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Chapter LIV: Vezot haBracha (Deut. 33:1–34:12) 
 
Essay 2. Hearing the Commandments from Moses 
 
Makkot 24a teaches that G-d directly spoke the first two commandments to the Jewish 

people, and then they petition Moses that he relate the remaining commandments to them. 

", "וְעַתָּה לָמָּה נָמוּת"  הֶרְאָנוּ ה' אֱ˄הֵינוּ אֶת־כְּבֹדוֹ וְאֶת־גָּדְלוֹ" וְכוּ' "הַיּוֹם הַזֶּה רָאִינוּ כִּי־יְדַבֵּר אֱ˄הִים אֶת־הָאָדָם וָחָי"הֵן  

   .הָיָה לְבָבָם" וְכוּ'וְכוּ' "אִם־יֹסְפִים  אֲנַחְנוּ" וְכוּ' "הֵיטִיבוּ כָּל־אֲשֶׁר דִּבֵּרוּ", "מִי־יִתֵּן וְ 
  

“The L-rd, our G-d has just shown us His glory and His greatness, 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. Why should we die, then, for this fearsome 
fire will consume us; if we continue to hear the voice of the L-rd, our G-d, we will 
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 plea that you made to me, and the L-rd said to me, “I have heard 
the plea that this people made to you; they did well to speak thus. May they 
always have a heart such as this, to revere Me and follow all My commandments, 
that it may go well with them and with their children forever!  

- Deut. 5:21–26 
  

וּת", וַדַּאי שֶׁלּאֹ יָמוּתוּ כְּמוֹ  קָשֶׁה שֶׁאִם הַיּוֹם הַזֶּה רָאוּ "כִּי־יְדַבֵּר אֱ˄הִים אֶת־הָאָדָם וָחָי" מַהוּ שֶׁאָמַר אַחַר כָּ˂ "וְעַתָּה לָמָּה נָמ
  . הָיוּ יְרֵאִים לָמוּת קוֹדֵם לָכֶן. וּמַהוּ "אֶת־כְּבֹדוֹ וְאֶת־גָּדְלוֹ"? וְעוֹד "כִּי מִי כָל־בָּשָׂר" וְכוּ' "כָּמֹנוּ וַיֶּחִי" וַהֲלאֹ אַף הֵם  שֶׁלּאֹ מֵתוּ

עַ מִפִּי  וֹוְכוּ', אַדְרַבָּא הֵם בָּחֲרוּ לָהֶם לִשְׁמ"הֵיטִיבוּ כָּל־אֲשֶׁר דִּבֵּרוּ"    מְשַׁבְּחָם  שֶׁהַכָּתוּבוְעוֹד מָה זֶה שֶׁאָמְרוּ שֶׁהֵטִיבוּ כֹּל כָּ˂ עַד  
  שָׁלִיחַ וְאֵינוֹ דּוֹמֶה לַשּׁוֹמֵעַ מִפִּי הַמֶּלֶ˂.

 
A difficulty is that if this day they saw “that humankind may live though addressed 

by G-d,” what is this that they said afterward, “Why should we die,” for certainly they 
wouldn’t die just as they didn’t die before this. 

Also, what is this “His glory and His greatness”? How is this related to their request to 
hear the commandments from Moses and not directly from G-d? 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com  
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Also, “For what mortal ever heard the voice of the living G-d speak out of the fire, as we 
did, and lived?”—They were also afraid to die. 

Also, what is it that they said that was so good that their praise was written, “May 
they always have a heart such as this”? To the contrary, they chose to hear from the mouth 
of a messenger, and this is not similar to hearing from the mouth of the King! 

  
פִּי שֶׁאִם יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיוּ שׁוֹמְעִים כָּל הַתּוֹרָה מִפִּי הקב"ה לאֹ הָיְתָה שִׁכְחָה בָּעוֹלָם אֲבָל מִפְּנֵי שֶׁשַׁמְעוּהָ מִ  לוֹמַר שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"ל  וְיֵשׁ

  ב בְּנַפְשׁוֹ וְכוּ'. י לּוּ מִתְחַיֵּ יכָּל הַשּׁוֹכֵחַ דָּבָר אֶחָד מִמִּשְׁנָתוֹ מַעֲלֶה עָלָיו הַכָּתוּב כְּאִ   מֹשֶׁה גָּרַם הַשִּׁכְחָה, וּבְהֶדְיָא תְּנַן בְּמַסֶּכֶת אָבוֹת
 
It can be said that [the rabbis] of blessed memory said that if Israel had heard the 

entire Torah from the mouth of the Holy One, Blessed be He, there would not have been 
forgetfulness in the world. But since they heard it from the mouth of Moses, it caused 
forgetfulness.1  

It is explicitly taught in tractate Pirkei Avot, “Rabbi Dostai ben Rabbi Yannai said in the 
name of Rabbi Meir: Whoever forgets one word of his study, Scripture accounts it to him as 
if he were mortally guilty.”2 So by asking Moses to relate the commandments, the Jewish people 
allowed themselves to become forgetful, which is akin to being liable for death! 

