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Should a non-Jew arise and force a Jew to violate one of the Torah’s 

commandments at the pain of death, they should violate the 

commandment rather than be killed, because Leviticus 18:5 states 

concerning the commandments: “…so that a man will perform and live 

by them.” Live by them and not die because of them. This applies with 

regard to all commandments with the exception of the worship of other 

gods, forbidden sexual relations and murder. For these three sins, if one 

is ordered, “Transgress one of them or be killed,” one should sacrifice 

their life rather than transgress. 

Mishneh Torah, Yesodei haTorah 5:1-2 

 

A murderer may be saved from committing the crime, even at the cost of 

his life. From where do we derive this rule that a murderer should be 

killed rather than transgress the prohibition against murder? It is derived 

through reason, as it was told: A certain person came before Rava. He 

said to Rava: “The master of the village where I live said to me: ‘Kill so-

and-so, and if you do not do so, I will kill you.’ What should I do?” Rava 

said to him: “Let yourself be killed, and you should not kill.” Rava 

reasoned: “What did you see to make you think that your blood is redder 

and more important than his? Perhaps the blood of that man is redder.” 

bYoma 82a-b 

 

Thou shalt not stand by the blood of your neighbour. 

Leviticus 19:16 

 

If two people were walking on a desolate path and there was a jug of 

water in the possession of one of them, and if both drink from the jug 

both will die, as there is not enough water, but if only one of them drinks, 

they will survive long enough to reach a settled area, there is a dispute as 

to the law. Ben Petora taught: “It is preferable that both of them drink 

and die, and let neither one of them see the death of the other” (Leviticus 

25:36). This was the accepted opinion until Rabbi Akiva came and taught 

that the Torah states: “And your brother shall live with you,” indicating 

that your life takes precedence over the life of the other. 

bBava Metzia 62a 

 

 



A person who sees damage coming towards them may save themselves 

from it even if it causes the damage to fall instead upon their neighbour. 

The Rema  

 

Suppose one was passing from place to place with loaves of sanctified 

bread in their hand, and a non-Jew said to them: “Give me one of these 

and I will defile it; if not, I will defile them all.” 

Rabbi Eliezer says, “Let them defile all the loaves, and do not give them 

one to defile.” But Rabbi Joshua says: “Place one of the loaves before the 

non-Jew, on a rock.” 

mTerumot 8:11-12 

 

As to a group of men to whom non-Jews said, “Give us one of your 

number that we may kill him, and if not, lo, we will kill all of you,” let them 

kill all of them, but let the Israelites not give over to the killers a single 

Israelite. But if the killers singled one out – for example, if they singled 

out Sheva ben-Bichri – let the Israelites hand them over, that they not all 

be killed. 

Rabbi Judah asked, “Under what circumstances does the first rule, that 

we never hand over a fellow Israelite, apply? If the one who would be 

handed over is inside and the killers are outside. But if the killers are 

inside and the one they name is inside, and the Israelites are all liable to 

be killed, then the one they named should be handed over.” 

tTerumot 7:20 

 

Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish said, “If the killers single out one person – such 

as Sheva ben-Bichri – they are only handed over if they are anyway liable 

for the death penalty.” But Rabbi Yochanan said, “The one singled out is 

handed over even if they are not liable for the death penalty.” 

yTerumot 8:4, 46b 

 

Yoav’s men came and besieged Sheva ben-Bichri in the city of Abel. 

They were battering the wall when a clever woman shouted from the 

city, “Listen! Listen! Tell Yoav to come over here so I can talk to him.” 

 



He approached her, and the woman said, “I am one of those who seek 

the welfare of the faithful in Israel. But you seek to bring death upon a 

mother city in Israel! Why should you destroy God’s possession?” 

Yoav replied, “Far be it, far be it from me to destroy or to ruin! Not at all! 

But a certain man, Sheva ben-Bichri, has rebelled against King David. 

Just hand him alone over to us, and I will withdraw from the city.” 

The woman assured Yoav, “His head shall be thrown over the wall to 

you.” The woman came to all the people with her clever plan; and they 

cut off the head of Sheva ben-Bichri and threw it down to Yoav. Then 

Yoav returned to the king in Jerusalem. 

2 Samuel 20:15-22 

 

Regarding a question that makes one’s hair stand on end: An entire 

community of Jews were in a concealed room, hiding from the torment of 

the enemy (may their memory be erased). If they were found, they would 

be killed. While those evil ones carried out searches, a baby, who was 

among the hidden, began to cry, and there was no way to quiet him. Had 

his voice been heard outside, they would all have been caught and killed. 

The question arose whether it would be permissible to insert a pillow into 

the baby’s mouth to quiet him. This act posed a risk that the baby would 

be suffocated. 

In essence, the baby is a pursuer in the eyes of the law – much like a man 

who pursues another through the city with the intention of killing him. Of 

course, in this case there is a difference, namely that the pursuit is 

unintentional. Nevertheless, there is also the difference that the baby will 

die either way: if he does not stop crying, he will be killed along with the 

rest of the Jews. 

Therefore, the baby may be suffocated. 

If the Jews had nevertheless chosen not to, they would have been called 

holy and would have sanctified the name of God. But if they did suffocate 

the baby, they need have no pangs of conscience, for they acted in 

accordance with the law to save life. 

Rabbi Efrati 

 

Imagine a case where an arrow was launched towards many people and 

a person had the power to divert the arrow or missile so that it only killed 

one person rather than many. It is possible to argue that this case is not 

similar to giving over one person to a group of non-Jews to be killed 



because in that case the act of giving up the one person is an act of 

cruelty – but  in our case, it is an act of saving life, since one’s intention is 

to save many, and only by chance, indirectly, will the one person die. 

Chazon Ish 

 

The Chazon Ish’s case is not just theoretical: it is very real, for instance it 

may happen with cars. In such a case, if we rise up and do (kum v’aseh) 

we are committing an act of actual strength and power and diverting the 

arrow towards a person. It does not matter that what is intended is an act 

of rescue; it is in fact an act of killing. Therefore it is better to sit and do 

nothing (shev v’al ta’aseh). 

The Tzitz Eliezer 

 

The “What Makes You Think” argument is correct even when the many 

think they have to kill the individual in order to save themselves. 

Therefore they are not allowed to kill the individual. The reason why 

people would consider allowing the killing of the individual is because 

they give precedence to the many over the individual. This arises solely 

from the assessment that the lives of the many take precedence over the 

life of an individual, and this judgment is neither certain nor absolute. 

Therefore in regard to the question of saving the many by killing an 

individual, which is a question of life and death, we do not decide based 

on an estimate, and therefore we cannot allow the many to save 

themselves by killing the individual. 

Rav Kook 

 

Ulla ben-Koshev was wanted by the government. He arose and fled to 

Lod. Rabbi Joshua ben-Levi urged him to surrender, saying, “Better that 

you should be executed rather than that the whole community should be 

punished on account of you.” Ulla ben-Koshev allowed himself to be 

persuaded and surrendered. 

Now, Elijah used to speak with Rabbi Joshua ben-Levi, but after this he 

ceased to visit him. The rabbi fasted for thirty days, after which Elijah 

came to him, and the rabbi asked him, “Why did you absent yourself?” 

“Am I then the companion of informers?” Elijah retorted. “This should 

have been done through others and not through you!” 

Genesis Rabbah 94:9 


