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Chapter XLVI: Ekev (Deut. 7:12–11:25) 
 
Essay 4. Why Moses again mentioned the Golden Calf 
 

  צַפְתֶּם" וְכוּ'. אַל־תִּשְׁכַּח אֵת אֲשֶׁר־הִקְצַפְתָּ" וְכוּ' "לְמִן־הַיּוֹם אֲשֶׁר־יָצָאתָ" וְכוּ' "מַמְרִים הֱיִיתֶם עִם־ה', וּבְחֹרֵב הִקְ   "זְכֹר

הַזֶּה מִמִצְרַיִם עַד־בּוֹאָם עַד־הַמָּקוֹם  מִשֶּׁיֵּצְאוּ  מַמְרִים עִם־ה'  שֶׁהָיוּ  דְּאַחַר שֶׁאָמַר  עַרְבוֹת מוֹאָב שֶׁבָּאוּ לְשָׁם    מַקְשִׁים  שֶׁהוּא 
 ?הבִּשְׁנַת הָאַרְבָּעִים, לָמָּה חָזַר וּפְרָט "וּבְחֹרֵב הִקְצַפְתֶּם" שֶׁהוּא מַעֲשֶׂה הָעֵגֶל וַהֲלאֹ בִּכְלַל מָאתַיִם מָנֶ 

  
“Remember, never forget, how you provoked the L-rd your G-d to anger in the 

wilderness: from the day that you left the land of Egypt until you reached this place, you have 
continued defiant toward the L-rd. At Horeb you so provoked the L-rd that the L-rd was angry 
enough with you to have destroyed you” (Deut. 9:7-8). [People] question: After [Moses] says 
that they provoked the L-rd from the time they left Egypt until they reached this place—
which was the fields of Moab, to which they arrived in the fortieth year—why did [Moses] 
go back to say, “At Horeb you provoked,” which was the incident of the Golden Calf, for 
doesn’t “two hundred subsume one hundred”1? In other words, Moses already said that the 
Israelites provoked G-d the entire time in the wilderness, so why then specifically mention one 
incident that occurred within that time frame? 

 
אֲבָל לְגַבֵּי    ,נַת מֹשֶׁה הָיְתָה לוֹמַר שֶׁלְגַבֵּי הקב"ה שֶׁיּוֹדֵעַ כָּל מַחְשָׁבוֹת הָיוּ מַמְרִים מִן הַיּוֹם שֶׁיֵּצְאוּ מִמִצְרַיִםווְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁכַּוָּ 

יְצִיאָתָם מִמִּצְרַיִם כְּתִיב "וַיְהִי בְּשַׁלַּח" וְכוּ' "וְלאֹ־נָחָם" וְכוּ' "כִּי דִּבְיוֹם  וְהָיִינוּ    .שֶׂה הָעֵגֶלהָעוֹלָם לאֹ נִתְוַדַּע דָּבָר זֶה עַד מַעֲ 
עַ וֹ מוּכָנִים לִשְׁמ שֶׁנִּרְאֶה מִזֶּה שֶׁלִּבָּם לאֹ הָיָה שָׁלֵם עִם הקב"ה וְלאֹ הָיוּ  אָמַר" וְכוּ' "פֶּן־יִנָּחֵם הָעָם" וְכוּ' "וְשָׁבוּ מִצְרָיְמָה".

   .בְּקוֹלוֹ אֶלָּא אַדְרַבָּא לֶחָזוֹר לְמִצְרָיִם
 
It can be said that Moses’ intent was to say that regarding the Holy One, Blessed be 

He—Who knows all thoughts—He knew that they had provoked Him from the day they left 
Egypt, but regarding the rest of the world, they didn’t learn about this matter until the 
incident with the Golden Calf. This is why, on the day of their leaving Egypt, it’s written, 
“Now when Pharaoh let the people go, G-d did not lead them by way of the land of the 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein. More essays are at https://www.zstorah.com 
1 This quotation appears in Bava Kamma 74a, Bava Batra 41b, and Sanhedrin 31a, and relates to testimony from 

one set of witnesses that someone owes 100 dinars, and testimony from a second set of witnesses that he owes 200 
dinars. Even though they disagree about the amount, the court will find the person liable to pay 100 dinars, for the 100 
dinars to which one set of witnesses testifies is subsumed within the 200 dinars to which the second set of witnesses 
testifies. That is, testimony concerning a large sum includes testimony concerning a smaller sum. 
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Philistines, although it was nearer; for G-d said, ‘The people may have a change of heart when 
they see war, and return to Egypt’ ” (Ex. 13:17). It seems from this that G-d understood that 
they were not wholehearted with the Holy One, Blessed be He, and they were not prepared 
to hear His voice, but rather they were prepared to return to Egypt.  

