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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1–6:1) 
 
Essay 10. Rebuking an idolatrous Levite 
 

בָּזֶה וּמַה־לְּ˃ פֹה"  בָּבָא מִי־הֱבִיאֲ˃ הֲ˄ם וּמָה־אַתָּה עֹשֶׂה  אָמְרוּ לוֹ: לָאו מִמֹּשֶׁה קָא אָתֵית,   .בַּתְרָא (דַּף ק"י) "וַיּאֹמְרוּ לוֹ 
, דִּכְתִיב:  קָאָתֵיתה  דִּכְתִיב בֵּיהּ: "אַל־תִּקְרַב הֲ˄ם"? לָאו מִמֹּשֶׁה קָא אָתֵית, דִּכְתִיב בֵּיהּ: "(מזה) [מַה־זֶּה] בְיָדֶ˃"? לָאו מִמֹּשֶׁ 

  לַעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה, ע"כ בַּגְּמָרָא. "וְאַתָּה פֹּה עֲמֹד עִמָּדִי"? תַּעֲשֶׂה כּוֹמֶר
  

In Judges chapter 18, the tribe of Dan seeks a territory in which to settle. Upon entering 
the territory of Ephraim and reaching the house of Micah, they met a young Levite, who had been 
appointed as an idolatrous priest by Micah. 

Bava Batra (page 101a): 

“They asked him, ‘Who brought you here [הֲ˄ם] [halom]? What [מָה] [ma] 
are you doing in this place? What is your business here [פֹה] [po]?’ ”1  

[The Gemara interprets this as three questions.] They said to him: “Do you 
not come from Moses, about whom it is written: ‘Do not draw close to here 
[halom]’ ”?2 “Do you not come from Moses, about whom it is written: ‘What 
[ma] is that in your hand’ ”?3 “Do you not come from Moses, about whom it is 
written: ‘But as for you, stand here [po] with Me’ ”?4 [In other words,] will you, 
[a descendant of Moses], become a priest for idol worship? 

- Bava Batra 101a 
  

גְנוֹן הוּא כָּ˂ דְּמִתְּחִלָּה אָמְרוּ לוֹ הוֹאִיל  ינָתָם. וְהַסִּ וצְרְכוּ לוֹמַר לוֹ כָּל אֵלּוּ הַשְּׁלוֹשָׁה פְּסוּקִים וּמַה הָיְתָה כַּוָּ וּצָרִי˂ עִיּוּן לָמָּה ה
זָרָה הָעֲבוֹדָה  לְהִתְקָרֵב אֶל  הָיָה לְ˃  לאֹ  בֵּיהּ "אַל־תִּקְרַב הֲ˄ם"  כְּתִיב  לָתֵת תֵּ   .דִּבְמֹשֶׁה  יָכוֹל  הָיָה  שֶׁבְּזֶה  וְלִדְחוֹת  יוּלְפִי  רוּץ 

הַתֵּ   הָרְאָיָה, וְנִסְתָּר  בְיָדֶ˃",  [מַה־זֶּה]  כְּתִיב "(מזה)  דִּבְמֹשֶׁה  לוֹ  הוֹסִיפוּ  הָכִי  אֶל  ימִשּׁוּם  לְהִתְקָרֵב  לְ˃  הָיָה  וְלאֹ  שֶׁלְּ˃,  רוּץ 
מֹד  יִרְצֶה הַבֵּן לֵוִי לִדְחוֹת וּלְתָרֵץ, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי הֵבִיאוּ לוֹ עוֹד רְאָיָה שְׁלִישִׁית מִן הַכָּתוּב "וְאַתָּה פֹּה עֲ ן יהָעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה. וְאִם עֲדַיִ 

  רוּצִים שֶׁלּוֹ. יעִמָּדִי", וּבְזֶה נִסְתְּרוּ כָּל הַתֵּ 
 
Investigation is required why they needed to quote these three verses, and what their 

intention was. The structure is as follows: Initially, they said to him, “Since regarding Moses 
it is written, ‘Do not draw close to here,’ you should not have approached idolatry.” Because 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Judges 18:3. 
2 Ex. 3:5. 
3 Ex. 4:2. 
4 Deut. 5:28. 
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he might have been able to offer an excuse and refute the proof, as will be explained below, 
they added for him, “Regarding Moses it is written, ‘What is that in your hand,’ which 
undermines your excuse, and you should not have approached idolatry.” If the Levite still 
wanted to reject the rebuke and offer a counter-argument, as will be explained below, therefore 
they brought him a third proof from the verse, “But as for you, stand here with Me,” and by 
this they refuted all his excuses.  

