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Chapter XVIII: Mishpatim (Ex. 21:1–24:18) 
 
Essay 11. Isaiah’s apparent contradiction of Torah 

  

אָמַר יְשַׁעְיָה    א" וְכוּ',פֶּרֶק ד' מֹשֶׁה רַבְּ אָמַר "כִּי לאֹ־יִרְאַנִי הָאָדָם וָחָי" וְאַתְּ אָמְרַתְּ "וָאֶרְאֶה אֶת" וְכוּ' "יֹשֵׁב עַל־כִּסֵּ   יְבָמוֹת

כִּדְתַנְיָא כׇּל הַנְּבִיאִים   מִכׇּל מָקוֹם קָשׁוּ קְרָאֵי אַהֲדָדֵי,וְכוּ',    ה דְּאֵימָא לֵיהּ וְאִי אֵימָא לֵיהּ לִישַׁוְּיֵיהּ מֵזִידיָדַעְנָא בֵּיהּ דְּלָא מְקַבֵּל מַ 

   עכ"ל. נִסְתַּכֵּל בְּאַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא הַמְּאִירָה  מֹשֶׁה רַבֵּינוּ עָלָיו הַשָּׁלוֹםנִסְתַּכְּלוּ בְּאַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא שֶׁאֵינָהּ מְאִירָה 

  

Yevamot chapter 4:  

[The Gemara discusses the events surrounding Isaiah’s death]: Rava said: 

[Manasseh] judged him [as a false witness for issuing statements contradicting the 

Torah] and then killed him. [Manasseh] said to [Isaiah:] Moses your master said: 

“[And He said: You cannot see My face,] for man cannot see Me and live” (Ex. 

33:20), and yet you said: “I saw the L-rd sitting upon a high and lofty throne” 

(Isaiah 6:1). . . . 

Isaiah said [to himself]: I know him, [i.e., Manasseh,] that he will not 

accept whatever explanation that I will say to him [to resolve my prophecies with 

the words of the Torah]. And if I say it to him, I will make him into an intentional 

transgressor [since he will kill me anyway]. . . .  

In any case, [these] verses contradict each other. 

[The Gemara resolves the contradiction]: “I saw the L-rd” [is to be 

understood] as it is taught [in a Baraita]: All of the prophets [except for Moses] 

observed [their prophecies] through an unclear looking glass [i.e., their 

prophecies were given as metaphoric visions]. But Moses our master observed 

[his prophecies] through a clear looking glass [i.e., he gained a direct and accurate 

perception of the matter]. 

- Yevamot 49b 

 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. 
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יִשְׂרָאֵל" עכ"ל.וְכָתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת לִישַׁוְּיֵיהּ מֵ  הֵי  נָמֵי כְּתִיב "וַיִּרְאוּ אֵת אֱ חֲנַנְאֵל שֶׁרָצָה לַהֲשִׁיבוֹ דִּבְמֹשֶׁה  פָּרֵישׁ רַבֵּינוּ    זִיד, 

יָה רוֹצֶה לוֹמַר לוֹ מַה רוּץ חָדָשׁ לִמְנַשֶּׁה, דִּילְמָא הָ יוְהָעוֹלָם מַקְשִׁים דִּמְנָא לֵיהּ לְרַבֵּינוּ חֲנַנְאֵל לוֹמַר שֶׁיְשַׁעְיָה רָצָה לָתֵת תֵּ 

   שֶׁתֵּירֵץ הַשַּׁ"ס לְחַלֵּק בֵּין מֹשֶׁה לַנְּבִיאִים בֵּין אַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא לְאַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא.

  

The Tosafot write on the words, “to make him an intentional transgressor”: “Rabbeinu 

Chananel explains, he wanted to answer him that regarding Moses [and those with him, Aaron, 

Nadab, Abihu, and seventy elders], it says ‘and they saw the G-d of Israel’ (Ex. 24:10).” 

Everyone asks how Rabbeinu Chananel thought to say that Isaiah wanted to give such a novel 

answer to Manasseh. Perhaps he had wanted to give him the solution of the Gemara of how 

to distinguish between Moses and the other prophets, i.e., to distinguish between one looking 

glass and another looking glass, i.e., between the quality of prophecy of Moses and that of the 

other prophets. 

