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O N  T HIS  PA G E

In this chapter, the Chovos HaLevavos opens our eyes to the three great spiritual pitfalls that ruin a Yid's ability to serve

Hashem with pure, unadulterated devotion (yichud hamaaseh). The first two of these barriers are ignorance of Hashem and

His goodness, and ignorance of the mitzvos and the Torah. The third barrier is the constant, deceptive whispering of the

yetzer hara, which tries to make this world look sweet while pulling a person away from his true purpose in the World to Come.

We will learn how a lack of daas of Hashem inevitably leads a person to seek the approval of flesh and blood rather than his

Creator. The Chovos HaLevavos draws a powerful and sobering contrast between a simple idol worshipper and a flatterer (a

hypocrite), showing us how the flatterer's hidden deceit is actually far more damaging to the world and to his own neshama

than outright avodah zarah.

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

ים. רִ בָ ה דְּ שָׁ לֹ  שְׁ ם  ים, הֵ לֹהִ ה לֵא שֶׂ עֲ מַּ  י יִחוּד הַ ידֵ סִ פְ ל מַ אֲבָ

However,  the things that ruin the dedication of one's actions solely to Hashem are three.

. תוֹ ת טוֹבָ אֶ ים וְ לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ ין אֶ לֹּא יָבִ  שֶׁ ם,  הֶ ד מֵ חָ אֶ

The first of them is that a person does not understand Hashem and His goodness.

יו. וֹרוֹתָ ת תּ אֶ ים וְ לֹהִ  אֱ וֹת הָ צְ ין מִ לֹּא יָבִ  שֶׁ י,  נִ שֵּׁ   הַ וְ

The second is that he does not understand the mitzvos of Hashem and His Torah.

בָּא.  לָם הַ עוֹ ךְ הָ רֶ דֶּ הוּ מִ חֲקֵ ירַ יו העוה״ז, וִ לָ ב אֵ בֵּ יְּחַ שֶׁ ה  מָ ם בְּ דָ יזָתוֹ לָאָ מִ יֵּצֶר וּרְ הוּר הַ רְ י, הִ שִׁ י לִ שְּׁ   הַ וְ

And the third is the prompting of the yetzer hara and its subtle hints to a person, by which it makes this world beloved to him and

distances him from the path of the World to Come.

נָיו, ת אֲדוֹ עַ אֶ ינוֹ יוֹדֵ אֵ שֶׁ י  ל מִ כָּ  שֶׁ נֵי  פְּ  ה, הוּא מִ עֲבוֹדָ ה הָ שֶׂ עֲ מַ ים לְ לֹהִ  אֱ עַת הָ דַּ לוּת מִ כְ סִּ ד הַ סֵ פְ נֵי הֶ פְ ל אָ אֲבָ

נֶּזֶק.  הַ לֶת וְ עֶ וֹ תּ וּ הַ נּ מֶּ  ן מִ כֵ תָּ יִ יָנוֹ, וְ נְ עַ עִ יּוֹדֵ שֶׁ י  עֲבֹד מִ ל יַ ; אֲבָ וֹ בּ לִ הוּ בְּ דֵ בְ עַ לֹא יַ

Now, the way that ignorance of Hashem ruins the service of Him is because anyone who does not know his Master cannot serve Him

with his heart;  rather,  he will only serve someone whose existence he is aware of and from whom benefit or harm is expected.

ם דָ נֵי אָ בְּ וֶּה מִ יקַ א וִ יִּירָ שֶׁ י  מִ ם לְ הֶ וָּנָתוֹ בָּ כַּ ה,  עֲבוֹדָ י הָ שֵׂ עֲ מַּ  ה מִ שֶׂ עֲ ים מַ לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ עַ אֶ ינוֹ יוֹדֵ אֵ שֶׁ י  ה מִ שֶׂ עֲ ם יַ אִ וְ

. יָנוֹ נְ יר עִ כִּ  לֹא מַ עַ וְ וּ יוֹדֵ נּ ינֶ אֵ שֶׁ נֵי  פְּ  ם, מִ א אוֹתָ וֹרֵ בּ לֹא הַ ם וְ דָ נֵי אָ ד בְּ עוֹבֵ בַד; וְ לְ בִּ

And if someone who does not know Hashem performs an act of service,  his intention in doing so will only be for those human beings

whom he fears or hopes to gain from; thus,  he is serving human beings and not the Creator Who made them, because he does not

know or recognize Him.