 
תִ  בְּשֵׁם  ראוּבֵנִי  בְּיַלְקוּט  דְּאִיתָא  הַזּיוְהָיִינוּ  שְׁכִ וֹקּוּנֵי  עִימֵּיהּ  דְּחָמַת  הוּא"  כִּי־טוֹב  אֹתוֹ  "וַתֵּרֶא  בֵּיינְתֵּ יהַר,  דְּנָגְעָה  וּמִיָּד    ההּ 

"אַל־תִּקְרַב הֲ˄ם" עַד דְּיִתְפַּשֵּׁט מֵהַהוּא גּוּפָא דְּנָגְעָה בַּת פַּרְעֹה, הָדָא הוּא  וּבְגִין דָּא נֶאֱמַר בִּסְנֶה    מִצָּרַעִתָּא דִילָהּ,  סִיאַת[]אִתְּ 
וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אָמְרוּ לוֹ לָאו מִמֹּשֶׁה קָא    שְׁכִינְתֵּיהּ עֲלֵיהּ עכ"ל.  שׁ בְּגוּפָא אָחֳרָא וְאָהַדְרַת ידִּכְתִיב "שַׁל־נְעָלֶי˃" דָּא גּוּפָא וְאֶתְלַבֵּ 

נְטַמֵּ אָתִית בַּת פַּרְעֹה שֶׁהָיְתָה עוֹבֶדֶת עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה  דְּנָגְעָה בֵּיהּ  דִּכְתִיב בֵּיהּ "אַל־תִּקְרַב הֲ˄ם", דְּמִשּׁוּם  א אוֹתוֹ הַגּוּף מִשּׁוּם  , 
  טְמֵאוֹת אֶת עַצְמְ˃. נְגִיעָה לְחוּדַהּ, וּמִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לְ˃ לְהִתְדַּבֵּק בַּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה כְּדֵי לִ 

 
This is what is written in the Yalkut Reuveni in the name of the Tikkunei Zohar: 

“The woman conceived and bore a son; and she saw he was good, and she 
hid him for three months.”5  

[The daughter of Pharaoh] saw the Shechinah was with him, and she 
immediately touched him, and was healed from her leprosy [but the Shechinah 
departed from him].  Therefore, it is said at the [burning] bush,  “Do not draw 
close to here,” until you remove the ‘body’ that touched Pharaoh’s daughter 
This is [the meaning] of what is written, “Remove your sandals from your feet,” 
this is the body, [which was as a “shoe” for him, that which the daughter of Pharaoh 
had touched,] and dress in a different, refined body, and the Shechinah 
returned upon him.  

- Yalkut Reuveni on Ex. 2:6, based on Tikkunei Zohar 48b 
Because of this, they said to him, “Do you not come from Moses, as it is written regarding 
him, ‘Do not draw close to here,’ because by touching Pharaoh’s daughter, who worshipped 
idols, he became impure just by that touch alone. All the more so, you should not have 
attached yourself to idolatry, which would cause you to defile yourself.” 

 
אֶפְשָׁר  כְרָח בְּמַעֲשָׂיו, שֶׁהֲרֵי כְּבָר הָיָה גּוּפוֹ טָמֵא וּפָגוּם וְאִי  וּאָמְנָם הַבֵּן לֵוִי הָיָה לוֹ מָקוֹם לִדְחוֹת וּלְתָרֵץ וְלוֹמַר שֶׁהָיָה כְּמוֹ מ 

זָּה בָּהֶם,  וּפָּה אֲחיהַקְּלִ   מֶר לַעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה וּבְזֶה גָּרַם קִלְקוּל בְּבָנָיו שֶׁתְּהֵאוֹשֶׁמֹּשֶׁה נָשָׂא צִפּוֹרָה בַּת יִתְרֹו שֶׁהָיָה כּ  לוֹ לְהִטָּהֵר,
    לְפִי שֶׁלּאֹ נִזְהַר בְּעַצְמוֹ לִיקַּח אִשָּׁה הֲגוּנָה לוֹ מִזֶּרַע מְיוּחָס.

