
The Honest Ruth: Texts on Yibum

Deuteronomy 25:5-10

ִּכֽי־ֵיְׁשבU֨ ַאִח֜ים ַיְחSָ֗ו Uֵמ֨ת ַאַח֤ד 
ֵמֶהם֙ Uֵב֣ן ֵאֽין־לO Iֽ֔א־ִתְהֶי֧ה 

ֵאֶֽׁשת־ַהֵּמ֛ת ַהחUָ֖צה ְלִא֣יׁש ָז֑ר 
 I֛ל Vְ֥לָקָחU ָיֹב֣א ָעֶל֔יָה ֙Vְיָבָמ

ְלִאָּׁש֖ה ְוִיCְָמVֽ׃ 

ְוָהָי֗ה ַהCְכIר֙ ֲאֶׁש֣ר ֵּתֵל֔ד ָיקU֕ם 
ַעל־ֵׁש֥ם ָאִח֖יו ַהֵּמ֑ת ְוOֽא־ִיָּמֶח֥ה 

ְׁשמI֖ ִמHְִׂשָרֵאֽל׃ 

ְוִאם־O֤א ַיְחֹּפץ֙ ָהִא֔יׁש ָלַקַ֖חת 
 Iְ֨וָעְלָתה֩ ְיִבְמּת Iֶ֑את־ְיִבְמּת

ַהַּׁשְ֜עָרה ֶאל־ַהZְֵקִנ֗ים ְוָאְֽמָרה֙ ֵמֵא֨ן
ְיָבִמ֜י ְלָהִק֨ים ְלָאִח֥יו ֵׁשם֙ Cְִיְׂשָרֵא֔ל

O֥א ָאָב֖ה ַיCְִמֽי׃ 

ְוָקְֽראU־לI֥ ִזְקֵני־ִעירI֖ ְוִדCְרU֣ ֵאָל֑יו 
ְוָעַמ֣ד ְוָאַמ֔ר O֥א ָחַפְ֖צִּתי ְלַקְחָּתVֽ׃ 

ְוִנDְָׁש֨ה ְיִבְמּתI֣ ֵאָליו֮ ְלֵעיֵנ֣י ַהZְֵקִנים֒
ְוָחְלָצ֤ה ַנֲעלI֙ ֵמַע֣ל ַרְגלI֔ ְוָיְרָק֖ה 

Cְָפָנ֑יו ְוָעְֽנָתה֙ ְוָאְ֣מָר֔ה ָּכָ֚כה ֵיָעֶׂש֣ה 
ָלִא֔יׁש ֲאֶׁש֥ר Oא־ִיְבֶנ֖ה ֶאת־Cֵ֥ית 

ָאִחֽיו׃ ְוִנְקָר֥א ְׁשמCְ Iִ֖יְׂשָרֵא֑ל Cֵ֖ית 
ֲחלU֥ץ ַהָּנַֽעל׃

When brothers dwell together and one of  them dies
and leaves no son (offspring?) the wife of  the 
deceased shall not become that of  another party, 
outside the family. Her husband’s brother shall unite
with her: he shall take her as his wife and perform 
the levir’s duty. 

The first child that she bears shall be accounted to 
the dead brother, that his name may not be blotted 
out in Israel. 

But if  that party does not want to take his brother’s 
widow [to wife], his brother’s widow shall appear 
before the elders in the gate and declare, “My 
husband’s brother refuses to establish a name in 
Israel for his brother; he will not perform the duty 
of  a levir.” 

The elders of  his town shall then summon him and 
talk to him. If  he insists, saying, “I do not want to 
take her,” his brother’s widow shall go up to him in 
the presence of  the elders, pull the sandal off  his 
foot, spit in his face, and make this declaration: 
Thus shall be done to the man who will not build 
up his brother’s house! 

And he shall go in Israel by the name of  “the family
of  the unsandaled one.”
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Commentary

If  two brothers dwell together (Deuteronomy 25:5). Not that they abide in the same house or city, 
but rather in the world, i.e. they are alive at the same time. A child born after his brother’s death does 
not qualify. (Rashi, paraphrasing BT Yevamot 17b.)

Forbidden relationship. “The nakedness of  your brother’s wife you shall not uncover.” (Leviticus 
18:11.) But “Her husband’s brother shall unite with her.” (Deuteronomy 25:5)

Vocabulary

Yibum (םUCִי) – levirate marriage

L’yabem (םCְֵלַי) – to engage in a levirate marriage with a woman

Yavam (ָיָבם) – levir, brother-in-law under levirate obligation

Y’vamah (ְיָבָמה) – widow under levirate obligation

Agunah (ָנהUֲעג) – a woman who, because her husband is missing or because she is under an unfulfilled 
levirate obligation, is not free to remarry. From ‘ogen – anchor.

Go’el (ֵאלIג) – redeemer; a man next in line to fulfill the levirate marriage

Chalitzah (ֲחִליָצה) – ceremony to break the levirate bond involving removal of  the yavam’s shoe

Shtar Chalitzah (ְׁשַטר ֲחִליָצה) – a prenuptial document stipulating that in case of  a groom’s death 
without offspring, his brothers will perform chalitzah to release the widow from levirate marriage. 

