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Foundations of Judaism II: Lesson 3

Hierarchy of an Ideal Jewish Society:  The Monarchy

© M. Zauderer 1999

LESSON OUTLINE

1. Requesting a King 

2. Appointing a King 

3. The Mitzvoth of a King 

A. Limiting Horses: Reliance Upon Military Power 

B. Avoiding Egypt: Immoral Influence 

C. Limiting Wives: Focus on Sensual Pleasures 

D. Limiting Gold & Silver: Pursuit of Wealth 

4. Torah Scroll: Fealty to G‑d and to His People
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Introduction

In Lesson 1 we discussed Rabbi Nissim’s approach to the relationship between the judiciary and monarchy in Jewish society.

1. Monarchy: Maintaining Societal Order – The monarchy is empowered to act, even in an extra-legal manner when it is called for, in order to ensure that society functions peaceably.

2. Judiciary: Bringing Divine Presence – The judiciary is empowered to act only within the framework of Torah law, in order to bring the Divine Presence (Shechinah) among the Jewish people.

In this lesson, we will examine the Torah’s description of the establishment of a monarchy, a system that will serve as the basis for a responsible monarch. We will explore: What dangers are inherent in the existence of a monarchy? What limitations does the Torah place upon a Jewish king, and what is the purpose of these limitations? What standards of demeanor does the Torah demand of the Jewish king?
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Torah Text (Deuteronomy 17:14-20):

14 When you will have come to the land that G‑d your L-rd is giving you, and when you have occupied and settled it, you will say, “We would like to appoint a king, as have all the nations around us.”

15 You must then appoint the king whom G‑d your L-rd shall choose. The king you appoint must be one of your brethren; you may not appoint a foreigner who is not one of your brethren.

16 However, [the king] must not accumulate an abundance of [unnecessary] horses, so as not to bring the people back to Egypt to bring more horses. G‑d has told you that you must never again return on that path.

17 He [also] must not have many wives, so that they not make his heart go astray. He shall likewise not accumulate a great abundance of [unnecessary] silver and gold.

18 When [the king] is established on his royal throne, he must write a copy of this Torah as a scroll edited by the priests of the Tribe of Levi.

19 This scroll must always be with him, and he shall read from it all the days of his life. He will then learn to be in awe of G‑d his L-rd, and carefully keep every word of this Torah and these statutes.

20 In this way he will not begin to feel superior to his brethren, and he will not stray from any commandment, neither to the right nor to the left. He and his descendants will thus have a long reign in the midst of Israel.

These verses can be divided into the following order of establishing and maintaining a monarchy:

1. Requesting a King (v. 14)

2. Appointing a King (v. 15)

3. The Mitzvoth of a King (v. 16-20)

A. Limiting Horses: Reliance Upon Military Power (v. 16)

B. Avoiding Egypt: Immoral Influence (v. 16)

C. Limiting Wives: Focus on Sensual Pleasures (v. 17)

D. Limiting Gold & Silver: Pursuit of Wealth (v. 17)

E. Torah Scroll: Fealty to G‑d and to His People (v. 18-20)
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Requesting a King (v.14)
Torah Text

14 When you will have come to the land that G‑d your L-rd is giving you, and when you have occupied and settled it, you will say, “We would like to appoint a king, as have all the nations around us.”

The Torah’s introduction to the mitzvah of establishing a monarchy – which is conditional upon the people’s request – gives us cause to wonder whether the institution is in fact ideal. If the monarchy is an element of the ideal Jewish society, why does the Torah present it as an outgrowth of the people’s popular request? Moreover, why does the Torah phrase the people’s request for a king as a desire to imitate the monarchies of other nations? 

Rabbi Naftali Berlin (1817-1893, Russia) and Rabbi Nissim (1290-1375, Spain) explain the Torah’s unusual wording as an allusion to potential dangers inherent in any monarchy.

1. Popular Acceptance of a Monarchy

Rabbi Naftali Berlin (Ha’amek Davar Torah commentary to Deuteronomy 17:14):

Different nations function best under varying forms of government, depending on the characteristics that dominate a given nation. Some nations thrive under the authority of an elected governmental body, while others flounder under such a system, and can operate effectively only with a monarchy directing the people. No single form of government is ideal for every nation in the world.

The Torah informs us that the Jewish nation will function most effectively under the guidance of a monarchy. Nevertheless, the institution of monarchy places a heavy burden upon the people, who must enrich, pay tribute to, and subject themselves to the will of the monarch. The Torah allows the nation to live without this burden until the people choose otherwise. By presenting the mitzvah of establishing a monarchy as one dependent upon popular request, the Torah makes the monarchy an option for the people. It does not impose the monarchy upon the Jewish people until they decide they are ready for it and take the initiative to request it. Historically, after the Jewish people conquered the land of Israel, they delayed their request for a king for nearly four centuries, during which time they were governed by individual judges, chosen from among the Twelve Tribes of the Jewish people.

