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Learned like the daf; the literal words in bold, flowing with the elucidation

L CHAPTER PREVIEW

In this chapter, the Rambam takes on a major question that troubles many Yidden when they learn the Torah and the
Nevi'im: how do we understand those pesukim that seem to say Hashemforces a person to do bad or good, which would
chalilah take away our free will? The Rambam promises to lay down a great and fundamental yesod of our emunah to clear up
these difficult pesukim once and for all. He begins by explaining how Hashem runs the world with true justice, bringing
retribution on a sinner in this world, in the next world, or both, depending on the sin, and how Teshuvah acts as a shield to

protect a person from these punishments.

We then learn a deep and sobering concept in the ways of Hashem's judgment: sometimes, when a person chooses to commit
very great or numerous sins willfully and consciously, the True Judge decrees that his punishment in this world is that the
gates of Teshuvah are locked before him. The Rambam brings proofs from Pharaoh, Sichon, the Canaanites, and the Yidden
in the times of Eliyahu Hanavi to show that they all started sinning on their own free will, and only afterward did Hashem
harden their hearts as a punishment, preventing them fromrepenting so they would receive their full retribution. We also learn
how the tefillos of Dovid Hamelech and the other nevi'im fit into this, as they begged Hashemnot to let their sins block them
fromthe path of truth, and how Hashem sends us prophets to guide us back to Him.

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

Halacha 1 - Free Will and the Divine System of Retribution in This World and the Next
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Many verses there are in the Torah and in the words of the Prophets
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that they appear as contradicting this fundamental principle of free will,
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and most people stumble through them by misunderstanding their true meaning,
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and it arises in their minds from them
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that the Holy One, blessed be He, decrees upona person to do evil or good,
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and that the heart of a personis not handed over to him to direct it to all that he desires.
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And behold, I will explain a great principle
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from which you will know the explanation of all those verses.
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At a time when a single person or the people of a province sin,
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and the sinner commits a sin that he does from his own mind and with his own will, as we have made known that he has

the power to do,
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itis proper to exact punishment from him,
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and the Holy One, blessed be He, knows how He will punish him.
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There is a sin that the attribute of justice dictates
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that they exact punishment from him for his sin in this world,
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in his body, or in his money, or through his small children;
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foraperson's small children, who do not have understanding in themand have not reached the category of mitzvos,

ERREE

are like his possession,
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and it is written, "A man for his sin shall die,” which implies that this applies only until he becomes a man.
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And there is a sin that justice dictates that they exact punishment from him in the World to Come,
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and there is not to the transgressor of it any damage in this world.
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And there is a sin that they exact punishment from him in this world and for the World to Come.

Halacha 2 - The Power of Teshuvah to Shield Against Retribution
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In what cases are these words said?

nawn Ty NPY 12

At a time when the sinner did not do teshuvah,
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but if he did do teshuvah,
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the teshuvah stands like a shield before the retribution and protects him from punishment.
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And just as a personsins of his own knowledge and with his own will,
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so he does teshuvah of his own knowledge and with his own will, for Hashem does not force himto do bad or good.

Halacha 3 - Withholding Repentance as a Punishment for Severe Sins
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And it is possible that a person will commit a great sin, or many sins,

until the judgment will be given before the Judge of Truth, Hashem,
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that the retribution from this sinner for these sins, which he committed of his own free will and with his knowledge,

should be
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that they withhold repentance from him,
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and they do not allow him permission to re pent from his wickedness,
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in order that he will die and perishin his sin that he committed.
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This is what the Holy One, blessed is He, said through Yeshayahu:
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"Make fat the heart of this people..." and so on.
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And so He says in Divrei HaYamim:
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"And they were mocking the messengers of God, and despising His words, and scoffing at His prophets, until the

rising of the wrath of Hashem against His people, until there was no remedy."
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Meaning to say, they sinned of their own free will and multiplied their transgressions,
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until they became liable to have re pentance withheld from them, which is the remedy.
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Therefore, it is written in the Torah:

"And I will strengthen” and "I will harden the heart of Pharaoh.”
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Because he sinned on his own at first,
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and did evil to Yisrael who were dwelling in his land,
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as it is said: "Come, let us deal wisely with them.”
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The judgment dictated to withhold re pentance from him until retribution was exacted from him.
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Therefore, the Holy One, blessed is He, hardened his heart.
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And why did He send to him through Moshe, saying, "Send them out and do teshuvah,”
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when the Holy One, blessed is He, had already said to him, "You will not send them,”
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as it is said: "But as for you and your servants, I know..." and so on,
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and "But indeed, for this reasonI have kept you standing"?
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Inorder to make known to all who enter the world
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that at a time when the Holy One, blessed is He, withholds repentance from the sinner, he is unable to repent,
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but he will die in his wickedness which he committed at first of his own free will.
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And so too Sichon, according to the sins that he had, became liable to have repentance withheld from him,
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as it is said: "For Hashem, your God, hardened his spirit and made his heart obstinate.”
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And so too the Canaanites, according to their abominations, He withheld repentance from them
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until they waged war with Yisrael,
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as it is said: "For it was from Hashem to harden their hearts to meet in war with Yisrael, in order to utterly destroy

them."
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And so too Yisrael in the days of Eliyahu, because they multiplied their transgressions,
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He withheld repentance from those who multiplied their transgressions,
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as it is said: "And You have turned their heart backward,”
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meaning to say, You withheld repentance from them.
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Consequently, you must say that God did not decree upon Pharaoh to do evil to Yisrael,
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nor upon Sichon to sin in his land,
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nor upon the Canaanites to act abominably,
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nor upon Yisrael to worship idols.
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Rather, all of them sinned of their own accord,
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and all of them became liable to have re pentance withheld from them.

