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Chapter LII: Vayeilech (Deut. 31:1–31:30) 
 
Essay 1. Why was it important for Moses to die on his birthday? 
 

"וְלאֹ־קָם נָבִיא    הָדָא הוּא דִּכְתִיב  .פְּלִיאָה "בֶּן־מֵאָה וְעֶשְׂרִים שָׁנָה אָנֹכִי הַיּוֹם" בַּיּוֹם הַזֶּה נוֹלַדְתִּי וּבַיּוֹם הַזֶּה אַמּוֹת  מִדְרָשׁ

 רוּשׁ יָפֶה וְעיי"ש. יכָּתַב בְּזֶה פֵּ  1] הֲלָכָה[א. וּבְסֵפֶר עֵמֶק וְהוּא תֵּימָ  .עוֹד בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמֹשֶׁה" עכ"ל
  

There is a wondrous Midrash: “ ‘I am 120 years old today.’2 On this day I was born, 
and on this day I will die.” This is what is written, “Never again did a prophet arise in Israel 
like Moses.”3 This is strange. In the book Emek Halacha,4 a nice explanation is written on 
this, and see there. 

 
נוּ ע"ה מָסַר עַצְמוֹ לַמִּיתָה עַל יִשְׂרָאֵל וְלאֹ נִתְקַבְּלוּ  ידְּכַמָּה פְּעָמִים מֹשֶׁה רַבֵּ   תְוֹהַר פָּרָשַׁת בְּהַעֲלוֹוּלְדִידָן נִרְאֶה לוֹמַר דְּאִיתָא בְּז

וְעָשָׂה פֵּ  דְּהַיְנוּ בְּמִתְאוֹנְנִים שֶׁאָמַרידְּבָרָיו, וּפַעַם אַחַת מָסַר עַצְמוֹ לַמִּיתָה מִתּוֹ רוֹגְזוֹ  מִיָּד הָיָה אֲסִיפַת    רוֹת,  "הׇרְגֵנִי נָא", 
  שִׁבְעִים זְקֵנִים וְהִתְנַבְּאוּ אֶלְדָּד וּמֵידָד שֶׁיָּמוּת מֹשֶׁה עכ"ל.

 
For us, it appears to say as it’s brought in the Zohar, parashat Beha’alotcha, that: 

Sometimes our teacher Moses, may he rest in peace, offered himself up 
for death [as an atonement] for Israel, but his words were not accepted. But one 
time, in his anger, he offered himself up for death, and [his offer] bore fruit. 
That was with “those who complained,” i.e., “if only we had meat to eat; we 
remember the fish that we used to eat free in Egypt, the cucumbers, the melons, the 
leeks, the onions, and the garlic.”5 During that incident, Moses said to G-d, “If You 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 The first edition erroneously read “Emek Beracha,” which was written by Abraham Horowitz (1550–1615). 
2 Deut. 31:2. 
3 Deut. 34:10. 
4 Menachem Maneli ben Baruch Segal (d. 1742), Emek Halacha (Padua 1739), parashat Masei. He writes that he 

heard the Midrash from his older brother, Yitchak, and later heard it from Rabbi Naftali Hertz [Mazia-Ashkenazi], av 
beit din of Lwow [d. 1668]. He explains that evil could occur on the date of a righteous man’s death, unless he died 
on the date of his birth, in which case the anniversary of his birth would ward off the evil. Yoma 38b says that when 
one righteous man dies, another is born, so why can’t the birth of the younger man ward off the evil from the death of 
the older righteous man? That only works if the younger righteous man is like the older one. That is why the Midrash 
stated that Moses had no equal. If Moses had died on a day other than his birthday, evil would have occurred, because 
any righteous man born on that day would not have been like Moses. 

5 Num. 11:4–5. 
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would deal thus with me, kill me rather, I beg You.”6 Immediately, they had the 
gathering of 70 elders,7 and Eldad and Medad8 prophesied that Moses would 
die.  