2. Civil vs. Torah Law
Rabbi Nissim (Discourses of Rabbi Nissim, Discourse 11):

In describing the people’s request for a king, the Torah alludes to the potential danger of a circumstance that was likely to arise: that the Jewish people, noting the material successes of the neighboring nations, might attribute that success to their governmental structure, and would hope to achieve parallel success through instituting a similar form of government, employing a system of laws made by men, not by G‑d. 

The neighboring nations relied on a man-made system of civil law, which the monarch had established to run the society. In their desire to duplicate the successes of their neighbors, the Jewish people would request that their social life be governed by just such a man-made system of civil law formed by a monarch. Therein lay the danger: Instead of seeking a monarchy for the purpose of protecting against abuses of Torah law, so to enable the judiciary to perform its role of bringing the Divine Presence among the Jewish people, the Torah alludes to the possibility of a popular request to substitute Torah law with civil law. 

In truth, the most ideal state of Jewish society is for the people to be guided only by G‑d’s law. G‑d’s closeness to the Jewish people results not only in an existence of heightened spiritual awareness and activity (as manifest in such phenomena as prophetic communication), but also in a physical and material utopia (as expressed in the verse, If you follow my laws…I will provide you rain at the right time, so that the land will bear its crops and the trees of the field will provide fruit…I will grant peace in the land…[Leviticus 26:3ff], to cite but one example). The potential for every form of success in a society guided by G‑d’s laws alone is far greater than that which depends on a man-made system of civil law.

The Beginning of the Monarchy in Jewish History
For the first 383 years after the Jewish people settled in the land (from 1273 to 890 BCE), the nation was governed by individual “judges,” who functioned in a limited, non-hereditary capacity of “monarch.” They were not “kings,” but as leaders of the nation they defended the people against invading enemies, and they oversaw activities that affected the nation’s welfare. In the year 890 BCE, the prophet Samuel assumed the leadership of the people. Ten years later, the people requested that a monarchy be established.

The Book of Samuel (Samuel I, 8:4-6):

4 The Jewish elders gathered themselves together and came to [the prophet] Samuel in Ramah.

5 “You are aged and your sons are not following in your ways,” they said. “Appoint a king for us to judge us like all the nations.

6 Samuel was displeased over [the wording of] their request for a king, since they had said, “Appoint us a king to judge us.” Samuel then prayed to G‑d.

This historical account from the Book of Samuel of the actual request for a king that the people made, parallels the Torah’s description of what was likely to happen: the people requested a monarch “to judge” them, which is precisely what the Torah warned against. That the Torah’s words came to pass was not a foregone conclusion; it was rather a consequence of long-ingrained habits that had become part of the Jewish national psyche. In the ideal Jewish society, the king’s function is to ensure that the Torah’s laws are kept –not to be a “judge,” a substitute for G‑d’s laws. 

Appointing a King (v. 15)
Torah Text
15 You must then appoint the king whom G‑d your L-rd shall choose. The king you appoint must be one of your brethren; you may not appoint a foreigner who is not of your brethren.

Nachmanides (to Deuteronomy 17:14:15) & Maimonides (Laws of Kings 1:3:7):

The people must initiate the process of the appointment of a king, by sending representatives before the existing leadership – the Sanhedrin (Supreme Court), members of the Tribe of Levi, and/or the Judge of the generation – requesting a king (this step is indicated in the verse [Deuteronomy 17:14] that describes the people’s request: “…you will say: We would like to appoint a king, as have all the nations around us.”). The request must then be submitted to a prophet, who inquires of G‑d to determine who is the proper candidate. The official appointment of a king must have the consent of the prophet and of the Sanhedrin (Supreme Court).

Rabbi Isaac Abarbanel (1437-1508, Portugal – Spain – Italy) offers two reasons for the requirement of seeking Divine authorization for a king’s appointment.

1. Sterling Moral Character

The position of Jewish monarch requires an individual who possesses purity and refinement of mind and heart, as well as true humility - although he must act with strength to exert his authority. The assessment of such qualities of moral character is beyond the capacity of any human to evaluate. Indeed, when G‑d dispatched the prophet Samuel to anoint David as King of Israel, Samuel initially thought that he was to anoint David’s oldest brother, Eliav. G‑d corrected him, saying: “Do not gaze at his countenance and his physical stature, because I have rejected him. It is not [due to any feature that is] apparent to man. Man looks at the outward appearance, but G‑d looks into the heart [of the person.]” (Samuel I, 16:7).

