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Chapter XLIV: Devarim (Deut. 1:1-3:22)

Essay 5. The “voice” of the words
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In recounting the Israelites’ reaction to the report of the spies, Moses said: “The L-rd
heard the voice of your words and He became angry, and he made a vow, saying, ‘Not one of
those involved, this evil generation, shall see the good land that I swore to give to your fathers.” »!
A difficulty is why didn’t it say, “The L-rd heard your words,” for what is this “the voice of
your words”?

We find this language in parshat Va’etchanan, twice in one verse, as Moses recounted
the Israelites’ reaction to hearing G-d speak at Mount Sinai.

When you heard the voice out of the darkness, while the mountain was ablaze with
fire, you came up to me, all your tribal heads and elders, And you said, “The L-rd
our G-d has just shown us a majestic Presence, and we have heard G-d’s voice out
of the fire; we have seen this day that humankind may live though addressed by
G-d. Let us not die, then, for this fearsome fire will consume us; if we hear the voice
of the L-rd our G-d any longer, we shall die. For what mortal ever heard the voice
of the living G-d speak out of the fire, as we did, and lived? You go closer and hear
all that the L-rd our G-d says, and then you tell us everything that the L-rd our G-d
tells you, and we will willingly do it. The L-rd heard the voice of your words as
you were speaking to me, and the L-rd said to me, ‘I have heard the voice of the
words of this people that they said to you; they did well to speak thus.” ” May they
always be of such mind, to fear Me and follow all My commandments, that it may
go well with them and with their children forever!

- Deut. 5:20-25

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
' Deut. 1:34.




The language also appears two times in Job, chapter 33 and chapter 34: “Indeed, you

have spoken in my ears, and I heard the voice of the words,”?

993

and “If you would understand,
listen to this; give ear to the voice of my words.

A reason is needed to explain what is the intent of this word “voice” as it is used in the
context, “The voice of the words.”
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Should we question what is found in parashat Va’etchanan, “The L-rd spoke to you out
of the fire; the voice of His words you heard, but you perceived no shape, nothing but a voice”?*
No, this is not a difficulty and not anything to worry about, because it is talking about the
speech of the Holy One, Blessed be He. And it’s said in Midrash Song of Songs Rabbah (1:2),
“The utterance that came out of the mouth of the Holy One, Blessed be He, would circulate
before each and every Israelite, and say to him, ‘Do you accept me upon yourself?’ ” l.e.,
based on this Midrash, “the voice of His words” in this context referred to a supernatural power of
G-d’s speech, which would not be relevant to the use of the term for humans.

Also, Heavenly speech is different, as it is written regarding it, “And all the people
saw the thunder and lightning, the blare of the horn and the mountain smoking; and when the

people saw it, they fell back and stood at a distance.””
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In this way, a verse of Daniel will be solved, “I heard the voice of his words; and when
I heard him speaking, overcome by a deep sleep, I lay prostrate on the ground.”® For there, it was
an angel that was speaking, and we understand that G-d has given supernatural power to the
angels, but when Israel are the ones speaking, there is a difficulty why it says “the voice of the
words.”

2 Job 33:8.

3 Job 34:16.
4 Deut. 4:12.
5 Ex. 20:15.
% Dan. 10:9.
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It can be said that there, in Job in the adjoining chapter, it is written, that Elihu states:
“For I am full of words; the wind in my belly presses me.”’ This is as if to say, when a man
has some reason to say something, or he is overcome with emotion because of anger, or bother,
or hatred, or love, or the like, he cannot stop in his mind and dominate his soul to delay his
speech. Rather, he must speak out of necessity, and when he speaks because of these reasons
and the like, it is not appropriate to pay any attention to his words, which are senseless—it’s
just that the reason that has overcome him compels him to speak.

Job was lamenting the tragedies he endured, and he protests that these things should not
have happened to him, as he was a righteous man, and he demands that G-d answer him. Three
friends were present and did not respond to him, but Elihu, a younger man who was waiting
patiently for Job to finish, and who had expected the three older men to respond to Job, finally
realized that it was up to him to speak.
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Therefore, Elihu, after first advancing the words quoted above, “For I am full of
words; The wind in my belly presses me,” wanted to inform Job, “Even though I am compelled
to speak with you, nevertheless, “If you would understand, listen to this; give ear to the voice
of my words.” ” If he had simply said “give ear to my words,” Job would not have paid
attention, because of [Elihu’s] saying that his words came because of his distress, i.e., that he
was compelled to speak, and Job would have therefore felt that there was no reason to pay
attention to them. Because of this, he said “give ear to the voice of my words,” as if to say that
he wasn’t speaking because of distress and without knowing what he was saying, but rather
with a clear soul and settled mind, and the proof is “the voice” with which I say the things,
as if to say, “the intent,” for he who is not attentive to his words is not attentive even to his
voice, and when you see that I am attentive to my voice, hear from this that I was speaking
with a settled mind, and because of that, “give ear to the voice of my words.”

7 Job 32:18.
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Indeed, regarding what Israel said against the Holy One, Blessed be He, in the
incident of the spies, “Why is the L-rd taking us to that land to fall by the sword? Our wives and
children will be carried off! It would be better for us to go back to Egypt,”® there is no blame
against them, because of the anxiety and fear from what the spies said to them. It was only
from the voice of their words, the intent, that it was known that they were speaking with a
settled mind, and with sin and inquity. Only then, because of this, when the L-rd heard “the
voice of your words,” especially then “He became angry, and he made a vow, saying, ‘Not
one of those involved, this evil generation, shall see the good land that I swore to give to your
fathers.”
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In this way, another question will be solved nicely, on the verses, “they did well to
speak thus.” If the truth is that they spoke to Moses that they want to hear [the Torah] from
His mouth, because of the fear they had of dying, as it appears from the plain meaning of the
Scripture, “if we hear the voice of the L-rd our G-d any longer, we shall die.” If so, they spoke
because of fear and distress, and there is no substance to their words. If so, how is it that
Scripture praises them, saying, “they did well to speak thus”? Even more so, the truth is that
they didn’t do well, for if they had listened to the voice of the Holy One, Blessed be He, the
evil inclination would have been completely uprooted from them.
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It’s necessary to say that the truth is that Israel was afraid of death, but apart from
the fear, they also thought in their minds that if the evil inclination was uprooted from them,
they would no longer have reward and punishment. They thought that it would be better for
them to have the evil inclination and as a result, their reward would increase, for they were

8 Num. 14:3.



certain that because of the awe they had at that time in their hearts, that the evil inclination
would not lead them to sin. Because of this, with this thinking, Scripture praised them, “I
have heard the voice of the words of this people that they said to you,” and because of this, it
is written, “the voice of the words.”
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The proof of this, as it is written afterward, “May they always be of such mind, to fear
Me,” which is the fear they had at the time, with which they were certain that they could
overcome the evil inclination. “That it may go well with them,” in order that their reward will
increase if they will have the evil inclination and be able to overcome it, for, as Ben Hei Hei
said, “According to the labor is the reward.”’
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9 Pirkei Avot 5:23.



