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Chapter XVIII: Mishpatim (Ex. 21:1–24:18) 
 
Essay 9. Promises of offspring, long life, and sustenance 

  

', "לאֹ תִהְיֶה מְשַׁכֵּלָה וַעֲקָרָה בְּאַרְצֶ˃ אֶת־מִסְפַּר יָמֶי˃ אֲמַלֵּא". שְׁ˄שָׁה הַבְטָחוֹת  "וּבֵרַ˂ אֶת־לַחְמְ˃ וְאֶת־מֵימֶי˃" וְכוּפָּסוּק  

וּבְשִׁלְהֵי    .תָאא בְּמַזָּלָא תַּלְיָא מִילְּ הַלָּלוּ הֵן מַאי דְּאָמַר רָבָא בְּשִׁלְהֵי מוֹעֵד קָטָן בָּנֵי חַיֵּי וּמְזוֹנֵי, לָא בִּזְכוּתָא תַּלְיָא מִילְּתָא, אֶלָּ 
וְקָשֶׁה דְּמִכָּאן נִרְאֶה דְּבִזְכוּתָא דַּוְקָא תַּלְיָא מִילְּתָא, מִדְּאָמַר הקב"ה    .שַׁבָּת כָּתְבוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת דְּעַל יְדֵי זְכוּת גְּדוֹל מִשְׁתָּנָה הַמַּזָּל

  . ת ה' אֱ˄הֵיכֶם", לאֹ מַשְׁמָע שֶׁיִּהְיֶה זֶה עַל יְדֵי זְכוּת גָּדוֹללְקַיֵּים לָהֶם אֵלּוּ הַבְטָחוֹת, וְאַף שֶׁכָּתוּב "וַעֲבַדְתֶּם אֵ 
  

There are verse[s]: “You will serve the L-rd, your G-d, Who will bless your bread and 
your water; and I will remove sickness from your midst. No woman shall miscarry or be barren 
in your Land; the full count of your days I will fulfill.”1  

These can be grouped as three promises that are what Rava discussed at the end of 
tractate Moed Katan (28a): “Children, lifespan, and income—these things do not depend on 
one’s merit, but rather these things depend upon fate.”  

But at the end of tractate Shabbat (156a), the Tosafists wrote that fate can change if [a 
person has] great merit.  

A difficulty is that from here, i.e., from the cited verses, Ex. 23:25–26, it appears that 
the matter specifically depends upon merit, from the fact that the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
said He would fulfill these promises. Even the Scripture, “You will serve the L-rd, your G-d, 
Who will bless your bread and your water . . .” doesn’t mean that this will be because of a great 
merit. 

  
נּוּת הַמַּזָּל וּת גָּדוֹל וּבְלאֹ הִשְׁתַּ וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִין הָכִי נָמֵי דִּבְלאֹ זְכוּת גָּדוֹל בְּמַזָּלָא תַּלְיָא מִילְּתָא וְהקב"ה מַבְטִיחָם שֶׁאַף בְּלאֹ זְכ

מְצָמִים, הקב"ה יְבָרֵ˂ אוֹתָן הַמְּזוֹנוֹת,  וּוְהָיִינוּ שֶׁאִם הַמַּזָּל יִהְיֶה שֶׁאֶחָד מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל יִהְיֶה לוֹ מְזוֹנוֹת מְצ   .יִהְיֶה לָהֶם טוֹבוֹת הַלָּלוּ
˂ הַמַּזָּל וְהֶעָנִי יִתְעַדֵּן בְּרֶיוַח כְּמוֹ הֶעָשִׁיר וְיאֹכַל וְיִשְׂבַּע וְיוֹתִיר, וְזֶה וֹהֲפוּבְהָכִי לאֹ יַ .  שֶׁיּאֹכַל קִמְעָא וְיִהְיֶה הַפַּת מִתְבָּרֵ˂ בְּמֵיעָיו

שֶׁרָצָה    דְּמִדִכְתַב "לַחְמְ˃" וְ"מֵימֶי˃" דַּוְקָא, שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ  שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "וַעֲבַדְתֶּם אֵת ה' אֱ˄הֵיכֶם וּבֵרַ˂ אֶת־לַחְמְ˃ וְאֶת־מֵימֶי˃", 
ם הַבְּרָכָה יִתְבָּרֵ˂ וְיַעֲשֶׂה כְּמוֹ  לוֹמַר אוֹתוֹ הַלֶּחֶם שֶׁיִּהְיֶה לְ˃ לְפִי מַזָּלְ˃ וְלאֹ יִהְיֶה לְ˃ זְכוּת גָּדוֹל לִשְׁנוֹת הַמַּזָּל, זֶה הַמְּעַט עִ 

