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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1–6:1) 
 
Essay 14. The relationship of four verses 
 

, אַרְבָּעָה "אַתֶּם" , "אַתֶּם עֵדַי", "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים", "אַתֶּם רְאִיתֶם אֲשֶׁר עָשִׂיתִי לְמִצְרָיִם""אַתֶּם לְכוּ קְחוּ לָכֶם תֶּבֶן"  בְּמַסּוֹרָהּ

  .רֵישׁ פָּסוּק עכ"ל

  

In the Masoretic text, we find: “You must go and get straw yourselves wherever you 

can find it;”1 “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians;”2 “You are standing today, all of 

you, before the L-rd, your G-d;”3 “You are My witnesses, declares the L-rd.”4 There are four 

occurrences of the third-person plural word “you”5 [אַתֶּם] [atem] at the beginning of a verse. I.e., 

the word “atem” is very common, but the Zera Shimshon is going to point out a connection between 

four verses that start with this word. 

  

  . לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם רְאִיתֶם"   ,וְהִנֵּה לְבָאֵר וּלְקַשֵּׁר מַסֹּרָהּ זוֹ נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר, שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיָה אוֹמֵר "אַתֶּם לְכוּ קְחוּ לָכֶם תֶּבֶן"

תֶּבֶן" לָכֶם  קְחוּ  עַכְשָׁיו שֶׁאָמַר "אַתֶּם לְכוּ  וְכוּ'  ,אֲבָל  רְאִיתֶם אֲשֶׁר עָשִׂיתִי"  הָיָה אוֹמֵר "אַתֶּם    .יָכוֹל לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם  וְאִם לאֹ 

נִצָּבִים"  ,רְאִיתֶם" יָכוֹל לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם  הָיָה  נִצָּבִים"  .לאֹ  זֶה שֶׁל "אַתֶּם  בְּלאֹ  הָיָה אוֹמֵ   ,וְכֵן  עֵדַי"לאֹ  הָעוֹלֶה    .ר "אַתֶּם  הַכְּלָל 

  .שֶׁהָרִאשׁוֹן מְתָרֵץ הַקּוּשְׁיָא שֶׁיֵּשׁ בִּשְׁנֵי

 

Therefore, to clarify and to connect this Masoretic text, it seems to say, that if it had 

not said, “You must go and get straw yourselves,” it would not have been able to say, “You 

have seen what I did to the Egyptians.” But now that it said, “You must go and get straw 

yourselves,” it is able to say, “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians.”  

Also, if it had not said, “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians,” it would not have 

been able to say, “You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd, your G-d.”  

Also, without this, “You are standing today,” it wouldn’t have said, “You are My 

witnesses.”  

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 5:11. 
2 Ex. 19:4. 
3 Deut. 29:9. 
4 Isaiah 43:10. 
5 Southerners in the United States would say, “Y’all.” 
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All arise from the fact that the first statement solves the question that we will have on 
the second. What are these questions, and how are they solved by the preceding instance of a verse 
starting with “you”? 

 
. דֶל הַמַּכּוֹת שֶׁנִתְיָיסְּרוּ הַמִּצְרִיִים בִּשְׁבִיל יִשְׂרָאֵלוֹעַל גּ  וְהָיִינוּ דְעַל פָּסוּק "אַתֶּם רְאִיתֶם" יֵשׁ לְהַקְשׁוֹת מַה שֶׁנִתְקַשּׁוּ הָרִאשׁוֹנִים

בְּשִׁעְבּוּד   גָּזְרָה חָכְמָתוֹ יִתְבָּרֵ˂ לִהְיוֹתָם  מִפְּנֵי  וְצָרִי˂ לְתָרֵץ שֶׁמַה שֶׁהִכָּם בְּכָל אֵלּוּ    ? "תָםאֹ   וְעִנּוּ"וְהַלּאֹ כָּ˂  הַמַּכּוֹת לאֹ הָיָה 
בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל, בָּהֶם  בִּשְׁמוֹ שֶׁל    הַשִּׁעְבּוּד שֶׁשִּׁעְבְּדוּ  לְפַרְעֹה  מֹשֶׁה  שֶׁמִּיָּד שֶׁבָּא  דְּבָרוֹ שֶׁל מָקוֹם,  נֶגֶד  וְהִתְרִיסוּ  שֶׁהֵזִידוּ  מִפִּי  אֶלָּא 