 
הַתּוֹעֶלֶת   הַזֶּהנוּ שֶׁדְּבָרָיו אֵינָם נִשְׁכָּחִים, וְגַם רָאִינוּ הַיּוֹם  ין אָמְרוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל "הֵן הֶרְאָנוּ ה' אֱ˄הֵינוּ אֶת־כְּבֹדוֹ וְאֶת־גָּדְלוֹ", דְּהַיְ וְלָכֵ 

אֲבָל "עַתָּה לָמָּה    .ב בְּנַפְשׁוֹישֶׁלּאֹ יִשְׁכַּח עוֹד וְלאֹ יִהְיֶה מִתְחַיֵּ   שֶׁבָּא לָנוּ מִזֶּה שֶׁאִם יְדַבֵּר אֱ˄הִים אֵת כָּל הַדִּבְּרוֹת אֵל הָאָדָם וְחַי,
י  תְּנָה הַתּוֹרָה לָנוּ וְלאֹ לַמַּלְאָכִים לְפִ ינָמוּת כִּי תאֹכְלֵנוּ הָאֵשׁ הַגְּדֹלָה הַזּאֹת", דִּבְוַדַּאי אִי אֶפְשָׁר לָנוּ בְּלאֹ יָצֵר הָרַע שֶׁלַּכָּ˂ נִ 

אֶת קוֹלוֹ בָּאֵשׁ לאֹ הָיִינוּ מַקְפִּידִים, שֶׁהָיִינוּ אוֹמְרִים שֶׁהקב"ה    מַּשְׁמִיעֵנוּוּבִּשְׁלָמָא אִם לאֹ הָיָה    .שֶׁאֵין יֵצֶר הָרַע שׁוֹלֵט בָּהֶם
 רַחֵם עוֹד עָלֵינוּ.ז שֶׁאִם נְחַטֵּא שֶׁלּאֹ יְ וֹיְרַחֵם עָלֵינוּ אִם נְחַטֵּא שֶׁלּאֹ בִּרְצוֹנֵנוּ, אָמְנָם עַתָּה שֶׁהִשְׁמִיעָנוּ אֶת קוֹלוֹ בָּאֵשׁ לִרְמ

 
Therefore, Israel said, “The L-rd, our G-d has just shown us His glory and His 

greatness,” which is that His words are not forgotten. Also, we saw today the benefit that 
came to us from this, that if G-d would say all the commandments to man and he would live, 
for no longer would he forget and be mortally guilty. So the people acknowledged the benefit 
that would have been available to them had they heard the commandments directly from G-d. 

But “why should we die, then, for this fearsome fire will consume us,” that certainly 
it is impossible for us to be without an evil inclination, as it was because of this that the Torah 
was given to us and not to the angels, because the evil inclination does not rule over them.3 
Granted, if we had not heard His voice out of the fire, we would not have been careful, for 
we would have said that the Holy One, Blessed be He, would have mercy upon us if we would 
sin against our will. But now that we have heard His voice out of the fire, it hinted that if we 
sin, He will not have mercy on us anymore. 

 

 
1 Yalkut Shimoni, Isaiah, remez 479. 
2 Pirkei Avot 3:8. 
3 Shabbat 89a. 



3 
 

סּוּר עֲבוֹדָה י נֶס שֶׁנַּעֲשׂוּ יוֹתֵר חֲמוּרוֹת, שֶׁכֵּן מִצִּינוּ שֶׁבְּאִ וֹוְצָרִי˂ לוֹמַר שֶׁהוֹאִיל שֶׁשָּׁמַעְנוּ הַדִּבְּרוֹת מִפִּיו אֵין לָנוּ עוֹד טַעֲנַת א
"לְמַעַן תְּפֹשׂ אֶת־בֵּית־   רְהוּר וְהַמַּחְשָׁבָה בִּלְבַד, כְּדִכְתִיבזָרָה שֶׁשָּׁמַעְנוּ מִפִּיו "אָנֹכִי" וְ"לאֹ יִהְיֶה־לְ˃" מַעֲנִישׁ אוֹתָנוּ אַף עַל הַהִ 

