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Chapter XIII: Shemot (Ex. 1:1-6:1)

Essay 16. A challenge and a punishment

At the end of Exodus, chapter 5, Moses complained to G-d, “O my L-rd, why did You
bring harm upon this people? Why did You send me? Ever since I came to Pharaoh to speak in
Your name, he has dealt worse with this people; and still You have not delivered Your people.”
G-d then responded, in the first verse of chapter 6 (the last verse of parashat Shemot), “You shall
soon see what [ will do to Pharaoh: he shall let them go because of a greater might; indeed, because
of a greater might he shall drive them from his land.”
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There is a Midrash Rabbah on the verse:

“The Lord said to Moses: Now you will see what I will do to Pharaoh.”"
The war with Pharaoh you will see, but you will not see the war with the 31
kings [of Canaan], against whom Joshua your disciple will take revenge. From here
you learn that it was now that Moses was sentenced that he would not enter the
Land [of Israel].

- Ex. Rabbah 5:23
Question 1: This is strange, for what is the relationship between this and that. Why
was Moses to be prevented from entering the Land of Israel because of his complaint?
Question 2: Also, what is the language of “war” that was taken by the Midrash, viz,
“the war of Pharaoh” and “the war of the 31 kings”? The Jews didn’t have an army that fought
Pharaoh, so why is this compared to the war of the 31 kings, where the Jews did fight?
Question 3: Also, why does [G-d] specifically say “You will see”?

’ English translation: Copyright © 2024 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
VEx. 6:1.
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It can be said that in the aforementioned Midrash, on the preceding verse, “Why did
You bring harm upon this people, Why did You send me?,”> we find that Moses’ grievance
was why was this people different from the rest of the nations, in that they were enslaved in
the Egyptian exile. If it was because G-d had decreed to Abraham, “Know well that your
offspring shall be strangers in a land not theirs, and they shall be enslaved and oppressed,”* then
He should have also enslaved Esau and Ishmael, who were also descendants of Abraham.* Why
were only Isaac’s descendants treated this way? See there in the Midrash, where this question is
raised.

As for the answer, it is known that the gift of the Land of Israel only came to Israel
because they suffered the yoke of the Egyptian exile. Thus Rashi explained on the verse,
“Esau took his wives, his sons and daughters, and all the members of his household, his cattle and
all his livestock, and all the property that he had acquired in the land of Canaan, and went to
another land because of his brother Jacob. For their possessions were too many for them to
dwell together, and the land where they sojourned could not support them because of their
livestock.”® Rashi writes: On account of the bond of indebtedness involved in the decree, “your
offspring shall be strangers” that was imposed upon Isaac’s descendants, [Esau] said, “I shall
go from here, I don’t want a portion in the gift [to my father] of this Land that was given to
him, nor in paying this debt.”® Afterward, there was no reason at all to enslave the offspring
of Esau and Ishmael, for they have no share of the Land.
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It is difficult to understand why Moses was angry for no reason, especially since prior
to this, the Holy One, Blessed be He, revealed this matter to him, saying: “I will take you out
of the misery of Egypt to the Land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites,

2 Ex. 5:22.

3 Gen. 15:13.

4 Ex. Rabbah 5:22.

3 Gen. 36:6-7.

6 Rashi on Gen. 36:7.



the Hivites, and the Jebusites, to a Land flowing with milk and honey.”’ This is as if to say, the
suffering that I am imposing in the Egyptian exile is only for their good, in order that they
shall inherit this good Land.

If this is the case, then if Moses was angry, it needs to be said that his opinion was that
the Land was not so worthy and important to suffer such a burden of slavery, even though
it is a good Land, and if so, then Moses defamed the importance of the Land, G-d forbid.
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Because of this, He said to him, “Now you will see what [ will do to Pharaoh.” The wars
with Pharaoh you will see, but you will not see the wars with the thirty-one kings [of Canaan],
against whom Joshua your disciple will take revenge. This is as if to say, isn’t it the way of the
world that if one people or one king want to conquer one nation, it is necessary to wage war
against it with great misery. But here, because Israel suffered the yoke of the Egyptian exile,
they were exempted from the misery of the war. Thus, they conducted war with the
Canaanites in a miraculous manner, without any misery. Also, thus it was done when they
went out from Egypt, “for the L-rd is waging war for them against Egypt.”® Therefore, [the
Midrash] said, “The war with Pharaoh you will see, but you will not see the war with the thirty-
one kings [of Canaan].” Le., Question 2 was why the language of “war” was used both for the
redemption from Egypt as well as the action against the Canaanite kings. We now understand that
the action against Egypt was still considered a war, but it was waged by G-d instead of by the
Israelites.