. ךְ רַ בָּ ים יִתְ לֹהִ בֵּא לוּתוֹ  כְ זֶה סִ תוֹ לָ יאָ בִ י מְ כִּ ים,  כָבִ וֹ ד כּ עוֹבֵ הָ ר בְּ ן נֶאֱמַ כֵ וְ

The same can be said of an idol worshiper,  for it is his ignorance of Hashem, may He be blessed, that brings him to this.

ים. רִ בָ ה דְּ עָ בָּ רְ אַ נֵף בְּ חָ ל הֶ ים עַ כָבִ וֹ ד כּ עוֹבֵ הָ ן לְ רוֹ יֵשׁ יִתְ וְ

Yet,  the idol worshiper actually has an advantage over the hypocrite in four ways.

NOTE The term 'chaneif' refers to a hypocrite who outwardly pretends to serve Hashem but inwardly does so to please people.

אוֹתוֹת וֹ בְּ תּ בְ שַׁ  חֲ ד מַ סֵ פְ לוֹ הֶ צְ ר אֶ רֵ יְּבָ שֶׁ יא  ר ע״י נָבִ זְהָ וּ מֻ נּ ינֶ ן אֵ זוֹ ין חָ אֵ שֶׁ ן  זְמַ ים בִּ כָבִ וֹ ד כּ עוֹבֵ י הָ כִּ ם,  הֶ ד מֵ חָ אֶ

ים לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ עֲבוֹדַ בַּ וֹת  צְ מִּ  ן הַ ל מִ בֵּ קִּ שֶׁ ה  מָ נָה בְּ עֲ יו טַ לָ ים, יֵשׁ עָ לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ תוֹרַ נִיף בְּ חֲ מַּ  ל הַ ים; אֲבָ תִ פְ מוֹ וּבְ

. ת זוּלָתוֹ עֲבוֹדַ ה מֵ רָ זְהָ הַ הַ וְ

First,  in a time when there is no prophecy, the idol worshiper has not been personally warned by a prophet who could demonstrate the

falsehood of his beliefs through signs and wonders;  whereas the hypocrite who acts within the framework of Hashem's Torah has no

excuse,  since he has already accepted the mitzvos to serve Hashem and the prohibition against serving anyone else.

י ד מִ ים, עוֹבֵ לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ תוֹרַ נִיף בְּ חֲ מַּ  ל הַ ים; אֲבָ לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ ה אֶ רֶ מְ ינוֹ מַ אֵ שֶׁ י  ד מִ ים עוֹבֵ כָבִ וֹ ד כּ עוֹבֵ י הָ כִּ י,  נִ שֵּׁ   הַ וְ

. ה אוֹתוֹ רֶ מְ ינוֹ מַ אֵ שֶׁ י  ים וּמִ לֹהִ  אֱ ת הָ ה אֶ רֶ מְ מַּ  שֶׁ

Second, the idol worshiper serves forces of nature or celestial bodies which do not actively rebel against Hashem; whereas the

hypocrite who acts within the Torah serves human beings,  who are capable of actively rebelling against Hashem as well as obeying

Him.

יו. דָ עֱבָ נֶ ית לְ לִ כְ תַּ ין  נֵף, אֵ חָ הֶ בַד; וְ לְ ד בִּ חָ ר אֶ בָ ד דָּ ים הוּא עוֹבֵ כָבִ וֹ ד כּ עוֹבֵ י הָ כִּ י,  שִׁ י לִ שְּׁ   הַ וְ

Third, the idol worshiper usually serves only one specific thing;  whereas for the hypocrite,  there is no limit to the number of people he

tries to please and serve.