  ". רָה קָשָׁה עֲלֵיהֶם, "אַתֶּם לְכוּ קְחוּ לָכֶם תֶּבֶן מֵאֲשֶׁר תִּמְצָאוּינֶגְדּוֹ וְגָזַר גְּזֵ  הקב"ה שֶׁיִּשְׁלַח אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל, אָז פַּרְעֹה הִתְרִיס
 

On the verse, “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians,” one can question what the 
Rishonim found difficult, regarding the magnitude of the plagues that the Egyptians suffered 
because of Israel. Didn’t His wisdom, Blessed be He, decree that [Israel] should be in slavery, 
and didn’t He “oppress them”6? If so, it is necessary to justify why He struck [the Egyptians] 
with all of these plagues, as it wasn’t because of the slavery by which they enslaved Israel.  

Rather, it was because [the Egyptians] acted arrogantly and defied the word of the 
Omnipresent. As soon as Moses came to Pharaoh in the name of the Holy One, Blessed be 
He, that he should send Israel to worship Him, then Pharaoh defied Him and passed a harsh 
decree upon them: “You must go and get straw yourselves wherever you can find it.” 

Thus, we can see how the first occurrence, “You must go and get straw for yourselves” 
answers the question the Rishonim had on the second occurrence, “You have seen what I did to 
the Egyptians.” 

 
זָּדוֹן שֶׁל פַּרְעֹה, יָכוֹל לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם רְאִיתֶם אֲשֶׁר עָשִׂיתִי נוּ זֶה הַ יוְלָכֵן אַחַר שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "אַתֶּם לְכוּ קְחוּ לָכֶם תֶּבֶן", דְּהַיְ 

אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁגַּם אַתֶּם עֲבַדְתֶּם עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה בְּמִצְרַיִם, הוֹאִיל שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה זֶה אֶלָּא . נוּ כָּל הַמַּכּוֹת שֶׁהֵבֵאתִי עֲלֵיהֶםילְמִצְרָיִם", דְּהַיְ 
טֵ  דַּעַ ימִתּוֹ˂  מִי שֶׁחרוּף  בֵּין  לְחַלֵּק  צָרִי˂  כָּרְחֲ˃  וּבְעַל  לְהַכְעִיסֵנִי,  בְּדַעַת  הָיָה  שֶׁלּאֹ  לְפִי  לָכֶם,  מָחַלְתִּי  הַגָּלוּת  נֶס  וֹוֹטֵא בָּאת 
  .וּבִשְׁגָגָה

 
Therefore, after the Scripture said, “You must go and get straw yourselves,” which 

was illustrative of the malice of Pharaoh, it was able to say, “You have seen what I did to the 
Egyptians,” which is all the plagues that I brought upon them.  

G-d was also thinking about Israel: “Although you also worshiped idolatry in Egypt, as 
it was only from the madness of the Exile, I forgive you, as it was not with the intent to anger 
Me.” Also, it is necessary to distinguish between those who sin out of compulsion or by 
mistake. 

Now we ask how the second occurrence, “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians,” can 
answer a question we have on the third occurrence, “You are standing today, all of you, before the 
L-rd, your G-d.” 

 
6 Gen. 15:13. 
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ם הַיּוֹם" וְכוּ', דִּבְלאֹ זֶה קָשֶׁה עַל וּמֵעַתָּה שֶׁאָמַרְנוּ שֶׁיֵּשׁ חִילּוּק בֵּין מֵזִיד לְשׁוֹגֵג וּבֵין אוֹנֵס לְרָצוֹן, יָכוֹל נָמֵי לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִי
ד בְּאֵלֶּה? וֹקְלָלוֹת וְכוּ' הוֹרִיקוּ פְּנֵיהֶם וְאָמְרוּ מִי יוּכַל לַעֲמלְפִי שֶׁפֵּרֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י שָׁם כְּיוֹן שֶׁשָּׁמְעוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל מֵאָה    "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים",