- Zohar, Beha’alotcha, III:155b  
 

 . הן וְלוֹמַר, חַס וְשָׁלוֹם, שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה מֵת בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁקִּלֵּל אֶת עַצְמוֹ וּמָסַר עַצְמוֹ לַמִּיתָה וְהוּא גְּנַאי לְמֹשֶׁ וֹוּלְפִי זֶה הָיִינוּ יְכוֹלִים לִטְע
לּוּי  יוֹם זֶה אָמוּת, שֶׁזֶּה הוּא מִ וְלָכֵן הַמִּדְרָשׁ הַנַּ"ל בָּא לְאַפּוֹקֵי סְבָרָא זוֹ "בֶּן־מֵאָה וְעֶשְׂרִים שָׁנָה" וְכוּ' בְּיוֹם זֶה נוֹלַדְתִּי וּבְי

בַּת מִיתָתִי לאֹ הָיְתָה מֵחֲמַת כָּעַס חַס וְשָׁלוֹם,  י וְסִ   .דָּתִי וְהקב"ה מַשְׁלִים שְׁנוֹתֵיהֶם שֶׁל צַדִּיקִים וְכוּ'יהַיַּמִּים שֶׁנִּגְזָר עָלַי מֵעֵת לֵ 
 שְׁנוֹתָיו מַה טַעַם הָיָה לְהַשְׁלִים  וְהָרְאָיָה שֶׁבְּיוֹם זֶה נוֹלַדְתִּי וּבְיוֹם זֶה אָמוּת, דְּאִי תֵימָא שֶׁקִּלֵּל אֶת עַצְמוֹ וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי נִתְקַצְּרוּ

צּוֹ וְלאֹ מֵחֲמַת הַקְּלָלָה שֶׁמָּסַר עָצְמוֹ  יאַחַר שֶׁנִתְקַצְּרוּ לוֹ הַשָּׁנִים מִכֹּל שֶׁכֵּן הַיַּמִּים, אֶלָּא וַדַּאי שֶׁמֵּת בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁהִגִּיעַ קִ   לוֹ הַיָּמִים, 
  לְמִיתָה. 

 
According to this, we could make a claim, G-d forbid, that Moses died because he 

essentially cursed himself and gave himself up to death. This thinking is a reproach to Moses. 
Therefore, the above Midrash comes to exclude this opinion. “ ‘I am 120 years old today.’ On 
this day I was born, and on this day I will die.” I.e., Moses meant: “For this is the completion 
of the days that were decreed for me from the time of my birth, and the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, completes the years of the righteous from day to day and from month to month, as it is 
written: ‘The number of your days I will fill’ (Ex. 23:26).”9 “For the reason for my death was 
not because of anger, G-d forbid, and the proof is that on this day I was born, and on this 
day I will die.” If you will say that he essentially cursed himself, and because of this, his years 
were cut short, what is the reason for [G-d] to complete his days? After his years were 
shortened, why particularly were his days important? Rather, surely he died because he had 
come to his lifespan’s natural end, and not because of the curse that he offered himself to die.  

 
 .לַמְּדֵנוּ וּמַאי נַפְקָא לָן מִינֵיהּוּמֵבִיא רְאָיָה מֵהַפָּסוּק "וְלאֹ־קָם נָבִיא עוֹד בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמֹשֶׁה" דְּלִכְאוֹרָה קָשֶׁה מַה בָּא הַכָּתוּב הַזֶּה לְ 

וְאִם נֶאֱמַר שֶׁהַכָּתוּב בָּא כְּדֵי לְהַרְבּוֹת בְּשִׁבְחוֹ שֶׁל מֹשֶׁה, הַלּאֹ   .כָּמוֹהוּ אוֹ לָאו  אַחֵרוְעוֹד שֶׁהוּא דָּבָר הַנִּרְאֶה לְעֵינֵינוּ אִם יָקוּם  
וְעוֹד כְּבָר כְּתִיב שֶׁאֵין בְּשׁוּם הַנְּבִיאִים כְּמוֹ מֹשֶׁה   ?גַּם לְזֶה אֵין צוֹרֵ כְּלָל שֶׁכְּבָר אָנוּ יוֹדְעִים דְּמִי עָלָה שָׁמַיִם וְיָרַד כְּמוֹ מֹשֶׁה

