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Chapter VI: Toldot (Gen. 25:19-28:9) 
 
Essay 8. Why one can’t know the day of his death 
 

, קָשֶׁה שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר "הִנֵּה־נָא זָקַנְתִּי" וְתוּ לָא, דְּאֵי˂ תִּיסָק אַדַּעְתִּין שֶׁיִּהְיֶה  "הִנֵּה־נָא זָקַנְתִּי לאֹ יָדַעְתִּי יוֹם מוֹתִי"פָּסוּק  

   .סִּים מִבְּנֵי אָדָם כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּפֶרֶק ד' דִּפְסָחִיםוּיוֹדֵעַ יוֹם מִיתָתוֹ אִם הוּא מֵהַשִּׁבְעָה דְּבָרִים הַמְּכ
  

There is a verse: Isaac said to Esau: “I am old now, and I do not know how soon I may 
die.”1 A difficulty is that [Scripture] should have said, “I am old now,” and nothing else, for 
how would it enter one’s mind that he would know the day of his death, if this is one of the 
seven things concealed from man, as it says in the 4th chapter of tractate Pesachim?2  

  
סִּים, וְהָיָה מְבַקֵּשׁ לְהוֹדִיעוֹ לְעֵשָׂו אֶלָּא שֶׁנֶּעֱלָם  וּ ץ שֶׁהוּא גַּם כֵּן מֵהַשִּׁבְעָה דְּבָרִים הַמְּכ"וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּהוֹאִיל שֶׁלְּיִצְחָק נִגְלָה לוֹ הַקֵּ 

 עַל פָּסוּק "רְאוּבֵן בְּכֹרִי אַתָּה") וְסָלְקָא דַּעְתָּ˂ אָמֵינָא מִדְּהָא יָדַע, הָא נָמֵי הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי   מִמֶּנּוּ, (וְעַיֵּן לְקַמָּן פָּרָשַׁת וַיְחִי 
   קָמַשְׁמַע לַן "לאֹ יָדַעְתִּי יוֹם מוֹתִי".

 
It can be said that Isaac knew the time of the end of the Exiles,3 which is also one of 

the seven things concealed, and he had requested to inform Esau, but it was concealed from 
him. (See below, parashat Vayechi, essay 11, on the verse, “Reuben, you are my first-born”4 
as to why Isaac wanted to tell this to Esau). It might enter my mind that if he knows this, the 
time for the end of the Exiles, that he should also know that, the day of his death. Because of 
this possibility, and to prevent such a misunderstanding, [Scripture] says, “and I do not know 
how soon I may die.” 
   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Gen. 27:2. 
2 Pesachim 54b: “The Sages taught: Seven matters are concealed from people, and they are: The day of death; 

and the day of consolation [from one’s concerns]; the profundity of justice [i.e., ascertaining the truth in certain 
disputes]; and a person also does not know what is in the heart of another; and a person does not know in what way 
he will earn a profit; and when the monarchy of the house of David will be restored to Israel; and when the wicked 
Roman monarchy will cease to exist.” 

3 Dan. 12:4. 
4 Gen. 49:3. 
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, וּמִכָּל מְקוֹם נַתְחִיל  ב לְקַמָּן בְּסָמוּ˂וֹאוּר וְטַעַם לַשֶּׁבַח כְּמוֹ שֶׁנִּכְתּיסִּים צְרִיכָה בֵּ וּוּבָאֱמֶת שֶׁאַגָּדָה זוֹ שֶׁל שִׁבְעָה דְּבָרִים הַמְּכ
סֶּה מִבְּנֵי אָדָם הָיוּ חוֹטְאִין  וּוְאֵין לוֹמַר שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיָה יוֹם הַמִּיתָה מְכ  סֶּה מִבְּנֵי אָדָם,וּלְדַקְדֵּק מַהוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁיּוֹם הַמִּיתָה יִהְיֶה מְכ

ר לָהֶם מִיתָה  וֹוְהָיָה יָכוֹל לִגְז  ,לוֹ אַלִּיבָּא דְּכוּלֵּי עָלְמָא  פּוֹחֲתִיןכָּל יְמֵיהֶם וּבַסּוֹף יְמֵיהֶם הָיוּ עוֹשִׂים תְּשׁוּבָה, שֶׁהֲרֵי לאֹ זָכָה  
יָבֹ  וּפִתְאוֹם  יְמֵיהֶם  יִתְקַצְּרוּ  יְחַטְּאוּ  לָהֶם שֶׁאִם  מִמֶּנּוּ מוֹת  רָםשִׁבְ א  וּלְהוֹדִיעַ  אֲכָלְ˃  בְּיוֹם  לָאָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן "כִּי  , כְּמוֹ שֶׁהוֹדִיעַ 

, יוֹדְעִים הָרְשָׁעִים שֶׁדַּרְכָּן לְמִיתָה  ו שֶׁהוּא נֶעֱלַם מִבְּנֵי אָדָם עִם כֹּל זֶה אָמְרִינַן בְּמַסֶּכֶת שַׁבָּת פֶּרֶק ב'ילּוּ עַכְשָׁ ישֶׁאֲפִ   ,תָּמוּת"
  אֶלָּא שֶׁיֵּשׁ לָהֶם חֵלֶב עַל כִּסְלָם.

