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Chapter XXXVII: Shelach (Num. 13:1–15:41) 
 
Essay 4. What would the Egyptians say? 
 
This essay discusses the text in which G-d threatened to destroy the people and start a new 

nation from Moses. But Moses asked G-d to think of what the Egyptians would say when they 

heard such news, that they would think G-d lacked the ability to bring the Israelites to Canaan. 

 

מִקִּרְבּוֹ".  מֹשֶׁה  "וַיּאֹמֶר הַזֶּה  בְכֹחֲ אֶת־הָעָם  כִּי־הֶעֱלִיתָ  מִצְרַיִם  וְשָׁמְעוּ  שֶׁנִּרְאֶה שֶׁעִ   אֶל־ה'  מִפְּנֵי  קָשֶׁה  הַטַּעַם תָּלוּי  קָּר 

" וְכוּ' "וַעֲנָנְ עֹמֵד"   מְעוּ כִּי־אַתָּה ה'וְעוֹד "וְאָמְרוּ" וְכוּ' "שָׁ   לאֹ הָיָה פִּתְחוֹן פֹּה לְמִצְרִיִים.הָא לָאו הָכִי  שֶׁהֵעָלֵם מִמִּצְרַיִם בְּכֹחוֹ  

 "  ה'  מִבִּלְתִּי יְכֹלֶת"ל וְלָכֵן  וְכוּ' "וְהֵמַתָּה" וְכוּ', נִרְאֶה שֶׁעִקָּר הַפִּתְחוֹן פֹּה שֶׁיֵּשׁ לְמִצְרִיִים הוּא מִפְּנֵי שֶׁהקב"ה הֵטִיב לְיִשְׂרָאֵ 

  וְכוּ'.

 

“But Moses said to the L-rd, when Egypt, from whose midst You brought up this 

people by Your might, hears.”1 A difficulty is that it appears that the main point from this 

initial verse depends on the fact that [the Israelites] fled from Egypt through His power. If 

that were not so, there wouldn’t be an opening here in this section for the Egyptians to be 

critical of G-d’s power. 

Scripture continues further: “they will tell it to the inhabitants of that land. Now they 

have heard that You, L-rd, are in the midst of this people; that You, L-rd, appear in plain sight 

when Your cloud rests over them and when You go before them in a pillar of cloud by day and 

in a pillar of fire by night. If then You slay this people wholesale, the nations who have heard 

Your fame will say . . .”2  

It appears that the main point of the opening here regarding the Egyptians is because 

the Holy One, Blessed be He, was good to Israel, and “It must be because the L-rd did not 

have the ability to bring that people into the land promised them on oath that He slaughtered them 

in the wilderness.”3 

   

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Num. 14:13. 
2 Num. 14:14–15. 
3 Num. 14:16. 
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ים, "וְשָׁמְעוּ  נַת מֹשֶׁה הִיא לוֹמַר אַתָּה הָאֵל הוֹצֵאתָ אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל מִמִּצְרַיִם וְדִלַּגְתָּ אֶת הַקֵּץ שֶׁלּאֹ בָּרָצוֹן הַמִּצְרִיִ ווְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּכַּוָּ 

בִּזְמַנָּם וְכוּ' שֶׁלּאֹ   " בְכֹחֲ כִּי־הֶעֱלִיתָ  הָאָרֶ .  מִצְרַיִם  אֶל־יוֹשֵׁב  שֶׁעֲדַיִ "וְאָמְרוּ  שֶׁמִּפְּנֵי  דַּוְקָא,  הַזּאֹת"  אֵינָם  יץ  הַזְּמַן  עָבַר  לאֹ  ן 

 ֹ " וְהָרְאָיָה שֶׁעַתָּה יִשְׂרָאֵל הֵם טוֹבִים וְצַדִּיקִים שֶׁהֲרֵי "עַיִן בְּעַיִן נִרְאָה אַתָּה ה' וַעֲנָנְ עֹמֵד עֲלֵהֶם  .א לְאֶרֶץ יִשְׂרָאֵליְכוֹלִים לָב

לֶת וֹזֶה הוּא מוֹפֵת חוֹתֵ "מִבִּלְתִּי יְכֹלֶת ה' לְהָבִיא אֶת־הָעָם הַזֶּה" וְכוּ', שֶׁמִּן הַדִּין אֵין לוֹ יְכ,  ה "וְהֵמַתָּה" וְכוּ'וְעִם כֹּל זֶ   .וְכוּ'

    ן הַכְּנַעֲנִי יוֹשֵׁב בָּהּ כְּלוֹמַר תּוֹשָׁב.ילַהֲבִיאָם אֶל הָאָרֶץ שֶׁעֲדַיִ 

 

