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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 54 - TRUTH, LIES AND EVERYTHING IN BETWEEN
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KNESSET HANASI - SUMMER 2026

A] TRUTH AS A DIVINE ATTRIBUTE
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Emet is one of the 13 Attributes of God that were revealed to Moshe at Sinai.
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Yirmiyahu identifies God as ‘being’ truth and life.
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By extension, the Torah give by God and of God is also truth.
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Chazal understood that truth is the ‘seal’ of God.
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The Rambam begins his halachic work, Mishne Torah, with a statement that God’s reality is the only thing which is truly
‘Emet’. There is no reality in existence which is similar.
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The world is sustained on 3 foundational principles - Justice, Truth and Peace.

B] THE TORAH MITZVAH - NOT TO GIVE A FALSE IMPRESSION
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The mitzvah of ‘lo teshakru’ does not refer to lying but to denying that you are holding a deposit for someone else.
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In fact, the Torah never states ‘you must not lie!’. The source of the prohibition to lie is ‘midvar sheker tirchak’ -
‘distance yourself from any false thing’ i.e. a positive mitzvah! Why should this be? Does this unusual wording indicate
a broader or narrower interpretation?
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The Sefer Hachinuch lists this as one of the 613 Torah mitzvot, although it does sound from the context of his discussion
that the prohibition relates to the courtroom scenario. Is there a general prohibition to lie even in regular life?
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The Gemara gives a number of cases where the prohibition of ‘midvar sheker’ applies. In each case, had the Torah
merely said - ‘do not lie’ one may have concluded that case in the Gemara is permitted. Now that the Torah says ‘keep
well away from falsehood’ it is clear that even these activities are prohibited. But all of these cases are still in a Beit
Din. Is there a mitzvah of ‘midvar sheker’ even outside a Beit Din? There are a number of sources in the gemara which
clearly show that there is an issur to lie even outside the Beit Din.
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Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai disagree on whether one can praise a bride for beauty which she does not have. The
context here is clearly not in a Beit Din and yet they are debating the mitzvah of PN WY 12T0. The Chafetz Chaim

rules’ that lying is a Torah prohibition according to all opinions; there is however a debate as to whether this is to be
counted separately as one of the 613 mitzvot.

It is clear from the cases in the Gemara above that the issur of lying is not dependant on what one says. Even if everything one says is
technically true, if the message is misleading it is SHEKER and is an issur min haTorah.
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This also works the other way too. Is what you say is technically false, if the message is clear and not misleading it is
EMET and is permitted!! e.g. do you have a pen? Consider the cases of sarcasm, exaggeration?

Q - is the prohibition of lying dependant in any way on a negative result for someone else? Would there be a prohibition if one were
simply spinning a web of lies about oneself which harmed no one? Everyone agrees that this is prohibited - there is a debate about
whether it is min haTorah, miderabbanan or a ‘midda meguna’.

1. Introduction to Sefer Chafetz Chaim, Eseh 13 and Be’er Mayaim Chaim ibid
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C] !CHANGING' THE TRUTH FOR THE SAKE OF PEACE
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Zecharia HaNavi enjoins us to love truth AND peace. How are the two to co-exist?
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Beit Hillel and Beit Shammai disagree on whether one can praise a bride for beauty which she does not have.
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Rashi explains Beit Shamai’s view to mean that you find something true to praise her for
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Tosafot explain why Beit Hillel reject this. The implication of ‘faint praise’ is clearly negative and will cause offense.
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The Ritva explains that the source of Beit Hillel is ‘mipnei hashalom’.
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The Gemara spells out the principal ‘muttar leshanot mipnei hashalom’ and bring proofs from the stories of Yosef,
Shmuel and the way God Himself addressed Avraham.
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The Gemara insists that a talmid chacham may ‘lie’ in three circumstances:- (a) when asked how much he has learnt (b)
in personal issues of tzniut and (c) when reporting the hachnasat orchim of others. Note that the Nemukei Yosef implies
from the absence of ‘making peace’ from this list that lying for peace is not a recommendation but a requirement.