ל הָיָה  וְעוֹד  עָתִיד,  בְּלָשׁוֹן  "יָקוּם"  לוֹמַר  לוֹ  הָיָה  וְעוֹד  מֹשֶׁה".  עַבְדִּי  "לאֹ־כֵן  וְכוּ'  נְבִיאֲכֶם"  "וְלאֹ־קָם  "אִם־יִהְיֶה  לוֹמַר  וֹ 
  וּמַהוּ "בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל".  . כְּמֹשֶׁה" . נָבִיא .

 
[The Midrash] brings a proof from the Scripture, “Never again did a prophet arise in 

Israel like Moses.” It is apparently difficult to understand what this Scripture comes to teach 
us, i.e., what practical difference does this make to us? Also, this is something that appears 
to our eyes as if speculating if another like him will arise in the future or not. If it is said that 
the Scripture comes in order to increase the praise of Moses, isn’t it so that there is no need 

 
6 Num. 11:15. 
7 Num. 11:16–25. 
8 Num. 11:26–27. 
9 Sotah 13b. 
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for this at all, for we already know that who else ascended to Heaven at Mount Sinai and 
descended like Moses? 

Also, it is already written that there was no other prophet like Moses, as it was written, 
“If there will be prophets of the L-rd among you, I will make Myself known to them in a vision; 
I will speak to them in a dream. It is not so with My servant Moses.”10 I.e., “The L-rd spoke to 
Moses face-to-face, as one person speaks to another.”11 Also, [Scripture] could have said, “Never 
again will there arise,” in the future tense. Also, [Scripture] could have said, “Another 
prophet didn’t arise like Moses,” and what is the reason for specifying, “in Israel”?  

 
  לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא בִּשְׁבִיל יִשְׂרָאֵל,   חוּץ מִמַּה שֶׁדָּרְשׁוּ רז"ל יֵשׁ לוֹמַר שֶׁהַכָּתוּב בָּא לְהַשְׁמִיעֵנוּ שֶׁכָּל הַזְּכוּת הַגָּדוֹל שֶׁהָיָה לוֹ לְמֹשֶׁהוְ 

" כְּלוּם נָתַתִּי לְ גְּדוּלָּה אֶלָּא בִּשְׁבִיל יִשְׂרָאֵל. עַכְשָׁ   וּכְמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל ־רֵד כִּי שִׁחֵת עַמְּ  . ו שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל חָטְאוּ לָמָּה לְ גְּדוּלָּהי"לֶ
"עָמַד וַיְמֹדֶד אֶרֶץ", מָדַד הקב"ה כָּל הַדּוֹרוֹת וְלאֹ מָצָא דּוֹר רָאוּי לְקַבֵּל הַתּוֹרָה אֶלָּא דּוֹר הַמִּדְבָּר    עַל פָּסוּק  וְכֵן הוּא בַּיַּלְקוּט

  עכ"ל. 
 
Apart from what the rabbis of blessed memory explained, it can be said that the 

Scripture comes to inform us that all the great merit that Moses had was only because of 
Israel. As [the rabbis] of blessed memory said: 

“The L-rd spoke to Moses: ‘Hurry down, for your people, whom you 
brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely.’ ”12 I gave you greatness 
only for the sake of Israel. Now that Israel has sinned, why should you have 
greatness?  

- Berachot 32a 
Similarly, it is written in the Yalkut Shimoni for Habbakuk, remez 563 on the verse, 

“ ‘[G-d] stood and measured the world’13: The Holy One, Blessed be He, measured all of the 
generations, and the only generation He found suitable to receive the Torah was the 
generation of the Wilderness.”  

