M TORAH

STUDIES

G-D ISN'T AN ACCOUNTANT

Why One Mitzvah Is Better than a Thousand Sins



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Ekev

In the parshah of Ekev
(“Because”), Moses continues his
closing address to the Children
of Israel, promising them that if
they will fulfill the
commandments (mitzvot) of the
Torah, they will prosper in the
Land they are about to conquer
and settle, in keeping with G d’s
promise to their forefathers.

Moses also rebukes them for
their failings in their first
generation as a people, recalling
their worship of the Golden Calf;
the rebellion of Korah; the sin of
the spies; and their angering of G
d at Taberah, Massah, and
Kibroth Hattaavah (“The Graves
of Lust”). “You have been
rebellious against G-d,” he says
to them, “since the day | knew
you.” But he also speaks of G-d’s

forgiveness of their sins, and of
the Second Tablets that G-d
inscribed and gave to them
following their repentance.

Their forty years in the desert,
says Moses to the people, during
which G d sustained them with
daily manna from Heaven, was
to teach them “that man does
not live on bread alone, but by
the utterance of G-d’s mouth
does man live.”

Moses describes the Land they
are about to enter as “flowing
with milk and honey,” blessed
with the “seven kinds” (wheat,
barley, grapevines, figs,
pomegranates, olive oil, and
dates), and as the place that is
the focus of G-d’s providence of
His world. He commands them

to destroy the idols of the
Land’s former masters, and to
beware lest they become
haughty and begin to believe
that “my power and the might of
my hand have gotten me this
wealth.”

A key passage in our parshah is
the second chapter of the
Shema. This passage repeats the
fundamental mitzvot
enumerated in the Shema’s first
chapter and describes the
rewards of fulfilling G d’s
commandments and the adverse
results (famine and exile) of
their neglect. It is also the
source of the precept of prayer
and includes a reference to the
Resurrection of the Dead in the
messianic age.







TEXT 1
- 0°19 R X2 WK K7133) 1237 9730 2-87
0w mRy X9

For the L-rd your G-d is the G-d of gods and

the L-rd of lords—the great, mighty, and
awesome G-d Who will show no favor; nor will

He take a bribe.
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Rabbi Eliyahu Mizrachi,
Ad Loc.

| don’t understand how a monetary
bribe would be relevant to the Holy
One, blessed be He.
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Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno,
Deuteronomy 10:17
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He does not offset the punishment for a sin
because of a mitzvah that the sinner did, as our
sages said, “A good deed performed does not
extinguish the sin committed” (Talmud, Sotah 21a).
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It is preposterous to say that “G-d doesn’t accept bribes”—how would one
bribe Him? What would one bribe Him with?

Rather, it means that G-d does not accept bribes of mitzvot. For instance,
if a person does a thousand mitzvot and one sin, G-d does not forgive the
sin and deduct one mitzvah (or more). Rather, He punishes the person for
their sin and separately rewards them for their mitzvot. This is the meaning
of “He does not take a bribe.”
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The verse tells us not to accept bribes. A person can sometimes
convince themselves after they have sinned that when they do a mitzvah
or study Torah, that good deed atones for their sin. Subsequently, this
rationale will lead them to sin again and restart the process. Therefore,
the Torah warns us against this way of thinking, for it is akin to bribery,
which “blinds the eyes of the wise” (Deuteronomy 16:19). It is not the
case that a good deed atones for a sin—rather, the punishment for sins
and reward for good deeds are calculated independently.







QUESTIONS

1. Why don’t good deeds counteract sins?

2. Is there a way to fix a sin, or does it remain as
an eternal stain?
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The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
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The distinction between mitzvot and sins is not (just) in the effect
they have on the person, but they are essentially two different
things. A mitzvah is the fulfillment of G-d’s will. A sin is a
transgression of G-d’s will. Consequently, every mitzvah is in its
own category (and vice versa).




ANSWER

1. A mitzvah, at its core, is about carrying out G-d’s
will; a sin is a defiance of G-d’s will.

Thus, even if one performs many more mitzvot,
the breach remains.
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No merit can save one from punishment for
sins. The only way the slate can be wiped
clean is through genuine repentance.
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The Holy One, blessed be He, says to the
Jewish nation, “My children, as long as the
gates of repentance are open—repent! For
| accept bribes in this world.”



ANSWER

2. Genuine repentance, feeling remorse over the
sin itself and resolving to not do it again, wipes

one’s slate clean.

That is the kind of bribe G-d accepts.
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Teshuvah is one thing, and mitzvot are another thing. Teshuvah operates
on the principle of atonement: when a person regrets their sin and
repents, their repentance cleanses the spiritual stain of the sin.

