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Chapter XXXVI: Beha’alotecha (Num. 8:1–12:16) 
 
Essay 5. All were saved on account of Moses 
 

  .כֻּלְּכֶם, אָמַר לָהֶם מֹשֶׁה לְיִשְׂרָאֵל בִּשְׁבִילִי נִצַּלְתֶּם "אָנֹכִי בְּקִרְבּוֹשֵׁשׁ־מֵאוֹת אֶלֶף רַגְלִי הָעָם אֲשֶׁר "פֶּרֶק קַמָּא  סוֹטָה

  
In tractate Sotah, the first chapter, it says:  

[Pharaoh’s astrologers] saw that the savior of the Jewish people would be 
stricken by water. [They thought that their vision indicated that Moses would be 
killed in the water.] They arose and decreed: “Every son that is born you shall cast 
into the river” (Ex. 1:22). Once [Jochebed] cast Moses [into the water, although he 
was protected in a box, the astrologers] said: We no longer see [in the stars 
anything] like that sign [we saw as to the downfall of the leader of the Jews by 
water, and therefore at that moment] they canceled their decree. But they did not 
know that [what they saw foretold that Moses] would be stricken on account of the 
waters of Meribah.1 [They envisioned a downfall for Moses by water but didn’t 
fully comprehend their vision.] 

And this is what Rabbi Chama, son of Rabbi Chanina, says: What is [the 
meaning of] that which is written: “These are the waters of Meribah, where [the 
children of Israel] strove [with the L-rd, and He was sanctified in them]” (Num. 
20:13)? [The verse indicates that] these are [the waters] that the astrologers of 
Pharaoh saw and [on account of which they] erred. And this is what Moses said: 
“[The people], among whom I am, are six hundred thousand men on foot 
[ragli] [רַגְלִי] [and yet You have said: ‘I will give them flesh, that they may eat a 
whole month’]” (Num. 11:21). Moses said to them, to Israel: “Because of me, 
[which is an alternative meaning of the word ragli], all of you were saved, [as the 
decree to throw all males into the river was canceled on my account]. 

- Sotah 12b 
 
 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. 
1 Num. 20:2–13.  
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לַיְּאוֹר  שְׁלָ  וּצְטַגְנִינֵי פַּרְעֹה, וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר הוּא הָיָה הָרִאשׁוֹן הַמּי הִקְשׁוּ בַּתּוֹסָפוֹת תֵּימָא דְּאַדְּרַבָּא בִּשְׁבִילוֹ נִגְזְרָה גְּזֵירָה שֶׁרָאוּ אִ וְ 
לְהִשְׁתַּבֵּחַ וְלוֹמַר לָהֶם  וַעֲדַיִין הַקוּשְׁיָא בִּמְקוֹמָהּ עוֹמֶדֶת, דְּאֲפִילּוּ תֵּימָא שֶׁהוּא הָיָה הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁהוּשְׁלָ לַיְּאוֹר אֵין לוֹ    עכ"ל.

 .ו שֶׁלּאֹ מֵת שׁוּם אָדָם אֵין לוֹ לאֹ שֶׁבַח וְלאֹ גְּנַאייוְעַכְשָׁ  ,דְּאַדְּרַבָּא בִּשְׁבִילוֹ נִגְזְרָה גְּזֵירָה ,כֻּלְּכֶםבִּשְׁבִילִי נִצַּלְתֶּם 
 
It is asked in the Tosafot, “You can say to the contrary, that it was because of him that 

a decree was issued, because of what the astrologers of Pharaoh saw? It can be said [in 
answer], he was the first [infant] to be cast into the river, and the initial decree, ‘If it is a boy, 
then kill him’ (Ex. 1:16), was not on account of [Moses], but because [Pharaoh said,] ‘They will 
fight with us’ (Ex. 1:10), and it is generally men who fight.” Yet the question still stands, that 
even though he was the first to be thrown into the river, he has no right to praise and to tell 
them, “Because of me, all of you were saved,” rather, because of him, a decree was issued, 
and now, when we see that no man has died, he should have neither praise for having saved 
everyone, nor derision for having endangered everyone to start with. 