 
Actually, this Aggadah of the seven concealed things needs an explanation and a good 

reason, as we will write below, in the adjacent essay 9. In any case, we will begin to check the 
reason that the day of death is concealed from man. 

Do not say that if the day of death was not concealed from man, that they would enjoy 
their designated lifespan, but be sinners all their days, and at the end of their days, they would 
repent. This is rejected, for if one is not deserving, [G-d] reduces [his lifespan], as everyone 
agrees.5 Thus, He could have decreed the time of their death to them, but informed them that 
if they sinned, their days would be cut short, and suddenly they would be destroyed. This is 
as the first man was informed, “as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat 
of it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die.”6  

For even now, when we understand that [the day of death] has been concealed from 
man, nevertheless it is said in tractate Shabbat, the 2nd chapter, “the wicked know that their 
path [leads] to an earlier death than they would otherwise enjoy, [but] they have fat on their 
kidneys [that prevents that realization from entering their hearts].”7  

 
לוֹ, וְאַף בְּצַדִּיקִים לַפְּעָמִים   פּוֹחֲתִיןם בָּרְשָׁעִים לאֹ זָכָה  יסֶּה לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל נָמֵי לְהִתְקַיֵּ וּוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיָה יוֹם הַמִּיתָה מְכ

לָה,  וְהַנְּשָׁמָה שֶׁנָּתַן לוֹ הקב"ה נָתְנָה בְּתוֹרַת שֶׁאִ   , חֲנוֹ˂הקב"ה רוֹצֶה לְסַלֵּק אֶת הַצַּדִּיק מִן הָעוֹלָם קוֹדֵם שֶׁיְּחַטֵּא כְּמוֹ שֶׁעָשָׂה לַ 
מָשָׁל לַמֶּלֶ˂ שֶׁחָלַק בִּגְדֵי מַלְכוּת לַעֲבָדָיו, פִּקְחִים שֶׁבָּהֶם קִפְּלוּם וְכוּ', פִּתְאוֹם בִּקֵּשׁ    דְּשַׁבָּת  ]ג[בְּפֶרֶק כ"  "אשָׁ רְ הַ שֶׁכְּתָב מַ וּכְמוֹ  

  הַמֶּלֶ˂ וְכוּ'.
 
It can be said, as will be explained in the next paragraph, that if the day of death had 

not been concealed, it wouldn’t have been possible to enact the above procedure even for a 
wicked person, that if he does not merit his designated lifespan, [Heaven] would reduce it. We 
see that even for the righteous, sometimes the Holy One, Blessed be He, desires to remove the 
righteous man from the world before he will sin, as He did with Enoch.8 The Holy One, 
Blessed be He, gave the soul as a loan, as the Maharsha wrote in the 23rd chapter of Shabbat 
regarding the proverb of the king who distributed his clothes to each of his servants. The wise 
ones folded [the clothes] and placed them in a box to protect them, whereas the foolish ones went 
and worked in them. After a period of time, the king suddenly requested that his garments be 
returned to him. The wise ones returned them to him pressed, as they were when the servants 

 
5 Yevamot 50a. 
6 Gen. 2:17. 
7 Shabbat 31b. 
8 Rashi to Gen. 5:24, based on Gen. Rabbah 25:1. 
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received them, and the foolish ones returned them dirty. The king was happy to greet the wise ones 
and angry to greet the foolish ones.9 

 
רוֹ כְּלִי אוֹ בְּהֵמָה סָתַם הֲרֵי הַמַּשְׁאִיל תּוֹבְעוֹ בְּכָל יהַשּׁוֹאֵל מֵחֲבֵ   א"שמ  סִימָן  וּבְדִין הַשּׁוֹאֵל מִצִּינוּ בַּשֻּׁלְחָן עָרוּ˂ חֹשֶׁן מִשְׁפָּט