  

הֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל", וְאִם   לֵיכָּא תּוּ לְהַקְשׁוֹת לִישַׁעְיָה    כֵּןוְעוֹד דִּלְפִי תֵּירוּצוֹ מַשְׁמָע שָׁרְצָה לוֹמַר לוֹ שֶׁגַּם בְּמֹשֶׁה כְּתִיב "וַיִּרְאוּ אֵת אֱ

רֵשׁ  ידּוּשִׁין פֶּרֶק ב' פֵּ יתָּה רַבֵּינוּ חֲנַנְאֵל סָתֵיר דִּידֵיהּ אַדִּידֵיהּ, שֶׁהֲרֵי בְּקִ וּמֵעַ  .שֶׁאָמַר הֵפֶ דִּבְרֵי מֹשֶׁה, שֶׁהֲרֵי גַּם מֹשֶׁה אָמַר כֵּן

הֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל" וַחֲזוֹ יָת אֱלָהָא    רַבֵּינוּ חֲנַנְאֵל וְזַ"ל, יִשְׂרָאֵל, הֲרֵי זֶה בַּדַּאי, דִּשְׁכִינָה דְּ הַמְּתַרְגֵּם פָּסוּק כְּצוּרָתוֹ כְּגוֹן "וַיִּרְאוּ אֵת אֱ

וְאִם כֵּן פְשָׁטֵיה   א דְּאֱלָהָא דְּיִשְׂרָאֵל עכ"ל. וַחֲזוֹ יָת יְקָרָ  מְתַרְגְּמִינַןמַמָּשׁ לאֹ רָאוּ דִּכְתִיב "כִּי לאֹ־יִרְאַנִי הָאָדָם וָחָי", אֶלָּא הָכִי 

הֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל" אֵינוֹ רוֹצֶה לוֹמַר שֶׁרָאוּ אֶת ה', וְהָדְרָא קוּשִׁיַּית מְנַשֶּׁה לְדוּכְ  תָּהּ, שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה אָמַר "כִּי לאֹ־יִרְאַנִי דִּקְרָא דְּ"וַיִּרְאוּ אֵת אֱ

  '.וְכוּ "וָאֶרְאֶה" הָאָדָם וָחָי" וִישַׁעְיָה אָמַר

 

Further, according to his explanation, the meaning that he wanted tell him, was that 

also for Moses it was written, “and they saw the G-d of Israel.” If so, there was nothing else 

to question about Isaiah, i.e., to criticize the fact that he said he saw the L-rd, the opposite of 

the words of Moses in Ex. 33:20, for even Moses said this in Ex. 24:10.  

But now, Rabbeinu Chananel has destroyed this answer of the Gemara, by offering an 

alternate answer, and has destroyed that, his own just-offered alternate answer, for in tractate 

Kiddushin, chapter 2 (49a), [The Gemara teaches]: But isn’t it taught [in a Baraita that] Rabbi 

Yehuda says: One who translates a verse literally is a liar. In the Tosafot, Rabbeinu Chananel 

explained, and these are his words: “One who translates the verse literally, such as translating 

the Hebrew text ‘and they saw the G-d of Israel’ as the equivalent Aramaic text ‘and they saw 

the G-d of Israel’ is a liar. For they did not see the Shechinah itself, as it says, ‘for man cannot 

see Me and live.’ Rather, thus is it translated in Onkelos, ‘and they saw the glory of the G-d 

of Israel.’ ”  

If so, the plain meaning of the verse that “and they saw the G-d of Israel” does not 

mean to say that they saw G-d, but only that they had a sense of G-d’s grandeur, and Manasseh’s 

question then returns to its place, that Moses said, “for man cannot see Me and live,” and yet 