2. Preventing Dissension

The appointment of a single individual to serve as king over the people is likely to breed dispute among the nation. Leaving the decision to G‑d removes this possible source of dissension.

The Mitzvoth of a King (v. 16-20)
The five mitzvoth of a king distinguish the Jewish sovereign, both in public and private life, from monarchs of other nations. The first four mitzvoths are the limitations the Torah imposes on the king: [1] Do not amass unnecessary horses; [2] Do not establish a permanent residence in Egypt; [3] Do not marry more than eighteen wives (Source: Midrash Sifrei); [4] Do not amass unnecessary wealth.

Torah Text

16 However, [the king] must not accumulate an abundance of [unnecessary] horses, so as not to cause the people to return to Egypt to bring more horses. G‑d has told you that you must never again return on that path.

17 He [also] must not have many wives, so that they not lead his heart astray. He shall likewise not accumulate a great abundance of [unnecessary] silver and gold.

Nachmanides & Rabbi Abarbanel (to Deuteronomy 17:16-17):

Having presented the Jewish people’s request for a king in terms of imitating neighboring monarchies (“We would like to appoint a king, just like the nations around us” [v.15]), the Torah begins its discussion of the monarch by distinguishing the Jewish monarch from other monarchs: However, the king must not accumulate many [unnecessary] horses…not have many wives…not accumulate very much [unnecessary] silver and gold…(v.16-17). In this way the Torah restricts the king from engaging in some of the pursuits that preoccupy other monarchs. Although the people may be tempted to look for a life similar to their non-Jewish neighbors, the Torah ensures that the Jewish king will always be characterized by holiness.

1. Reliance Upon Military Power: Kings typically amass very large standing armies, in order to demonstrate their military superiority over other nations. Such monarchs measure the strength of their kingdom in terms of the physical strength of their armed forces [The horse is the Biblical metaphor for military strength (e.g., Proverbs 21:31)]. The Jewish monarch, on the other hand, is to be distinguished by the more reasonable size of his army. By limiting its size to only the forces that will be needed in a military confrontation – instead of amassing as large an army he can muster – the king demonstrates that he keeps an army as a practical measure, but his main source of strength lies in his reliance upon G‑d to protect His people from enemy forces.

2. Egypt: Immoral Influence: The Torah identifies the Canaanite and Egyptian nations as the most corrupt people of the ancient world (as the verse states, Do not follow in the [immoral] ways of Egypt where you once lived, nor of Canaan, where I will bring you [Leviticus 18:3]). When G‑d redeemed the Jewish people from Egypt, He intended to remove them forever from exposure to the immoral influence of Egyptian life. Yet there was a strong incentive for people to associate with Egyptians: historically, the purchase of prized Egyptian warhorses led many nations to establish economic and residential ties with Egypt. The Torah prohibits the Jewish king from establishing economic ties with Egypt that could result in a permanent Jewish residence there.

3. Wives: Pursuit of Sensual Pleasures: Monarchs typically revel in the pursuit of sensual pleasures. The prophet Hosea warned of the adverse results of such behavior: “[Preoccupation with] illicit relations and drunkenness…remove a person’s heart [from spiritual pursuits]” (Hosea 4:11). In direct contrast to other monarchs, the Jewish king is distinguished by his refined moral character. He views his Divinely-ordained position as a responsibility to serve as a moral example and guide to his people.

4. Gold & Silver: Amassing fortunes is a preoccupation that typically occupies royalty. Often this leads to theft and extortion, to satisfy their insatiable appetite for more wealth. The Jewish king uses wealth to finance specific needs of the kingdom (such as his retinue and his army). He does not seek to hoard wealth in order to flaunt his fortune.
Torah Scroll: Fealty to G‑d and to His People (v. 18-20)
Torah Text

18 When [the king] is established on his royal throne, he must write a copy of this Torah as a scroll edited by the priests of the Tribe of Levi.

19 This scroll must always be with him, and he shall read from it all the days of his life. He will then learn to be in awe of G‑d his L-rd, and carefully keep every word of this Torah and these statutes.

20 In this way he will not begin to feel superior to his brethren, and he will not stray from any commandment, neither to the right nor to the left. He and his descendants will thus have a long reign in the midst of Israel.

The last of the king’s mitzvoth that the Torah records is that the king must authorize the writing of a special Torah scroll to accompany him in his daily life. The Torah enumerates three benefits that will ensue from his regular study from this scroll: [1] he will be in awe of G‑d; [2] he will observe Torah mitzvoth faithfully; [3] he will harbor true modesty

Though each of these attributes is virtuous for every Jew, Rabbi Nissim explains their vital importance for a king.