But someone who has even hundreds of thousands of mitzvot, and just a
few sins abandoned in a corner—but they never repented for those
sins—the sins will stay there forever. How could they be removed if no

one removes them?
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It is only forbidden to give a bribe before a decision is made because the
bribe will cause the judge to pervert justice. However, if the judge
deliberates honestly and fairly, and only after the ruling is delivered the
exonerated party sends him a gift, it is permitted to accept it.

Likewise, the Holy One, blessed be He, does not accept a mitzvah as a
bribe so that one can later sin on the credit of that mitzvah. But if one
has already sinned and regrets their sin, and does a mitzvah as a form of
atonement for their sin—that is acceptable.
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The concept of teshuvah is that one is moved to the core of their soul
because of their sins. ... When they realize how distant they are from
G-d, and it affects them to the depths of their soul, ... they are moved
to the core out of a sense of deep bitterness. ... When it affects them
to the depths of their heart, the essence of their soul is moved out of a
sense of deep bitterness. As a result, they feel a great and all-
consuming yearning to G-dliness from the very depths of their soul.
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A sinner must repent to such an extent that their
sins transform into merits, which is achieved through
“repentance out of love.” This means repentance
from the depths of the heart, with great love and
passionate desire to cleave to G-d.

Because the sinner had been in a spiritually barren
wilderness, in the shadow of the forces of evil, and
infinitely removed from the light of the Divine
Countenance, their soul now thirsts for G-d even
more than the souls of the righteous. This is
referenced by the statement of our sages, “In the
place where penitents stand, not even the perfectly
righteous can stand” (Talmud, Berachot 34b).

It is concerning the repentance out of such great
love that the sages said (Talmud, Yoma 86b), “The
penitent’s sins transform into merits,” since the
remorse for these sins ultimately brought the sinner
to this feeling of great love.
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There are those who mock the practice of encouraging Jews to perform a
mitzvah, saying, “What is the point of putting on tefilin just one time?”

This claim is at odds with the ruling of Maimonides (Laws of Repentance 3:4):
“A person should always look at themselves as equally balanced between merit
and sin and the world as equally balanced between merit and sin. If one
performs one sin, they tip their balance and that of the entire world to the side
of guilt and bring destruction upon themselves. On the other hand, if one
performs one mitzvah, they tip their balance and that of the entire world to the
side of merit and bring deliverance and salvation to themselves and others.”
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A mitzvah leads to another
mitzvanh.
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Rabbi Elisha
Greenbaum, “What’s the
Point of a One-Time
Mitzvah?”
www.chabad.org

This question was once posed to the Lubavitcher Rebbe by a not-yet-religious individual.
The Rebbe had compared adding extra mitzvot into one’s daily routine to wearing a tie,
which adds beauty and splendor to one’s whole ensemble. In response, the man asked
what seems to be an ingenious question. He pointed out that the Rebbe’s analogy would
hold true only for someone already wearing clothing; however, were a naked person to
don a tie, rather than looking better, he’d look completely ridiculous.

The obvious import of the query is to question the value of any one mitzvah when

performed by an otherwise unobservant person. When someone does nothing else
Jewish and has no intention to change, what is the point of adorning oneself with a frilly
appendage? It seems not only hypocritical, but foolish too.

The Rebbe agreed that a naked man wearing a tie might indeed look silly, but contended
[that] the very act of putting [on] a tie would probably wake him up to the fact that he’s
naked in the first place. Sometimes the incongruity of being simultaneously
underdressed but over-accessorized can lead you to rush off to cover yourself up.

The Rebbe’s analogy speaks for itself. Do a mitzvah, and you’ll find yourself realizing how
much you want to do another one.
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Stepping onto the path of mitzvot may seem daunting, especially when surrounded by
negativity. But like the famous saying about a journey of a thousand miles, a spiritual
journey begins with a single mitzvah. Take that first step and see where it leads you.
That one act, that one moment of connection, holds the potential to create a ripple
effect not just in your life but in the entire world. Embrace the power of a single
mitzvah. It may be the spark that ignites a fire within you.







KEY POINTS

1. Mitzvot do not cancel out sins.

2. Teshuvah can cancel out sins, and even turn them into merits.
3. Teshuvah is about repairing our relationship with G-d.

4. Sins do not cancel out mitzvot.

5. One must always view themselves and the world as equally balanced. Any mitzvah
could be the one to bring salvation to the world.

6. A mitzvah leads to another mitzvah—especially if it is a first mitzvah in an otherwise
mitzvah-less lifestyle.
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