Is one required to minimize the lie where possible? Note the language mw5 and not “"pwH?
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From the language of the Rambam when ruling in this halacha, it sound like one should ‘add and subtract’ in trying to
keep the peace, rather than lie outright.
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The Chafetz Chaim rules that one should try to minimize the sheker in so far as possible but, if needed, can say outright
lies for peace’.
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This seems to be supported by the famous middot of Aharon HaCohen who lied outright for peace.
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Lying for peace is ONLY permitted when the person lying is not gaining or benefiting from the lie AND where there is an
intended positive outcome of shalom for the other person/people. Lying for fun where there is no gain or loss - simply the
thrill of lying - is certainly prohibited.

D] 'CHEATING' THE CHEATER!
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Ya’akov told Yitzchak that he was Esav. Ya’ akov is the ultimate man of Emet. How could he say that he was Esav?
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Rashi seems to explain Ya akov’s statement by saying that it wasn’t technically untrue because of the way that he said it.
BUT - we learnt above that sheker in halacha is giving the wrong impression, even if what you say is technically true!! So
how is Rashi to be understood?
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R. Yehuda ben Beteira told a fraudulent non-Jew that he should ask for a forbidden part of the korban Pesach so that he
would be found out and punished. Was this sheker?
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2. Consider what lengths one may need to go to in order to continue a ‘lie’ in order to keep the peace. See a fascinating teshuva of Rav Ovadia Yosef - Yabia Omer 8 Yoreh Deah 32 -
regarding a woman who bore a first child to her husband who was eagerly planning a Pidyon Haben. Unknown to him, before they met she had previously been pregnant as a single
girl and a Pidyon Haben was not actually permitted. Could they continue with the Pidyon in any event to keep the peace....?
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When faced with illegal tax-collectors (who were basically robbing the people) the halacha seems to allow people to
make a neder which is not true. What is the heter?
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What can you do if a hired worker breaks his contract, lets you down badly and causes you loss. Either sue him for the
cost of hiring another worker to finish the job or trick him .....
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The trick is that you are allowed to promise them more money to finish the job and then pay them the original price!!

SN ONND T2 NNV 1Y 1Y NION .. 7D DN ANT PHPO RON DD PN PRY 0D 0D 1Y) X9 27T MnN Na 32.
DTN PNOND NN NN 7PNV OIN NN NI M .70 NTAY T2 IR NOVWN Y N . 2N D% 1Y N ND XONT N1
0 NON D PR OIPAYM AT 210 719D NI MY X1V

P HN2’
The gemara also records a case where Abaye promised money to a man who was unreasonably refusing to do a chalitza
but after the chalitza the woman would not pay.

* All of the above sources are teaching the principle that it is muttar to outsmart a cheater or fraud. To restore the situation to the
original fair position is called EMET.
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The Redak explains the story of Ya'akov in the same way - it is muttar to cheat the cheater. Ya’akov was entirely correct
to say what he said to stop Esav from defrauding his father. See also the following analysis of the Emet LeYaacov - R.
Ya’akov Kaminetzky on this pasuk.
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The Orchot Tzaddikim says that even if you have a heter to lie, you should always try to avoid false statements insofar as
possible. Thus Rashi is explaining that Ya’akov tried to make his words technically true, NOT as a heter to make them
emet (that wouldn’t work anyway), but purely for himself to avoid getting into the habit of telling lies, even where it is
muttar to do so.

The 3 major principles of 9pw) NnN:-

1. It's the message that matters -  fechnically true but misleading = SHEKER

technically untrue but not misleading = EMET
2. VYN MM NNVYY 1M - personal hatred and machloket is a SHEKER, so ‘lying’ to bring shalom is EMET
3. You can lie to stop the cheater - but only /F you know you are 100% correct
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E] HUMAN AND DIVINE TRUTH - SOME HASHKAFIC PERSPECTIVES
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The Gemara tells us an agadata of the amora who would never tell a lie so he went to the land where no one ever lied
and no one ever died. But things did not go too well!! The Gemara is stressing that emet is not an absolute value in this
world and never can be. To insist on emet as a black and white issue is to try and live in olam haba! The Midrash

communicates this idea in a different way ....
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Emet was thrown from the heavens to earth in recognition that the whole concept is grey in olam hazeh.
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37.
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Even though there may be heterim to change the facts, in front of children one must be very careful to be totally straight
so as not to teach the child to speak sheker.
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