Rabbi Nissim (Discourse 11):
The Torah requirement that the king write and regularly study from a special Torah scroll stems from the extra-legal powers that the Torah confers upon a monarch. Unlike members of the judiciary, whose authority is bound by Torah law, the king may set aside Torah law as he sees fit, in order to maintain basic order in Jewish society. The danger inherent in this right is that the king may abuse this royal prerogative, for he could choose to exercise this privilege for his own selfish interests, rather than for the benefit of society.

Conscientious Torah study
 will teach the king to use his power to promote greater observance of Torah law among the nation; it will imbue him with a high degree of modesty, so that he will use his exalted position only to benefit the Jewish people.

Thus, for example, when the king exercises his extra-legal authority to execute a murderer (as in a case where only one person witnessed the crime – instead of the two witnesses required by Torah law), his intent should be not to inspire fear of himself upon his subjects, but to inspire the people with fear of violating the Torah commandment “Do not commit murder” (Exodus 20:13). Ideally, the monarch should strive to elevate the level of his subjects’ mitzvah observance – not to elevate himself.

Rabbi Nissim offers another, more compelling explanation of the need for modesty in a king.

G‑d grants everyone a variety of talents and opportunities in their lives. Some of these talents and opportunities He gives people for their own benefit, while other talents and opportunities He gives people so that they may use them to help others. Someone who has been blessed with a keen intellect or with material wealth, for example, should first use it for his own benefit – to acquire wisdom or to support himself – before he uses it to benefit other people.

In contrast, the monarchy is a Divinely-appointed position of leadership that is designed solely for the benefit of the people, not for the benefit of the monarch. Arrogance, a selfish feeling of supremacy over other people, contradicts the very essence of the monarchy. The monarch’s purpose is to serve the people, not the reverse. 

In this vein, when Rabbi Gamliel (1st-2nd century, Israel) appointed Rabbi Elazar and Rabbi Yochanan to rabbinical positions, he exhorted them: “Do you think I am conferring a position of authority upon you? I am conferring a position of slavery upon you! Similarly, when King Solomon’s son Rechavam (reigned 797-780 BCE), sought the counsel of King Solomon’s wise men regarding the people’s request to reduce the royal tax, they told him, “If you will be a servant to this people today, serve them, humble yourself before them, and speak kind words to them; then they will be your servants forever” (Kings I, 12:7). [Source: Talmud, Tractate Horayot]

Although arrogance is an improper character trait in any person, the Torah states that it is prohibited when it presents the mitzvoth of the monarchy, for the extent of his honor, power and wealth make the king most susceptible to this negative trait.

Rabbi Samson Hirsch (1808-1888, Germany) shows that the term used by the Torah to connote the monarch actually defines the proper relationship between the king and his subjects:

Rabbi Hirsch (Torah commentary to Genesis 17:20):

Introduction: The Bible uses the Hebrew word nassi (whose root, nassa, means “to raise up” or “to carry/bear”) to mean both “prince/king” (Leviticus 4:22) and “cloud” (Psalms 135:7). Rabbi Hirsch explains that the dual meaning of this word reveals the true conception of a monarch.

The Jewish nation finds its summit in the nassi. Clouds are formed at different heights above the earth’s surface by drawing evaporating moisture from the earth’s surface, but only to shower their bounty back to earth as rain. Similarly, the monarch is elevated above the people, taking from the people’s wealth and strengths, but only to shower it back upon them, to strengthen the nation from which they came. The monarchs are the “bearers” of the nation.
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Questions

Address your correspondence to: foundations@jewishstudies.org
1. Write a one-paragraph “job description” for a monarch.

2. What role should modesty play in the life of a political leader? (Compare and/or contrast the Torah’s monarchy with modern political leadership)

3. Your questions and comments: __________________

� Benefits of Torah Study


Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzatto (Mesillat Yesharim / The Path of the Just, ch. 4 [1707-1747, Italy]):


In general, Torah study engenders spiritual sensitivity, arousing people to give more attention to their moral behavior. Specifically, when studying Torah one should reflect on one’s responsibilities to G�d and on the consequences of one’s actions – both good and bad – relative to those responsibilities. Careful study of the Torah’s narratives – a study that must include the explanatory midrashic traditions of the Sages – awakens the reader to the seriousness of our moral responsibilities.








Foundations of Judaism II: Lesson 3
Page 6 of 1
Hierarchy of an Ideal Jewish Society:  The Monarchy
E-mail: jis@jewishstudies.org
Copyright © 1999 Moshe Zauderer, Jewish Interactive Studies
http://www.jewishstudies.org

