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Devarim 2016 

 

When is the best time to rebuke? 

 

1. 

 

Rashi (1, 3) explains that Moshe rebuked the Jews prior to his death. Where did Moshe learn this 

tactic from? From Yaakov, who only rebuked his children prior to his death! Yaakov explained 

his practice. He claimed that if he would have rebuked them while he was alive and healthy then 

they wouldn’t have listened. There are four reasons why it is appropriate, smart, crucial, 

significant, and effective to rebuke near the time of death. One reason is in order that the 

words of rebuke will be well received. Another reason is in order that one’s friend will not be 

embarrassed. The Sifsei Chachamim (os 60) elaborates that if you give someone mussar and then 

he sees you after you gave the mussar he will be embarrassed from the mussar. Therefore, one 

should only give mussar before one’s death to save the other person from the embarrassment of 

seeing the one who gave the mussar.  

Rashi doesn’t quote the other two reasons that the Sifrei (pesikta beis), which is the source of 

Rashi, offers. The Sifrei enumerates an additional two reasons. Firstly, rebuke near the time of 

death is done in order that the one getting rebuked will not bear a grudge towards the one who 

rebuked him. Additionally, giving mussar near ones death enables one to leave this world in 

peace because when you give mussar it brings peace. Similarly Yehoshua, Shmuel, and Dovid all 

gave mussar before their deaths.  

 

What is the deeper explanation behind rebuking prior to one’s death? Why is this an 

opportune moment? The Chasam Sofer (Toras Moshe) explains that it is normal for people to 

try to defend themselves when someone rebukes them. The one being rebuked will rationalize 

and claim that what he is doing is perfectly fine. This can lead to a quarrel. If this recipient has a 

legitimate claim and the one who gave the mussar remains silent, it’s as if the one who rebuked 

is implying the claim of the one who was rebuked is valid! This can lead to a big chillul Hashem 

(desecration of the name of God) and the mussar will be ineffective. However, if someone 

accepts mussar without trying to defend himself, the mussar will then be effective. This is why 

mussar before death is appropriate, smart, crucial, significant, and effective. The Chasam Sofer 

explains when someone is on their deathbed and they give advice or mussar, the recipient 

won’t try to verbally defend himself. This is why Moshe gave mussar before his death.  

According to my humble opinion, additionally, the mussar before one’s death makes an 

enormous impression, more than at any other time. It’s very similar to a will, which has 

very powerful words. So too, the mussar prior to one’s death will be well received.  

 

2. 

 

Importance of listening to mussar 

 

“These are the words that Moshe spoke to all Israel, on the other side of the Jordan, concerning 

the wilderness, etc. and Di-zahav (abundance of gold); Etc.” (1, 1) 

 

אלה הדברים אשר דבר משה אל כל ישראל בעבר הירדן במדבר וכו ודי זהב.""  (1, 1)  
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The Kli Yakar is bothered by this pasuk. We usually don’t find Moshe speaking to all of the 

Jewish people. Is it really possible to speak to approximately three million people 

simultaneously? Yisroel in this pasuk refers to all of the leaders of the Jews. The leaders of the 

Jewish people are responsible and obligated to give proper and effective mussar. If they don’t, 

then they will be held responsible for the sins of the Jewish people as stated in the Gemara in 

Shabbos (55). A trick to giving mussar is, giving it tactfully and indirectly. If it’s direct, the 

person will be less likely to listen. ( כל מוכיח הרוצה שיהיו דבריו נשמעים ולא יבעטו בתוכחתו אז יוכיחם

ברמז ולא בפרוש באופן שלא יבין דבריו כי אם זה המרגיש בעצמו כי הוא זה האיש, אבל בתוכחת מגולה מסתמא 

 (יבעט.

 

With this concept that the Kli Yakar related we can delve into deeper fundamental ideas 

regarding mussar. We need to realize how vital it is to listen and accept mussar. The Mishna in 

Avos (perek alef) states acquire for yourself a friend. (.וקנה לך חבר) The Rabbeinu Yona lists 

various reasons why it’s important to have a good friend. One of the reasons is; in order to have a 

good chavrusa (study partner). A second reason why a good friend is important is, in order that 

your friend will encourage you to perform mitzvos. A third reason why a good friend is 

important is in order that he will offer good advice. If you are doing something incorrect your 

friend will pick up on it and tell you. Everyone is biased, but their friends aren’t. In other words, 

acquire for yourself a friend in order that he will give you mussar! 

