Lesson 9 — Perek 4 Pesukim 1-4 — 1oon X%

Background: Perek 4 concludes the first speech and includes many different topics
which Moshe repeats to Bnei Yisrael. While students should read through the whole
perek, there are a few important points worth spending more time on. This lesson and the
next two will elaborate on certain topics.

Objective: To discuss the various interpretations and reasons for the law that one must
not add anything to the Torah. This is an important basis for students’ understanding of
how halakha works. This discussion will hopefully be followed up in a halakha class.
This class is meant only to set up a theoretical framework to understand derabanan laws.
On the one hand, Rabbis must make fences to protect the Torah. On the other hand they
must be careful not to make laws that are too burdensome for people to follow. Rabbis
must also make sure that people don’t take upon themselves harmful or idolatrous laws in
the name of Judaism (ex. amulets, charms, astrology).

Pasuk 1 — Moshe encourages Bnei Yisrael to follow the laws in order that they should
live and inherit the land. (Rav Kook explains that to live is not just physical living but
also means being spiritually alive. See Nehama Leibowitz, Vaethanan 1, p. 47.)

Pasuk 2 - Do not add...
What does this mean? It seems obvious that one should not remove any laws, but why
can’t one add laws?

Read source 1 in the source sheet handout. You can retell this Aggadah outside the text to
save time. This Midrash shows the dangers of adding laws to the Torah. People might not
follow all of the new laws and then they will come to transgress even the Torah laws
because they won’t know how to distinguish between the old and the new.

Yet, Avot 1:1 also teach n7nY » v wy. How were the Rabbis allowed to add fences and
gezerot to the Torah? Read Rambam Mamrim 2:9 (source 2 on the source sheet).

Pasuk 3 - In the last pasuk of perek 3, Moshe makes a point of saying that Bnei Yisrael
had settled 7o n°2 9m Xoa2. This is the place where the events of Bemidbar 25:1-9
occurred. In this pasuk, Moshe again refers to the events at that place as an example of
what could happen if Bnei Yisrael do not follow the laws. What is the relationship
between this pasuk and the previous one? What does not adding laws have to do with
idolatry? This semichut may teach us another danger in adding new laws. Someone might
add laws that are related to idolatry or are harmful in some other way. If one sticks to the
Torah laws then one is guaranteed to be safe. A proof for this connection is that Debarim
13:1, which repeats the prohibition against adding laws, also follows laws against idolatry
(12:29-31).

Pasuk 4 emphasized that only those who did not sin at Pe’or are alive today. This repeats
the message of Pasuk 1 and closes this section.
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Practical Application:

Many Jews have the custom of kaparot—to kill a chicken before Yom Kippur as
atonement. Rav Yosef Karo quotes a controversy about this custom. Many Rabbis
endorse the custom as a symbol of our atonement. However, Ramban prohibits it because

it is based on non-Jewish idolatrous practice:
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Ask the class to discuss what their family’s custom is and whether they think this custom
falls into the category of “Do not add” laws that may be harmful.
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