 
 חִיל בִּימֵי אַבְרָהָם כִּדְאָמְרִינַן וְזֶהוּ שֶׁאָמַר הַכָּתוּב "וְלאֹ־קָם נָבִיא עוֹד בְּיִשְׂרָאֵל כְּמֹשֶׁה", שֶׁאַף עַל פִּי שֶׁזְּמַן נְתִינַת הַתּוֹרָה הִתְ 

ן הַדּוֹר  ימִכָּל מָקוֹם לאֹ הָיָה יָכוֹל הקב"ה לִיתְּנָהּ קוֹדֵם מִשּׁוּם שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה עֲדַיִ עָלְמָא שְׁנֵי אֲלָפִים תּוֹרָה,    ה הֲוָ   תָּא אַלְפֵי שְׁנִיןשִׁ 
, וּכְשֶׁיַּגִּיעַ הַדּוֹר הָרָאוּי בִּזְכוּת זֶה הַדּוֹר נוֹלָד מֹשֶׁה זֶהוּ שֶׁמַּשְׁמִיעֵנוּ וְ   .וְלָכֵן כְּשֶׁמֵּת זֶה הַדּוֹר מִן הָרָאוּי שֶׁיָּמוּת אַף מֹשֶׁה.  רָאוּי לְכָ

ם, אֶלָּא כְּדֵי לִהְיוֹת עִם בְּנֵי הַכָּתוּב שֶׁל "וְלאֹ־קָם נָבִיא" וְכוּ' כְּדֵי שֶׁלּאֹ נֶאֱמַר שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה מֵת בִּשְׁבִיל שֶׁקִּלֵּל אֶת עַצְמוֹ חָס וְשָׁלוֹ
  לָּתוֹ.וּ דּוֹרוֹ הוֹאִיל שֶׁקִּבֵּל מֵהֶם אֶת גְּד

 
This is why the Scripture said, “Never again did a prophet arise in Israel like Moses.” 

The time of the giving of the Torah began in the days of Abraham, as it is said: 

 
10 Num. 12:6–7. 
11 Ex. 33:11. 
12 Ex. 32:7. 
13 Habbakuk 3:6. 
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Six thousand years is [the duration of] the world. Two thousand [years are 
characterized by] chaos; two thousand [years are characterized by] Torah [from 
the era of the Patriarchs until the end of the Mishnaic period]; and two thousand 
years are the period of [the coming of] the Messiah. 

- Sanhedrin 97b; Avodah Zarah 9a 
In any event, the Holy One, Blessed be He, was not able to give [the Torah] beforehand, 
because there was not yet a generation suitable for this. When a suitable generation arrived, 
it was in the merit of this generation that Moses was born. Therefore, when this generation 
died, it was appropriate that even Moses would die. This is what the Scripture of “Never 
again did a prophet arise” informed us, in order that it wouldn’t be said that Moses died 
because he cursed himself, G-d forbid. Rather, he died in order to be with the members of his 
generation, since he received his greatness from them.  

 
פַת שִׁבְעִים זְקֵנִים שֶׁשָּׁרְתָה רוּחַ נְבוּאָה עֲלֵיהֶם, יֵשׁ לוֹמַר דְּזֶה יתַּת מֹשֶׁה בְּאוֹתוֹ זְמַן שֶׁל אֲסֵ יוּמָה שֶׁנִּתְנַבְּאוּ אֶלְדָּד וּמֵידָד עַל מִ 

בְּוַדַּאי הָיָה   .רֵגַת מֹשֶׁה רַבֵּנוּ ע"ההָיָה מִשּׁוּם דְּכֵיוָן שֶׁרָאוּ אֵלּוּ הַנְּבִיאִים שֶׁשָּׁרְתָה רוּחַ הַקֹּדֶשׁ עֲלֵיהֶם וְהָיוּ פְּחוּתִים הַרְבֵּה מִמַדְ 
  זאֹת לָהֶם לְשׁוּם כָּבוֹד, לָהֶם לוֹמַר בְּעַצְמָם מַה תּוֹעֶלֶת לִנְבוּאָה זוֹ אִם מֹשֶׁה גָּדוֹל מֵהֵם וַהֲלאֹ בִּכְלַל מָאתַיִם מָנֶה וְלאֹ תִּהְיֶה  