Isaiah contradicted him and said, “I saw the L-rd.” 
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וְהַחִ  מִמְּנַשֶּׁה הַתֵּירוּץ  נֶעֱלַם  דְּוַדַּאי לאֹ  בְּאַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא, שֶׁמְּנַשֶּׁה הָיָה חָכָם גָּדוֹל כְּמוֹ  יוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  נְבִיאִים  בֵּין מֹשֶׁה לִשְׁאַר  לּוּק 
ֹ . שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל בְּסַנְהֶדְרִין , אֶלָּא וַדַּאי צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁמְּנַשֶּׁה הָיָה וְעוֹד שֶׁבְּל א יְשַׁעְיָה אַף שְׁאָר הַחֲכָמִים הָיוּ יְכוֹלִים לְתָרֵץ לוֹ כָּ

תַּלְמוּדָא דְּקָאָמַר מִכָּל  וְהָכִי דָּיֵיק לִישָּׁנָא דְּ .  מַקְשֶׁה לִישַׁעְיָה קוּשְׁיָא אַחֶרֶת דְּלאֹ שָׁיְיכָא עַל הַפָּסוּק אֶלָּא דַּוְקָא לִישַׁעְיָה לְבַדּוֹ
לּוּק בֵּין מֹשֶׁה לִשְׁאַר הַנְּבִיאִים  ידְּמוּכָח דְּתֵירוּץ שֶׁל הַחִ   מָקוֹם קָשׁוּ קְרָאֵי אַהֲדָדֵי וְלָא קָאָמַר מַאי הֲוֵי לֵיהּ לִישַׁעְיָה לְמֵימַר לֵיהּ,

  . הָכִי נָמֵי דִּבְלָאו הָכִי נָמֵי אִיתֵיהּאֵינוֹ אֶלָּא לְפִי הָאֱמֶת אֲבָל קוּשִׁיַּית מְנַשֶּׁה אִין 
 
It can be said that certainly Manasseh didn’t overlook the solution and distinction 

between Moses and the other prophets, for Manasseh was very wise, as [the rabbis] of blessed 
memory said in tractate Sanhedrin (page 103b). Also, even without Isaiah defending himself, 
even the other sages of the time would have been able to answer [Manasseh] thus.  

Rather, certainly, it needs to be said that Manasseh was asking Isaiah another 
question that didn’t pertain specifically to the verse, “I saw the L-rd sitting upon a high and 
lofty throne,” but especially to Isaiah alone, as we will see in the next paragraph. Thus, the 
Talmud is exact in saying, “In any case, [these] verses contradict each other.” It did not say, 
“What else could Isaiah have answered him?” For this [contradiction] proves that the 
solution of the distinction offered by the Gemara between Moses and the other prophets is the 
truth. But regarding the question of Manasseh to Isaiah, pointing out the contradiction, it seems 
that regardless of this true solution of the Gemara, a question against Isaiah that still exists, as 
will be explained in the next paragraph. 

  
לּוּק זֶה שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה לִשְׁאַר  ין חִ ידְּאִם הָאֱמֶת שֶׁמְּנַשֶּׁה לאֹ הָיָה יוֹדֵעַ עֲדַיִ וְעוֹד דִּמְנָא לֵיהּ לִישַׁעְיָה דְּאִי לֵימָא לֵיהּ לִישַׁוְּיֵיהּ מֵזִיד?  

הֲלאֹ אַף אִם לאֹ הָיָה מְנַשֶּׁה שׁוֹמֵעַ לוֹ וְלאֹ הָיָה מַאֲמִין לאֹ הָיָה נִקְרָא מֵזִיד, שֶׁהֲרֵי   ו הָיָה יְשַׁעְיָה אוֹמֵר לוֹ,יהַנְּבִיאִים וְעַכְשָׁ 
מִפָּנַי שֶׁתַּלְמִיד חָכָם שֶׁאוֹמֵר דָּבָר הָלְכָה   לּוּק זֶה בְּעוֹלָם, וְאֵינוֹ חַיָּיב לְהַאֲמִין לִישַׁעְיָה,יא לְפִי סְבָרָתוֹ שֶׁסּוֹבֵר שֶׁאֵין חִ אָנוּס הוּ

  .דֶם מַעֲשֶׂה בָּא שׁוֹמְעִין וְאִם לְאַחֵר מַעֲשֶׂה אֵין שׁוֹמְעִיןוֹאִם ק
 
Also, where did Isaiah derive that Manasseh would not accept whatever [explanation] he 

would say to him [to resolve his prophecies with the words of the Torah]? Also, why did Isaiah 
think that if he would say it to him anyway, he would make [Manasseh] into an intentional 
transgressor [since he would kill Isaiah anyway]?  

