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Our portion this week is suitably named since Mishpatim, meaning laws or statutes, is filled 

to the brim with the most fascinating mitzvot, all of which are worthy of a sermon in and of 

themselves. Needless to say, each of these mitzvoth are stated in unequivocal fashion. They 

aren’t suggestions but commandments! Thus “You must neither wrong nor oppress a 

foreigner living among you, for you yourselves were foreigners in the land of Egypt.” “You are 

not to abuse any widow or orphan. If you do abuse them in any way, and they cry to me, I 

will certainly heed their cry. My anger will burn, and I will kill you with the sword – your own 

wives will be widows and your own children fatherless.” “You are not to curse God, and you 

are not to curse a leader of your people.” “You are not to repeat false rumours”. And so on 

and so forth. The imperative nature of each of these mitzvoth is easily grasped, especially 

when the promise of retributive divine action for infractions of the mitzvot are so often and 

so emphatically stated. This is perhaps no more so than with regard to the commandments 

that deal with the peoples of the land – the Canaanites. As we read, "I am sending an angel 

ahead of you to guard you on the way and bring you to the place I have prepared. Pay 

attention to him, listen to what he says and do not rebel against him; because he will not 

forgive any wrongdoing of yours, since my name resides in him. But if you listen to what he 

says and do everything I tell you, then I will be an enemy to your enemies and a foe to your 

foes. When my angel goes ahead of you and brings you to the Emori, Hitti, P'rizi, Kena'ani, 

Hivi and Y'vusi, I will make an end of them. You are not to worship their gods, serve them or 

follow their practices; rather, you are to demolish them completely and smash their standing-

stones to pieces. You are to serve ADONAI your God; and he will bless your food and water. I 

will take sickness away from among you. In your land your women will not miscarry or be 

barren, and you will live out the full span of your lives. I will send terror of me ahead of you, 

throwing into confusion all the people to whom you come; and I will make all your enemies 

turn their backs on you. I will send hornets ahead of you to drive out the Hivi, Kena'ani and 

Hitti from before you. I will not drive them out from before you in one year, which would 

cause the land to become desolate and the wild animals too many for you. I will drive them 

out from before you gradually, until you have grown in number and can take possession of 

the land.  I will set your boundaries from the Sea of Suf to the sea of the P'lishtim and from 

the desert to the [Euphrates] River, for I will hand the inhabitants of the land over to you, and 

you will drive them out from before you. You are not to make a covenant with them or with 

their gods. They are not to live in your land; otherwise they will make you sin against me by 

ensnaring you to serve their gods." This passage leaves us with little room for manoeuvre – at 

least on the surface. Hashem thus instructed, nay emphatically commanded, our ancestors to 

completely wipe out the inhabitants of the land, together with every vestige of their culture. 

Our people were to take particular care not to allow any legacy of the religion of these 

people to remain after their destruction. In other words the Land was to be completely wiped 

clean of their presence. Indeed,  we recall Hashem’s words to Avraham in this respect, “Only 

in the fourth generation will your descendants come back here, because only then will the 

Emori be ripe for punishment.” In other words, the destruction of the inhabitants of the Land 

was a judgement that had been long in coming. The commandment to destroy them was no 
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snap decision, it was not a capricious act, but was entirely based upon the immoral behaviour 

of the peoples of the Land. To this extent the Israelites would act as Hashem’s servants, much 

as later the Babylonians would execute Hashem’s judgements against Israel because of her 

sins. Moreover, it was imperative that the judgement was utterly complete. Hashem’s 

presence among our people, together with the longevity and health of their future domicile 

in the Land would be entirely conditional upon the degree to which Israel was faithful in the 

bloody task that had been assigned to them. For only if the Israelites listened to “what he 

says” and did “not rebel against him” “because he will not forgive any wrongdoing of yours” 

would Hashem be “an enemy to your enemies and a foe to your foes.” Moreover, should the 

Israelites leave any of the inhabitants of the Land alive they were to know, for sure that, as we 

read in Bmidbar 33, “those you allow to remain will become like thorns in your eyes and 

stings in your sides - they will harass you in the land where you are living.  And in this event, I 

will do to you what I intended to do to them." Above all else the Israelites were not to make a 

covenant with the peoples of the Land, since the peoples of the Land were subject to 

Hashem’s fierce judgement and were destined for annihilation. Indeed we witness the same 

imperative of divinely ordained destruction later on in Parashat Mattot with regard to the 