 
לַנִּשְׁמָע. נַעֲשֶׂה  הִקְדִּימוּ  סִינִי  לְהַר  בְּמִדְרָשׁ  וּכְשֶׁבָּאוּ  "וַיִּ   וְאִיתָא  נָאֶה  עַל פָּסוּק  וְכוּ'  הַצְדָּקָה"  תוֹ", "לְ ה'  כְּכַ תֵּן אֶל־מֹשֶׁה 

הֶי יִשְׂרָאֵל" עכ"ל  "נַעֲשֶׂה וְנִשְׁמַע"לְיִשְׂרָאֵל לוֹמַר     בְּזֶה.בַּעַר לאֹ יֵדָע  וְהַקוּשְׁיָא מְבֹאֶרֶת דְּמִי    .שֶׁמָּא נָאֶה לָהֶם לוֹמַר "אֵלֶּה אֱ
 
But when they came to Mount Sinai, they advanced the word “we will do” before the 

word “we will hear.” Did the Israelites suddenly develop a complete trust in G-d, in the short time 
between the Exodus and arriving at Mount Sinai? Such it may have appeared to the world at large. 
However, there is a midrash brought on the verse: “And He gave unto Moses, when He had 
made an end of speaking with him upon Mount Sinai, the two tablets of the testimony, tablets of 
stone, written with the finger of G-d” (Ex. 31:18). The Midrash reads:  

“With You, O L-rd, is the right, and the shame is on us to this very day, 
on the men of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, all Israel, near and far, in all 
the lands where You have banished them, for the trespass they committed against 
You” (Dan. 9:7). It was proper for Israel to say, “All that G-d said, we will do 
and we will hear.” Was it also proper for them to say [regarding the Golden 
Calf], “This is your god, O Israel” (Ex. 32:4)? 

- Midrash Ex. Rabbah (41:1) 
 

The midrash gives several examples that after we do something good, we follow it by doing 
something bad. The difficulty is explained that one “who is stupid cannot know” [the 
greatness of the L-rd]2. Thus, the Israelites were giving mixed signals, at times professing a 
complete faith in G-d, and at other times showing tremendous weakness. 

  
 ה וְנִשְׁמַע,שֶׁבַח לְיִשְׂרָאֵל בְּנַעֲשֶׂ וּמִלְּבַד מַה שֶׁכָּתַבְנוּ בְּזֶה בְּפָרָשַׁת כִּי תִשָּׂא עוֹד יֵשׁ לוֹמַר בְּדֶרֶ אַחֵר שֶׁלִּכְאוֹרָה אֵין כָּל כָּ  

הַמִּדְרָשׁ שֶׁכְפִיַּית הָהָר כְּגִיגִית  בְּשֵׁם  בְּפָרָשַׁת יִתְרוֹ ס בְּתוֹרָהּ שֶׁבַּעַל פֶּה כְּמוֹ שֶׁכָּתַב הַזֶּרַע בֵּרַ וֹנָתָם הָיְתָה לִמְאושֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁכַּוָּ 
נַעֲשֶׂה כָּל מַה שֶׁיִּהְיֶה בִּכְתָב וְאַחַר כָּ נִשְׁמַע הַתּוֹרָה שֶׁבַּעַל פֶּה לְקַיְּימָהּ כְּפִי רְצוֹנֵנוּ לָכֵן אָמְרוּ    .הָיְתָה בִּשְׁבִיל הַתּוֹרָה שֶׁבַּעַל פֶּה

  .וְלאֹ בְּתוֹרַת חִיּוּב
 
Besides what we wrote on this subject in parshat Ki Tisa (note 11), we can also say in 

another way that apparently Israel was not so praiseworthy for saying “All that G-d said, we 
will do and we will hear.” This is because their intent was to despise the oral Torah, as the 
Zera Berach3 wrote on parshat Yitro regarding the midrash that [G-d] overturned the 

 
2 Ps. 92:7. 
3 Rabbi Berachia Berech ben R’ Yitzchak Izaak Shapiro, Zera Berech (Krakow 1646), commentary on the Torah. 
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mountain above [the Israelites] like a tub because of the oral Torah.4 Therefore, according to 
the Zera Berach, they said “we will do all that will be in writing,” i.e., in the written Torah, “and 
afterward we will hear the Oral Torah to fulfill it in accordance with our will, and not as an 
obligatory law.” Thus, there is ample evidence to the Israelites weakness, and reason to condemn 
them for it. 