  . שֶׁיִּהְיֶה הַרְבֵּה
 
It can be said that it’s indeed so that without a great merit, these things ordinarily 

depend upon fate, but the Holy One, Blessed be He, promises [Israel] that even without great 
merit and without changing their fate, they will have these good things. That is, if due to fate, 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Ex. 23:25–26. 
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one Jew would have limited food, the Holy One, Blessed be He, will bless that food, and [the 
Jew] will eat a little and the food will be blessed in his bowels. Thus, the fate won’t be 
overturned, but the poor person will be pampered in plenty like the wealthy person, and will 
eat and be satisfied. This is what Scripture said, “You will serve the L-rd, your G-d, Who will 
bless your bread and your water.” The meaning is that as it’s specifically written “your bread” 
and “your water,” we hear from this that it means the same bread that you would have had 
because of your fate. You would not need to have great merit to change your fate; rather, this 
is a little food with the blessing that it will be blessed so that it will be as filling as a lot of food. 

 
מֵהֵם, דִּבְ  יִפְחוֹת  יְשַׁנֶּה הַמַּזָּל לְהוֹסִיף אֲבָל לאֹ  אֲמַלֵּא" רָצָה לוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ  יָמֶי˃  נָמֵי "אֶת־מִסְפַּר  אָמְרִינַן     פֶרֶק ד' דִּיבָמוֹתוְכֵן 

וְ"זָכָה" רָצָה לוֹמַר זְכוּת גָּדוֹל, כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב שָׁם מַהַרְשָׁ"א לְפִי דִּבְרֵי הַתּוֹסָפוֹת הַנַּ"ל,  .  פּוֹחֲתִין לוֹ—לוֹ, לאֹ זָכָה  ןמוֹסִיפִי—זָכָה
 . לִימוּו הִבְטִיחָן הַכָּתוּב שָׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵין לָהֶם זְכוּת גָּדוֹל לאֹ יִפְחֲתוּ אֶלָּא יַשְׁ יוְעַכְשָׁ 

 
Similarly, “the full count of your days I will fulfill” also means that [G-d] won’t change 

the fate to add to his days, but at least they won’t be shortened, as in the fourth chapter of 
tractate Yevamot: 

If he is deserving, [G-d] completes his [allotted lifespan]. [If] he is 
undeserving [i.e., wicked], He reduces his [lifespan]; [this] is the statement of Rabbi 
Akiva [i.e., that one cannot outlive his preordained lifespan].  

[In contrast,] the Rabbis say: [If] he is deserving, [G-d] adds to his 
[lifespan]. [If] he is undeserving, He reduces his [lifespan]. 

- Yevamot 50a  
“Deserving” in this context of added years means “great merit,” i.e., righteous, as the 
Maharsha2 writes there according to the words of the Tosafists above. Now, the Scripture 
guarantees them that even if they don’t have great merit, [their lot] won’t be diminished, 
rather it will be completed. 

  
אַדַּעְתִּין לוֹמַר שֶׁיִּפְחֲתוּ לְמִי שֶׁיִּזְכֶּה אַף  ן פּוֹחֲתִין אֶלָּא לְמִי שֶׁלּאֹ זָכָה, וְאֵי˂ תִיסַקוְאִם תּאֹמַר מַה צוֹרֵ˂ לְהַבְטָחָה זוֹ וַהֲלאֹ אֵינָ 

רֶ˂ שֶׁיִּזְכֶּה וֹצ  מַשְׁלִימִין לוֹ, מַה—וְהָכִי נָמֵי קָשֶׁה לִסְּבָרַת ר' עֲקִיבָא בְּפֶרֶק ד' דִּיבָמוֹת דְּקָאָמַר זָכָה  עַל פִּי שֶׁאֵין לוֹ זְכוּת גָּדוֹל.
  .לּוּ אִם יִהְיֶה בֵּינוֹנִי לאֹ יִפְחֲתוּ לוֹ, שֶׁהֲרֵי אֵין פּוֹחֲתִין אֶלָּא דַּוְקָא לְמִי שֶׁלּאֹ זָכָהיוְהַלּאֹ אֲפִ 

