Beit Hillel: In a case where the bride was lame or blind, does one say with
regard to her: A fair and attractive bride? But the Torah states: “Keep you from a false matter” (Exodus 23:7). Beit
Hillel said to Beit Shammai: According to your statement, with regard to one who acquired an inferior acquisition
from the market, should another praise it and enhance its value in his eyes or condemn it and diminish its value in
his eyes? You must say that he should praise it and enhance its value in his eyes and refrain from causing him
anguish. From here the Sages said: A person’s disposition should always be empathetic with mankind, and
treat everyone courteously.

Come and hear: Great is human dignity, as it overrides a prohibition in the Torah.

Aharon:

Hillel and Shammai received [the oral tradition] from them. Hillel used to say: be of the disciples of Aaron, loving
peace and pursuing peace, loving mankind and drawing them close to the Torah.

“Be of the disciples of Aharon, loving peace and pursuing peace": They explained in Avot DeRabbi Natan how
Aharon loved peace: When he would see two people quarreling, he would go to each one of them without the
knowledge of his fellow and say to him, “Behold how your fellow is regretting and afflicting himself that he sinned
against you; and he told me that I should come to you so that you will forgive him. And as a result of this, when they
bumped into each other, they would kiss each other.
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