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O N  T HIS  PA G E

This chapter of Chovos HaLevavos delves into a profound question: how does a baal teshuvah, one who has repented,

compare to a tzadik, a righteous person who has never sinned? We will explore three distinct scenarios, each offering a unique

perspective on the spiritual standing of the penitent.

We will learn that sometimes the baal teshuvah can reach the same level as the tzadik, sometimes even surpassing him, and

sometimes the tzadik remains on a higher plane. The determining factors lie in the nature of the sin committed and the depth

and sincerity of the repentance, particularly how it shapes the individual's ongoing avodah and yiras Shamayim.

All introductions, summaries, and contextual notes are the editor's commentary and are not part of the original text.

ר לֹא שֶׁ  יק אֲ צַּדִּ ם הַ ה עִ וּבָ שׁ תְּ ר הַ חַ וֶּה אַ תַּ  שְׁ  יִּ שֶׁ ים  בִ שָּׁ   ן הַ י יֵשׁ מִ כִּ ר  יק, אוֹמַ צַּדִּ ם הַ ב עִ שָּׁ   וֶּה הַ תַּ  שְׁ  ם יִ ל אִ אֲבָ

ב. שָּׁ   שֶׁ יו, אע״פ  לָ ן עָ רוֹ יק יִתְ צַּדִּ יֵּשׁ לַ שֶׁ י  ם מִ הֶ יק; וּמֵ צַּדִּ ל הַ ן עַ רוֹ יֵּשׁ לוֹ יִתְ שֶׁ י  ם מִ הֶ א; וּמֵ טָ חָ

Regarding whether a baal teshuvah can be equal to a tzaddik, I will say that there are some baalei teshuvah who, after repenting,

become equal to a tzaddik who never sinned; some who even have an advantage over the tzaddik;  and some over whom the tzaddik

has an advantage,  even though they repented.

כָּה  סֻ לוּלָב וּכְ ית וּכְ יצִ צִ כְּ ת,  כָּרֵ הּ  ין בָּ אֵ שֶׁ ה  שֵׂ וַת עֲ צְ מִ וּרוֹ בְּ צּ קִ א בְּ טֵ חוֹ יֶה הַ יִּהְ שֶׁ ן הוּא  וֹ אשׁ רִ לֶק הָ חֵ וּבֵאוּר הַ

זֶה. ה לָ וֹמֶ דּ הַ וְ

The explanation for the first case is when the person's failing was in a positive mitzvah that does not carry the punishment of Kares,

such as tzitzis,  lulav,  succah, or similar mitzvos.

NOTE Kares is a severe spiritual excision, a punishment from Heaven for certain grave sins, where the soul is cut off from its source.

א וֹרֵ בּ חֹל לוֹ הַ ם, יִמְ הֶ וּרוֹ בָּ צּ נֶה קִ שְׁ  לֹא יִ ם, וְ שׂוֹת אוֹתָ עֲ ל לַ דֵּ תַּ  שְׁ  יִ נוֹ, וְ וֹ שׁ לְ וֹ וּבִ בּ לִ ם בְּ הֶ צֵּר בָּ קַ מְ וּב הַ ר יָשׁ שֶׁ  כַאֲ וְ

ם. הֶ צֵּר בָּ ר לֹא קִ שֶׁ  יק אֲ צַּדִּ ם הַ וֶּה עִ תַּ  שְׁ  יִ וְ

When such a person who was deficient in these mitzvos repents in his heart and with his speech, and strives to fulfill them, and does

not repeat his neglect,  the Creator will forgive him, and he will become equal to the tzaddik who never fell short in these mitzvos.

ת כָּרֵ הּ  ין בָּ אֵ שֶׁ ה  שֵׂ וַת עֲ צְ ל מִ בַר עַ רוּ רז״ל: "עָ מְ אָ א", וְ טָ לֹּא חָ  שֶׁ י  מִ כְּ א  טְ חֵ ן הַ ב מִ שָּׁ   ר: "הַ מוֹ זֶה נֶאֱמַ כְ וּבִ

לֵיכֶם'." ה אֲ וּבָ שׁ אָ י וְ לַ וּבוּ אֵ ר )מלאכי ג(: 'שׁ נֶּאֱמַ  שֶׁ ין לוֹ,  לִ וֹחֲ מּ שֶׁ ד  קוֹמוֹ עַ מְּ  ינוֹ זָז מִ ה, אֵ וּבָ שׁ ה תְּ שָׂ עָ וְ

Regarding such a penitent,  it is said,  "One who repents from a sin is as if he never sinned," and our Sages,  of blessed memory, said,

"If one transgressed a positive mitzvah that does not incur Kares and repented, he does not move from his place until he is forgiven, as

it is stated (Malachi 3),  'Return to Me, and I will return to you.'"



