


‘You shall observe My decrees and 
My judgments….and live by them - I 
am Hashem.’  (Vayikra 18:5)

Both Rashi and Targum Onkelos 
e xp la i n  t ha t  t h i s  p assuk i s 
talking about Olam Haba. They 
understand that the passuk is 
teaching us that if one observes 
Hashem’s decrees and judgments, 
then they will merit a life of Olam 
Haba. This is what is meant by 
‘and live by them’ as true life is 
in the world to come. Rav Moshe 
Sternbuch relates an episode 
concerning the Vilna Gaon. A man 
once approached the Vilna Gaon 
saying that even though he works 
very hard for his livelihood, he 
only ever makes just enough 
for his basic needs. The Vilna 
Gaon responded, saying that if 
in this world one is required to 
work hard to survive, and yet 
only receives his basic needs, 
certainly to merit one’s life in the 
next world, which is everlasting, 
one is required to work that 
much harder.

We can understand this lesson 
better when we remember the 
pr inciple taught to us in the 

in t roduc t ion  to  the  Mishna 
Berurah.  The Chofe tz Chaim 
describes how just like our bodies 
in this world require food and 
drink to remain alive and healthy, 
so too our soul in the next world 
requires sustenance to exist . 
This sustenance and energy for 
the soul comes from the Torah 
and mitzvot carried out while it 
resided in the body in this world. 
Just as the more one prepares 
for a journey beforehand the 
better equipped he will be for 
that journey, so too the more 
Torah and mitzvot he does in this 
world, the stronger and healthier 
the soul will be in the next world. 
This idea is what both Rashi and 
the Targum understood from this 
passuk.

Alternatively, this passuk can 
be understood in a di f ferent 
light. Chazal expound from the 
words ‘and you shal l  l i ve by 
them’ that a person is required 
to carry out the mitzvot unless 
this entails sacrificing his actual 
li fe. This means that a person 
should protect his l i fe whi lst 
keeping the mitzvot (except for 

the three cardinal sins, which are 
an exception to this rule). We 
see from here how precious life 
really is. This idea is contrary to 
what most people would think 
is the ideal. Even though dying 
a l  k iddush Hashem is  a  h igh 
level, from this passuk we can 
understand that i t  is perhaps 
even more mer itor ious to l ive 

al kiddush Hashem. This is not 
only be achieved by a special 
few, rather it is fulfilled by one 
keeping Torah and mitzvot as best 
they can in whatever situation 
they may find themselves. We can 
learn from this how sanctified life 
can be, how every second has the 
potential to serve Hashem in the 
highest form of mesirat nefesh.

We see this message clearly from 
the Gemara in Sotah. The Gemara 
tells us that Pharaoh had three 
advisors: Bilam, Iyov and Yitro. 
Bi lam advised Pharaoh to k i l l 
the Jews and, as a punishment, 
he himself was killed. Iyov kept 
quiet and he was punished with 
yisurim - hardships. Yitro who 
con tes ted the p lan and was 
forced to run away,  mer i ted 

to have descendents par t  o f 
Klal Yisrael. Now it is clear the 
punishment for Bilam had to be 
worse then that of Iyov for it 
was Bilam who gave evil advice 
aga ins t  t he  Jew ish  peop le , 
whereas Iyov merely kept quiet. 
This can now be understood with 
what we said above, that even 
though Iyov had many yisurim, 
he was still alive. It is life itself 
which is special for it provides 
the potential fulfilment of one’s 
purpose, ‘Shekol zeman sh’haner 
dolek efshar od letaken’ - for as 
long as one is alive one is able to 
achieve. This also obligates us in 
the safeguarding of ones health 
in order to maximize our ability 
in Torah and mitzvot.

At  a  recen t  s tone  se t t i ng  I 
was inspired by the following 
insight. Man’s life has elements 
of both quantity and quality. The 
quantity, the years of one’s life, 
is in the hands of Hashem. The 
quality - what one uses these 
years for - is in the hands of man. 
Our forefathers are praised by 
Chazal in that they reached the 
highest potential of quality by 
utilising every moment of their 
lives.

May we all merit to appreciate 
and to utilise the gift of life that 
G-d has given us and use it to 
serve Him as best we can.
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