
Employer Obligations in Jewish Tradition, a Brief Introduction 

The central narrative of the Jewish people involves our liberation from slavery, perhaps the worst 

imaginable work environment. Similarly, we cannot tell the story of Jews in America without mentioning 

the immigrant workers who suffered at the hands of sweatshop bosses and who created the first unions. 

Jewish law expends significant energy on defining a set of labor laws designed to create a balanced 

relationship between employers and employees. Within these laws, each party has obligations toward the 

other and expectations of the other. Thus, employers are forbidden from delaying payment to workers, 

and employees are required to work diligently and not to steal employers’ time. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution from the Torah is the idea of Sabbath, an entitled day of rest 

from creating. 

Both in spirit and in practice, religious commandments relating to the hiring of workers are imbued with 

respect for labor rights, and some Jewish religious laws anticipate current secular labor law by thousands 

of years.  

This statement is an introduction to the obligation of employers. 

While making certain demands on workers, the bulk of Jewish labor law imposes obligations on 

employers. This emphasis on the responsibilities of employers reflects an understanding of the essential 

power imbalance between employers and employees, as well as an internalization of the Exodus narrative. 

Often cited within discussions of labor law is the biblical verse, “they are my servants” (Leviticus 25:43), 

understood by the rabbis to imply “and not servants to servants.” There is an emphasis on preventing any 

appearance that employees are enslaved to their employers, as we are servants only to God. 

The central biblical text on the obligation of employers emphasizes the poverty of workers: 

“Do not oppress the hired laborer who is poor and needy, whether he is one of your people or one of the 

sojourners in your land within your gates. Give him his wages in the daytime, and do not let the sun set on 

them, for he is poor, and his life depends on them, lest he cry out to God about you, for this will be 

counted as a sin for you” (Deuteronomy 24:14-15). 

This text assumes a situation in which workers are hired and paid by the day. In our contemporary 

context, this may be compared to people paid by the hour–that is, people paid according to the time 

worked, and not according to the job completed. The hourly worker is called a ‘poel’ and the other, a 

‘kablan’ (a contractor). There is much more detail here, but basically, a poel, an hourly worker, is 

dependent on day to day wages with less leverage with the employer than a kablan, who has more 

independence. 

The right to prompt payment is a central employer obligation. 



The Talmud, discussing the biblical prohibition against delaying the payment of workers, comments: “he 

who withholds an employee’s wages is as though he deprived him of his life.” 

The Talmud calls to our attention the extent to which low-wage workers are dependent on their earnings. 

The lowest-wage workers, the Talmud reminds us, perform the most dangerous and undesirable jobs and 

are the most likely to starve or otherwise suffer if denied pay. 

The Talmud warns that employers who withhold wages are guilty of six violations: oppressing a 

neighbor, stealing, oppressing the poor, delaying payment of wages, failing to pay wages at the due date, 

and failing to pay wages before sunset. This principle was considered so sacrosanct that Talmudic sages 

reversed the burden of proof under contract law in cases involving disputes over the payment of wages.  

The understanding of the essential inequality between employers and low-wage employees prompts the 

rabbis to place additional obligations on the employers and to increase the privileges of the employees. 

Employees are permitted to eat from the crop they are harvesting (The Torah often teaches in situations of 

farmers and agriculture), and may quit work in the middle of the day, as long as doing so does not cause 

irreversible damage to the employer. 

If outside factors prevent a worker from completing the assigned task–for instance, if a rainstorm 

interrupts the harvest, or a sick person whom one has been hired to help dies–the worker, in most cases, is 

compensated for the entire day. This worker, the rabbis understood, is counting on his salary for the day, 

and would not have accepted the job if not for the promise of a certain wage. 

In one case, the Tosefta (a rabbinic work from around the second century) mandates that a worker must 

be paid in full, even after the worker breaks a jug he was hired to carry. There, the text refers to the 

biblical verse, “Follow the way of the good and keep the paths of the just” (Proverbs 2:20). Even though, 

the Tosefta implies, the letter of the law may not require payment, the spirit of the law obligates the 

employer to take care of the worker, who depends on his wages for survival. 

While generally allowing “the custom of the place,” to set workers’ wages and hours, Jewish law permits 

the workers to organize amongst themselves and to agree to standard prices. In medieval times, such law 

led to the establishment of workers’ guilds in many Jewish communities. In contemporary times, many 

legal authorities, including Rabbis Moshe Feinstein and Eliezer Waldenburg (two 20th century Orthodox 

authorities in Jewish law), have used early sources on workers’ autonomy to justify unions and strikes. 

According to Feinstein, “in the case in which workers decide that they will not work until they receive a 

raise in salary or a similar thing. .. the majority may force the minority to observe it.”  

There are also obligations of workers towards their employers; that topic is not covered in the scope of 

this presentation. 

Some other notes: 

 



While Judaism offers different—and sometimes opposing—views, there is a general sense that work 

should be a means of granting dignity to the worker and workers should be treated with dignity and 

respect. 

There is a general assumption that a worker’s wages will be sufficient to pay for his/her family’s basic 

needs.  

Employers should not knowingly put their employees at risk of injury or death. 

Employees have a right to stop work and employers must limit the hours of work 

A rudimentary form of sick pay is recognized in a Talmudic ruling.  

Local “custom” must be followed in all conditions not specified in the labor contract, and today, any 

secular, government-mandated employee benefit that goes beyond the demands of Jewish law is 

considered “custom.” Federal, state and local labor laws are in effect granted the status of religious law, 

the minimum rights that Jewish law would grant a worker. This expands worker rights considerably 

beyond those that flow from solely Jewish religious law, and provides an additional safeguard to ensure, 

in the classic Talmudic phrase that sums up the social justice imperative concerning worker rights, that 

“the workers always have the advantage.” 

Contemporary Jewish legal rulings explain that employees should be paid the living wage for the county, 

city or municipality, defined according to one of the four commonly-accepted definitions:  

 

o Three times the fair market rent on a two-bedroom apartment in the county  

o The “self-sufficiency wage” for the county  

o 130% of the poverty line  

o 80% of area median income  
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