וַת לֹא צְ מִ ן בְּ טָ א קָ טְ א חֵ טָ ב חָ שָּׁ   יֶה הַ יִּהְ שֶׁ בֵּאוּר זֶה  יק,  צַּדִּ ל הַ ב עַ שָּׁ   ן הַ רוֹ וֹ יִתְ יֵּשׁ לוֹ בּ שֶׁ הוּא  י, וְ נִ שֵּׁ   לֶק הַ חֵ הַ וְ

. יהָ נָאֶ ל תְּ כָ ה בְּ לֵמָ שְׁ ה  וּבָ שׁ נָּה תְּ  מֶּ  ב מִ שָׁ ת, ואח״כ  כָּרֵ הּ  ין בָּ אֵ שֶׁ ה  שֶׂ עֲ תַ

The second case,  where the baal teshuvah has an advantage over the tzaddik, is explained as follows: when the baal teshuvah

committed a minor sin,  a negative mitzvah that does not carry Kares,  and afterwards repented from it with a complete teshuvah,

fulfilling all its conditions.

א וֹרָ מּ וֹ הַ בּ לִ נַס בְּ כְ נִ א, וְ וֹרֵ בּ הַ וֹ מֵ תּ שְׁ  בָּ לָם מִ כְ נִ יו, וְ לָ ילָה עָ חִ מְּ  יד הַ מִ תָּ שׁ  בַקֵּ נָיו, וּמְ פָּ נֹכַח  תוֹ וְ מָּ  עֻ נוֹ לְ וֹ ם עֲ שָׂ וְ

. וֹ שׁ ה נַפְ רָ בְּ שְׁ  נִ וֹ, וְ שׁ נְ עָ מֵ

He places his sin before him and opposite his face,  constantly seeking forgiveness for it,  feeling ashamed before the Creator,  with the

fear of punishment entering his heart,  and his spirit broken.

א. וֹרֵ בּ רֹעַ חוֹבוֹת הַ פְ לוּתוֹ לִ דְּ תַּ  שְׁ  הִ תוֹ וְ נִיעָ כְ ה לִ בָּ אוֹ סִ טְ יָה חֶ הָ יד, וְ מִ תָּ ים  לֹהִ  אֱ נֵי הָ פְ ל לִ פֵ שָׁ  נָע וְ כְ הוּא נִ וְ

He is always submissive and humble before Hashem, and his sin becomes a cause for his humility and his diligent effort to fulfill his

obligations to the Creator.

ל. וֹ שׁ כְ מִּ  ן הַ יו מִ ית יָמָ רִ אֵ שְׁ  ר בִּ מֵ שָּׁ   יִ וֹ, וְ ר בּ פָּאֵ  לֹא יִתְ ינָיו, וְ עֵ ה בְּ בֶּ רְ לֹא יִ וֹב, וְ טּ הוּ הַ שֵׂ עֲ מַּ  ה מִ אוּמָ מְ ה בִּ גָּאֶ לֹא יִתְ

He does not become proud in the least over his good deeds,  nor do they seem great in his eyes,  nor does he boast about them, and he

guards himself from stumbling for the rest of his days.

וֹ ים בּ טוּחִ ין בְּ יק אֵ צַּדִּ י הַ כִּ ה לוֹ,  וֹמֶ דּ הַ הוּא וְ א הַ טְ חֵ א הַ טָ לֹּא חָ  שֶׁ יק  צַּדִּ ל הַ ן עַ רוֹ יֵּשׁ לוֹ יִתְ שֶׁ א זֶה הוּא  טֵ חוֹ

הוּ. שֵׂ עֲ מַ יָרוּם בְּ וֹ וְ בּ הּ לִ בַּ  גְ יִ ה וְ גָּאֶ לֹּא יִתְ  שֶׁ

Such a sinner is the one who has an advantage over the tzaddik who never committed that sin or similar ones,  because the tzaddik is

not guaranteed that his heart will not become proud, haughty, and elevated due to his deeds.

