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Until the advent of the modern state of Israel, the Jewish people - bereft of sovereign power
- had not fought a war for almost two thousand years. In spite of that, Jewish texts contain
much material on the subject. We will acquire an overview on warfare in Jewish tradition by
considering selected passages from the Tanakh, Talmud and medieval commentaries as we
attempt to answer a fundamental question: on what grounds may the Jewish people go to
war?
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1) Deuteronomy, Chapter 20 — Reading #1

1% When you approach a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace. *'If it
responds peaceably and lets you in, all the people present there shall serve you at forced
labor. *2If it does not surrender to you, but would join battle with you, you shall lay siege to
it; *>and when the Lord your God delivers it into your hand, you shall put all its males to the
sword. *You may, however, take as your booty the women, the children, the livestock, and
everything in the town—all its spoil—and enjoy the use of the spoil of your enemy, which
the Lord your God gives you.

13 Thus you shall deal with all towns that lie very far from you, towns that do not belong to
nations hereabout. 1°In the towns of the latter peoples, however, which the Lord your
God is giving you as a heritage, you shall not let a soul remain alive. *”No, you must
proscribe them—the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites
and the Jebusites—as the Lord your God has commanded you, *lest they lead you into
doing all the abhorrent things that they have done for their gods and you stand guilty before
the Lord your God.

Ibid — Reading #2

'%When you approach a town to attack it, you shall offer it terms of peace. *'If it responds
peaceably and lets you in, all the people present there shall serve you at forced labor. *?If it
does not surrender to you, but would join battle with you, you shall lay siege to it; **and
when the Lord your God delivers it into your hand, you shall put all its males to the
sword. **You may, however, take as your booty the women, the children, the livestock,
and everything in the town—all its spoil—and enjoy the use of the spoil of your enemy,
which the Lord your God gives you.

13 Thus you shall deal with all towns that lie very far from you, towns that do not belong to
nations hereabout. *®In the towns of the latter peoples, however, which the Lord your
God is giving you as a heritage, you shall not let a soul remain alive. *”No, you must
proscribe them—the Hittites and the Amorites, the Canaanites and the Perizzites, the Hivites
and the Jebusites—as the Lord your God has commanded you, *2lest they lead you into
doing all the abhorrent things that they have done for their gods and you stand guilty before
the Lord your God.
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2) Babylonian Talmud - Tractate Sotah 44b

MISHNA ..TO WHAT DOES ALL THE FOREGOING APPLY? TO VOLUNTARY WARS, BUT IN THE
WARS COMMANDED BY THE TORAH ALL GO FORTH EVEN A BRIDEGROOM FROM HIS
CHAMBER AND A BRIDE FROM HER CANOPY. R. JUDAH SAYS: TO WHAT DOES ALL THE
FOREGOING APPLY? TO THE WARS COMMANDED BY THE TORAH; BUT IN OBLIGATORY
WARS ALL GO FORTH, EVEN A BRIDEGROOM FROM HIS CHAMBER AND A BRIDE FROM HER
CANOPY.

GEMARA .. TO WHAT DOES ALL THE FOREGOING APPLY? TO VOLUNTARY WARS etc. R.
Johanan said: [A war] which is [designated] voluntary according to the Rabbis is commanded
according to R. Judah, and [a war] which is [designated] commanded according to the Rabbis
is obligatory according to R. Judah. Raba said: The wars waged by Joshua to conquer
[Canaan] were obligatory in the opinion of all; the wars waged by the House of David for
territorial expansion were voluntary in the opinion of all; where they differ is with regard to
[wars] against heathens so that these should not march against them. One calls them
commanded and the other voluntary, the practical issue being that one who is engaged in
the performance of a commandment is exempt from the performance of another
commandment.
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3) Maimonides — Laws of Warfare, Chapter 5

1 A king should not wage other wars before a milchemet mitzvah. What is considered
as milchemet mitzvah? The war against the seven nations who occupied Eretz Yisrael, the
war against Amalek, and a war fought to assist Israel from an enemy that attacks them.
Afterwards, he may wage a milchemet hareshut, i.e. a war fought with other nations in
order to expand the borders of Israel or magnify its greatness and reputation.

2 There is no need to seek the permission of the court to wage a milchemet mitzvah. Rather,
he may go out on his own volition and force the nation to go out with him. In contrast, he
may not lead the nation out to wage a milchemet hareshut unless the court of seventy-one
judges approves.