Midyanites don’t we? “Adonai said to Moshe, ‘On behalf of the people of Israel, take 

vengeance on the Midyanim. After that you will be gathered to your people.’ Moshe said to 

the people, ‘Equip men from among yourselves for war. They are to go and fight Midyan, in 

order to carry out Adonai’s vengeance on Midyan. You are to send to the war a thousand 

men from every one of Israel’s tribes.’ So out of the thousands of people in Israel, a thousand 

men from each tribe, 12000 altogether, were mustered for war. Moshe sent them and Pinchas 

the son of El’azar the cohen to the war, with the holy utensils and the trumpets for sounding 

the alarm in his care.” As is evident there appears to be absolutely no wiggle room in either 

this or the case of the inhabitants of the Land. Divine judgement had been made, destruction 

had been decreed and woe betide Israel if they didn’t carry it out. What Hashem wanted from 

them was a steely hard and total obedience in carrying out the appointed destruction. Which, 

if you happened to be a Canaanite or Moabite, was a slight problem to say the least! The 

understandable Canaanite response to this Israelite existential threat was naturally to take up 

arms and fight for their lives. This was also the case with the Midyanites and Moabites. Not 

that it saved most of them, because  in the end the vast majority of Canaanites and Moabites 

were indeed exterminated. But not all. Some, like the people of Givah, so the book of 

Yehoshua records, could see the writing on the wall, and, knowing that their extermination 

had been decreed, they decided upon, as Baldrick might have said, “a cunning plan”. Sefer 

Yehoshua thus relates: “ When all the kings on the west side of the Yarden in the hills, in the 

Sh'felah and all along the shore of the Great Sea that fronts the L'vanon - the Hitti, Emori, 

Kena'ani, P'rizi, Hivi and Y'vusi - heard what had happened, they joined forces to fight 

together against Y'hoshua and Isra'el. But when the inhabitants of Giv'ah heard what 

Y'hoshua had done to Yericho and 'Ai, they developed a clever deception: they made 

themselves look as if they had been on a long journey by putting old sacks on their donkeys 

and taking used wineskins that had burst and been mended back together. They put old, 

patched sandals on their feet and dressed in worn-out clothes; and took as provisions 
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nothing but dried-up bread that was crumbling to pieces. Then they went to Y'hoshua in the 

camp at Gilgal and said to him and the men of Isra'el, "We have come from a country far 

away. Now, make a covenant with us."  The men of Isra'el said to the Hivi, "How do we know 

that you don't live here among us? If you do, we don't want to make a covenant with you." 

But they answered Y'hoshua, "We are your servants." Y'hoshua asked, "Who are you, and 

where do you come from?"  They answered him, "Your servants have come from a very 

distant country because of the reputation of ADONAI your God. We have heard reports 

about him - everything he did in Egypt, and everything he did to the two kings of the Emori 

across the Yarden, Sichon king of Heshbon and 'Og king of Bashan at 'Ashtarot.  So our 

leaders and all the people living in our country said to us, "Take provisions with you for the 

journey, go to meet them, and say to them, 'We are your servants, and now make a covenant 

with us.' Here is the bread which we took for our provisions. It was still warm when we took it 

out of our homes the day we left to come to you. Now look at it! It's dry and turned to 

crumbs! And these wineskins were new when we filled them, but look, now they're torn. 

Likewise these clothes of ours and our shoes are worn out because of the very long journey." 

The men sampled some of their food but didn't seek the advice of ADONAI,  so Y'hoshua 

made peace with them and made a covenant with them to spare their lives, and the leading 

officials of the community swore to them.” Let’s stop the story there for a moment. It is 

apparent that Yehoshua and the people of Israel made a covenant with the Givonites, but 

only because they were deceived into believing that these were not Canaanites at all, but 

people from a distant land which Hashem had not commanded them to destroy. When 

Yehoshua and the Israelites discovered, three days later, that these people were actually 

Canaanites after all there was consternation. As we read, “But three days later, after they had 

made the covenant with them, they heard that they were their neighbors, that they lived 

there with them. The people of Isra'el traveled and arrived at their cities on the third day. 