It can be said that Moses meant to say that you, G-d, brought Israel out of Egypt and 

skipped the end of what was meant to be 400 years of enslavement, doing so against the will of 

the Egyptians. “When Egypt, from whose midst You brought up this people by Your might, 

hears” about this, that it was not in their time to be brought up, “they will tell it to the 

inhabitants of that land” specifically, that because the time had not yet passed, they cannot 

come to the Land of Israel. The proof is that now Israel is good and righteous, for “You, L-rd, 

appear in plain sight when Your cloud rests over them and when You go before them in a pillar 

of cloud by day and in a pillar of fire by night.” But despite all this, “if then You slay this people 

wholesale, the nations who have heard Your fame will say,” this is a clear-cut proof that “it must 

be because the L-rd did not have the ability to bring that people into the Land promised them 

on oath that He slaughtered them in the wilderness,” for according to the law, He didn’t have 

the ability to bring them to the Land, for the Canaanites were still settled in it, as if to say, 

settled. 

 

  , ו יאֹמְרוּ תָּשַׁשׁ כֹּחוֹ כִּנְקֵבָהי, "מִבִּלְתִּי יְכֹלֶת ה' ", יָכוֹל ה' מִיבְּעֵי לֵיהּ, אָמַר רַבִּי אֶלְעָזָר אָמַר מֹשֶׁה עַכְשָׁ וּבַפֶּרֶק ה' דִּבְרָכוֹת

ו יאֹמְרוּ, לִפְנֵי יסִּים שֶׁעָשִׂיתִי לָהֶם בְּיָם, אָמַר לְפָנָיו רִבּוֹנוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם עַכְשָׁ יאָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה וְהַלּאֹ רָאוּ הַנִּ . וְאֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לְהַצִּילָן

שִׁים וְאַחֵד מְלָכִים אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לַעֲמ לִפְנֵי ,דוֹמֶלֶ אֶחָד יָכוֹל לַעֲמ    ד.וֹשְׁ

 

In the 5th chapter of tractate Berachot, regarding the verse, “The L-rd did not have the 

ability,” the Gemara questions the use of the feminine noun יְכֹלֶת [yecholet] [“ability”], stating that: 

It should have said: “The Lord [was not] able [יָכוֹל] [yachol]” [using a 

masculine verb]. Rabbi Elazar said: Moses [selected the feminine noun because 

he] said before the Holy One, Blessed be He: Master of the Universe, now the 

nations of the world will say that His strength weakened like a female, and He 

is unable to rescue them. The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: And 

didn’t they already see the miracles and the mighty acts that I performed for 

them at the [Red] Sea? [Moses] said before Him: Master of the Universe, now 

they will say: Before a single king [like Pharaoh], He is able to stand, [but] 

before 31 kings [in the Land of Canaan], He is unable to stand.  

- Berachot 32a 
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סִּים שֶׁל יְצִיאַת מִצְרַיִם, וּמְכָל שֶׁכֵּן לְפִי פֵּרוּשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "כִּי־הוֹצִיא ה' יסִּים שֶׁעָשָׂה לָהֶם בְּיָם וְלאֹ הַנִּ יוְקָשֶׁה לָמָּה נָקַט נִ 
הִים לָבוֹא לָקַחַת לוֹ גוֹי מִקֶּרֶב גּוֹי בְּמַסֹּת" וְכוּ'.    וְכֵן הַכָּתוּב אוֹמֵר "אוֹ  אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵל מִמִּצְרָיִם", זוֹ גְּדוֹלָה עַל כֻּלָּם. הֲנִסָּה אֱ
נַת ווּמַהוּ "כִּנְקֵבָה" דְּמָה עִנְיָן נְקֵבָה לְכָאן. וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּכַוָּ   מּוֹת תָּשַׁשׁ כֹּחוֹ וְתוּ לָא,וּוְעוֹד קָשֶׁה דְּלאֹ הֲוָה לֵיהּ לְמֵימַר אֶלָּא הָא

לֶת בְּיָדוֹ וֹוְאֵין לוֹ יְכ  מַעְלָהמִמָּה שֶׁגּוֹזְרִים הַבֵּית דִּין שֶׁל    פֶ הֵ מֹשֶׁה הָיְתָה שֶׁהָאוּמּוֹת יאֹמְרוּ שֶׁהקב"ה אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לַעֲשׂוֹת דְּבַר  
.   כְּמֶלֶ

 
A question is why did He choose the words the miracles that He did at [the Red] Sea 

and not “the miracles of the Exodus from Egypt”? In any case, according to the 
interpretation of Rashi on the verse, “Jethro priest of Midian, Moses’ father-in-law, heard all 
that G-d had done for Moses and for Israel, G-d’s people, how the L-rd had brought Israel out 
of Egypt,”4 “this was greater than all other things.”5 

Similarly, Scripture says, “Or has any deity ventured to go and take one nation from 
the midst of another by prodigious acts, by signs and portents, by war, by a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm and awesome power, as the L-rd your G-d did for you in Egypt before your very 
eyes?”6 Another difficulty is that Moses] should have only said, “the nations will now say that 
His strength weakened,” and nothing else. What is the meaning of “like a female,” for how is 
a female relevant here? It can be said that the intent of Moses was that the nations would say 
that the Holy One, Blessed be He, is not able to do anything opposite from what the celestial 
court has decreed, and He has no power in His hand as a king. 