  . קַיָּימִים וְלאֹ עָשָׂה אִתְּכֶם כְּלָיָה עכ"לכֻּלְּכֶם לְכָ˂ אָמַר לָהֶם "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים" וְכוּ' הֲרֵי 
 
Now that we have said that there is a difference between intentional and accidental, 

and between compulsion and volition, we are also able to say, “You are standing today, all of 
you, before the L-rd, your G-d.” Otherwise, without this there is a question on the statement, 
“You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd, your G-d . . .” This question is raised 
according to what Rashi interpreted there: 

Because when Israel heard these one hundred curses, less two [curses], 
besides the forty-nine [curses] that are contained in the law of the priests,7 their 
faces turned pale, and they said, “Who can possibly stand against this?” 
Therefore, [Moses] said [to calm them]: “See, you are standing today, all of you, 
before the L-rd, your G-d—you have greatly angered the Omnipresent, and yet you 
are all standing and He has not put an end to you.” 

- Rashi on Deut. 29:12, based on Midrash Tanchuma, Nitzavim1 
 

˂   , אֲבָל מִכָּאן"הָאָלָה וְהַשְּׁבֻעָה"מִים לְפִי שֶׁעַד הַיּוֹם הַזֶּה לאֹ נִכְנְסוּ בִּבְרִית  ין קַיָּ יוְקָשֶׁה דְּמָה רְאָיָה הִיא זוֹ דִּילְמָא הֵם עֲדַיִ    וְאֵילָ
נֶס לְרָצוֹן וּבֵין מֵזִיד לְשׁוֹגֵג "אַתֶּם רְאִיתֶם"  וֹלּוּק בֵּין איאֲבָל עַתָּה שֶׁאָמַרְנוּ שֶׁיֵּשׁ חִ .  דוֹלאֹ יוּכְלוּ לַעֲמהָאָלָה  שֶׁנִּכְנְסוּ בִּבְרִית  

וּ "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים הַיּוֹם כֻּלְּכֶם לִפְנֵי ה'  וְזֶה  נֶשׁ זֶה חָמוּר אֶלָּא לְמִי שֶׁיְּחַטֵּא בְּזָדוֹן וּבַפֶּשַׁע.וֹוְכוּ', אַף בְּרִית הָאָלוֹת לאֹ יִהְיֶה הָע
"פֶּן־יֵשׁ    הַפְּסוּקִיםם  יוּכְמוֹ שֶׁסִּיֵּ .  ד בּוֹ בַּזָּדוֹן וּבְפֶשַׁע חָס וְשָׁלוֹםוֹד הקב"ה וְלאֹ לִמְרוֹרְצוֹנְכֶם לַעֲב  כֻּלְּכֶםאֱ˄הֵיכֶם", כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁ 

  ., דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁמְּדַבֵּר עַל מִי שֶׁעוֹשֶׂה לְהַכְעִיס דַּוְקָאן סְפוֹת הָרָוָה אֶת־הַצְּמֵאָה"בָּכֶם" וְכוּ' "וְהִתְבָּרֵ˂" וְכוּ' "לְמַעַ 
 

A difficulty is what proof is this that Rashi brings? Perhaps they were still standing 
because until this day they hadn’t entered into the covenant of the “curse and the oath,”8 but 
from that time onward, after they have entered into the covenant of the curse, they are not 
able to stand.  

But now that we have said that there is a difference between compulsion and 
willfulness and between intentional and accidental, “You have seen what I did to the 
Egyptians,” even [with] the covenant of the curses, this punishment will only be heavy for one 
who sinned willfully and with rebelliousness. This is the meaning of, “You are standing today, 
all of you, before the L-rd, your G-d,” as if to say that all of you have the desire to serve the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, and not to rebel against Him with malice and rebelliousness. 

 This is as the conclusion of the verses, “Perchance there is among you some man or 
woman, or some clan or tribe, whose heart is even now turning away from our L-rd the G-d to go 

 
7 Lev. 26:14 ff. 
8 Dan. 9:11. 
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and worship the gods of those nations—perchance there is among you a stock sprouting poison 
weed and wormwood. When hearing the words of these curses, they may congratulate 
themselves, thinking, ‘I shall be safe, though I follow my own willful heart’—to the utter ruin 
of moist and dry alike [i.e., everything].”9 

Thus, we can see how the second occurrence, “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians,” 
answers the question that Rashi had on the third occurrence, “You are standing today, all of you, 
before the L-rd, your G-d.” “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians” includes the understanding 
that G-d forgave the idolatry in Egypt that was due to compulsion or accident, so that Moses could 
tell those Israelites, “You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd, your G-d.” 

