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Shemot 5727 “Moshe, Tzipora and the Circumcision of their Son” http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-

bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=76&Guidance=1  

  ד פרק שמות
ֶלְך( יח) ה ַוי ֵּ֨ ב׀ ֹמֶשֶׁ֜ ָּ֣שָׁ ְת֗נֹו ֶאל־ֶיֶָּ֣תר ַויָׁ אֶמר ֹחֹֽ ֹֹּ֤ ֲלכָׁה לֹו   ַוי ָּ֣ א א  ה   נָׁ֗ ּובָׁ ש  י ְואָׁ ִים ֶאל־ַאַחָּ֣ ה ֲאֶשר־ְבִמְצַרַ֔ ם ְוֶאְרֶאֶ֖ ָּ֣ ים ַהעֹודָׁ אֶמר ַחִיִּ֑ ֹֹּ֧  ַוי

ה ִיְת֛רֹו ְך ְלֹמֶשֶ֖ ֵ֥ ֹום ל  לֹֽ  :ְלשָׁ
אֶמר( יט) ֵֹּ֨ ֹּ֤ק ַוי ן ֶאל־ֹמֶשה   ְיֹקוָׁ ְך ְבִמְדיַָׁ֔ ֶ֖ ב ל  ָּ֣ ִּ֑  ש  תּו   ִיםִמְצרָׁ ים ִכי־מ   ִשַ֔ ֲאנָׁ ָּ֣ ל־הָׁ ים כָׁ ְמַבְקִשֶ֖ ָך ַהֹֽ  :ֶאת־ַנְפֶשֹֽ
ח( כ) ה ַוִיַקֵּ֨ ֹו ֹמֶשֶׁ֜ יו ֶאת־ִאְשתָּ֣ נָׁ֗ ם   ְוֶאת־בָׁ ר ַוַיְרִכב  ל־ַהֲחֹמַ֔ ב ַעֹֽ ֶ֖שָׁ ה ַויָׁ ְרצָׁ ִים ַאָּ֣ ִּ֑ ח ִמְצרָׁ ה ַוִיַקֵ֥ ה ֹמֶש֛ ֵ֥ ים ֶאת־ַמט  ֱאֹלִהֶ֖ ֹו הָׁ  :ְביָׁדֹֽ
אֶמר( כא) ָֹּ֣ ּוב ְבֶלְכְתָך   ֶאל־ֹמֶשה   ְיֹקוָׁק   ַוי שָּ֣ ה לָׁ ְימָׁ ה ִמְצַרַ֔ ְפִתים   ְרא ֗ ל־ַהֹמֹֽ ְמִתי כָׁ ָך ֲאֶשר־ַשָּ֣ ם ְביֶָׁדַ֔ ֶ֖ ָּ֣י ַוֲעִשיתָׁ ה ִלְפנ   ַוֲאִני   ַפְרֹעִּ֑

ק ָּ֣ ֹו ֲאַחז  א ֶאת־ִלבַ֔ ֵֹ֥ ם ְיַשַלֶ֖ח ְול ֹֽ עָׁ  :ֶאת־הָׁ
ֶ֖ ( כב) ַמְרתָׁ ה ְואָׁ ה ֶאל־ַפְרֹעִּ֑ ר ֹכֹּ֚ ַמָּ֣ ק אָׁ י ְיֹקוַָׁ֔ י ְבִנֵ֥ ל ְבֹכִרֶ֖ ֹֽ א   :ִיְשרָׁ
ר( כג) יָך וָֹׁאַמָּ֣ ֶל֗ ח א  ִני ֶאת־ְבִני   ַשַלֹּ֤ ַעְבד ַ֔ ן ְוַיֹֽ ֶ֖ א  ֹו ַוְתמָׁ י ִהנ ה   ְלַשְלחִּ֑ ֹנִכָּ֣ ג אָׁ ַ֔ ָך ֶאת־ִבְנָךֶ֖  ֹהר   :ְבֹכֶרֹֽ
י( כד) ֶרְך ַוְיִהֵ֥ ֹון ַבֶדֶ֖ לִּ֑ הּו ַבמָׁ ָּ֣ ק ַוִיְפְגש  ש ְיֹקוַָׁ֔ ֶ֖ ֹו ַוְיַבק   :ֲהִמיתֹֽ
ח( כה) ה ַוִתַקֵּ֨ ֶׁ֜ ר ִצֹפרָׁ ְרַלָּ֣ת ַוִתְכֹרת   ֹצ֗ ּה ֶאת־עָׁ יו ַוַתַגֶ֖ע ְבנַָׁ֔ ִּ֑ אֶמר ְלַרְגלָׁ י ַותֹֹּ֕ ים ִכֹּ֧ ִמ֛ ה ֲחַתן־דָׁ ֶ֖ י ַאתָׁ  :ִלֹֽ
ֶרף( כו) נּו ַוִיֶ֖ ז ִמֶמִּ֑ ה אָֹּׁ֚ ַ֔ ְמרָׁ ֹֽ ן אָׁ ים ֲחַתֵ֥ ִמֶ֖ ת דָׁ  פ: ַלמּוֹלֹֽ

21 And the LORD Said unto Moshe: “When thou goest back into Egypt, see that thou do before Pharaoh 

all the wonders which I have Put in thy hand; but I will Harden his heart, and he will not let the people 

go. 22 And thou shalt say unto Pharaoh: ‘Thus Saith the LORD: Israel is My Son, My First-born. 23 And I 

have Said unto thee: ‘Let My Son go, that he may serve Me; and thou hast refused to let him go. Behold, 

I will Slay thy son, thy first-born.’”-- 24 And it came to pass on the way at the lodging-place, that the 

LORD Met him, and Sought to kill him. 25 Then Tzipora took a flint, and cut off the foreskin of her son, 

and cast it at his feet; and she said: “Surely a bridegroom of blood art thou to me.”26 So He Let him 

alone. Then she said: “A bridegroom of blood in regard of the circumcision.” 