For if the truth is that Manasseh still didn’t know the distinction between Moses and 
the other prophets, and now Isaiah were to tell it to him, so what? For even if Manasseh didn’t 
listen to him and didn’t believe him, should he be called an intentional transgressor? For 
[Manasseh] was compelled to disbelieve Isaiah because his own opinion was that there was no 
such distinction in the world between Moses and the other prophets.  

We can understand halachically that he was not obliged to believe Isaiah, for [regarding] 
a Torah scholar who issues a halachic ruling on a matter for which he could have a personal 
benefit, if he stated the ruling before the incident, [people] listen to him, but if he only stated 
the ruling after the incident, people don’t listen to him.1 That is, they might think that his ruling 

 
1 Yevamot 77a, where the teaching is given in the name of Rabbi Abba quoting Rav. 
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was given only so that he could benefit. Thus, if Isaiah had stated such a defense after having been 
challenged, there would no need to believe him. 

 
רוּץ ילּוּק זֶה וְעִם כֹּל זֶה הָיָה מַקְשֶׁה לִישַׁעְיָה, וְיִשַׁעְיָה הָיָה לוֹ תֵּ יוְעַל כָּרְחֲ צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁמְּנַשֶּׁה אִין הָכִי נָמֵי שֶׁהָיָה יוֹדֵעַ חִ 

שְׁיָא לַן מַהוּ זֶה הַתֵּירוּץ וְהַקוּשְׁיָא, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי תֵּירֵץ רַבֵּינוּ חֲנַנְאֵל שֶׁרָצָה וְקַ   .אַחֵר וְלאֹ נָתַן לוֹ כִּי הֵיכִי דְּלאֹ לִישַׁוְּיֵיהּ מֵזִיד
מֹשֶׁה לִשְׁאַר    לּוּק בֵּיןיאֱמַר שֶׁיֵּשׁ חִ לְהָשִׁיב לוֹ דְּגַם בְּמֹשֶׁה כְּתִיב "וַיִּרְאוּ" וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר דְּקוּשְׁיָּית מְנַשֶּׁה הָיְתָה מִשּׁוּם שֶׁאַף אִם נֶ 

, שֶׁלָּשׁוֹן זֶה נוֹתֵ .  הַנְּבִיאִים וְאַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא וְכוּ' ן  עִם כֹּל זֶה לאֹ הָיָה לוֹ לוֹמַר לָשׁוֹן "וָאֶרְאֶה" שֶׁהוּא הֵפֶ הַלָּשׁוֹן שֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה רַבְּ
  . ה גָּדוֹל מִמֹּשֶׁה וְשֶׁחַס וְשָׁלוֹם אֵין מֹּשֶׁה אֱמֶת, וְעַל דָּבָר זֶה דָּנוּהוֹ לַמִּיתָהלּוּק זֶה, וְיאֹמְרוּ שֶׁאַתָּ י לְמִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ יוֹדֵעַ חִ לִטְעוֹת  מָקוֹם  

 
You necessarily must say that Manasseh indeed knew this distinction between Moses 

and the other prophets, and nevertheless questioned Isaiah, and Isaiah had a different solution 
but didn’t give it to him because he didn’t want to make him into an intentional transgressor. 
A difficulty for us is what is this other solution of Isaiah’s and the argument, and because of 
this, Rabbeinu Chananel solved that [Isaiah] wanted to answer him that for Moses, it was 
also written, “and they saw the G-d of Israel.”  

That’s as if to say that the difficulty for Manasseh was because even if it was written 
that there was a distinction between Moses and the other prophets, and it was on account of 
a difference in the looking glass through which each experienced prophecy, nevertheless, [Isaiah] 
houldn’t have used the language, “I saw the L-rd sitting upon a high and lofty throne.” He 
shouldn’t have said this, because it was the opposite of the language that “your master, Moses,” 
said, for this language provides room for error for one who does not know the distinction 
between Moses and the other prophets. As a result, they would say that you are greater than 
Moses, and that G-d forbid the teaching of Moses was not true. Because of this, [Isaiah] was 
judged for death by Manasseh. 