 
However, the Levite had grounds to reject this criticism and explain, and to say it was 

as though his actions were compelled, since his body was already impure and defective, and 
it was impossible for him to purify himself. That is, Moses married Zipporah, the daughter 
of Jethro, who was a priest to idolatry, and through this, he caused a blemish in his children, 
so that the klipah would cling to them, because he was not careful to take a suitable wife from 
a distinguished lineage.  

 

 
5 Ex. 2:2. 
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בָה אַחַת אָנוּ י בְּתֵ   "מַזֶּה" רְצוּ וְהוֹסִיפוּ לוֹמַר לוֹ לָאו מִמֹּשֶׁה וְכוּ' דִּכְתִיב בֵּיהּ "(מזה) [מַה־זֶּה] בְיָדֶ˃", וּמִדִּכְתִיב  יתִּ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי  
כִי לָמָּה בָּא הַמַּטֶּה דַּוְקָא בְּיָדְ˃ וְלאֹ  דּוֹרְשִׁים מִזֶּה שֶׁבְּיָדְ˃ יֵשׁ לְ˃ סִימָן שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל יַאֲמִינוּ לְ˃ וְאַתָּה תִּהְיֶה הַשָּׁלִיחַ, דְּאִי לָאו הָ 

פוֹרָשׁ, וְנִיתַּן דְּאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ יַלְקוּט עַל פָּסוּק "וַיִּבְרַח מֹשֶׁה מִפְּנֵי פַרְעֹה" שֶׁבְּמַטֶּה זֶה הָיָה חָקוּק עָלָיו שֵׁם הַמְ  בְּיַד אִישׁ אַחֵר.
ר אוֹתוֹ  וֹוְהָיוּ אוֹמְרִים מֵי שֶׁיַּעֲק.  לְנֹחַ וְלַאֲבוֹת וְכוּ', וְהָיָה נָטוּעַ בְּגַן יִתְרוֹ וְלאֹ הָיָה שׁוּם אָדָם יָכוֹל לְעָקְרוֹלָאָדָם הָרִאשׁוֹן וְכֵן  

בּוֹרִים אֲשֶׁר שָׁם וּמִיָּד נָתַנּוּ לוֹ צִפּוֹרָה לְאִשָּׁה,  ייִקַּח צִפּוֹרָה לְאִשָּׁה, וּמִיָּד כְּשֶׁבָּא מֹשֶׁה הֵבִיאוֹ בְּיָדוֹ וְתָמְהוּ עַל זֶה רְעוּאֵל וְכָל הַגִּ 
וּשְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁהָיְתָה אִשָּׁה הֲגוּנָה לוֹ, כְּדִכְתִיב "כִּי לאֹ יָנוּחַ שֵׁבֶט   .וְאִם כֵּן אָנוּ רוֹאִים שֶׁמֵּאֵת ה' הָיְתָה לוֹ שֶׁיִּקַּח צִפּוֹרָה לְאִשָּׁה

ם שָׁם הַמִּדְרָשׁ שֶׁצִּפּוֹרָה לאֹ חֲסֵרָה  יוּכְמוֹ שֶׁסִּיֵּ  .דִּיקִים", וְאֵין לְ˃ טַעֲנָה לוֹמַר שֶׁנִּטְמֵאתָ בֶּהֱיוֹתְ˃ בֵּן צִפּוֹרָההָרֶשַׁע עַל גּוֹרַל הַצַּ 
זָרָה    , רִבְקָה, רָחֵל, וְלֵאֶה אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהָיוּ בְּנוֹת נָכְרִים, וְאֵין לְ˃ שׁוּם פִּתְחוֹן פֹּה לְהִתְקָרֵב אֶל הָעֲבוֹדָהשָׂרָה  קֶתדְּבַר מִצַּדֶּ 

  מְאָה שֶׁל הָעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה. וּהוֹאִיל שֶׁרָאִיתָ כַּמָּה הִיא קָשָׁה הַטּ
 
Therefore, they responded and added to him, “Do you not come from Moses, about 

whom it is written: ‘What [ma] is that in your hand’?” Since it is written, “what is that” in 
one word,6 we interpret that as meaning: “in your hand is a sign that Israel will believe in 
you, and you will be their agent. For if not so, why would the staff be in your hand and not 
in someone else’s?” 

