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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.
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“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
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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!
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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.'

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.”? So by asking Moses to relate the commandments, the Jewish people
allowed themselves to become forgetful, which is akin to being liable for death!
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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.?
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.

!'Yalkut Shimoni, Isaiah, remez 479.
2 Pirkei Avot 3:8.
3 Shabbat 89a.
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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,”* and, “You shall have
no other gods,” 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.”®

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.
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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”?’

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,”®
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. Le., 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.
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4 Ex. 20:2; Deut. 5:6.
5 Ex. 20:3; Deut. 5:7.
% Ezek. 14:5.
7 Eccl. 7:20.
8 Deut. 33:4.