Halacha 4 - The Request of the Righteous for Divine Assistance to Do God's Will
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And like this matter, the righteous and the prophets ask in their prayer from Hashem to help them upon the truth, so

that they do not stumble in sin and lose their path.
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This is like that which Dovid said in Tehillim 27:11, "Teach me, Hashe m, Your way."

Meaning to say: Let not my sins prevent me from finding the path of the truth, from which I will know Your way and the

oneness of Your Name, and thus serve You with a complete heart.

"219MON 12T MM T K1 BO2ONN MY 1119

And so too, this is the meaning of that which he said in Tehillim 51:14, "and a spirit of magnanimity support me,"
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meaning to say: Let my spirit rest and be willing to do Your desire,
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and let not my sins cause me to prevent me from doing re pentance,
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rather, let the free will be in my hand until I re turn and understand and know the path of the truth without any spiritual

blockages.
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And upon this path we must explain all that is similar to these verses, where the tzaddikim pray for Hashem's guidance.

i ﬂ;’? n Halacha 5 - Free Will and General Prophecies Regarding the Future
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And what is this that Dovid said in Tehillim, "Good and upright is Hashem, therefore He instructs sinners in the path.

He guides the humble in justice..." etc.?
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This refers to the fact that He sent prophets to them, informing them of the ways of Hashem, and re turning them in

repe ntance.
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And furthermore, that He gave in them strength to learn and to understand.
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For this attribute is in e very man, that all the time that he is drawn in the ways of wisdom and righteousness, he

desires themand pursues them.
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And it is what our Sages, their memory for blessing, said: "One who comes to purify himself, they assist him"—

meaning to say, he will find himself assisted upon the matter.
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And is it not written in the Torah, "And they shall serve them, and they shall afflict them"? Behold, He decreed upon
the Egyptians to do evil!

m792y T2Y% PRI DY M350, "PANT 921 PR vnK Man M ayn opy” o XD 09937 2900

s

And it is written, "And this nation will arise and stray after the gods of the foreigners of the land." Behold, He

decreed upon Yisrael to worship foreign worship!
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And why did He punish them?
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Because He did not decree uponso-and-so, the known individual, that he would be the one who strays; rather, every
single one of those who strayed to worship foreign worship, if he did not want to worship, he would not have

worshipped.
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And the Creator did not inform him of anything except the custom of the world.
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Behold, to what is this comparable? To one who says, "This nation, there will be among them righteous and wicked
people.”
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Not because of this will the wicked person say that it was already decreed upon him that he would be wicked, just

because He informed Moshe that there would be wicked people in Yisrael.

PN 3RR 13N PTNY KD 02" N0 0 OON3T MY 12392

Like the matter that is said, "For the needy will not cease from the midst of the land."
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And so too with the Egyptians: every single one of those who oppressed and who did evil to Yisrael, if he did not

want to do evil to them, the permission was in his hand to refrain.
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For He did not decree upon a known individual, but rather He informed him that the end of his seed was destined to

be enslaved in a land not theirs.
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And already we have said that there is no strength in man to know how the Holy One, blessed is He, knows things

that are destined to be.

CHAPTER SUMMARY

The Rambam explains that while every person has the free will to choose good or bad and to do Teshuvah, a sinner can
commit such severe or repeated sins that the True Judge punishes him by withholding the opportunity for Teshuvah, causing
him to die in his wickedness. This explains why Hashem hardened the hearts of Pharaoh, Sichon, and the Canaanites, and
why He turned the hearts of the people backward in the days of Eliyahu—not because He decreed they should sin from the
start, but as a punishment for the terrible sins they chose to commit on their own initiative. Because of this, the righteous and
the prophets, like Dovid Hamelech, constantly pray to Hashem to support themand not let their sins block them from the path

of truth, while Hashemin His goodness sends prophets to teach and guide sinners back to the right path.

TWYR? WHAT TO TAKE HOME

My dear talmid, we often think of Teshuvah as a safety net that will always be there, waiting for us whenever we finally
decide to getaround to it. But the Rambam here reveals a sobering, shaking truth about how the spiritual world works: the
freedomto choose is a gift, and like any gift, it can be lost. When a person willfully and repeatedly hardens their own heart
against the truth, there comes a point where Heaven says, "You wanted to close the door? Now, the dooris closed.” The
ultimate punishment for sin is not always a physical blow; sometimes, it is the loss of the desire and the ability to change.

Pharaoh and Sichon were not born wicked, but by their own choices, they locked themselves in a prison of their own making.

This is not meant to bring us to despair, chas v'shalom, but to wake us up to the preciousness of the present moment. Every
single time you feel a small awakening in your heart, a sudden desire to daven with more kavanah, a urge to stop yourself
from speaking lashon hara, ora pull to learn one more mishnah, thatis a direct gift from Hashem. Itis a door opening. If you
ignore it, the next time it will be harder to hear. But if you seize it, you create a vessel for even more help from Shamayim. As

Chazal teach us, "One who comes to purify himself is assisted.”

This is why Dovid HaMelech cried out in Tehillim, "And let a willing spirit support me." He was davening that his past
mistakes should not block his path to growth, begging Hashem to keep his heart open and soft. We must have the same yiras
Shamayim. Do not wait for tomorrow, and do not assume your heart will always be this open. When the spark of inspiration is

there, you must act on it immediately.

Today, the very moment you feel a slight inner push to do the right thing or to pull back froma temptation, do not hesitate

foreven a second, act on that holy impulse immediately to keep your heart open and receptive to Hashem.
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