ל כָּ  ר מִ יק יוֹתֵ צַּדִּ ת לַ זֶּקֶ מַּ  שֶׁ ה  קָ דָ יֵשׁ צְ יק, וְ צַּדִּ קוֹת הַ דְ ל צִ כָּ  ר מִ ב יוֹתֵ שָּׁ   יל לַ עִ וֹ מּ שֶׁ א  טְ י יֵשׁ חֵ כִּ ר  ר נֶאֱמַ בָ וּכְ

בַח. שֶּׁ   הֲבַת הַ אַ גֵּאוּת וּבַחֹנֶף וְ בַּ בֵק  דָ ה וְ נִיעָ כְּ  ן הַ וֹ מִ בּ נֶה לִ יַּפְ שֶׁ  כְּ ב,  שָּׁ   טֹּאות הַ  חַ

It has already been said that there is a sin that benefits the baal teshuvah more than all the righteous deeds of the tzaddik, and there is

a good deed that harms the tzaddik more than all the sins of the baal teshuvah, when the tzaddik turns his heart away from humility

and clings to pride,  flattery,  and love of praise.

ן ל מִ הוּא גָּדוֹ שֶׁ ה  מָּ  לֵיכֶם מִ ד עֲ פַחֵ י מְ יִיתִ ן, הָ וֹ יָה לָכֶם עָ וּ לֹא הָ לּ יו: "אִ ידָ מִ לְ תַ ים לְ יקִ צַּדִּ ן הַ ד מִ חָ כמ״ש אֶ

ן". וֹ עָ הֶ

As one of the tzaddikim said to his students,  "If you were completely without any sins,  I would be afraid for you of something worse

than sin."

חֹנֶף". הַ גֵּאוּת וְ ם: "הַ ר לָהֶ מַ ן?" אָ וֹ עָ ן הֶ ל מִ הוּ גָּדוֹ : "וּמַ רוּ לוֹ מְ אָ

They asked him, "What is worse than sin?" He answered them, "Pride and flattery."

עֲמֹד." ים לַ לִ ים יְכוֹ מוּרִ ים גְּ יקִ ין צַדִּ ים, אֵ דִ ה עוֹמְ וּבָ שׁ י תְּ לֵ עֲ בַּ  שֶׁ קוֹם  מָ זֶה ארז״ל: "בְּ כָּ ב  שָׁ  וּבְ

And regarding such a baal teshuvah, our Sages,  of blessed memory, said,  "In the place where baalei teshuvah stand, even perfectly

righteous tzaddikim cannot stand."



י ידֵ ת בִּ כָרֵ ם וְ דָ י אָ ידֵ ה בִּ יתָ הּ מִ יֵּשׁ בָּ שֶׁ ה  שֶׂ עֲ וֹת לֹא תַ צְ מִּ  לוֹת מִ דוֹ רוֹת גְּ ר עֲבֵ ב עוֹבֵ שָּׁ   יֶה הַ יִּהְ שֶׁ י  שִׁ י לִ שְּׁ   לֶק הַ חֵ הַ וְ

לוֹת. דוֹ גְּ ן הַ ם מִ ה לָהֶ וֹמֶ דּ הַ ר וְ קֶ שֶׁ בוּעַת  שְׁ ם וּ שֵּׁ   וּל הַ לּ חִ כְּ יִם,  מַ שָׁ

The third case is when the baal teshuvah transgressed major sins from the negative mitzvos that carry the punishment of death by Beis

Din or Kares from the Heavenly court,  such as Chillul Hashem, a false oath, and similar grave sins.

NOTE Chillul Hashem means desecrating Hashem's Name, which is a very severe sin.

ה בעוה״ז סֶּ נֻ יְּ שֶׁ ד  ן לוֹ עַ כֵ תָּ  ילָה לֹא תִּ חִ מְּ  י הַ כִּ  , יהָ רֶ דָ ה וּגְ וּבָ שׁ תְּ י הַ נָאֵ ים תְּ לִ שְׁ  הִ ם וְ הֶ עוּתוֹ בָּ טָּ  ב מִ שָׁ ךְ  כָּ ר  חַ אַ וְ

יו. נֹתָ וֹ עֲ ה מֵ נָּקֶ  יִ לוֹ וְ בְ סָ ל לְ יּוּכַ שֶׁ ה  מָּ  מִ

And afterwards,  he repented from his error in these matters and fulfilled the conditions and boundaries of teshuvah; however,

forgiveness will not be complete for him until he is tested in this world with suffering that he can bear,  and thereby be cleansed of his

sins.