וְאִם    ם יְמֵי הַשְּׁאֵלָה עכ"ל.וֹלִזְמַן קָצוּב כְּיוֹן שֶׁמָּשַׁ˂ וְזָכָה בּוֹ אֵין הַבְּעָלִים יְכוֹלִים לְהַחֲזִירוֹ מִתַּחַת יָדוֹ עַד תּ  לוֹאָ שְׁ עֵת שֶׁיִּרְצֶה,  
ם יְמֵי הַשְּׁאֵלָה, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הוּא מַשְׁאִיל לָנוּ הַנְּשָׁמָה וּזְמַן וֹ נִשְׁמָתֵנוּ עַד תּ עַ וֹהָיָה מוֹדִיעַ לָנוּ זְמַן מִיתָתֵנוּ לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל לִתְבּ

תִּהְיֶה  וֹחַיּ שֶׁהַנְּשָׁמָה  לֵיהּ לְהקב"ה  וְנִיחָא  שֶׁיִּרְצֶה,  בְּכָל עֵת  כְּדֵי שֶׁיּוּכַל לְתּוֹבְעָהּ  סָתַם  שֶׁיִּהְיֶה שָׂכָר    בְּיָדֵנוּ,  לָהשְׁאוּתֵנוּ  כְּדֵי 
רָא"כִּי יֵצֶר לֵב הָאָדָם רַע מִנְּעֻרָיו"נֶשׁ בָּעוֹלָם, שֶׁמֵּעַתָּה אֵין לָנוּ טַעֲנָה לוֹמַר,  וֹוְע נֶס וֹ, כִּי אֵין טַעֲנַת א, אִיהוּ דְּנוּרָא וְאֲנַן דְּבִשְֹ
  . רטוֹפְ ל לִ אֵ שוֹבְּ 

 
In the Law of Borrowing, we find in the Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, siman 

341, se’if 1: “If one borrows a vessel or animal without specification as to the length of time, 
the owner may claim it any time he wants. However, if he borrowed it for a set time, once the 
borrower pulls the item and takes possession of it, the owner cannot take it back from him 
until the loan period has concluded.” Thus, if [G-d] had informed us of the time of our death, 
He would not have been able to claim our souls until the end of the borrowed days. Because 
of this, He lent us the soul and our lifespan, without informing us of our lifespan, in order that 
He would be able to claim it at whatever time He desired. It’s fine that the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, would leave the borrowed soul in our hands, in order that there be reward and 
punishment in the world, for now we have no claim to say, “the inclination of the heart of 
man is evil from his youth,”10 as He is fire, and we are mere flesh,11 for there is no claim of 
compulsion for a borrower to exempt himself from liability.  

 
אִלְמָלֵא שָׁ˄שׁ מִקְרָאוֹת    לוּבְזֶה מְתוֹרֶצֶת קוּשְׁיָא אַחֶרֶת, שֶׁאִם הָאֱמֶת שֶׁהקב"ה מֵעִיד בְּעַצְמוֹ, "וַאֲשֶׁר הֲרֵעֹתִי", וּכְמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"

ב, שֶׁהֲרֵי  ינֶס חַיָּ וֹלּוּ עַל הָאישֶׁאֲפִ   וַדַּאיהַלּאֹ אֲנוּסִים אָנוּ? אֶלָּא    נִתְמוֹטְטוּ רַגְלֵי שׂוֹנְאֵיהֶם שֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל, לָמָּה דָּן אוֹתָנוּ בַּחֲטָאֵינוּ,
 דְּאִיתָא הָתָם  שׁוּב אֵינוֹ חוֹטֵא,  ,כֵּיוָן שֶׁ[יָּצְא]וּ רוֹב שְׁנוֹתָיו שֶׁל אָדָם וְלאֹ חָטָא  ב בָּאוֹנָסִין, וְזֶהוּ נָמֵי מַה שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ליהַשּׁוֹאֵל חַיָּ 

בִים עָלֶיהָ כְּשׁוֹמֵר  יחַיָּיבִין בְּאוֹנְסֶיהָ. אֲבָל חַיָּ   ןיאֵ וְ ,  מִשְׁתַּמְּשִׁים בָּהּ כׇּל יְמֵי שְׁאֵלָתָהּ  הִנִּיחַ לָהֶם אֲבִיהֶם פָּרָה שְׁאוּלָה  ג'סְעִיף  
  .שָׂכָר

 
In this way, another difficulty is resolved. The truth is that G-d Himself testifies, “And 

those I have treated harshly” (Micah 4:6),12 and as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “Had 
it not been for these three verses, the legs of the enemies of Israel, [a euphemism for Israel 
itself], would have collapsed.”13 The three verses include Micah 4:6 and also “Behold, like clay 
in the potter’s hand, so are you in My hand, house of Israel” (Jer. 18:6), and “I will remove the 
heart of stone from your flesh and I will give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek. 36:26). The implication 
is that G-d influences a person’s decisions. 