 
לֶת לַעֲשׂוֹת דָּבָר  וֹבְּיָדוֹ יְכ  וְאִם תּאֹמַר וְהַלּאֹ הוּא עָצְמוֹ בָּרָא הַבֵּית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָה וְהוּא אָדוֹן עֲלֵיהֶם וְאֵי אֶפְשָׁר שֶׁלּאֹ יִהְיֶה

נֶגֶד רְצוֹנָם בָּאִשָּׁ .  אַף  לְזֶה  שֶׁמִּצִּינוּ דּוּגְמָא  דַּיָּ יֵשׁ לוֹמַר  לְהַעֲמִיד  הִיא  יְכוֹלָה  אֲבָל  בְּעַצְמָהּ  הִיא  לָדוּן  וְאוֹתָם  יה שֶׁפְּסוּלָה  נִים 
שֶׁן  וֹהַטּוּר (ח"הִיא שֹׁפְטָה אֶת־יִשְׂרָאֵל בָּעֵת הַהִיא", שֶׁ   רְצוּ עַל פָּסוּקיכְּמוֹ שֶׁתֵּ   נִים שֶׁתַּעֲמִיד יִהְיֶה לָהֶם יוֹתֵר כֹּחַ מִמֶּנָּה,יהַדַּיָּ 

נִים, לְפִי שֶׁ"הִיא שֹׁפְטָה אֶת־ י וּמְפָרְשִׁים אֲחֵרִים כָּתְבוּ שֶׁהָיְתָה מְעַמֶּדֶת דַּיָּ . מִשְׁפָּט סִימָן ז') כָּתַב שֶׁהָיְתָה מְלַמֶּדֶת לָהֶם הַדִּינִים
    .פְּסוּלָה לָדוּןיִשְׂרָאֵל" אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לִהְיוֹת כִּפְשׁוּטוֹ שֶׁהֲרֵי הָיְתָה 

 
Perhaps you will say, but He Himself created the celestial court and He is Master over 

them. How is it possible that He does not have the ability to do something even if it’s against 
their will? It can be said that we found an example of this in a woman who is herself not 
allowed to judge, but she can appoint judges. and those judges that she appoints will have 
more power than her. This is as they explained on the verse, “Deborah, wife of Lappidoth, was 
a prophet; she led Israel at that time,”7 that the Tur writes that she was teaching them the 
laws.8 Other commentators wrote that she established judges, for as “she led [שֹׁפְטָה] [shofta] 
Israel at that time,” it cannot be that she was as simple as that, to say that she was ineligible 
to judge.9 

 

 
4 Ex. 18:1. 
5 Rashi on Ex. 18:1. 
6 Deut. 4:34. 
7 Judges 4:4. 
8 Tur, Choshen Mishpat, siman 7:5: “A woman is not allowed to judge, and Deborah was not judging; rather, she 

was teaching the judges of Israel.” 
9 The word “shofta” can mean “judge” or “leader,” and obviously the English title of the Book is “Judges.” Many 

translate as “leader” because of the belief that Deborah would have been disqualified from serving as an actual judge 
in court cases, while other commentators believed that she was an exception and did serve as a judge. 
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וֹ בָּרָא הַבֵּית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָה אַף עַל פִּי כֵן אֵינוֹ יָכוֹל לַעֲשׂוֹת אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהוּא עָצְמ  ,ו יאֹמְרוּ תָּשַׁשׁ כֹּחוֹ כִּנְקֵבָה דַּוְקָאיוְעַכְשָׁ 
בֵּית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָה כְּמוֹ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הִזְכִּיר לוֹ הקב"ה נִסֵּי הַיָּם וְלאֹ נִסֵּי מִצְרַיִם, שֶׁבְּנִסֵּי מִצְרַיִם הָיָה בְּהַסְכָּמַת הַ   נָתָם.וכַּוָּ   פֶ הֵ 

