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Torah Talk for Ki Tetze 5781   Deuteronomy 21:10-25:19 (end) 
 
Deut. 25:5    When brothers dwell together and one of them dies and leaves no son, the wife of 

the deceased shall not be married to a stranger, outside the family. Her husband’s brother shall 
unite with her: he shall take her as his wife and perform the levir’s duty. 6 The first son that she 
bears shall be accounted to the dead brother, that his name may not be blotted out in Israel. 7 But 
if the man does not want to marry his brother’s widow, 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.” 8 The elders of his town shall then summon 
him and talk to him. If he insists, saying, “I do not want to marry her,” 9 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! 
10 And he shall go in Israel by the name of “the family of the unsandaled one.” 

 
LEVIR, N. 

Etymology: < Latin lēvir brother-in-law; a common Aryan word = Sanskrit dēvar, Greek δαήρ [etc.] 
Cultural Anthropology. 
  A brother-in-law, or one acting as such under the custom of the levirate n. 

1865    J. F. McLennan Primitive Marriage viii. 203   In the earliest age the Levir had no alternative but to take 
the widow. 

1898    Folk-Lore June 105   She is taken over by some other clansman, usually a widower, But in this case.. the 
new husband is compelled to repay to the Levir the bride-price.  
LEVIRATE, N. 

 a. The custom among the Jews and some other nations, by which the brother or next of kin to a deceased 
man was bound under certain circumstances to marry the widow. 

 
Bernard Levinson, “Deuteronomy,” Jewish Study Bible 
5: When brothers dwell together, in joint tenancy on patrimonial land not yet subdivided 

among them as heirs. The law addresses the contingency of a father who dies leaving sons who 
are not yet ready to set up their own independent households. In such circumstances, the 
patrimony would be managed jointly until the land could be properly divided. However, should 
one of the heirs die childless prior to this division of property, he and his line would never inherit 
his share; it would be subsumed into the others’ shares. Thus, the purpose of the levirate law 
was to “build up the house” of the deceased son (v. 6), to ensure he had an heir to inherit his 
fair share of the jointly held property. Stranger, not a brother of the deceased. Her husband’s 
brother shall unite with her: This requirement conflicts with the prohibition against incest with 
the sister-in-law in the later Holiness Collection (Lev. 18.16 n.; 20.21). Possibly, as in the Hittite 
Laws (§193), levirate marriage provided an exception to the normal prohibition of such 
relations. 

 
NAHMANIDES:   When brothers dwell together. I have discussed the issue of levirate marriage, 

its details, the reason for it, and the mystery behind it, in my comment to Gen. 38:8. 
 
Gen. 38:8 Then Judah said to Onan, “Join with your brother’s wife and do your duty by her as 

a brother-in-law,a and provide offspring for your brother.” 
a Cf. Deut. 25.5. 
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Jeffrey Tigay, Deuteronomy, JPS Torah Commentary 
6. be accounted to the dead brother  That is, be considered the son of the deceased man 

and inherit his property. The Hebrew is literally “be established in the name [yakum ꜥal shem] of 
the dead brother” or “be transferred to the name of the dead brother.” A similar idiom is used 
in Genesis 48:6. There, Jacob adopts Joseph’s two oldest sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, giving 
them inheritances like those of his own sons; he declares that future sons of Joseph will “be 
called in the name of their older brothers [ꜥal shem ʾaḥeihem yikkareʾu] in their inheritance,” that 
is, for purposes of inheritance they will be considered sons of their brothers, Ephraim and 
Manasseh. In these idioms “name” refers to legal attribution, not to the personal name or 
patronym (“son of so-and-so”) of the adopted individuals. Similarly, the marriage of Ruth is 
intended “to establish the name [lehakim shem] of the deceased upon his estate,” that is, to 
perpetuate the deceased man’s nominal ownership of his estate. In essence, the son is 
posthumously adopted by the deceased brother. 

 
Ruth 4:1    Meanwhile, Boaz had gone to the gate and sat down there. And now the redeemer 

whom Boaz had mentioned passed by. He called, “Come over and sit down here, So-and-so!” 
And he came over and sat down. 2 Then [Boaz] took ten elders of the town and said, “Be seated 
here”; and they sat down. 

Ruth 4:3    [Boaz] said to the redeemer, “Naomi, now returned from the country of Moab, must 
sell the piece of land which belonged to our kinsman Elimelech. 4 I thought I should disclose the 
matter to you and say: Acquire it in the presence of those seated here and in the presence of the 
elders of my people. If you are willing to redeem it, redeem! But if you will not redeem, tell me, 
that I may know. For there is no one to redeem but you, and I come after you.” “I am willing to 
redeem it,” he replied. 5 Boaz continued, “When you acquire the property from Naomi band from 
Ruth the Moabite, you must also acquire the wife of the deceased, so as to perpetuate the name 
of the deceased upon his estate.” 6 The redeemer replied, “Then I cannot redeem it for myself, 
lest I impair my own estate. You take over my right of redemption, for I am unable to exercise 
it.” 

 
Tamara Cohn Eskenazi [& Tikva Frymer-Kensky], Ruth, JPS Megillot Commentary 
So-and-so!  Hebrew ploni ’almoni, an expression used when a name (of a person or place) is 

immaterial to the narrative (see 1 Sam. 21:3). Here, however, the term is intentionally and 
conspicuously used to avoid naming the character. The purpose for the anonymity of the man 
remains a mystery. As scholars note, it is not likely that Boaz does not know the man’s name. If 
the name were insignificant to the author, the designation could simply have been eliminated. 
Some Rabbinic sages, as well as modern scholars (e.g., Hubbard), suggest that not naming 
implies measure-for-measure justice: the one who refuses to “preserve the name” of a kin (see 
below) deserves to have his own name vanish. 

 
Michael Carasik, The Bible’s Many Voices, 225 
Biologically, this child is the son of Ruth and Boaz. But culturally, the child is the son not of 

Ruth’s first husband, Mahlon (as Deuteronomy would have led us to expect), or of her original 
father-in-law, Elimelech (as we might have thought from the example of Genesis 38), but of her 
mother-in-law, Naomi. Elimelech’s line is being carried on, but that is not what is important for 
this writer. What is important is that Naomi is being saved from childlessness. 

 