Now we ask how the third occurrence, “You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd, 
your G-d,” can answer a question we have on the fourth occurrence, “You are My witnesses.” 

 
הָעִיד בְּהקב"ה, וּמָה  ו שֶׁאָמַרְנוּ "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים" וְכוּ' יָכוֹל נָמֵי לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם עֵדַי", דִּבְלאֹ זֶה קָשֶׁה אֵי˂ יְכוֹלִים יִשְׂרָאֵל לְ יוְעַכְשָׁ 

אָמְנָם לְאַחַר שֶׁאָמַר "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים" וְכוּ'    .לוּםוְאֵין עֵדוּתָם כְּ   זוֹ אִם הֵם נִקְרָאִים בָּנִים וְהוּא נִקְרָא אָב,עֵדוּת  יוֹעִיל לְהקב"ה  
שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁאִם לאֹ הָיְתָה הַשְּׁבוּעָה לאֹ   הַמִּצְווֹת,  יְקַייֵמוּצְרַ˂ מֹשֶׁה לְהַכְרִיחָם בָּאָלָה וּבַשְּׁבוּעָה שֶׁ וּ"לְעָבְרְ˃ בִּבְרִית" וְכוּ', שֶׁה

וֹ ר מִצְוַת הָאָב, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁמַה שֶׁקְּרוּיִים בָּנִים אֵינ וֹ בִים לִשְׁמיהָיָה לָהֶם שׁוּם חִיּוּב, וְאִם הָיוּ בָּנִים בְּלָאו הָכִי חַיָּ 
בְּנִי"  מֵחֲמַת קוּרְבָה, בְּמִשְׁלֵי "עֲשֵׂה זאֹת אֵפוֹא  פְּעָמִים "בְּנִי"  ,  , "בְּנִי אִם־עָרַבְתָּ לְרֵעֶ˃"אֶלָּא לְשׁוֹן חִבָּה כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתוּב כַּמָּה 

ד עֲבוֹדָה כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיוּ עוֹשִׂים הַבְּכוֹרוֹת וֹאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם דִּין בְּכוֹר לַעֲב  אֵל",יִשְׂרָ "בְּנִי בְכֹרִי    וְכַדּוֹמֶה, וְכֵן הוּא אוֹמֵר
 ".ה שֶׁל אַרְבָּעָה "אַתֶּםמַמָּשׁ בְּאוֹתוֹ הַזְּמַן, וְלָכֵן אַחַר שֶׁאָמַר "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים" יָכוֹל לוֹמַר "אַתֶּם עֵדַי", וְזֶהוּ קֶשֶׁר הַמְּסוֹרָ 

 
And now that we have said, “You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd, your 

G-d,” we are also able to say, “You are My witnesses,” for without this it would be difficult 
how Israel would be able to bear witness to the Holy One, Blessed be He. I.e., if they were 
unforgiven idolators, how could they serve as witnesses? 

Also, how does this testimony benefit the Holy One, Blessed be He, if they are called 
“children” and he is called “Father,” for their testimony is worthless. That is, halacha does not 
allow someone to testify as a witness for or against a close relative.10 

However, [Moses] said, “You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd, your G-d,” 
“to enter into the covenant of the L-rd, with sanctions,”11 i.e., the curses that will come with 
violations of the covenant. Moses was required to compel them with the curse and the oath 
that they would uphold the commandments. We hear from this that if not for the oath, there 
would be no obligation for them. 

It’s true that if they were children without this, they would be obligated to obey the 
commandment of the Father, but certainly it’s necessary to say that they are not called 
children because of the relationship, rather it’s affectionate language, as is written a few 

 
9 Deut. 29:17–18. 
10 Bava Basra 128a; Sanhedrin 27b–29a; Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat 33. 
11 Deut. 29:11. 
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times “my son” in Proverbs: “Do this then, my son,”12 [and] “My son, if you have put up 
security for a friend,” and the like. Similarly, He said, “Israel is my firstborn son,”13 even 
though they did not have the legal status of firstborn to officiate [religious services] as actual 
firstborn [children] could do at that time.  