ה יתָ ין וּמִ קִ רְ מָ ין מְ וּרִ סּ ה, יִ וּבָ שׁ ה תְּ שָׂ עָ ת ב״ד וְ יתַ ת וּמִ כָּרֵ הּ  יֵּשׁ בָּ שֶׁ ה  שֶׂ עֲ וַת לֹא תַ צְ ל מִ בַר עַ רוּ רז״ל: "עָ מְ וּבוֹ אָ

ם יב )ישעיהו כ״ב:י״ד(: 'אִ תִ נָם', וּכְ וֹ ים עֲ עִ גָ נְ ם וּבִ עָ שְׁ  פִּ ט  בֶ שֵׁ  י בְ תִּ דְ ר )תהלים פט(: 'וּפָקַ נֶּאֱמַ  שֶׁ ת,  רֶ פֶּ  כַ מְ

תוּן'." מֻ ד תְּ זֶּה לָכֶם עַ ן הַ וֹ עָ פַּר הֶ  כֻ יְ

Regarding such a person, our Sages,  of blessed memory, said,  "If one transgressed a negative mitzvah that carries Kares or death by

Beis Din and repented, sufferings cleanse him, and death completes the atonement, as it is stated (Tehillim 89),  'Then I will punish

their transgression with a rod, and their iniquity with afflictions, ' and it is written (Yeshayahu 22:14),  'Surely this iniquity shall not be

atoned for you until you die.'"

ק. פֵ י סָ לִ ם בְּ הֶ ב מֵ שָּׁ   ל הַ ן עַ רוֹ רוֹת יֵשׁ לוֹ יִתְ עֲבֵ וּ הָ לּ בַר אֵ לֹּא עָ  שֶׁ יק  צַּדִּ הַ וְ

And without a doubt, the tzaddik who never transgressed these types of sins has an advantage over the baal teshuvah who repented

from them.

W HA T  T O  T A K E  F R O M  IT

Shaar HaTeshuvah, Chapter Eight, meticulously outlines three categories regarding the comparison between a baal teshuvah

and a tzadik. The first case describes a penitent who transgressed a positive mitzvah without Kares; through sincere

repentance, he immediately achieves the same standing as a tzadik who never sinned. The second case presents a baal

teshuvah who committed a minor negative transgression (without Kares) but whose repentance is so profound, marked by

constant shame, brokenness, and humility, that his sin becomes a catalyst for greater submission and avodah, ultimately

elevating him above a tzadik who might become complacent or proud. The third case addresses a penitent who committed

severe sins punishable by Kares or death; while his repentance is accepted, full atonement requires suffering in this world, thus

placing the tzadik who never committed such sins on a higher level.



ה שֶׂ עֲ מַ לְ W H AT  T O  T A K E  H O M E

My dear friends, the Chovos HaLevavos today gives us such a powerful chiddush about teshuvah. We often think of

teshuvah as simply wiping the slate clean, returning to where we were before. But the Baalei Teshuvah, those who truly return

to Hashem, can reach even higher levels than a tzadik who never sinned! How can this be? Because the sin itself, when truly

repented for, can become a catalyst for a profound transformation.

When a person stumbles, and then truly takes that fall to heart, it can break their spirit in a holy way. They become humble,

constantly aware of their dependence on Hashem, and filled with a deep fear of sinning again. This brokenness, this constant

striving to repay their debt to the Creator, can lead to a level of submission and humility that even a tzadik who never fell

might not achieve. The tzadik, while pure, might be more susceptible to a subtle pride in their good deeds. But the baal

teshuvah, having experienced their own weakness, is inoculated against this.

This is why our Sages teach us, "In the place where baalei teshuvah stand, even perfectly righteous tzaddikim cannot stand."

It's not about the sin itself, but what the sin, through the process of teshuvah, *does* to the person's heart. It can forge a

deeper connection, a more profound humility, and a more intense yearning for Hashem's closeness.

So, what's our takeaway for today? Let's internalize this truth: if we have stumbled, Hashem is not just waiting to forgive us

and bring us back to square one. He is waiting for us to use that experience to grow, to become even more humble, more

broken-hearted, and more devoted to Him. Don't let past mistakes define you negatively; let them be the springboard for a

deeper, more authentic avodah. Today, let's take one small step to turn a past stumble into a source of greater humility and

closeness to Hashem.
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