 
Maybe you’ll say, what need is there for this guarantee, for there is only diminishment 

for one who is undeserving. How would it enter your mind to say that there would be 
diminishment for one who is deserving, even if he does not have great merit? I.e., 
“undeserving” means a wicked person, but “deserving” could perhaps refer to a righteous person 
or perhaps someone who is a beinoni, an average person. Thus, it’s also difficult to understand 
the explanation of Rabbi Akiva in the fourth chapter of tractate Yevamot, as quoted above, 

 
2 Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555–1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei 

Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot. 
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where he says, “[If] he is deserving, [G-d] completes his [allotted lifespan]; [if] he is 
undeserving, He reduces his [lifespan].”  

What need was there that he should be deserving, i.e., a righteous person, for even if 
he would only be a beinoni, an average person, he wouldn’t have any diminishment, for there 
is only diminishment for one who is undeserving, i.e., a wicked person.  

 
ר בִּמְקוֹם סַכָּנָה שֶׁלּאֹ וֹגוֹן לַעֲבוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁלִּפְעָמִים אָדָם מַזִּיק בְּרִיאוּתוֹ בְּשׁוֹגֵג, בְּמַאֲכָל אוֹ בְּמִשְׁתֶּה אוֹ בְּאֵיזֶה עִנְיָן אַחֵר כְּ 

וְלָכֵן מַבְטִיחוֹ הַכָּתוּב שֶׁיִּשְׁמְרֵהוּ מֵאֵלּוּ הַמִּקְרִים הָרָעִים כְּדֵי  . עָלָיו אֵיזֶה מִקְרֶה וְיִסְתַּכֵּן בּוֹ בְּשׁוֹגֵגשֶׁיָּבאֹ יָדַע בָּהּ, וְהָיָה אֶפְשָׁר 
  ם הָיָה זָרִיז לְהִנָּצֵל מֵהַמִּקְרִים. לְהַשְׁלִים יָמָיו, אָמְנָם לְמִי שֶׁלּאֹ זָכָה לאֹ דַּי שֶׁלּאֹ יַצִּילוּהוּ אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא פּוֹחֲתִין לוֹ מַמָּשׁ אַף אִ 

 .יִשְׁתַּנֶּה הַמַּזָּלבְּבָנִים כְּתָב "לאֹ תִהְיֶה מְשַׁכֵּלָה" וְכוּ' וּמִכָּאן נִרְאֶה שֶׁמְּשַׁנֶּה הַמַּזָּל, וְקָשֶׁה לָמָּה דַּוְקָא בְּזֶה  אָמְנָם
 
It can be said that sometimes a person harms his health by accident, by eating, or by 

drinking, or by some other matter, such as passing through a place of danger that he did not 
know about, and it is possible that some incident will befall him and he’ll endanger himself 
by accident. Therefore, Scripture promises him that he will be guarded from these bad 
incidents in order to fulfill his days.  

However, for one who is undeserving, it’s not enough that he won’t be saved; rather, 
he will have a diminishment, even if he was alert to save himself from these incidents. 

However, regarding children, it’s written, “no woman shall miscarry or be barren in 
your Land,” and from here it appears that there is a change in fate, and it is difficult why 
especially in this regard the fate will be changed. 

 
  נּוּי מָקוֹם כִּדְאַשְׁכְּחַן יוְיֵשׁ אוֹמְרִים אַף שִׁ   ,בָרִים מְקָרְעִין גְּזַר דִּינוֹ שֶׁל אָדָםוְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּראֹשׁ הַשָּׁנָה שְׁ˄שָׁה דְּ 

דְּאַהַנְיָא יִשְׂרָאֵל הוּא  דְּאֶרֶץ  זְכוּתָא  וְאִידָ˂ הַהוּא  דַּוְקָא    בְּאַבְרָהָם,  בְּאַרְצֶ˃"  וַעֲקָרָה  מְשַׁכֵּלָה  תִהְיֶה  הַכָּתוּב "לאֹ  וְאָמַר  לֵיהּ. 
  .וְהָיִינוּ מִשּׁוּם זְכוּת אֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל

 
It can be said that it’s brought in the first chapter of tractate Rosh Hashanah:  

And Rabbi Yitzchak said: Three matters evoke a person’s sins. They are: 
[Endangering oneself by sitting next to] a leaning wall; expecting prayer [to be 
accepted, as that leads to G-d judging the person]; and passing a case against 
another [to Heaven], for Rabbi Avin said: Anyone who passes a case against 
another [to G-d] is punished first [as that leads to G-d judging both parties]. . .  