Therefore, after [Moses] said, “You are standing today, all of you, before the L-rd,” 
[G-d] was able to say, “You are My witnesses,” and this is the connection in the Masoretic 
text of the four instances cited of verses that begin with the word “you” [אַתֶּם] [atem]. 

 
שִׁיוֹת "אַתֶּם עֵדַי" כְּפִי הַדֶּרֶ˂  וּ ז שֶׁכָּל זֶה הוּא לְפִי הַסְבָרָא הָרִאשׁוֹנָה, אָמְנָם לְפִי הָאֱמֶת יֵשׁ לְתָרֵץ קוֹבְּרֵישׁ פָּסוּק יִרְמ  בִּהְיוֹתָם וּ

נוּ הַמַּכּוֹת שֶׁל מִצְרַיִם, גַּם בְּזֶה  יוְהַקוּשְׁיָא שֶׁהִקְשִׁינוּ עַל "אַתֶּם רְאִיתֶם" וְכוּ' דְּהַיְ   עַל פָּסוּק זֶה.  שֶׁנְּפָרֵשׁ לְקַמָּן בְּפָרָשַׁת שׁוֹפְטִים
ן יוְהֵם הִכְבִּידוּ עוֹלָם עַל יִשְׂרָאֵל. וְאַף קוּשִׁיַּית "אַתֶּם נִצָּבִים" שֶׁעֲדַיִ   שֶׁ"וַעֲבָדוּם וְעִנּוּ אֹתָם" הוּא עַבְדוּת קַל,   רְצוּ הַמְּפָרְשִׁיםיתִּ 

   .רְצוּ בְּזֶה הַמְּפָרְשִׁים, וְגַם אָנוּ נְתָרֵץ בְּזֶה בְּעֶזְרַת הַשֵּׁם לְקַמָּן בִּמְקוֹמוֹי לאֹ נִכְנְסוּ לִבְרִית הָאָלָה כְּבָר תִּ 
 
The presence [of the four occurrences of “atem”] in the beginning of the verse will hint 

that all this is according to the first interpretation, i.e., as above, that the circumstances of each 
of the first three occurrences explain the difficulties of the following occurrences.  

However, the truth is that we can explain the difficulties of the fourth occurrence, “You 
are My witnesses” differently, according to the way explained later in parashat Shoftim (essay 
4) on this verse, and see there.  

The question that we have questioned on the second occurrence, “You have seen what 
I did to the Egyptians,” which is the magnitude of the plagues of Egypt, has also been solved 
differently by the commentators. They felt that “they shall enslave them and oppress them”14 
was meant as a light oppression, but instead the Egyptians burdened Israel forever.15   

Even the question associated with the third occurrence, of “You are standing,” that they 
still hadn’t entered into the covenant of the curse, was already solved by the commentators, 
and we will also solve this, G-d willing, later in its place, in parashat Nitzavim, essay 1. 

  
* * * 

 
12 Prov. 6:3. 
13 Ex. 4:22. 
14 Gen. 15:13. 
15 Abraham ben David (“the Ra’avad”) (c.ௗ1125–1198), Provençal rabbi and commentator on the Talmud. Gloss 

on Rambam’s Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance, chapter 6, halacha 5: “As for the subject of the Egyptians, it is no 
question at all for two reasons: First, it is a known doctrine that G-d inflicts no punishment against a wicked man 
unless it be through a more wicked man than he, whereafter that wicked man will have retribution visited upon him. . . . 
The Egyptians, too, were wicked and it was proper that they receive the plagues. If they had listened to Moses at first 
and let the children of Israel go forth, they would neither have been plagued nor drowned in the Red Sea. But the 
spitefulness of Pharoah, and his insulting words against the Creator in the presence of His messenger, caused the 
punishment to be visited upon him. Second, because the Creator [only] said: “And they shall oppress them,” but they 
afflicted them with rigor, put some of them to death, and killed others by drowning, as the subject is spoken of saying: 
“I was but a little angry, but they helped for evil” (Zech. 1:15); they were, therefore, found guilty.” 