נוּתוֹ רָ פְ כַּ סוּם  רְ פִּ נֵי  פְּ  וּ מִ נּ מֶּ  ים מִ רִ מָ שְׁ  ם נִ הֵ ם, וְ דָ נֵי אָ בְּ ר מִ תָּ  סְ יָנוֹ נִ נְ ין עִ ים אֵ כָבִ וֹ ד כּ עוֹבֵ י הָ כִּ י,  יעִ בִ רְ הָ וְ

. זוּלָתוֹ ן לְ כֵ תָּ לֹּא יִ  שֶׁ ה  ם, מָ זִּיקָ  הַ ן לוֹ לְ כֵ תָּ יִ וֹ וְ ים בּ חִ טְ וֹ ם בּ דָ נֵי אָ ה, וּבְ אֶ נוּתוֹ נִרְ רָ פְ כַּ ין  נֵף, אֵ חָ ל הֶ ים; אֲבָ לֹהִ בֵּא

Fourth, the idol worshiper's path is not hidden from people,  so they protect themselves from him because his denial of Hashem is

public;  but the hypocrite's denial is concealed, so people trust him, enabling him to cause them spiritual harm in a way that an open

denier cannot.

ה. תֶּ פַ יר וּמְ יָהִ נֵף וְ נֵנוּ חָ וֹ שׁ לְ א בִּ רָ נִקְ לָם, וְ עוֹ י הָ וֵ דְ מַ בְּ שֶׁ ל  גָּדוֹ הוּא הַ וְ

This hypocrisy is the greatest sickness in the world, and in our sacred tongue, such a person is called a flatterer,  a haughty one, and

an enticer.

ין בִ ינוֹ מֵ אֵ שֶׁ יוָן  כֵּ  שֶׁ  ; תוֹ עֲבוֹדָ בַּ ל  אֵ ם הָ שֵׁ  ד לְ יֻחָ הוּ מְ שֵׂ עֲ ין מַ יו, אֵ תוֹרוֹתָ ים וְ לֹהִ  אֱ וֹת הָ צְ ין מִ בִ ינוֹ מֵ אֵ שֶׁ י  ךְ מִ אַ

ים. לֹהִ ם לֵא הֶ בוֹ בָּ בָ יִחוּד לְ ם בְּ תָ לָמָ שְׁ  נֵי הַ פְ ין אָ לֹּא יָבִ  שֶׁ ן  כֵּ  שֶׁ ל  כָּ וֹרֹת,  תּ ם הַ הֵ שֶׁ ה  עֲבוֹדָ נֵי הָ פְ אָ

Furthermore, one who does not understand the mitzvos of Hashem and His Torah cannot dedicate his actions purely to Hashem's

Name in his service;  for since he does not understand the proper ways of performing the service,  which are the Torah's laws, he

certainly will not understand how to perfect them with the complete devotion of his heart to Hashem.



יּוּבוֹ ת חִ תַּ  בַּאֲמִ ק  פֵּ  תַּ  סְ מִ כְּ הוּא  שֶׁ נֵי  פְּ  ים, מִ לֹהִ  אֱ זוּלַת הָ וֹ לְ וָּנָתוֹ בּ כַּ ה,  עֲבוֹדָ י הָ שֵׂ עֲ מַּ  ה מִ שֶׂ הוּא עוֹ שֶׁ ה  ל מָ כָ וְ

. תוֹ טוֹבָ ים וְ לֹהִ  אֱ עַ הָ ם הוּא יוֹדֵ אִ ים, וְ לֹהִ וֹתוֹ לֵא שׂ עֲ בַּ בוֹ  בָ יד יִחוּד לְ סִ יַּפְ שֶׁ ה  עַ מַ ינוֹ יוֹדֵ אֵ ם, וְ הֶ בָּ

And whatever acts of service he does perform, his intention will end up being for someone other than Hashem, because he remains in

doubt as to whether he is truly obligated in them, and he does not know what ruins the devotion of his heart when serving Hashem,

even if he otherwise knows Hashem and His goodness.