רַשִׁ"ישֶׁפֵּ  כׇל־בְּכוֹר",  רֵשׁ  הִכָּה  וַה'  הַלַּיְלָה  בַּחֲצִי  וּ  "  ה'וַ "  "וַיְהִי  בְּמִדְרָשׁהוּא  אָמְרוּ  וְכֵן  דִּינוֹ,  לְמַלְאָכִים    בֵית  אָמַר הקב"ה 
, מִיָּד הִסְכִּימוּ כֻּלָּם "וְלאֹ־מָרוּ אֶת־דְּבָרוֹ", לְפִי שֶׁהַדִּין הָיָה נוֹתֵן לְהַצִּיל אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל, אֲבָל    רְאוּיִים הַמִּצְרִיִים לִלְקוֹת בַּחֹשֶׁ

שֶׁשָׂרָן שֶׁל מִצְרִיִים הָיָה טוֹעֵן לְהַצִּיל אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל   קֶת גָּדוֹל לְמַעְלָה, כְּנִרְאֶה מֵהַמִּדְרָשׁ יַלְקוּט פָּרָשַׁת בְּשַׁלַּחוֹבְּנִסֵּי הַיָּם הָיָה מַחֲל
   בֵּד הַמִּצְרִיִים.וְלאֹ לְאַ 

 
Now they will say that His power weakened specifically like a female, even though He 

Himself created the celestial court, nevertheless, He cannot do the opposite of their intention. 
Because of that, the Holy One, Blessed be He, reminded him of the miracles of the Red Sea 
and not of the miracles of Egypt, i.e., the Ten Plagues, for the miracles of Egypt occurred with 
the approval of the celestial court, as Rashi explained on the verse, “ ‘It was the middle of the 
night, and the L-rd struck down all the first-born in the land of Egypt,’10 ‘and the L-rd’ 
means He and His celestial court.”11 Similarly, [the rabbis] said in a Midrash, “the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, said to his angels: It is fitting for the Egyptians to be struck with darkness, 
and immediately they all agreed,”12 “and they did not defy His word.”13 For according to the 
law, Israel was allowed to be saved, but at the miracles of the Red Sea there was a huge 
dispute above, as it appears from the Midrash, Yalkut Shimoni, parashat Beshalach, remez 
241, that the guardian angel of the Egyptians was pleading to save Israel and not to destroy 
the Egyptians. 

  
סִּים שֶׁעָשִׂיתִי לָהֶם בְּיָם אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁהַבֵּית דִּין שֶׁל מַעְלָה לאֹ הָיוּ מַסְכִּימִים. וְאָמַר  יוּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי הֵשִׁיב הקב"ה וְהַלּאֹ רָאוּ הַנִּ 

כְּלוֹמַר לִפְנֵי מֶלֶ אֶחָד לאֹ רָצוּ הַבֵּית דִּין לְעַכֵּב    ,ו יאֹמְרוּ לִפְנֵי מֶלֶ אֶחָד וְכוּ' לִפְנֵי שְׁלוֹשִׁים וְאֶחָד מְלָכִים וְכוּ'ילְפָנָיו עַכְשָׁ 
שְׁלוֹשִׁים וְאֶחָד מְלָכִים בְּוַדַּאי    נֶגֶדאֲבָל     עִמּוֹ לִכְבוֹדוֹ, וְעוֹד שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה שָׁם אֶלָּא מְקַטְרֵג אֶחָד,עַל יָדוֹ מִלַּעֲשׂוֹת וְשֶׁמָּא הִסְכִּימוּ

".  יםקָטֵיגוֹרִ הַדִּין, שֶׁיִּהְיוּ שָׁם הַרְבֵּה  פֶ הֵ לֶת בְּיָדוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת וֹלאֹ יִהְיֶה יְכ  וִיעַכְּבוּ בְּיָדוֹ. עַד שֶׁאָמַר לֵיהּ "סָלַחְתִּי כִּדְבָרֶ
 
Because of that, the Holy One, Blessed be He, answered: “Didn’t you see the miracles 

that I performed for them at the Red Sea, even though the celestial court did not agree?” 
[Moses] said before Him: Master of the Universe, now they will say: Before a single king [like 
Pharaoh], He is able to stand, [but] against 31 kings [in the Land of Canaan], He is unable to 
stand. That is as if to say, before one king, the court didn’t want to prevent Him from acting, 
and perhaps they agreed with Him for His honor. Also, there was only one accuser, but for 
31 kings, He will certainly not have the ability to do the opposite, for there will be many 
accusers there and they will stay His hand. At that point, He said to [Moses], “I have forgiven, 
as you said.”14 

* * * 

 
10 Ex. 12:29. 
11 Rashi on Ex. 12:29. 
12 Midrash Ex. Rabbah 14:1. 
13 Ps. 105:28. 
14 Num. 14:20. 