And Rabbi Yitzchak said: A person’s sentence is torn up on [account of] 
four [types of] actions. These are: [Giving] charity, crying out [in prayer], a change 
of [one’s] name, and a change of [one’s] deeds. . .  

And some say: Also, a change of [one’s] place [of residence cancels an 
evil judgment], as we find with Abraham. . . And the other [one, i.e., Rabbi 
Yitzchak, who does not include a change of residence in his list, holds that in the 
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case of Abram], it was the merit [and sanctity] of the Land of Israel that helped 
him [become the father of a great nation]. 

- Rosh Hashanah 16b  
 

רֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל נִקְרָא זְכוּת גָּדוֹל לִשְׁנוֹת הַמַּזָּל שֶׁל הַבָּנִים, הָיָה לוֹ לְהִקָּרֵא זְכוּת גָּדוֹל אַף אֶלָּא דְּעֲדַיִין קָשֶׁה אִם זְכוּת יְשִׁיבַת אֶ 
לוֹמַר שֶׁלְּעוֹלָם הקב"ה מוֹדֵד   וְיֵשׁ  הַמַּזָּל.לְחַיֵּי וּמְזוֹנִי, וְאִם אֵינוֹ נִקְרָא זְכוּת גְּדוֹל לְחַיֵּי וּמְזוֹנִי מַאי שְׁנָא בְּנֵי דִּלְדַבֵּר זֶה מִשְׁתַּנֶּה  

לוֹהַּ, וְכׇל הַדָּר בְּחוּצָה לָאָרֶץ דּוֹמֶה  מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה דִּבְפֶרֶק י"ג דִּכְתוּבּוֹת אָמְרִינַן כׇּל הַדָּר בְּאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל דּוֹמֶה כְּמִי שֶׁיֵּשׁ לוֹ אֱ 
וּבְפֶרֶק ו' דִּיבָמוֹת אָמְרִינַן כָּל מִי שֶׁאֵינוֹ עוֹסֵק . כֶם אֶת־אֶרֶץ כְּנַעַן לִהְיוֹת לָכֶם לֵא˄הִים"כְּמִי שֶׁאֵין לוֹ אֱלוֹהַּ, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "לָתֵת לָ 

— לֵּק מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל, שֶׁנֶּאֱמַר "לִהְיוֹת לְ˃ לֵא˄הִים וּלְזַרְעֲ˃ אַחֲרֶי˃", בִּזְמַן שֶׁזַּרְעֲ˃ אַחֲרֶי˃]תַּ [בְּפִרְיָהּ וּרְבִיָּה גּוֹרֵם לַשְּׁכִינָה שֶׁתִּסְ 
  . שְׁכִינָה עַל מִי שׁוֹרָה? עַל הָעֵצִים וְעַל הָאֲבָנִים? ע"כ—שְׁכִינָה שׁוֹרָה, ״אֵין זַרְעֲ˃ אַחֲרֶי˃״

 
But it is still difficult to understand: If the merit of dwelling in the Land of Israel is 

called a great merit, to change the fate of the children, it should be called a great merit even 
for lifespan and income. To the contrary, if it is not called a great merit for lifespan and income, 
what is different regarding children to say that this dwelling in the Land of Israel changes the 
fate? It can be said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, always weighs measure-for-measure, 
as in the 13th chapter of tractate Ketubot (110b), it is said, “That anyone who resides in the 
Land of Israel is considered as one who has a G-d, and anyone who resides outside the Land 
of Israel is considered as one who does not have a G-d. As it is stated: ‘To give to you the 
land of Canaan, to be your G-d.’ ”3  

Also, in the sixth chapter of tractate Yevamot (64a), it is said: “Everyone who does not 
engage in [the commandment to be] fruitful and multiply causes the Shechinah to depart from 
Israel, as it is said, ‘to be G-d to you and to your offspring to come’4. . . When your seed is 
after you [i.e., when you have children], the Shechinah rests [upon the Jewish people, but if] 
your seed is not after you, upon whom does the Shechinah rest? Is it upon wood and stones?”  