וּלְפִיכָ אוֹתוֹ רוּחַ  .  נִשְׁאֲרוּ בַּמַּחֲנֶה  יִםהַשְּׁנַ דְּבִשְׁלָמָא הַשִּׁבְעִים הָרִאשׁוֹנִים יֵשׁ לָהֶם הַכָּבוֹד לִהְיוֹת נִמְנִים בְּסַנְהֶדְרִין אֲבָל אֵלּוּ  
לָּה ילָּה וּכְבוֹד כִּדְאָמְרִינַן בְּסוֹף מְגִ וּהַקֹּדֶשׁ בְּעַצְמוֹ שֶׁשָּׁרְתָה עֲלֵיהֶם הוֹדִיעָם שֶׁיָּמוּת מֹשֶׁה וְאָז יִהְיוּ אֵלּוּ נֶחְשָׁבִים וְיִהְיֶה לָהֶם גְּד 

  בְּהֵמָה יִרְעוּ?!—לָא? אָמַר לוֹ, הַבָּאִים אַחֲרֶי וּלְכֻלְּהוּיְהִי רָצוֹן שֶׁתַּגִּיעַ לַחֲצִי יָמַי. אָמַר לוֹ, 
 
Regarding what was prophesied by Eldad and Medad about the death of Moses at the 

time of the assembly of 70 elders upon whom spirit of prophecy rested, it can be said that 
this was because they saw that these prophets upon whom Divine inspiration rested were 
very far below the level of our teacher Moses, may he rest in peace. Certainly, they could 
have said to themselves, what is the use of this prophecy, if Moses is greater than them, and 
“100 is included in 200.”14 I.e., just as 100 is subsumed within 200, the prophecy of Eldad and 
Medad, as well as the prophecy of the 70 elders, would be subsumed within the prophecy of Moses, 
who was greater than them all, and there would be no honor for them. Granted, the first 70 
elders had honor to be named to the Sanhedrin, to judge the people, and they went outside the 
camp and gathered around the Tabernacle to prophecy, but these two men, Eldad and Medad, 
remained in the camp, and they weren’t named to the Sanhedrin, and they had no honor, as their 
prophecy was less than that of Moses. 

Therefore, the same Divine inspiration by itself that rested upon them informed them 
that Moses would die, and then because of this prophecy that the people hadn’t heard previously, 

 
14 Bava Batra 41b and Sanhedrin 31a: “With regard to what did [Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel] disagree? [They 

disagree] with regard to one set [of witnesses], where one [witness] says [that a litigant owes] one hundred dinars and 
one [witness] says [that he owes] two hundred; as [in such a case], Beit Shammai say that their testimony is divided 
[and they do not combine to form a set of witnesses], and Beit Hillel say that two hundred includes one hundred [and 
they combine to form a set of witnesses].” 
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[Eldad and Medad] would be considered to have greatness and honor, as it is said at the end 
of tractate Megillah:  

At the time of [Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korcha’s] departure [from this world], 
[Rabbi Yehuda HaNasi] said to him: My teacher, bless me. He said to him: May it 
be [G-d’s] will that you [live to] reach to half of my days. [When Rabbi Yehuda 
HaNasi heard this, he asked in astonishment: Are you saying that] to the entirety 
of [your days I should] not [reach]? [Rabbi Yehoshua ben Korcha] said to him: 
Shall those who come after you [just] tend cattle? [I.e., if you live as long as me, 
your sons will never be able to succeed you in the position of Nasi. As such, they 
will never achieve greatness in Torah, and it will be as if they just tended cattle 
throughout their lives. It is therefore better that your life not be so prolonged, so 
that they have the opportunity to rise to eminence.]  

- Megillah 28a 
* * * 