Their cities were Giv'on, K'firah, Be'erot and Kiryat-Ye'arim. The people of Isra'el did not attack 

them, because the leading officials of the community had sworn to them by ADONAI, the 

God of Isra'el; but all the community grumbled against the leaders. However, the leaders 

replied to the whole community, "We have sworn to them by ADONAI, the God of Isra'el; so 

we can't touch them. Here is what we will do to them: we will let them live, so that God's 

anger will not be on us because of the oath we swore to them. Yes, let them live," the leaders 

continued, "but let them chop wood and draw water for the whole community." This is what 

the leaders said. Y'hoshua summoned them and said this to them: "Why have you deceived 

us by saying, 'We come from a place very far away,' when in fact you are living right here with 

us? Now you have a curse on you: you will be slaves forever, supplying people to chop wood 

and draw water for the house of my God." They answered Y'hoshua, "It is because we heard 

the reports that ADONAI your God had ordered his servant Moshe to give you all the land 

and to destroy all the inhabitants of the land from ahead of you. So we were terrified for our 

lives on account of you; that's why we did this. Now, as you see, we are in your hands; do to 

us whatever seems good and right to you." So Y'hoshua did exactly that: he saved them from 

the power of the people of Isra'el, so that they didn't kill them. But he did that same day 
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make them choppers of wood and drawers of water for the community and for the altar of 

ADONAI in the place which he would choose; and they remain so to this day.” 

Yehoshua and the leaders of Israel were in a bit of a bind to say the least! To summarise, God 

had commanded that the Canaanites, Givonites included, be wiped from the face of the 

earth. The Givonites had tricked the Israelites into believing that they were not Canaanites 

and Israel had made a covenant of peace with them on this basis. When the truth was 

discovered Yehoshua and the leaders realised that they were in breach of Hashem’s 

command on the one hand. But if they were to attack the Givonites they would be in breach 

of the covenant that they had made in Adonai’s own name. You might have thought that the 

act of deception would have been seen as a pretext to break that covenant since it had been 

procured by fraudulent means, but not so. Yehoshua considered that a covenant made in 

God’s Name, even with a proscribed people, was so sacred that it even took precedence over 

obedience to Hashem’s clear command – indeed, not just any command, but a command 

whose scrupulous observance the whole future of the Jewish people in Eretz Yisrael 

depended. On the surface this decision was a bit of a gamble. How could Yehoshua really 

know whether sparing the Givonite lives would be acceptable to Hashem under these 

circumstances or whether judgement would fall instead on Israel? The proof of the pudding 

would be in the eating! In the meantime Yehoshua set about trying to deal with what he 

clearly understood to be the issue that lay at the heart of Hashem’s decree. Canaanite 

religion! The fundamental problem with the Canaanites was their gods, for whom and in 

whose name they performed all kinds of abominations. As we read in Vayikra 18, “Do not 

make yourselves unclean by any of these things, because all the nations which I am expelling 

ahead of you are defiled with them. The land has become unclean, and this is why I am 

punishing it – the land itself will vomit out its inhabitants. But you are to keep my laws and 

rulings and not engage in any of these disgusting practices, neither the citizen nor the 

foreigner living with you; for the people of the land have committed all these abominations, 

and the land is now defiled.” Canaanite destruction had been decreed in order to cleanse the 

land of such defilements and remove any potential contaminant from among the Israelites. 

Yehoshua thus calculated that the Givonites could only be allowed to remain on the basis 

that they no longer worshipped their gods, and that is why he made them become servants 

of the Tabernacle. Indeed, we know that before David brought the Ark of the Covenant into 

Jerusalem, Givah itself, where the Givonites lived, was the resting place of the Mishkan. As we 

read in Divrei Hayamim Alef 21, “For at that time the tabernacle of Adonai, which Moshe had 

made in the desert, together with the altar for burnt offerings, were in the high place at 

Giv‘on.” Remarkable isn’t it? The pagans who had been slated for destruction went from zero 

to hero in such a short space of time. Not just permitted to live, but given an essential role in 

Israel’s cult. After all, no wood, no fires, no sacrifice! And the Givonites were happy to do so. 