  
נָּה בָּאָה עַל יְדֵי הַבָּנִים, וְאִם כֵּן עַל ינָּה, וְהַשְׁרָאַת שֶׁכִּ ייִשְׂרָאֵל הוּא דָּר שָׁם כְּדֵי הָיָה לוֹ הַשְׁרָאַת שֶׁכִּ וּמֵעַתָּה זֶה שֶׁדָּר בְּאֶרֶץ  

אָר מִילֵּי לאֹ, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי אַחַר שֶׁכָּתַב  דִּלְעִנְיָן הַבָּנִים מִקְרֵי יְשִׁיבַת אֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵל זְכוּת גָּדוֹל אֲבָל לַשְּׁ   כָּרְחֲ˃ צָרִי˂ לְשַׁנּוֹת מַזָּלוֹ,
הַמַּזָּל, שֶׁיִּשְׁתַּנֶּה  דְּהַיְינוּ  וְכוּ'  מְשַׁכֵּלָה"  תִהְיֶה  שִׁ   "לאֹ  בְּלִי  אֲמַלֵּא"  יָמֶי˃  "אֶת־מִסְפַּר  כְּשֵׁם  יכָּתַב  נֶאֱמַר  שֶׁלּאֹ  כְּדֵי  מַזָּל,  נּוּי 

 לְבָנִים וְאַחַר ם כָּ˂ יִשְׁתַּנֶּה בְּחַיִּים, וְהַכָּתוּב סַדְרָן לְפִי הַצּוֹרֶ˂, שֶׁמִּתְּחִלָּה אָדָם צָרִי˂ לִמְזוֹנוֹת וְאַחַר כָּ˂שֶׁמִּשְׁתַּנֶּה הַמַּזָּל בְּבָנִי
  .כָּ˂ לְחַיִּים אֲרוּכִּים

 
Now, one who dwells in the Land of Israel dwells there in order that he will have the 

inspiration of the Shechinah, and inspiration of the Shechinah comes from having children. 
Thus, if it’s so [that he doesn’t have children], [G-d] must necessarily change his fate so that 
he will have children. That is, regarding children, dwelling in the Land of Israel is called “a 
great merit,” but for the rest of the three things it is not. Because of this, after it is written, 
“No woman shall miscarry,” which is that the fate will be changed, it is written, “the full 

 
3 Lev. 25:38. 
4 Gen. 7:17. 
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count of your days I will fulfill”—as we have said without changing fate. This is in order that 
it won’t be said, “Just as his fate changed with children, so too his fate will change in life.” 
The Scripture is arranged according to the need, that initially a person needs food, then 
children, and then a long life.  

 
יָמֶי˃ אֲמַלֵּא", וְאֵצֶל הַמְּזוֹנוֹת כְּתִיב "וַהֲסִרֹתִי מַחֲלָה מִקִּרְבֶּ˃"    . אֶת־מִסְפַּר  . . "לאֹ תִהְיֶה מְשַׁכֵּלָה . . וְזֶהוּ "וּבֵרַ˂ אֶת־לַחְמְ˃" .

תְּלוּיִם בָּהֶם וְכֻלָּן פַּת שַׁחֲרִית מְבַטְּלָתָן, וְעוֹד   פ"ג חֳלָאִיםשֶׁ כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל מַחֲלָה זוֹ מָרָה    לְפִי שֶׁהוּא עִנְיָן תָּלוּי בִּמְזוֹנוֹת,
  .ק ד' דִּכְתוּבּוֹת אָמְרִינַן דִּרְפוּאָה הִיא כִּמְזוֹנוֹתדִּבְפֶרֶ 

 
This is the meaning of “Who will bless your bread . . . the full count of your days I will 

fulfill,” and for bread it is written, “I will remove sickness [מַחֲלָה] [machala] from your midst.” 
It is written thus because this is a matter depending upon food, as [the rabbis] of blessed 
memory have said, “It is taught in a Baraita: ‘Sickness’—this [refers to] bile, that there are 83 
illnesses in them,5 and all are negated by bread dipped in salt [eaten in] the morning.”6  

Also, in the fourth chapter of tractate Ketubot, it is said, “medical treatment is like 
sustenance.”7 

 
* * * 

 
5 The Gematria of מַחֲלָה is 83. 
6 Bava Kamma 102b. 
7 Ketubot 52b: “The Sages taught [in a Baraita]: [Regarding] a widow who is sustained from the property of the 

orphans and who requires medical treatment, [her medical needs] are like her sustenance [and the orphans must bear 
the costs].” 

 