 

If someone is giving sincere mussar, be sure to listen and accept it. Shlomo Hamelech (Mishlei 

3, 11-12) says “My child, do not despise Hashem’s discipline (mussar), and do not despise His 

reproof, for Hashem admonishes the one he loves.” ( מוסר ה' בני אל תמאס ואל תקוץ בתוכחתו. כי את אשר"

 The Gra explains that one only gives mussar to someone he truly loves and wants (יאהב ה' יוכיח."

the best for him. ( על רעתו ורואה שהולך בדרך אשר אינו טוב לו הוא אין דרך להוכיח רק לאוהב אשר לבו דואג 

 The Metzudas David as well discusses (מוכיחו. וכן מסתמה כאשר מוכיח אותך ה' מסתמא אוהב אותך.

accepting mussar with love.  

Shalomo Hamelech discusses mussar in another pasuk as well. “Do not rebuke a scoffer, lest he 

hate you; rebuke a wise man, and he will love you.” (".אל תוכח לץ פן ישנאך הוכח לחכם ויאהבך") 

(Mishlei 9, 8) What is the difference? Why will the scoffer dislike the mussar while the chacham 

will like the mussar? The Iben Ezra explains the scoffer thinks he knows everything. 

Therefore, he won’t listen to anything you say. The more a person learns the more he 

realizes that he doesn’t know. The less a person learns the more he thinks he knows. The 

chacham will therefore be more willing to listen to what the one rebuking has to say. The 

chacham knows and contemplates his middos and how much more he needs to grow. The 

chacham will love the mussar and will try to perfect himself with it. The chacham is willing 

to learn from everyone as stated in the Mishna in Avos (perek daled). The fool will dislike you 

because he is a chacham in his eyes and therefore won’t listen.  

Let’s elaborate on this concept even more. The Panim Yafos says the word לץ (scoffer) is an 

acronym for למדן צדיק (learned righteous person). The scoffer thinks he is the biggest chacham 

and a very pious Jew. It is purposeless to try to successfully rebuke such an individual. The Gra 

explains that tzaddikim love mussar because it is like a magnifying glass. On the surface, they 

seem to be acting perfectly. However, if one magnifies, he will see there is filth and much more 

to accomplish. By oneself an imperfection is difficult to notice. This is precisely why they love, 
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and desire hearing rebuke; in order that their problem will be magnified and apparent. The 

problem will then be able to be fixed.  

 

Let’s return and elaborate on something the Kli Yakar briefly said. The Gemara in Yevamos 

(65b) quotes Rebbi Elai who said in the name of Rebbi Elazar ben Shimon, who says that just as 

it is a mitzvah to say something that people will listen to, so too it is a mitzvah not to say 

something that people will not listen to. Rebbi Abba says it is an obligation not to give them 

mussar if they won’t listen. ( וה על אדם לומר דבר אמר רבי אילעא משום ר' אלעזר בר' שמעון כשם שמצ

.הנשמע, כך מצוה על אדם שלא לומר דבר שאינו נשמע. רבי אבא אומר: חובה ) This is based on the pasuk “Do 

not rebuke a scoffer, lest he hate you; rebuke a wise man, and he will love you.” ( אל תוכח לץ פן"

  (Mishlei 9, 8) (ישנאך הוכח לחכם ויאהבך."

 

Rav Avigdor Miller (Q & A, chalek 3, page 210) explains that if great people are giving 

mussar, then listen to them. Even if just a small person is giving mussar, listen to him as 

well. It doesn’t need to be coming from a Rebbe; it could come from a friend or family 

member! It pays to listen, don’t be stubborn. 

 

It is extremely important to listen and accept rebuke. The Meom Loez (Devarim page 55) 

elaborately explains several very crucial points. We need to think Hashem is doing a great 

kindness to us by sending and preparing people to give us mussar. This is a tremendous kindness 

because receiving mussar saves us from sinning. Furthermore, we will merit heaven, just as 

Avraham rebuked people and caused them to merit heaven. Additionally, a sign that could 

properly determine if someone has yiras shamayim (fearing Hashem/heaven) is if he accepts 

mussar that was given to him, or doesn’t.  

The Meom Loez continues (page 58) and says a person needs to have good friends in order that 

they will give him mussar. Similarly, a person needs to have friends to learn from their good 

actions. This is why it is crucial to attend shiurim; in order to learn new ideas and new concepts. 

We will learn what is permitted and what is forbidden. Through listening to shiurim we will 

learn new applicable Torah ideas and also learn what not to do. Furthermore, we will merit 

heaven as a result of the new mitzvos we learned! This is why we must be careful not to attach 

ourselves to people who aren’t going on the proper derech (path). Rabbi Ovadia Bartenura 

compares this to one who walks into a perfumery or tannery. Even if he doesn’t buy anything or 

spray anything on him; he will nevertheless still walk out smelling like the smell of the store. 