NOTE This is why Chazal teach in Pirkei Avos that an ignorant person cannot be truly pious (am ha'aretz lo chasid), because without Torah

knowledge, one cannot know how to guard his intentions.

ים. לָקִ נֵי חֲ שְׁ  לֵּק לִ  חַ תְ יֵּצֶר מִ הוּר הַ רְ ל הִ אֲבָ

Now, the promptings of the yetzer hara are divided into two categories.

ים. לֹהִ ה לֵא שֶׂ עֲ לַם לוֹ מַ שְׁ  לֹּא יִ  שֶׁ ד  יו אֱמוּנָתוֹ, עַ לָ וֹת עָ שׁ בְּ שַׁ  וֹת וּמְ תּ אֲמִ יו הָ לָ קוֹת עָ פְּ  סַ בוֹת מְ שָׁ  חְ ם, מַ הֶ ד מֵ חָ אֶ

One category consists of thoughts that cast doubt on the truths of our faith and confuse his emunah, so that he cannot perform any

action with complete devotion to Hashem.

ה שֶׂ עֲ מַּ  ן הַ וֹ מִ ל בּ דֵּ תַּ  שְׁ  יו וּמִ לָ ץ אֵ הוּא רָ שֶׁ ה  י מָ כִּ יָה,  אָ רְ הָ נָה וְ עֲ טַּ  ךְ הַ רֶ דֶּ וֹ מִ מּ בָּא עִ הוּא  שֶׁ י,  נִ שֵּׁ   לֶק הַ חֵ הַ וְ

יו. בָ שְׁ  יוֹ זֶּה וּלְ לָם הַ עוֹ שׂוֹת לָ עֲ ה אוֹתוֹ לַ ל מוֹרֶ יזוּת, אֲבָ רִ זְּ  ךְ הַ רֶ דֶּ לֹא מִ ה וְ ינוֹ חוֹבָ ים אֵ לֹהִ לֵא

And the second category is when the yetzer hara comes to him with arguments and intellectual proofs,  claiming that his running and

striving to perform actions for Hashem is neither an obligation nor a worthy act of zeal,  but instead directs him to work for this world

and its inhabitants.

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

The chapter explains that without knowing Hashem, a person cannot serve Him with devotion, as he will naturally seek to

please people he fears or hopes to benefit from. This hypocrisy, or flattery, is shown to be worse than idol worship in four

distinct ways, making the flatterer the most dangerous spiritual disease. Furthermore, the author clarifies that without Torah

knowledge, a person cannot serve Hashem properly because "an ignorant man cannot be pious." Finally, the chapter outlines

how the yetzer hara works to destroy our avodah through two methods: by casting doubts on our emunah, and by arguing

that our exertion in mitzvos is unnecessary, urging us instead to focus on the pursuits of this world.



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

My dear friend, the Chovos HaLevavos is opening our eyes to a frightening truth: when we lack a deep, personal knowledge

of Hashem and His Torah, we naturally begin to serve other people instead of Him. If we do not consciously feel Hashem's

goodness and understand His mitzvos, we find ourselves performing actions just to please those around us, seeking their

approval or fearing their criticism. This is the trap of the 'flatterer'—living a double life where our outer actions look like

avodah, but our inner hearts are actually serving the opinions of flesh and blood.

To protect ourselves from this, we must actively fight the two-pronged attack of the yetzer hara. The yetzer hara either tries

to weaken our emunah with quiet doubts, or it whispers that we are being 'too frum' and that our extra efforts in avodat

Hashem are unnecessary. It tries to convince us to invest our energy into this world and what people think of us, rather than

what the Creator of the world desires.

Today, before you do one mitzvah—whether it is saying a berachah, putting on tefillin, or giving tzedakah—pause for just

five seconds. Say to yourself: 'I am doing this solely for Hashem, who loves me and gives me life, and not for the eyes of any

human being.'
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