 
יִשְׂרָאֵל   לְשַׁבֵּחַ  אַדְרַבָּא  דּוֹרְשִׁים  שֶׁאָנוּ  דְּסָגֵינַן אֶלָּא  אֲנַן  לְאוּדְנַיְיכוּ.  פּוּמַּיְיכוּ  דְּקַדְּמִיתוּ  פְּזִיזָא,  עַמָּא  בְּשַׁבָּת,  כִּדְאָמְרִינַן 

יְשָׁרִים תַּנְחֵםבִּשְׁלִימוּתָא כְּתִיב בַּן: ״ נַעֲשֶׂה לְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ בּוֹטְחִים וּמַאֲמִינִים בְּהקב"ה שֶׁאֵין כָּמוֹ.  ״תֻּמַּת  שֶׁיַּשְׁגִּיחַ  וְהִקְדִּימוּ  הוּ 
וְשֶׁתּוֹרָתוֹ אֱמֶת בְּלִי תּוֹסֶפֶת וּבְלִי מִגְרַעַת, וּלְפִיכָ נָאֶה לָהֶם לוֹמַר "נַעֲשֶׂה    עֲלֵיהֶם וְלאֹ יְצַוֶּה לָהֶם אֶלָּא מַה שֶׁיְּכוֹלִים לְסוֹבְלוֹ,

  ."וְנִשְׁמַע
 
However, a contrary view is to praise Israel, as is written in tractate Shabbat (page 

88a), where a heretic said to Rava, “You impulsive nation, who accorded precedence to your 
mouths over your ears. You still bear your impulsiveness, [as you act without thinking]. You 
should listen first. Then, if you are capable [of fulfilling the commands], accept [them]. And if not, 
do not accept [them].” Rava answered him, “About us, who proceed wholeheartedly and with 
integrity, it is written: ‘The integrity of the upright will guide them’ (Prov. 11:3), [whereas] 
about those people who walk in deceit, it is written [at the end of the same verse]: ‘And the 
perverseness of the faithless will destroy them.’ ” They advanced “we will do” before “we will 
hear” because they trusted and believed in the Holy One, Blessed be He, that there is none 
like Him, Who will watch over them, and Who will only command them to do what they can 
endure. Also, His Torah is true, without addition and without defect, and therefore it was 
proper for them to say, “We will do and we will hear.” 

 
"ה בְּלֵב שָׁלֵם לְפִי שֶׁאֵין כָּמוֹהוּ,  אָמְנָם כְּשֶׁחָטְאוּ בָּעֵגֶל וְקִבְּלוּהוּ עָלָיו לֶאֱלוֹהַּ, נִסְתָּר פֵּירוּשׁ זֶה, שֶׁהֲרֵי אִם הָיוּ מַאֲמִינִים בְּהקב

לְּמַפְרֵעַ לאֹ הָיָה לְבָם שָׁלֵם בְּהקב"ה, וּכְשֶׁאָמְרוּ "נַעֲשֶׂה וּמִדְּהֵמִירוּ שְׁמַע מִינַּהּ שֶׁ .  לאֹ הָיָה לָהֶם לְהָמִיר אֶת כְּבוֹדוֹ בְּלאֹ יוֹעִיל
שֶׁהֲרֵי הֶאֱמִינוּ אֲפִילּוּ בְּתַבְנִית שׁוֹר אוֹכֵל עֵשֶׂב וְכַוָּונָתָם הָיְתָה   וְנִשְׁמַע" לאֹ הָיָה מֵחֲמַת הַאֲמָנָה בּוֹ לְפִי שֶׁהוּא יָחִיד בָּעוֹלָם,

מַעֲשֶׂה וְזֶהוּ "מַמְרִים הֱיִיתֶם עִם־ה' ", שֶׁמִּיּוֹם אֲשֶׁר יְצָאתֶם הִכִּיר בָּכֶם אֶלָּא שֶׁלּאֹ נוֹדְעוּ מַחְשְׁבוֹתֵיכֶם עַד  רוּשׁ הָרִאשׁוֹן,  יכְּפֵ 
  .הָעֵגֶל וְאָז הוּבְרַר הַדָּבָר לְמַפְרֵעַ 

 
Indeed, when they sinned with the Golden Calf and accepted it as a god, this 

explanation of Rava’s was temporarily hidden, for if they had believed in G-d wholeheartedly, 
that there is none like Him, they would not have substituted His glory to no avail. From their 
substitution, we hear from this that, retrospectively, they were not wholehearted with the Holy 
One, Blessed be He, and when they said, “we will do and we will hear,” it was not because of 
the faith in Him that He was unique in the universe. For they believed even in the image of 
an ox eating grass and their intention was as the first interpretation, which is that, “you have 