  
כָּ הָיְתָה  מֹשֶׁה  דְּכַּוָּונַת  לוֹמַר  הוּא  ,וְיֵשׁ  הָיָה  לאֹ  גּוֹזְרִים    ,שֶׁאִם  הַמִּצְרִיים  הָיוּ  הַיְאֹרָה  הַ לאֹ  הַיִּלּוֹד  "כׇּל־הַבֵּן  שֶׁל  גְּזֵירָה 

מּוּ  יגְּזֵירָה זוֹ, לאֹ הָיָה הקב"ה טוֹבֵעַ הַמִּצְרִיים בְּיָם מִדָּה כְּנֶגֶד מִדָּה כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּירֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י זַ"ל בַּמַּיִם דִּ   וְאִם לאֹ הָיְתָה .  תַּשְׁלִיכֻהוּ"
  .לְאַבְּדָם וְהֵם נֶאֶבְדוּ בַּמַּיִם

 
It can be said that Moses’ intent was thus: that if not for him, the Egyptians would 

not have issued the decree of, “Every boy that is born you shall throw into the river” (Ex. 
1:22). Also, if not for this decree, the Holy One, Blessed be He, would not have drowned the 
Egyptians in the river, measure for measure as punishment for what they wanted to do to the 
Jewish infants, as Rashi of blessed memory explained on Ex. 18:11, where he wrote: “by water 
they thought to destroy them, and they [themselves] were destroyed by water.” 

 
יִשְׂרָאֵל נִ וְאִם לאֹ הָיוּ הַמִּצְרִיים נִטְבָּעִים בַּיָּם   נִקְרָאִים  יוֹם טוֹב    תּוֹסֶפֶתהַ צּוּלִים מִן הַמִּצְרִיים כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּירֵשׁ  ילְעוֹלָם לאֹ הָיוּ 

דְּבֵית  .  "יִםעַל מַתְנִיתִין עַד הֵיכָן הוּא אוֹמֵר בֵּית שַׁמַּאי אוֹמְרִים וְכוּ' וּבֵית הִלֵּל אוֹמְרִים עַד "חַלָּמִישׁ לְמַעְיְנוֹ־מָ  בְּסוֹף פְסָחִים
נִזְכַּר קְרִיעַת יַם־סוּף כְּיוֹן    צָרִי שֶׁיּאֹמַר גַּם הַשֵּׁנִי שֶׁיֵּשׁ בּוֹ הַזְכָּרַת קְרִיעַת יַם־סוּף,  ,הִלֵּל סָבְרִי כְּיוֹן דִּבְמִזְמוֹר הָרִאשׁוֹן לאֹ 

מִצְרַיִם עַד שֶׁקָּרַע לָהֶם אֶת הַיָּם וְנִטְבַּעוּ הַמִּצְרִיים, כְּדִכְתִיב "וַיּוֹשַׁע    מִיַּדכִּי לאֹ נוֹשָׁעוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל    .שֶׁאָמַר אַחַר כָּ בִּרְכַּת הַגְּאוּלָּה
  מִצְרָיִם", בַּיּוֹם הַהוּא דַּוְקָא.  מִיַּדה' בַּיּוֹם הַהוּא אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵל  

 
If the Egyptians had not been drowned in the sea, Israel never would have been called 

“saved from the Egyptians,” as the Tosefet Yom Tov2 explained at the end of Pesachim 
(chapter 10, Mishna 6) regarding the teaching: “Until where [in the Passover Hagadah] does 
one recite [the first half of Hallel (with the second half coming after the meal)]? Beit Shammai 
say: Until ‘[Who makes the barren woman dwell in her house as] a joyful mother of children, 
hallelujah’ (Ps. 113:9). And Beit Hillel say: Until ‘[Who turned the rock into a pool of water], 
the flint into a fountain of waters’ (Ps. 114:8).” [The law here follows Beit Hillel.] For as the 