An 1838 Shtar Chalitzah from Baden
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Inheritance by Daughters: Numbers 27:1-11

ַוִּתְקַרְ֜בָנה CְנI֣ת ְצׇלְפָח֗ד Cֶן־ֵחֶ֤פר 
Cֶן־Dְִלָעד֙ Cֶן־ָמִכ֣יר Cֶן־ְמַנֶּׁש֔ה 

ְלִמְׁשְּפחֹ֖ת ְמַנֶּׁש֣ה ֶבן־יIֵס֑ף ְוֵאֶּ֙לה֙ 
ְׁשמI֣ת Cְֹנָת֔יו ַמְחָל֣ה נָֹע֔ה ְוׇחְגָל֥ה 

Uִמְלָּכ֖ה ְוִתְרָצֽה׃ 

ַוַּֽתֲעמְֹ֜דָנה ִלְפֵנ֣י מֶֹׁש֗ה ְוִלְפֵני֙ ֶאְלָעָז֣ר 
ַהּכֵֹה֔ן ְוִלְפֵנ֥י ַהְּנִׂשיִא֖ם ְוׇכל־ָהֵעָד֑ה ֶּפַ֥תח
אֶֹֽהל־מIֵע֖ד ֵלאמֹֽר׃ ָאִב֘ינU֮ ֵמ֣ת CִַּמְדCָר֒ 
ְוהU֨א Oא־ָהָי֜ה CְתQI֣ ָהֵעָד֗ה ַהּנIָעִד֛ים 
ַעל־ְיהָֹו֖ה Cֲַעַדת־קַֹ֑רח ִּכֽי־ְבֶחְטאI֣ ֵמ֔ת 

Uָבִנ֖ים Oא־ָה֥יU לIֽ׃ 

 Iִ֔מְׁשַּפְחּת QIִ֣מּת ֙Uַר֤ע ֵׁשם־ָאִב֙ינDָָלָּ֣מה ִי
 QI֖תCְ ֔הZֲָאֻח U֑ן ְּתָנה־ָּל֣נCֵ Iִּ֖כ֛י ֵא֥ין ל

ֲאֵח֥י ָאִבֽינU׃ 

ַוHְַקֵר֥ב מֶֹׁש֛ה ֶאת־ִמְׁשָּפָט֖ן ִלְפֵנ֥י ְיהָֹוֽה׃ 
ַוHֹ֥אֶמר ְיהָֹו֖ה ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֥ה ֵּלאמֹֽר׃ 

ֵּכ֗ן CְנI֣ת ְצׇלְפָחד֮ Sְֹברֹת֒ ָנֹת֨ן ִּתֵּת֤ן ָלֶהם֙ 
ֲאֻחZַ֣ת ַנֲחָל֔ה CְתQI֖ ֲאֵח֣י ֲאִביֶה֑ם 
ְוַהֲֽעַבְרָּת֛ ֶאת־ַנֲחַל֥ת ֲאִביֶה֖ן ָלֶהֽן׃ 

ְוֶאל־Cְֵנ֥י ִיְׂשָרֵא֖ל ְּתַדCֵ֣ר ֵלאמֹ֑ר ִא֣יׁש 
ִּכֽי־ָימU֗ת Uֵבן֙ ֵא֣ין לI֔ ְוַהֲֽעַבְרֶּת֥ם 

ֶאת־ַנֲחָלתI֖ ְלִבּתIֽ׃ ְוִאם־ֵא֥ין לCַ I֖֑ת 
Iְ֖לֶאָחֽיו׃ ְוִאם־ֵא֥ין ל Iְ֖נַתֶּת֥ם ֶאת־ַנֲחָלתU
ַאִח֑ים Uְנַתֶּת֥ם ֶאת־ַנֲחָלתI֖ ַלֲאֵח֥י ָאִבֽיו׃ 

ְוִאם־ֵא֣ין ַאִחים֮ ְלָאִביו֒ Uְנַתֶּת֣ם 
ֶאת־ַנֲחָלתI֗ ִלְׁשֵארI֞ ַהָּררֹ֥ב ֵאָל֛יו 

ִמִּמְׁשַּפְחּתI֖ ְוָיַרׁ֣ש אָֹתV֑ ְוָֽהְ֨יָת֜ה ִלְבֵנ֤י 
ִיְׂשָרֵאל֙ ְלֻחַּר֣ת ִמְׁשָּפ֔ט ַּכֲאֶׁש֛ר ִצUָ֥ה 

ְיהָֹו֖ה ֶאת־מֶֹׁשֽה׃

The daughters of  Zelophehad, of  Manassite 
family—son of  Hepher son of  Gilead son of 
Machir son of  Manasseh son of  Joseph—came 
forward. The names of  the daughters were Mahlah, 
Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. 

They stood before Moses, Eleazar the priest, the 
chieftains, and the whole assembly, at the entrance 
of  the Tent of  Meeting, and they said, “Our father 
died in the wilderness. He was not one of  the 
faction, Korah’s faction, which banded together 
against YHWH, but died for his own sin; and he 
has left no sons. 