 
9 Shabbat 152b. 
10 Gen. 8:21. 
11 Kiddushin 81a. 
12 Micah 4:6. 
13 Berachot 32a. 
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If so, if He meant to excuse us, why did He judge us for our sins, for weren’t we 
compelled to sin by G-d’s influence over our decisions? Rather, certainly even one who is 
compelled is liable [for punishment for sinning], for the borrower is liable for loss for 
whatever cause. It is brought there, se’if 3, [that in the case of children whose] father [died and] 
left them a cow [that he had] borrowed, they may use it for the entire duration of its loan. 
[Nevertheless, if it died,] they are not liable [to pay if its death was caused by] an unavoidable 
accident [despite the fact that a borrower is liable for damage caused by an unavoidable accident. 
This is because liability for accidental damage pertains only to the actual borrower, i.e., the 
deceased father].14 But they are liable for it as if they were a paid watchman.15  

 
ד נֶגֶד הַיֵּצֶר הָרַע וְהָאוֹנְסִים, כְּבָר תָּשׁ  וֹ ב שְׁנוֹתָיו, הַכֹּחַ הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ בְּבַחֲרוּתוֹ שֶׁבּוֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל לַעֲמוֹוּמִי שֶׁעָבְרוּ עָלָיו ר 

שָּׁה שֶׁנָּפְלָה לוֹ מֵהַכֹּחַ הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁכְּבָר וּוְהוּא כְּמוֹ יְר  .וְזֶה הַמְּעַט שֶׁנִּשְׁאַר, פָּנִים חֲדָשׁוֹת בָּאוּ לְכָאן  .לּוּ מֵתיוְנִלְאֶה וַהֲרֵי הוּא כְּאִ 
לָה, שֶׁאֵין בְּיָדוֹ לְשׁוֹמְרָהּ כְּרָאוּי וְאֵינוֹ מִן  חָלַף וְהָלַ˂ לוֹ, וְזֶה הַכֹּחַ שֶׁנִּשְׁאַר לוֹ עַתָּה, אִי אֶפְשָׁר לוֹ לִיקַח הַנְּשָׁמָה בְּתוֹרַת שְׁאִ 

וַהֲרֵי זֶה דּוֹמֶה לְבָנִים שֶׁלּאֹ לָקְחוּ    .שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵין עוֹד בָּעוֹלָם זֶה הַכֹּחַ שֶׁהִשְׁאִיל לוֹ הקב"ה הַנְּשָׁמָה  ב בָּאוֹנָסִים,י הַדִּין שֶׁיִּהְיֶה חַיָּ 
וְלָכֵן מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם מְגִינִים עָלָיו כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ   .בִיםילָה וְלאֹ נִשְׁתַּעַבְּדוּ עָלֶיהָ עַל הָאוֹנְסִים וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אֵינָם מִתְחַיְּ בַּשְּׁאִ הַפָּרָה  הֵם  

דָה שֶׁקְּרוֹבִים  יבָה וַאֲבֵ י בִים בִּגְנֵ י ב, כְּמוֹ הַיְּתוֹמִים שֶׁחַיָּ י אָמְנָם אִם הָיָה חוֹטֵא בִּרְצוֹנוֹ הָיָה חַיָּ   . בי נֶס שֶׁאָז לאֹ הָיָה חַיָּ וֹיְחַטֵּא בָּא
  קְצָת לַפְּשִׁיעָה. 

 
Regarding one for whom most of his allotted years have passed, the initial power that 

he had in his youth that allowed him to stand against the evil inclination and the compulsions, 
has already weakened and become exhausted, and he is as if he had died. Regarding the little 
time that is left to him, a new entity has arrived,16 i.e., he is viewed as new person, not the same 
person that he was in his youth. This remaining time is like an inheritance that fell to him from 
the initial power that has already passed and left him. Thus, he is to be considered as an 
inheritor of his father’s borrowed items, whose liability is not that of a borrower, but rather of a 
paid watchman.  

Because of this weakened power that remains to him now, it is not possible for [G-d] 
to take the soul according to the Law of the Borrower, for [the man] doesn’t have the power 
to watch [his soul] properly. Thus, he cannot even be punished as a paid watchman. According 
to the law, he should not be liable for punishment for unavoidable mishaps, for there no longer 
exists in the world this strength that he had when the Holy One, Blessed be He, lent him the 
soul. This is similar to the children who didn’t take the cow as a loan and the obligation for 
unavoidable mishaps didn’t materialize, and because of this, they are not liable. Therefore, 
[the majority of years that have passed without sin] protect him from Heaven, so that he does 
not sin out of unavoidable mishap, so that then he will not be liable. However, if he had sinned 
by his own will, he would be liable, like the orphans mentioned above, who were liable for 
theft and loss, as this was not unavoidable, but rather was similar to negligence. 

  
* * * 

 
14 Bava Kamma 112a. 
15 Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat, 341:3. 
16 Bava Kamma 96b. 