It is brought in the Yalkut Shimoni on the verse, “And Moses fled from Pharaoh”:7 On 
this staff was engraved the explicit Name [i.e., the Tetragrammaton], and it was given to Adam, 
then to Noah, and to the Patriarchs, etc. It was planted in the garden of Yitro, and no one 
could uproot it. They used to say, “Whoever can uproot it will take Zipporah as his wife.” 
When Moses came, he immediately took it in his hand, and both Reuel and all the mighty 
men there were astonished by this, and immediately they gave him Zipporah as a wife.8 If so, 
we see that it’s from G-d that he took Zipporah as a wife. We hear from this that she was a 
suitable wife for him, as it is written, “The scepter of the wicked shall never rest upon the 
land allotted to the righteous,”9 and you have no excuse to say that “you became impure by 
being the son of Zipporah.” As the midrash concludes, Zipporah lacked nothing in 
righteousness, like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah, even though they were daughters of 
gentiles, and “you have no excuse to approach idolatry, since you have seen how severe the 
impurity of idolatry is.” 

 
ס שֶׁל הַמַּטֶּה, זֶה אֵינוֹ ן הַבֵּן לֵוִי יָכוֹל לִדְחוֹת וְלוֹמַר שָׁאַף שֶׁמִּן הַשָּׁמַיִם נָגזר עָלָיו שֶׁיִּקַּח צִפּוֹרָה שֶׁהֲרֵי עָשׂוּ לוֹ הַנֵּ יאָמְנָם עֲדַיִ 

 ֹ א הָיְתָה שָׁוָה לְמֹשֶׁה בַּחֲסִידוּת וְלאֹ הָיְתָה רְאוּיָה  סִימָן כְּלָל, דִּלְעוֹלָם אֵימָא לְ˃ שֶׁצִּפּוֹרָה הָיָה לָהּ הַפְּגָם שֶׁהָיְתָה בַּת יִתְרוֹ וְל
לְצַוּוֹת לוֹ  עוּ אֶת מֹשֶׁה שֶׁיִּקָּחֶנָּה יֵשׁ לוֹמַר כְּמוֹ שֶׁכְּתַב הָעִיּוּן יַעֲקֹב שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁמִּן הַשָּׁמַיִם הָיוּ עֲתִידִין יוְהָא שֶׁמִּן הַשָּׁמַיִם סִיְּ  .לוֹ
אֲבָל אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁצִּפּוֹרָה לאֹ הָיְתָה רְאוּיָה    .מֵאֵת ה' הָיְתָה זאֹת כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ תִּשָּׁאֵר בַּת יִשְׂרָאֵל עֲגוּנָה  רוֹשׁ מִן הָאִשָּׁה לְכָ˂לִפְ 

כְרָחִים אָנוּ לוֹמַר שֶׁזֶּה וּצְרְכוּ לוֹמַר לוֹ "וְאַתָּה פֹּה עֲמֹד עִמָּדִי", דִּלְפִי דַּעַת הַתּוֹסָפוֹת בְּשַׁבָּת (דַּף פ"ז) מוּלְמֹשֶׁה, מִשּׁוּם הָכִי ה
מִטַּעַם  בַּדֶּרֶ˂ שֶׁאָדָם רוֹצֶה לֵילֵ˂ בָּהּ, מוֹלִיכִין    וּוּי כָּלַל מִן הקב"ה אֶלָּא מֹשֶׁה עָשָׂה מִדַּעְתּוֹ וְהִסְכִּים הקב"ה עִמּוֹ,ילאֹ הָיָה צִ 

  דוּכְתָּא, אִם צִפּוֹרָה לאֹ הָיְתָה רְאוּיָה לוֹ לָמָּה עָשׂוּ לוֹ הַנֵּס שֶׁל הַמַּטֶּה כְּדֵי שֶׁיִּקָּחֶנָּה.אוֹתוֹ. וְהָדְרָא קוּשְׁיַין לְ 
 

However, the Levite could still deflect and say that even though it was decreed from 
Heaven that [Moses] should take Zipporah, since the miracle of the staff was done for him, 
this was not necessarily a sign that she was suitable. I could always tell you that Zipporah had 

 
6 “What is that” is properly two words, מַה זֶּה [ma zeh], but in the Torah scroll it is written as a single word, מזה. 
7 Ex. 2:15. 
8 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 168:1–2. 
9 Ps. 125:3. 
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the flaw of being the daughter of Jethro, and she was not equal to Moses in piety and was not 
suitable for him. The fact that Heaven assisted Moses in taking her can be explained as the 
Iyun Yaakov wrote: since it was destined from Heaven that Moses would eventually be 
commanded to separate from her, after the Torah was given, it was from G-d that this 
happened, so that a daughter of Israel would not remain an agunah,10 literally “chained.” I.e., 
if Moses had married a woman of better Jewish lineage, he would have still been commanded to 
separate from her, and then there would be a daughter of Israel who would have been left an 
agunah, i.e., unable to remarry due to her husband’s absence or refusal to divorce her. So he instead 
was allowed to marry Zipporah, so that she would suffer instead of a daughter of Israel. 

