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Chapter XXXVII: Shelach (Num. 13:1-15:41)

Essay 6. One reason that Moses had to die in the wilderness
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Following the false report of the spies of the Land of Israel and its inhabitants, we read: “I
the L-rd have spoken, isn’t it so that I will do this unto all this evil congregation, that are
gathered together against Me: in this wilderness they will be finished off, and there they will die.”"

What is meant by “isn’t it so that I will do this”? How is the verse connected together?
If it comes to teach us that the word of G-d will stand forever, that is an obvious matter.

Also, what is the meaning of the duplication, “they will be finished off, and there they
will die,” for if they will be finished off, it is obvious that they will die.
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This can be explained according to what the Kli Yakar wrote on the verse “if You then
slay this people to a man,”> that Moses’ intention was to say that there would be a desecration
of G-d’s Name in Kkilling them all at once and immediately. For such an act appears as that
of a human who is quick to take revenge in his anger, and such a trait of hastiness and rage
is disgraceful to attribute to the Blessed One.’

Therefore, Scripture says “I the L-rd have spoken,” meaning I am G-d and not a man,
and what I have spoken was not spoken out of anger, but from justice and judgment. But
“isn’t it so,” meaning, if I cannot do what I said because of the desecration of G-d’s Name, I
will not nullify the decree because of that; rather, “I will do this,” that “in this wilderness
they will be finished off.” However, they did not die immediately, but over a course of 40 years.

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com
' Num. 14:35.

2 Num. 14:15.

3 Shlomo Ephraim ben Aaron Luntschitz (1550-1619), K/i Yakar (Lublin 1602), Num. 14:13.
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But still there is a difficulty: did the Holy One, Blessed be He, not know that Moses
would respond in this way, to complain that would be like the action of an angry man? Also, why
did He speak if He was not going to carry it out?

It can be said that if the Holy One, Blessed be He, had destroyed them immediately,
then their death would have been their atonement, for since they died right after they sinned
and did not enjoy anything of this world after their sin, they would be worthy of the World-
to-Come, since a person is not punished with two punishments. Every person has two
portions, one in the Garden of Eden and one in Gehenna; one in this world and one in the
next. One who loses his portion in this world and derives no pleasure from it after sinning,
by law should merit the World-to-Come. But if after the sin he enjoys this world before dying,
then even if he dies before his time, due to his sin, it is possible that he has lost the World-to-
Come because of the benefit he had from this world after his sin. About this, it is said, “He
repays those that hate Him to their face, to destroy them.”*
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This is an allusion to what our Sages said: “He received his World-to-Come in his
lifetime through a small matter,” i.e., an evil person may experience some good things in this
world, but then not receive any share of the World-to-Come.’ The intention of the Holy One,
Blessed be He, was to kill them immediately in this world so that they would merit the World-
to-Come. Even though He knew that this would result in a desecration of G-d’s Name,
nevertheless He was not concerned, for even now, in this world, as we have been exiled among
the nations, they say: “Where is His might? Where are His awesomeness?”—as Daniel and
Jeremiah did not want to say “mighty” and “awesome.”® That is, Moses referred to “the great,
the mighty, and the awesome G-d.”’ Daniel said, “the great and awesome G-d,”® but did not say

4 Deut. 7:10.

5> Deut. Rabbah 2:14; Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 6:1.
®Yoma 69b.

7 Deut. 10:17.

8 Dan. 9:4.



“mighty.” Jeremiah said, “the great, the mighty, L-rd of Hosts,” but didn’t mention “awesome.”’
Even so, He is silent and withholds His anger so that we be spared from Gehenna and merit
the World-to-Come.
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The Holy One, Blessed be He could not do this without the knowledge of Moses our
teacher, peace be upon him, who was the shepherd and leader of Israel, as Scripture says,
“Now, the L-rd had said, ‘Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do.” !°

Therefore, He spoke with Moses about what He intended to do. But Moses did not
want to tolerate this desecration of God's Name, just as Abraham also said: “Far be it from
You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as well as the guilty.”'! This is
because the righteous, who are the foundation of the world and “who add strength to the
power on high”'? through their good deeds, do not want to tolerate any weakening, G-d
forbid, or desecration of G-d’s Name. This is, so to speak, like the case in Bava Kamma: “One
who injures himself, although it is not permitted for him, is [nevertheless] exempt [from
penalty]. Others who injured him are liable [to pay him].”!?

However, in contrast to this, if they remain in this world after they sin and enjoy it,
even if they die before their time, they lose the World-to-Come.
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This is the reason Moses our teacher, peace be upon him, was compelled to die outside
the Land, so that his generation, who had died and been buried in the wilderness, would merit
resurrection of the dead. This is as it says in the Yalkut at the beginning of Parashat
Va’etchanan: “If you will be buried with them, they too will come by your merit,”'* etc.

9 Jer. 32:18.

10 Gen. 18:17.

1 Gen. 18:25.

12 Eichah Rabbah 1:33; Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 1012:1.
13 Mishna Bava Kamma 8:6; Bava Kamma 90b.

14 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 814:5; Deut. Rabbah 2:9.
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But there is a difficulty: Is it right that “Tuvia sinned and Zigud is punished?”' L.e.,
isn’t it the case that the generation of Moses sinned, but Moses himself is being punished with
them? Rather, since Moses caused them to lose the World-to-Come, by preventing G-d from
killing them immediately after they sinned, therefore he too needed to suffer by dying outside
the Land, in order to atone for the enjoyment that Israel had from this world after their sin,
and to bring them with him to the World-to-Come.
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Regarding this, Scripture says, “I the L-rd have spoken,” as if to say, I did not speak
to do this out of anger and rage, as one person might act toward his fellow. Rather, with the
attribute of mercy I did this, to kill them suddenly and immediately, so that they might merit
the World-to-Come. I was compelled to speak with Moses before acting, because Moses was
their shepherd.
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But now that Moses did not agree to this, nonetheless, the decree will not be annulled.
On the contrary, it will be harder for them, for they will not merit the World-to-Come. This
is the meaning of, “isn’t it so that I will do this,” as if to say, if I will not do as I said,
nevertheless, this I will do, that “in this wilderness they will be finished off, and there they
will die.” As it is taught in tractate Sanhedrin (108a): “ ‘They will be finished off’ [means] in
this world, ‘and there they will die” [means] in the World-to-Come. These are the words of
Rabbi Akiva.” Even according to Rabbi Eliezer, who disagrees with Rabbi Akiva and holds
that the verse, “Gather to Me My devout ones,”'® refers to them, nonetheless he agrees that
by strict law they were not worthy to live. However, the merit of the righteous, namely, Moses,
Aaron, and Miriam, would gather them in. From this we learn that at the very least, they
required gathering.

15 Makkot 11a; Pesachim 113b.
16 Ps. 50:5.