3 The king may burst through the fences surrounding fields or vineyards to make a road and
no one can take issue with him. There is no limit to the road that the king may make.
Rather, it may be as wide as necessary. He need not make his road crooked because of an
individual's vineyard or field. Rather, he may proceed on a straight path and carry out his
war.
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4 It is a positive commandment to annihilate the seven nations who dwelled in Eretz
Yisrael as Deuteronomy 20:17 states: 'You shall utterly destroy them.' Anyone who chances
upon one of them and does not kill him violates a negative commandment as ibid.:16 states:
'Do not allow a soul to live.' The memory of them has already been obliterated.

5 Similarly, it is a positive commandment to destroy the memory of Amalek,
as Deuteronomy 25:19 states: 'Obliterate the memory of Amalek. It is also a positive
commandment to constantly remember their evil deeds and their ambush of Israel to
arouse our hatred of them, as ibid.:17 states: 'Remember what Amalek did to you.' The Oral
Tradition teaches: ...Remember' - with your mouths; ...Do not forget' - in your hearts.' For it
is forbidden to forget our hatred and enmity for them.
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4) Ibid - Chapter 6

1 War, whether a milchemet hareshut or a milchemet mitzvah, should not be waged against
anyone until they are offered the opportunity of peace as Deuteronomy 20:10 states: 'When
you approach a city to wage war against it, you should propose a peaceful settlement.' If
the enemy accepts the offer of peace and commits itself to the fulfillment of the
seven mitzvot that were commanded to Noah's descendants, none of them should be killed.
Rather, they should be subjugated as ibid.:11 states: 'They shall be your subjects and serve
you'...

5 If they do not agree to a peaceful settlement, or if they agree to a peaceful settlement, but
refuse to accept the seven mitzvot, war should be waged against them. All males past
majority should be killed. Their money and their children should be taken as spoil, but
neither women or children should be killed, as Deuteronomy 20:14 states: 'But the women
and the children... take as spoil." 'The children' refer to males below the age of majority.

6 The above applies to a milchemet hareshut fought with other nations. However, if either
the seven nations or Amalek refuse to accept a peaceful settlement, not one soul of them
may be left alive as ibid. 20:15-16 states: 'Do this to all the cities that ... are not the cities of
these nations. However, from the cities of these nations... do not leave a soul alive.'
Similarly, in regard to Amalek, Deuteronomy 25:19 states: 'Obliterate the memory of
Amalek.'

8 Joshua sent three letters to the Canaanites before entering the Promised Land: At first, he
sent them: 'Whoever desires to flee, should flee." Afterwards, he sent a second message:
'Whoever desires to accept a peaceful settlement, should make peace.' Then, he sent again:
'Whoever desires war, should do battle'...
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5) Nachmanides- Deuteronomy, Chapter 20, verse 10

The text is speaking about an optional war, as it says later on (verse 15): “Thus shall
you do to all the cities that are very distant” — [quote from] Rashi. The Rabbi {Rashi]
bases himself on the Sifrei (Shoftim 199), which taught “the text is speaking about an
optional war.” But the intent of our rabbis in saying this is to say that the section,
at its end, differentiates between two types of wars; however, the call to peace
applies even in an obligatory war e.g. we are required to call out in peace even to
the seven [Canaanite] nations, for Moses called out in peace to Sichon, the king of
the Emorites....But the difference between them [the 2 types of warfare] is when
they do not agree to peace and decide to wage war: with respect to distant
nations, the text commands that we kill all the males but keep alive the women
and children; whereas with regard to these [the seven] nations, it commanded to
utterly destroy them, including the women and children...it would also seem that
there is another difference with regard to how we call out in peace — with regard
to the distant nations, the terms include acceptance of taxation and servitude;
whereas with regard to these nations, there is an additional requirement that they
accept upon themselves not to worship idols..... Furthermore it says in the Sifrei:
“if they repent, then they are not killed.” This is speaking about the seven nations.
And the repentance entails accepting the seven Noahide laws and not that they
convert to Judaism.

6) The following passage is taken from the Ugaritic myth of Baal, unearthed at Ras
Shamra in northern Syria in 1929. In it, Anat, the consort of Baal, does battle against
her foes:

Anat went to battle in the valley; she fought between the two cities. She killed the
people of the coast, she annihilated the men of the east. Heads rolled under her
like balls, hands flew over her like locusts, the warriors’ hands like swarms of
grasshoppers. She fastened the heads to her back, she tied the hands to her belt.
She plunged knee-deep into the soldiers’ blood, up to her thighs in the warriors’
gore; with a staff she drove off her enemies, with the string of her bow her
opponents.... She battled violently, and looked, Anat fought, and saw: her soul
swelled with laughter, her heart was filled with joy, Anat’s soul was exuberant, as
she plunged knee-deep into the soldiers’ blood, up to her thighs in the warriors’
gore, until she was satisfied.

(Michael D. Coogan, Stories from Ancient Canaan, Louisville: Westminster John Knox
Press, 1978, p. 117)