Indeed, the degree to which Yehoshua’s covenant now tied the Givonites to the Jewish 

people is illustrated in Sefer Yehoshua, for no sooner did the other Canaanite peoples hear of 

the covenant than they mounted an attack on the Givonites. Five Amorite kings combined 

their forces in the assault. The Givonites appealed to Yehoshua, who led the subsequent 

victory over the Amorites amid miraculous circumstances, including deadly hailstones and the 
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suspension of the movement of the sun and moon until the Amorites were completely 

defeated. All these miracles on behalf of a people whom shortly before had been doomed to 

destruction! Remarkable don’t you think?!  But the Givonites weren’t the only Canaanites to 

avoid destruction. Rahav the prostitute was saved from Yericho on account of the covenant 

she made with Israel’s spies – again in contradiction to Hashem’s specific order not to make a 

covenant. Tradition tells of how she would even later become Yehoshua’s wife. And similarly, 

though the Moavites were supposed to have been destroyed and in spite of Hashem’s clear 

commandment that, “no Amoni or Moavi may enter the assembly of Adonai, nor may any of 

his descendants down to the tenth generation ever enter the assembly of Adonai” we find 

that the whole book of Rut is devoted to the story of how one very special Moavite lady did 

precisely that, declaring, Don’t press me to leave you and stop following you; for wherever 

you go, I will go; and wherever you stay, I will stay. Your people will be my people and your 

God will be my God“! It’s all a bit confusing isn’t it? I mean, wasn’t Hashem’s purpose for the 

Moavites that they should die? And shouldn’t Naomi have refused Rut’s request? After all, 

didn’t Shmuel say to Shaul, “Does Adonai take as much pleasure in burnt offerings and 

sacrifices as in obeying what Adonai says? Surely obeying is better than sacrifice, and heeding 

orders than the fat of rams.” Shaul apparently took these words very much to heart, at least 

as far as the Givonites were concerned, because the Tanakh also tells us of how he attempted 

to complete the slaughter of the Givonites – no doubt thinking that by doing so he was 

serving the Lord. Was he right to do so? Did Hashem, whose decreed had doomed the 

Givonites and who would have perished had it not been for their deceit, have a changed 

heart toward them or did He approve of Shaul’s actions? The answer is to be found in Shmuel 

Beit 21, where we read that “In David’s time there was a famine that lasted three years, and 

David consulted Adonai. Adonai said, “It is because of Sha’ul and his bloodstained house, 

because he put to death the people of Giv‘on.”” Here then we read that Hashem punished 

our people with a famine because, in his zeal, Shaul had tried to complete Hashem’s original 

commandment. Indeed, the famine was only removed when seven descendants of Shaul 

were handed over to the Givonites and were hung. How things had changed! The people 

who had only survived through deceit and an illegal covenant were now favoured and 

protected by Hashem! More than that they served faithfully in the Mishkan and numbered 

among David’s mighty men. As history also records, their descendants were among those 

who would later rebuild the broken walls of Jerusalem in the time of Nechemyah. Rut too, the 

woman from the nation that ought to have been annihilated and who was banned from 

becoming a part of Israel, in fact not only became an Israelite, but became the great 

grandmother of King David and thus an ancestor of the Messiah! How was any of this 

possible? How could the decree of destruction be evaded? Purely by means of grace and 

repentance! These stories demonstrate that ultimately Hashem doesn’t care about what your 

background is; who your parents were or what culture or religion you were brought up in. 

Indeed, the truth is, like the Canaanites, all humanity has the decree of destruction hanging 

over its head: “For everyone has sinned; we all fall short of God's glorious standard.” And yet 

through grace and repentance the impossible becomes possible! Through grace and 

repentance those destined for destruction become part of the most favoured nation of Israel. 
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Through grace and repentance the dead come to life! Through grace and repentance 

enemies of God become His friends. Yes, turning to the God of Israel through Yeshua 

HaMashiach, wipes the slate clean, establishes a covenant of peace and turns base metal to 

gold. As Rav Shaul said, “ For the Messiah’s love has hold of us, because we are convinced 

that one man died on behalf of all mankind (which implies that all mankind was already 

dead), and that he died on behalf of all in order that those who live should not live any 

longer for themselves but for the one who on their behalf died and was raised. So from now 

on, we do not look at anyone from a worldly viewpoint. Even if we once regarded the 

Messiah from a worldly viewpoint, we do so no longer. Therefore, if anyone is united with the 

Messiah, he is a new creation — the old has passed; look, what has come is fresh and 

new! And it is all from God, who through the Messiah has reconciled us to himself and has 

given us the work of that reconciliation, which is that God in the Messiah was reconciling 

mankind to himself, not counting their sins against them, and entrusting to us the message of 

reconciliation.” Yes,  indeed, you are a new creation, no longer a condemned Canaanite, if 

you have embraced the Messiah of Israel! 

 