The nimshal (lesson) is clear. If we attach ourselves to negative people/influences, their foul 

smell will cling to us, even if we don’t intend it. However, if we attach ourselves to tzaddikim, it 

will have an amazing positive effect on us just like walking through a perfumery will naturally 

cause a person to smell nice. This will inevitably occur, at least indirectly or subconsciously. The 

Mishna in mesechas Kaylim (12, 2) says anything that is attached to something impure is impure 

and anything that is attached to something pure is pure. ( זה הכלל כל המחובר לטמא טמא והמחובר לטהור

.טהור ) The Meom Loez (page 59) discusses a psychological reason why people tend not to accept 

mussar. One reason is anger. People tend to stay away from people who get angry. They know 

that if they rebuke this individual who gets angry easily, then he will yell at the one who rebuked 

him. The angry individual will have a slew of various excuses and a host of claims to legitimize 

his anger. He will get very defensive. One of the reasons why the Beis Hamikdash was destroyed 

was because the Jews didn’t hearken to the mussar of the prophets. If the Jews would have 

listened to their mussar then they wouldn’t have sinned and the Beis Hamikdash wouldn’t have 
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been destroyed. This is another reason why anger is a problem; because those who get angry will 

not listen and accept mussar. Anyone who accepts mussar will merit going to heaven and will be 

saved from punishments. The Brisa in Avos (perek vav) enumerates forty eight ways to acquire 

the Torah. One of the ways is, loving receiving rebuke. This is why Moshe first rebuked the Jews 

and only subsequently elaborately explained and taught the Torah to the Jews. The only true way 

to acquire the Torah is by learning mussar. One can be the biggest expert in Halacha in the 

world; if he doesn’t care about keeping the Halacha, then he just won’t keep the Halacha. The 

Jews in earlier generations would offer and receive rebuke from one another.  Due to this they 

merited receiving berachos from Moshe. As previously mentioned, a lot of the mussar was 

indirect, such as de zahav. The question arises; the parsha explicitly relates the Jews being 

rebuked for the sin of the spies. How could we say that the rebuke was merely hinted to, after the 

fact that the mussar pertaining to the sin of the spies is stated explicitly? Only when many sins 

that were transgressed are mentioned simultaneously is there a problem of relating direct mussar. 

Conversely, when only one sin is mentioned then direct mussar can be used. An additional 

answer is as follows; it isn’t fitting to start a safer with direct rebuke.  

 

In conclusion let’s relate two important points. The Rambam (hilchos dayos perek vav Halacha 

7) states that it is a mitzvah to cause a sinner to do well. One who rebukes must do so 

privately. The rebuke must also be soft toned. Also tell the listener that you are only telling 

him this for his good; in order that he will go to heaven. ( הרואה חבירו שחטא או שהלך בדרך לא טובה

ולהודיעו שהוא חוטא על עצמו במעשיו הרעים שנאמר הוכח תוכיח את עמיתך, המוכיח את מצוה להחזירו למוטב 

חבירו בין בדברים שבינו לבינו, בין בדברים שבינו לבין המקום, צריך להוכיחו בינו לבין עצמו, וידבר לו בנחת ובלשון 

        (רכה ויודיעו שאינו אומר לו אלא לטובתו להביאו לחיי העולם הבא וכו.

 

The Beuiri Hachasedus Lenach (page 128) relates a fascinatingly applicable story. Once, the 

Sefas Emes was late to the shiur of his illustrious grandfather, the Chidushei Ha’Rim. The 

Chidushei Ha’Rim toughly rebuked his grandson. The Sefas Emes stood there silently. The only 

reason why the Sefas Emes was late to the shiur was because he was absorbed in a sugya (in 

depth Torah topic) and lost track of time. One of the Sefas Emes’s friends questioned why he 

remained quiet, after the fact that he had a completely valid excuse. The Sefas Emes explained 

himself and responded ‘the pasuk in Mishlay says “My child, do not despise Hashem’s discipline 

(mussar), and do not despise His reproof, for Hashem admonishes the one he loves.” ( מוסר ה' בני"

תוכחתו. כי את אשר יאהב ה' יוכיח."אל תמאס ואל תקוץ ב ) Getting rebuke from the Chidushei Ha’Rim is 

incredibly important. Even if the mussar is unjustifiable, it is a special opportunity and 

should be attentively listened to.’ ( בעל השפת אמת בצעירותו איחר פעם אחת לשיעור למוד של זקנו בעל

חידושי הרי"ם, והוא הוכיח אותו הרבה בדברי מוסר על ביטול תורה, הלה הקשיב ולא ענהו כלום אף שבאמת לא ביטל 

כלום וישב בביתו ולמד כל הזמן. חבריו שידעו מזה שאלוהו למה לא ענית לו דברי אמת? ענה להם "מוסר ה' בני אל 

".תמאס )  

 

Thank you Yair Moshe Ausubel for typing this up. 

 