 
4 Shabbat 88a: “ ‘[And Moses brought forth the people out of the camp to meet G-d] and they stood at the 

lowermost part of the mount’ (Ex. 19:17). Rabbi Avdimi bar Chama bar Chasa said: this teaches that the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, overturned the mountain above them like a tub, and said to them: ‘If you accept the Torah, excellent, 
and if not, there will be your burial.’ ” 



4 
 

continued defiant toward the L-rd,” that from the day you left [Egypt], He knew you, but 
your thoughts did not become clear to others until the incident of the Golden Calf, and then 
the matter became clear retrospectively. 

 
נָתוֹ הָיְתָה לוֹמַר אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁחָשַׁב לִי הקב"ה  וכַּוָּ .  " מִיּוֹם דַּעְתִּי אֶתְכֶם ף הַתּוֹכֵחָה "מַמְרִים הֱיִיתֶם עִם־ה'וּמַה שֶׁחָזַר לוֹמַר בְּסוֹ
  .ק הַזּוֹרֵקלאֹ־יַאֲמִינוּ לִי" וְאָמַר לִי הֵם מַאֲמִינִים בְּנֵי מַאֲמִינִים, אַתָּה אֵין סוֹפְ לְהַאֲמִין וְכוּ' כִּדְאִיתָא בַּפֶּרֶ לַעֲוֹן כְּשֶׁאָמַרְתִּי "וְהֵן  

כָּל הָאָדָם לְכַף זְכוּת הֲוֵי דָן אֶת  לְפִי שֶׁעָבַרְתִּי עַל  נֶעֱנַשְׁתִּיוּמִשּׁוּם הָ   ,זֶה לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא  אֲבָל הָאֱמֶת הִיא שֶׁאַתֶּם הֱיִיתֶם   .כִי 
רֵב וּבְתַבְעֵרָה וּבְמַסָּה אַף מִיּוֹם הָרִאשׁוֹן שֶׁיָּדַעְתִּי אֶתְכֶם, שֶׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁאָמַר לִי הֵם מַאֲמִינִים,  וֹמַמְרִים אֶת ה' כְּמוֹ שֶׁעֲשִׂיתֶם בְּח 

  .שֶׁהָיָה יוֹדֵעַ שֶׁאֲנִי אֵין סוֹפִי לְהַאֲמִיןא, כְּמוֹ וֹ לַחֲטשֶׁעֲתִידִים גָּלוּי הָיָה לְפָנָיו 
 
Regarding what [Moses] returned to say at the end of the rebuke, “you have continued 

defiant toward the L-rd,” [he meant], “from the day I knew you.” His intent was to say, “The 
Holy One, Blessed be He, thought me guilty when I said, ‘What if they do not believe me’ 
(Ex. 4:1), and He said to me, ‘They are believers, the children of believers; and ultimately, 
you will not believe,’ as it is brought in the chapter entitled “One who throws,” which is the 
11th chapter of tractate Shabbat.5 As the Gemara explains: “They are believers, as it is written: 
‘And the people believed [once they heard that G-d had remembered the children of Israel, and 
that He saw their affliction, and they bowed and they prostrated]’ (Ex. 4:31). The children of 
believers [as it says with regard to Abraham our Patriarch]: ‘And he believed in G-d [and He 
counted it for him as righteousness]’ (Gen. 15:6). Ultimately, you will not believe, as it is stated: 
‘[And G-d said to Moses and to Aaron]: Because you did not believe in Me [to sanctify Me in the 
eyes of the children of Israel]″ (Num. 20:12, referring to Moses striking the rock at Meribah, 
instead of simply ordering it to produce water as G-d had instructed him).’ ” 

Moses meant, “Even though G-d rebuked me for saying, ‘What if they do not believe me,” 
the rebuke was only because I violated the rule, ‘judge every man as meritorious.’ Because of 
that violation, I was punished. But the truth is that you provoked G-d as you did at Horeb, 
and ‘again you provoked the L-rd at Taberah, and at Massah, and at Kibroth-hattaavah’ (Deut. 
9:22), even from the first day I knew you, that even though He told me, ‘they are believers,’ 
it was obvious to Him that they would sin, as He knew that ultimately I would not believe [in 
Him to sanctify Him in the eyes of the children of Israel],” i.e., at Meribah. 

 
 

* * * 

 
5 Chapter 11 of Shabbat begins on 96a. The quotation presented is from page 97a. 


