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The brothers were afraid that Yosef would hate them for what they had done to him and would ‘pay them back’
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The Ibn Ezra explains that they thought that Yosef was still bearing a grudge against them
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Five mitzvot are contained in pesukim 17 and 18 - (a) not to hate a fellow Jew, (b) to give tochacha; (c) not to bear a
grudge; or (d) take revenge, and (e) to love other Jews
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Ramban explains the order of the pesukim - the Torah is teaching us how to deal with disputes. If someone upsets you,
don’t bottle up hatred inside you. Let them know that you are upset. That way you will not come to bear a lingering
resentment towards them and maybe to take revenge. Rather, you can restore your relationship and eventually even
come to love them
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Rashi explains the nature of ‘nekima’ - taking revenge on someone who behaved badly to us, and ‘netira’ - bearing an
ongoing grudge. Note that the order in which the items are listed in the two parts of the explanation are switched. First
scythe, axe and then axe, scythe. Some mefarshim want to suggest that this is in fact one continuous story in 3 parts:- (i)
A asks B to lend him his scythe but B refuses, (ii) B then asks A for his axe and A refuses, thus taking revenge, (iii) A then
again asks B to lend him the scythe and (in spite of the fact that A just took revenge on him!) B now agrees but bears a
grudge. This is STILL prohibited!
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The Taz mentions in a different context that the issur of taking revenge is one that almost every person transgresses
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Mesilat Yesharim explains that the emotional demands of this mitzvah are almost super-human! Nevertheless, the
mitzvah is a 'gezeirat hakatuv’ - a decree from Above to gain mastery over even the strongest emotions. Other mefarshim
however seek to give practical guidance as to how to succeed in this mitzvah
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Rambam tells us that the essence of the mitzvah is not to get upset with the nonsense and stupidity that one sometimes
faces in this world but to rise above it. He also makes clear that the mitzvah no to bear a grudge is in case one comes to
take revenge. This is an interesting example of a ‘geder min haTorah’ - where a mitzvah in the Torah itself seems to be
designed to keep us away from a different aveira’. Compare - ‘lo tikrevu’, ‘bal yiraeh/bal yimatzeh’, ‘bishul basar
vechalav’, ‘lo tachmod/lo titaveh’, the Nazir not eating grapes in case he comes to drink wine
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The Chinuch explains that one of the purposes of the mitzvah is to make us focus on the reality that ‘bad’ things happen
to us not because people decide to harm us but because G-d is sending us a message in the form of a ‘nisayon’. Our
focus when faced with such tests from Shamayim should not be to hate the ‘messenger’ but to consider what we may have
done to need the test and how we are meant to react so as to improve ourselves and grow through the experience
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Sefer Orchot Tzaddikim stresses that taking revenge is a symptom of the cruelty in each of us. If someone harms us their
ultimate success lies in seeing us sink to their level and give in to our yetzer harah by getting back at them. The real way
to respond to those that harm us is to shock them by showering them with our goodness and kindness
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The Yerushalmi compares taking revenge against another Jew to a person who accidentally cuts their hand when
chopping meat. Would they then stab the other hand to pay it back for the wound it caused!?

1. Note that the Mahari Chagiz in the Tzror Hachaim relates this specifically to Yishuv Eretz Yisrael and the need to to rise above
petty personal bickering in order to create a society free of sinat chinam!

2. Interestingly, Rav Kook in Mitzvat Ra’ayah (p.96) learns the logic in the other direction. The mitzvah not to take revenge is a
geder against developing negative emotions towards others and thereby bearing a grudge.
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If nekama is bad, how can G-d ever punish people for doing wrong? The Ran answers that punishment is not ‘revenge’
but is one of the following:- (i) to help a person to correct his ways - thus positive; (ii) if the person is unwilling to correct
his ways, to demonstrate to others (iii) in olam habah, there is no ‘reward’ or ‘punishment’, simply a direct consequence
of our actions in this world, (iv) gehenom is like (iii) and is also positive and corrective for the neshama
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Bearing a grudge is clearly an aveira which takes place in the mind. But when it comes to revenge, there are potential
expressions. How much revenge must be taken to transgress the Torah commandment?
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The issurim of nekima and netiva appear in a context of other verse dealing with monetary issues - stealing, court
procedure, oaths, robbery, paying workers on time etc.
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The Gemara states that the issurim of nekima and netira apply only to monetary issues i.e. when someone damages you
financially you must not take revenge or bear a grudge. But if someone hurts your feelings, it seems from this gemara
that there is no specific issur of nekima or netira. However, the gemara goes on to make it very clear that a person must
always be forgiving even in personal grievances but a talmid chacham is allowed to keep the matter in his mind until the
person apologizes.

In summary:- (i) in financial grievances there is an issurim of nekima for all people
(ii) even in non financial matters a person should forgive and put it out of his mind entirely even if the
other person has not apologized. But, a talmid chacham is allowed to keep the matter in his mind until
the other person apologizes (see below)

N.B. to take any kind of revenge or bear a grudge will involve other Torah prohibitions e.g. ‘ahavat reim’ and
‘vehalachta bidrachaiv’
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There is a machloket in the Rishonim as to whether the halacha is indeed that the issur of Nekima is only formally
transgressed in monetary issues. The Smag, Smak, Yereim, Meiri and Rabbeinu Yona all rule like the apparent
conclusion of the Gemara that the issur relates only to monetary matters’. However, the Rambam and the Chinuch make
no reference to this distinction and indicate that the issur applies even in areas of emotional hurt
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The Mishna Berura appears to rule like most Rishonim, that the issur of nekama applies specifically to monetary issues
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The Chafetz Chaim rules that, even though most Rishonim hold that the issur of nekama is only with monetary matters,
since there is a machloket, one must be strict in a safek deoraita
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The Rambam explains why a talmid chacham is treated differently in these halachot (see above). If a talmid chacham is
insulted privately, he must be forgiving but if he humiliated or insulted in public, he may not just let it pass since the
honour of the Torah itself has been attacked. He may not therefore forgive unless he receives an apology
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Reacting to an immediate insult is not part of the prohibition

3. Rav Kook actually suggests that, according to these poskim, the Torah restricts the issur to monetary issues as a ‘concession’ to
human weakness; it is simply impossible for people to resist the urge to bear grudges against others on personal matters - see
Mitzvat Ra’ayah p.98