Question 1 asked why Moses was prevented from entering the Land of Israel because of
his complaint to G-d. Zera Shimson explains that his sin was slandering the Land of Israel, saying
that the reward of the Land of Israel wasn’t worth all the suffering undergone by the Israelites.
Thus, his punishment, being prevented from entering Israel, directly correlated to his sin.
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But it is still imposed upon us to understand Moses’ thinking, and that he did not
know how great was the holiness of the Land and how important he is. It appears to be

7Ex. 3:17.
8 Ex. 14:25.



because Moses was from the Tribe of Levi, and the Tribe of Levi didn’t suffer the yoke of the
Egyptian exile, as Rashi explained on the verse, “Get to your labors,”’ and see there. As a
consequence of this, they were not given a portion in the Land, and the Tribe of Levi was
more important than all of the tribes, for they were of the legions of the King,'” i.e., the Levites
and Kohanim were instrumental to the Temple service in G-d’s honor. Moses was thinking that
if the merit of the inheritance of the Land was so important to suffer the exile for it, why did
the Tribe of Levi flee from such an important thing, and “did I lose out because I am male?” '
That is, if someone left a small estate not sufficient to provide for both sons and daughters, then
the daughters are provided with sustenance. There is a debate whether the sons are left out entirely
or if they will also be provided with sustenance from the small estate. Some argue that because
sons are more prominent, they should not receive less than their sisters. Similarly, Moses could be
thinking that if receiving an inheritance in the Land of Israel is a great reward for the other tribes,
then the most prominent tribe of all, the Levites, should have received a share. If they did not,
perhaps that meant the Land of Israel was not such a great prize. Rather, certainly it needs to be
said that this inheritance of Land is not such a merit for the Israelites, and because of this,
[Moses] said, “Why did You bring harm upon this people, Why did You send me?”

X3TTI2YR" 1°N377 A3 PN 2703 X9 190N ANIKT?) 7272 A2 1N2Y? *T 1277 LAANI MY XIYD T2 OK)
A2 7i2yn KPP D) NI AR X PA8 AN A0 mppen a2 mK 1921 0] "Ried vIRaThg AN
nayY oy "noinDy nikD" 10 vIRY 0129 272 AWh nyy ningons 921,"ayn XD Y Prva Rt 200079
12 MR TARY D0 ARRY 7Y 2nang 1"apn 12 nK 10) "ARIN ARY" pIog BY CIAINY 1PN ROKTD LPIRT

SN0 WYTRD A1) .02 007 AW INPWRIR ORI DY 100R 21 v07in7 vD A7 W an

Afterward, when [his time] came to die, he prostrated himself just in order to cross
over to [the Land] and to see it, even if he would not receive a portion of it, as it is written,
“Let me, I pray, cross over and see the good land on the other side of the Jordan, that good hill
country, and the Lebanon.”'? Question 3 asked why G-d specifically said, “Now you will see.”
G-d was pointing out to Moses that he had failed to “see” the value of the Land of Israel. At the
end of Moses’ life, he asked to see the Land; he recognized his earlier error.

Therefore, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him, “This war with Pharaoh you will
see, but you won’t see the war with the thirty-one kings.” That is, “You won’t cross over to it,
as it is written, ‘I have let you see it with your own eyes, but you shall not cross there.”!>” All
the urgings of Mose in order to enter the Land were as “a sign and proof”!* of praise of the

9 Ex. 5:4. Rashi wrote: “ ‘Get to your labors,’ i.e., which you have to do at home; but it cannot signify ‘get to your
labors as slaves,’ for he was speaking to Moses and Aaron who were of the tribe of Levi. The work of Egyptian slavery
had not been imposed on the tribe of Levi. You may know that this was so, because Moses and Aaron went and came
just as they pleased.” See also Ex. Rabbah 5:16.

10 Rashi on Num. 1:49.

! Mishnah Bava Batra 9:1.

12 Deut. 3:25.

13 Deut. 34:4.

14 Deut. 28:46.



Land, as is brought in the Yalkut Reuveni at the end of parashat Shemot on the verse, “Now
you will see what I will do to Pharaoh.” The Midrash there reads: “The Holy One, Blessed be
He, said to him, ‘I wrote about you that you are wise, but you say this? By your life, you
should know and inform others that the eventual good of the Jewish people in inheriting the
Land of Israel is better than the initial suffering that I gave them in Egypt.’ ”

This Midrash is puzzling. Did Moses eventually know this and make it known, that the
suffering would be rewarded by the inheritance of the Land?
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But the concept is that given in the 15 chapter of tractate Shabbat. It is said that there
is a Torah scholar for whom the inhabitants of his city are commanded to perform his labor
for him, which is one who sets his own matters aside and engages in matters of Heaven.'> For to
the contrary, the Tribe of Levi was a legion of the king, and it is written, “They shall teach
Your laws to Jacob and Your instructions to Israel.”'° Also, it is written, “The priests, sons of
Levi, shall come forward; for the L-rd, your G-d has chosen them for divine service and to
pronounce blessing in the name of the L-rd, and every lawsuit and case of skin affliction is
subject to their ruling.”!” All of Israel is commanded to do their work, and therefore a
portion of the field that was suitable for them is given to Israel, because they are not able to
work the soil, and afterward Israel gives them tithes. Thus, the Levites didn’t receive a share
because of their own exalted status, not because the Land was unworthy.

It is indeed so that the Land of Israel is of the utmost importance. Prior to Moses’
death, he informed the importance of Israel being in the Land of Israel, as above. This is the
meaning of what they said, “I wrote about you that you are wise,” as it is written, “One wise
man prevailed over a city of warriors,”'® this is Moses, “and he brought down its mighty
stronghold.”'’ See the Yalkut Shimoni, remez 959.

15 Shabbat 115a.
16 Deut. 33:10.
17 Deut. 21:5.

18 Prov. 21:22.
19 Tbid.