 
2 Rabbi Gershon Shaul Yom-Tov Lipmann ben Nathan ha-Levi Heller (c. 1579 – 19 August 1654), Bohemian 

rabbi and Talmudist. His commentary on the Mishnah, called the Tosefet Yom-Tov, was published 1614–1617. 
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Tosefet Yom Tov explains, Beit Hillel think that since in the first psalm, i.e., Ps. 113, the 
splitting of the Sea of Reeds is not mentioned, that one should also say the second psalm, i.e., 
Ps. 114, for within it the splitting of the Sea of Reeds is mentioned. Beit Hillel believe this is 
necessary, according to the Tosefet Yom Tov, since after this reading of the first half of Hallel at 
the Passover seder, one says Birkat haGeula [the Blessing of the Redemption].3 For Israel was 
only delivered from the hand of Egypt when the sea was split for them and the Egyptians 
were drowned, as it is written, “Thus the L-rd delivered Israel that day from the Egyptians” 
(Ex. 14:30), precisely on that day. 

  
וְעַל זֶה הִקְשׁוּ הַתּוֹסָפוֹת וַהֲרֵי אִם  .  צַּלְתֶּם מִיַּד הַמִּצְרִייםיוְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר מֹשֶׁה בִּשְׁבִילִי נִגְזְרָה גְּזֵירָה וְהִיא הָיְתָה סִבָּה שֶׁכּוּלְּכֶם נִ 

  מִיַּד הַמִּצְרִיים בִּשְׁבִילוֹ,   צּוּלוֹיִ שֶׁ לְכוּ אֵיזֶה בְּנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל לַיְּאוֹר וּכְבָר מֵתוּ, וּמָה שֶׁבַח הוּא זֶה  שְׁ וּבִּשְׁבִילוֹ נִגְזְרָה גְּזֵירָה זוֹ אִם כֵּן ה 
מֵת שׁוּם אֶחָד מִיִּשְׂרָאֵל,  וְתֵירְצוּ שֶׁהוּא הָיָה הָרִאשׁוֹן וְכוּ' וּבִגְּזֵירָה זוֹ לאֹ    אִם אַדְרַבָּא נִתְחַיְּיבוּ קְצָת מֵהֵם לְמִיתָה בִּשְׁבִילוֹ.

 .יַם־סוּףלָּם בִּקְרִיעַת וּצּוּלוֹ כּיוְאַדְרַבָּא הוּא שֶׁבַח לְמֹשֶׁה שֶׁבִּשְׁבִילוֹ נִגְזְרָה הַגְּזֵירָה וּבִשְׁבִיל גְּזֵירָה זוֹ נִ 
 
This is what Moses effectively said, “Because of me, the decree was imposed, and that 

was the reason that all of you were saved from the hand of the Egyptians. Regarding this, the 
Tosafot asked, if because of him this decree was issued, if so, some sons of Israel have already 
been sent to the river and have already died, and what praise is this that they have been saved 
from the hand of the Egyptians because of him, if to the contrary a few of them have been 
obliged to die because of him! [The Tosafot] resolved this, that he was the first [infant] to be 
cast into the river, and in this decree not a single one died from the Children of Israel, and to 
the contrary, this is praise to Moses, for because of him the decree was issued, and because 
of this decree, they were all saved in the splitting of the Sea of Reeds. 

 
 

* * * 

 
3 “Blessed are You, L-rd our G-d, King of the universe, Who redeemed us and redeemed our ancestors from Egypt, 

and brought us on this night to eat matzo and maror; so too, L-rd our G-d, and G-d of our ancestors, bring us to other 
appointed times and holidays that will come to greet us in peace, joyful in the building of Your city and happy in Your 
worship; that we shall eat there from the offerings and from the Passover sacrifices, the blood of which shall reach the 
wall of Your altar for favor, and we shall thank You with a new song upon our redemption and upon the restoration of 
our souls. Blessed are you, L-rd, Who redeemed Israel.” 