Let not our father’s name be lost to his clan just 
because he had no son! Give us a holding among 
our father’s kinsmen!” 

Moses brought their case before YHWH. And 
YHWH said to Moses: “The plea of  Zelophehad’s 
daughters is just: you should give them a hereditary 
holding among their father’s kinsmen; transfer their 
father’s share to them. Further, speak to the Israelite
people as follows: ‘If  a householder dies without 
leaving a son, you shall transfer his property to his 
daughter. If  he has no daughter, you shall assign his
property to his brothers. If  he has no brothers, you 
shall assign his property to his father’s brothers. If 
his father had no brothers, you shall assign his 
property to his nearest relative in his own clan, who
shall inherit it.’ This shall be the law of  procedure 
for the Israelites, in accordance with YHWH’s 
command to Moses.”

Commentary

Rabbi Shmuel bar Rav Yitzchak says, “Tradition teaches that Moshe our teacher was sitting and 
interpreting the levirate law (Deuteronomy 25:5). Just then the daughers of  Tzelofchad said to him, 
“If  we are each considered like a son, give us each a son’s inheritance. If  not, our mother should enter
into a levirate marriage.” Immediately upon hearing their claim, the verse records, “Moshe brought 
their cause before YHWH.” BT Bava Batra 119b.
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Tamar and Judah, Genesis 38

About that time Judah left his brothers and camped near a certain Adullamite whose 
name was Hirah. There Judah saw the daughter of  a certain Canaanite whose name was
Shua, and he took her [into his household as wife] and cohabited with her. She 
conceived and bore a son, and he named him Er. She conceived again and bore a son, 
and named him Onan. Once again she bore a son, and named him Shelah; he was at 
Chezib when she bore him. 

Judah got a wife for Er his first-born; her name was Tamar. But Er, Judah’s first-born, 
was displeasing to YHWH, and YHWH took his life. Then Judah said to Onan, “Join 
with your brother’s wife and do your duty (yabem) by her, and provide offspring for 
your brother.” 

But Onan, knowing that the offspring would not count as his, let [the semen] spill on 
the ground whenever he joined with his brother’s wife, so as not to provide offspring 
for his brother. What he did was displeasing to YHWH, who took his life also. 

Then Judah said to his daughter-in-law Tamar, “Stay as a widow in your father’s house 
until my son Shelah grows up”—for he thought, “He too might die like his brothers.” 
So Tamar went to live in her father’s house. 

A long time afterward, Shua’s daughter, the wife of  Judah, died. When his period of 
mourning was over, Judah went up to Timnah to his sheepshearers, together with his 
friend Hirah the Adullamite. 

And Tamar was told, “Your father-in-law is coming up to Timnah for the 
sheepshearing.” So she took off  her widow’s garb, covered her face with a veil, and, 
wrapping herself  up, sat down at the entrance to Enaim which is on the road to 
Timnah; for she saw that Shelah was grown up, yet she had not been given to him as 
wife. 
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When Judah saw her, he took her for a prostitute (zonah); for she had covered her face. 
So he turned aside to her by the road and said, “Here, let me sleep with you”—for he 
did not know that she was his daughter-in-law. “What,” she asked, “will you pay for 
sleeping with me?” He replied, “I will send a kid from my flock.” But she said, “You 
must leave a pledge until you have sent it.” And he said, “What pledge shall I give you?”
She replied, “Your seal and cord, and the staff  which you carry.” So he gave them to 
her and slept with her, and she conceived by him. 

Then she went on her way. She took off  her veil and again put on her widow’s garb. 

Judah sent the kid by his friend the Adullamite, to redeem the pledge from the woman; 
but he could not find her. He inquired of  the locals, “Where is the prostitute (k’deshah), 
the one at Enaim, by the road?” But they said, “There has been no prostitute here.” 

So he returned to Judah and said, “I could not find her; moreover, the locals said: There
has been no prostitute here.” Judah said, “Let her keep them, lest we become a 
laughingstock. I did send her this kid, but you did not find her.” 

About three months later, Judah was told, “Your daughter-in-law Tamar has played the 
harlot; in fact, she is pregnant from harlotry.” “Bring her out,” said Judah. “She should 
be burned!” 

As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her father-in-law, “It’s by the 
man to whom these belong that I’m pregnant.” And she added, “Examine these: whose 
seal and cord and staff  are these?” Judah recognized them, and said, “She is more in 
the right than I, inasmuch as I did not give her to my son Shelah.” And he was not 
intimate with her again. 

When the time came for her to give birth, there were twins in her womb! While she was
in labor, one of  them put out a hand, and the midwife tied a crimson thread on that 
hand, to signify: This one came out first. But just then it drew back its hand, and out 
came its brother; and she said, “What a breach you have made (paratzta) for yourself !” 
So he was named Peretz. 

Afterward his brother came out, on whose hand was the crimson thread; he was named
Zerah.

(Painting: Tamar and Judah, by Marc Chagall)
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