 
הֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל", אַף עַל גַּב שֶׁאֵינָהּ רְאָיָה מַמָּשׁ דְּהָא מְתַרְגְּמִינַן וִישַׁעְיָה הָיָה יָכוֹל לְתָרֵץ לוֹ שֶׁגַּם לָשׁוֹן זֶה אָמַר מֹשֶׁה "וַיִּרְאוּ אֵת   אֱ

וּבְהָכִי לאֹ קָשֶׁה עִם קְרָא דְּ"כִּי לאֹ־יִרְאַנִי" וְכוּ', וְאִם כֵּן אַף אָנָּא נָמֵי אָמֵינָא "וָאֶרְאֶה אֶת" .  וַחֲזוֹ יָת יְקָרָא דְּאֱלָהָא דְּיִשְׂרָאֵל
וּבְזֶה דִּבְרֵי רַבֵּינוּ חֲנַנְאֵל  וְהָיִינוּ אַסְפַּקְלַרְיָא שֶׁאֵינָהּ מְאִירָה עִם כֹּל זֶה שַׁיָּי לְמֵימַר בָּהּ "וָאֶרְאֶה". .הַיְינוּ יְקָרָא דֶּאֱלָהָאוְכוּ' דְּ 

ב הַלָּשׁוֹן שֶׁכְּתָב מֹשֶׁה הֵיכָא  וֹה שֶׁיִּהְיֶה רְשׁוּת לִישַׁעְיָה לִכְתּ עוֹלִים הָכָא וְהַתָּם בְּסִגְנוֹן אֶחָד, וּמְנַשֶּׁה בְּוַדַּאי לאֹ הָיָה מִתְרַצֶּה בְּזֶ 
  . דְּיֵש מָקוֹם לִטְעוֹת, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי לאֹ תֵּירֵץ לוֹ כְּלוּם דְּלאֹ לִישַׁוְּיֵיהּ מֵזִיד

  
Isaiah could have given an excuse to [Manasseh] that this language was even said by 

Moses in Ex. 24:10, “and they saw the G-d of Israel,” even though it’s not really a proof, for 
it is translated into Aramaic by Onkelos as “and they saw the glory of the G-d of Israel.” Thus, 
there’s no difficulty with the verse, “for man cannot see Me and live.” If so, even I can say “I 
saw the L-rd sitting upon a high and lofty throne,” which is using the same terminology as Moses, 
and has the same meaning, that I was referring to the glory of G-d. Also, there is the answer of 
an unclear looking glass, and with all this, it’s appropriate to say, “I saw the L-rd.”  
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In this way, the words of Rabbeinu Chananel come here and there in one style. That 
is, it says in the Gemara that two prophets do not prophesy in the same style.2 By saying that Isaiah 
had wanted to give as an excuse the fact that Moses had used the same terminology, Rabbeinu 
Chananel was suggesting that they were prophesying in the same style, which would not be typical. 
Manasseh would certainly not have been willing to allow Isaiah to write the language written 
by Moses, where there is room for one to err. That is, one might have not understood the 
distinction between Moses and Isaiah, that Moses had a clear looking glass while Isaiah had an 
unclear looking glass. Upon reading that Isaiah said that he “saw the L-rd sitting upon a high and 
lofty throne,” whereas, at least in one place, Moses said, “man cannot see Me and live,” a person 
may have erred and thought that Isaiah was a greater prophet, and that Moses was incorrect. 
Because of this possibility, Manasseh would not have listed to Isaiah, even if he had given this 
excuse. Thus, [Isaiah] didn’t give such an excuse to [Manasseh], so that he not make him into 
an intentional transgressor. 

 
* * * 

 
2 Sanhedrin 89a: “Rabbi Yitzchak says: [A prophetic vision relating to] one [and the same] subject matter may 

appear to several prophets, but two prophets do not prophesy with one style [of speech].” 