But it is indeed so, the Levite, could argue, that Zipporah was not worthy of Moses, and 
that the result of the marriage was a deficiency in Moses’ descendants, so that he should not be 
held blameworthy. This is why they had to tell him their third argument, “But as for you, stand 
here with Me.” The rabbis cite this verse as the reason for Moses separating from his wife, but 
according to the opinion of Tosafot in Shabbat (page 87a), we must say that this was not at 
all a commandment from the Holy One, Blessed be He, but rather Moses acted on his own 
opinion, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with him, “since  the way a person wants 
to go, they lead him” (Makkot 10b).11 

 So the question arises again: if Zipporah was not worthy of him, why did they 
perform the miracle of the staff to enable him to take her?  

 
שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה, וְעוֹד שֶׁאִם מִן הַשָּׁמַיִם   וְאֵין לוֹמַר שֶׁעָשׂוּ כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ תִּהְיֶה בַּת יִשְׂרָאֵל עֲגוּנָה, שֶׁהֲרֵי זֶה הַדָּבָר אַדְרַבָּא בָּא מִבְּחִירָתוֹ

˂ לוֹמַר עָשָׂה יאִם כֵן נִקְרָא שֶׁמִּן הַשָּׁמַיִם נָתַנּוּ לוֹ מִתְּחִלָּה רֶמֶז עַל זֶה, וְלאֹ שַׁיָּ   ,עָשׂוּ זֶה כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ תִּהְיֶה בַּת יִשְׂרָאֵל עֲגוּנָה
אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁצִּפּוֹרָה    .מֵי לְגָרְשָׁהּמֹשֶׁה מִדַּעְתּוֹ וְהִסְכִּים הקב"ה עִמּוֹ, וְעוֹד דְּאִי מִטַּעַם שֶׁלּאֹ תִּהְיֶה בַּת יִשְׂרָאֵל עֲגוּנָה הָיָה יָכוֹל נָ 

וּמִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן שֶׁהָיָה בְּנוֹ שֶׁל    ה רְאוּיָה לְמֹשֶׁה וְנִסְתְּרוּ כָּל הַטְּעָנוֹת שֶׁל בֵּן לֵוִי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לְהִתְקָרֵב אֶל הָעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה כְּלָל,הָיְתָ 
  כַּנֶּאֱמַר לְעֵיל. מֹשֶׁה דִּכְתִיב בֵּיהּ "אַל־תִּקְרַב הֲ˄ם" בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁנָּגְעָה בּוֹ יָד בַּת פַּרְעֹה וְ 

 
One cannot say that this miracle of the staff was done so that Zipporah would not be 

left an agunah, because this matter of Moses’ separation from his wife, on the contrary, came 
from Moses’ own choice. Furthermore, if it were done from Heaven to prevent a daughter of 
Israel from being an agunah, if so, it would mean that Heaven gave him an initial sign about 
this, and it would not make sense to say that Moses acted on his own decision and the Holy 
One, Blessed be He agreed with him. Also, if the reason was to prevent her from being an 
agunah, Moses could have simply divorced her. Therefore, certainly Zipporah was indeed 
suitable for Moses, and all the arguments of the Levite are refuted, that he should not have 
approached idolatry at all. All the more so, as he was the son of Moses, regarding whom it is 
written, “Do not draw close to here,” because he had been touched by the hand of Pharaoh’s 
daughter, as was stated above. 

 
* * * 

 
10 Jacob ben Joseph Reischer (Bechofen) (1661–1733), Iyun Yaakov (Wilmersdorf, 1729), Pesachim 87b, note 38. 
11 Tosafot on Shabbat 87a: “If he separated due to G-d’s command, and not on his own initiative, how did Aharon 

and Miryam censure him? Rather, surely at first he totally separated from her on his own initiative, and even though 
G-d agreed with him, [Aharon and Miryam] censured him, for had he not separated from his own initiative, G-d would 
not have agreed, for in the direction that a person goes, [from Shamayim] they lead him.” 