  .יִשְׂרָאֵל בְּלִבָּם", וְלָכֵן אוֹ "קְרַב אַתָּה וּשֲׁמָע" וְכוּ' אוֹ יְסַלֵּק מִמֶּנּוּ הַיֵּצֶר הָרַע שֶׁלּאֹ נְחַטֵּא עוֹד
 
It needs to be said that since we heard the commandments from His mouth, we no 

longer have a claim of compulsion from the evil inclination, as [a violation] of the 
commandments will be more severe if heard directly from G-d. Thus we find in the prohibition 
of idolatry, which we heard from His mouth, “I am the L-rd your G-d,”4 and, “You shall have 
no other gods,”5 for regarding idolatry, He punishes us even for desires and thinking alone, as 
it is written, “Thus I will hold the House of Israel to account for their thoughts.”6 

Therefore, either “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,” or He should 
separate the evil inclination from us, so that we shouldn’t sin anymore.  

  
אֵין צַדִּיק בָּאָרֶץ אֲשֶׁר  "אֲנַחְנוּ" "כִּי מִי כָל־בָּשָׂר", שֶׁהַלּאֹ   וְעַתָּה לָמָּה נָמוּת כִּי תאֹכְלֵנוּ הָאֵשׁ הַגְּדֹלָה הַזּאֹת אִם־יֹסְפִיםוְזֶהוּ "

נַת יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיְתָה לְטוֹבָה שֶׁחָיוּ מִתְייָרְאִים מִן הַחֵטְא וּבִשְׁבִיל כָּ˂ אָמַר הקב"ה ווְאִם כֵן נִמְצָא שֶׁכַּוָּ   ."יַעֲשֶׂה־טּוֹב וְלאֹ יֶחֱטָא
  אֶלָּא בְּשׁוֹגֵג וְלאֹ בְּמֵזִיד.   עוֹלָם"הֵיטִיבוּ כָּל־אֲשֶׁר דִּבֵּרוּ: מִי־יִתֵּן וְהָיָה לְבָבָם" וְכוּ' "לְיִרְאָה אֹתִי" וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר שֶׁלּאֹ יְחַטְּאוּ מֵ 

וָאֶתְחַנַּן יוְעַיֵּ  פָּרָשַׁת  לְעֵיל  עוֹד  הַכָּתוּבן  שֶׁאָמַר  וְזֶהוּ  יְר  .  הִיא  מֹשֶׁה  לָנוּ  שֶׁצִּוָּה  שִׁלְפִי  מוֹרָשָׁה",  מֹשֶׁה  צִוָּה־לָנוּ  שָּׁה  וּ"תּוֹרָה 
   מִים תָּמִיד בָּעוֹלָם.ישָּׁה שֶׁהֲרֵי הַדּוֹרוֹת הָיוּ מִתְקַיְּ וּדוֹר, דְּאִי לָאו הָכִי לאֹ הָיְתָה יְרמֶת מִדּוֹר לְ יהַמִּתְקַיֶּ 

 
This is the meaning of “Why should we die, then, for this fearsome fire will consume 

us; if we continue to hear the voice of the L-rd, our G-d, we will die. For what mortal ever heard 
the voice of the living G-d speak out of the fire, as we did, and lived?” For isn’t it so that “there 
is no righteous person on earth who will only do good and who will not sin”?7 

If so, we find that the intent of Israel was for good, that they were afraid of sin, and 
because of this, the Holy One, Blessed be He, said, “they did well to speak thus. May they 
always have a heart such as this, to revere Me and follow all My commandments,” as if to say 
that they should only sin accidentally and not intentionally. 

See further above, parashat Vachanan, Essay 6. This is what the Scripture intended 
when it said, “Moses commanded us the Torah as the heritage of the congregation of Jacob,”8 
that because Moses commanded us, instead of G-d directly commanding it, it is a heritage that 
exists from generation to generation. For if not so, it would not be a heritage, for the 
generations would always remain alive in the world. I.e., if the people had heard the 
commandments directly from G-d, they would not have been liable to lose their lives. They could 
have shared the Torah with later generations, but it would not have been “a heritage” given over 
to a replacement generation. 

* * * 

 
4 Ex. 20:2; Deut. 5:6. 
5 Ex. 20:3; Deut. 5:7. 
6 Ezek. 14:5. 
7 Eccl. 7:20. 
8 Deut. 33:4. 