Alef.  

  ב קפר שמות
ן( טז) ֵ֥ ֶָ֖֖ן ּוְלֹכה  ַבע ִמְדיָׁ ֹות ֶשָּ֣ נִּ֑ אנָׁה בָׁ ָֹּ֣ ב נָׁה ַותָׁ אנָׁה   ַוִתְדֶל֗ ים ַוְתַמֶלֵּ֨ ִטַ֔ ְרהָׁ ָּ֣ ֹות ֶאת־הָׁ אן ְלַהְשקֶ֖ ֵֹ֥ ן צ  :ֲאִביֶהֹֽ
אּו( יז) ֹבֵ֥ ים ַויָׁ ֹרִעֶ֖ ּום הָׁ ְרשִּ֑ ם ַוְיגָׁ ָ֖קָׁ ֹּ֤ ן ֹמֶשה   ַויָׁ ֹוִשעַָׁ֔ ם ַוַיְֶ֖שְק  ַויָּ֣ ֹֽ  :ֶאת־צֹאנָׁ
אנָׁה( יח) ֹֹּ֕ ב ל ַותָׁ ֶ֖ ן ֶאל־ְרעּוא  אֶמר ֲאִביֶהִּ֑ ֹֹּ֕ ן ַמ֛דּועַ  ַוי א ִמַהְרֶתֵ֥ ֶֹ֖ ֹום ב  :ַהיֹֽ
ָׁ ( יט) ְרן יש ַותֹאַמֹּ֕ י ִאָּ֣ נּו ִמְצִרַ֔ ֶ֖ ים ִמַיָּ֣ד ִהִצילָׁ ֹרִעִּ֑ ה הָׁ ֹלֹּ֤ ה   ְוַגם־דָׁ לָׁ נּו דָׁ אן ַוַיְֶ֖שְק  לַָׁ֔ ֹֹֽ  :ֶאת־ַהצ
אֶמר( כ) ֵֹ֥ יו ַוי ֶ֖ ֹו ֶאל־ְבֹנתָׁ ה ְוַאיִּ֑ מָׁ ֹּ֤ יש ןֲעַזְבֶתָּ֣  ֶזה   לָׁ ִאַ֔ ן ֶאת־הָׁ ֹו ִקְרֶאֵ֥ אַכל לֶ֖ ֵֹ֥ ֶחם ְוי ֹֽ  :לָׁ
ֹוֶאל( כא) ה ַויֵ֥ ֶבת ֹמֶשֶ֖ ֶשָּ֣ יש לָׁ ִאִּ֑ ן ֶאת־הָׁ ֛ ה ַוִית  ֵ֥ ֹו ֶאת־ִצֹפרָׁ ה ִבתֶ֖  :ְלֹמֶשֹֽ
ֶלד( כב) ָּ֣ ן ַות  א ב ַ֔ ֵ֥ ֹו ַוִיְקרָׁ ם ֶאת־ְשמֶ֖ ְרֹשִּ֑ י ג  ר ִכָּ֣ ַמַ֔ ָּ֣ר אָׁ יִתי ג  ִיַ֔ ֶרץ הָׁ ה ְבֶאֶ֖ ֹֽ ְכִריָׁ  :נָׁ

1. 16 Now the priest of Midian had seven daughters; and they came and drew water, and filled 

the troughs to water their father's flock. 17 And the shepherds came and drove them away; 

but Moshe stood up and helped them, and watered their flock. 18 And when they came to 

Reuel their father, he said: “How is it that ye are come so soon to-day?” 19 And they said: 

“An Egyptian delivered us out of the hand of the shepherds, and moreover he drew water 

for us, and watered the flock.” 20 And he said unto his daughters: “And where is he? Why is 

it that ye have left the man? Call him, that he may eat bread.” 21 And Moshe made an oath 

(in order) to dwell with the man; and he gave Moshe Tzipora his daughter. 22 And she bore 

a son, and he called his name Gershom; for he said: “I have been a stranger in a strange 

land.”  

Mechilta (Midrash Halacha on Shemot) addresses the following issues: 

a) Q. Why in v. 21 is there a juxtaposition of Moshe swearing to Yitro prior to his 

marrying Tzipora?  

http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=76&Guidance=1
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     A. Moshe asked for Tzipora’s hand in marriage. Before acquiescing, Yitro extracted a 

commitment from Moshe to the effect that he would raise his first son, Gershom, 

to be an idolater (like his grandfather, referred to as [v.16] “Kohen Midian”).  

b) Q. Why in 4:24, did God Threaten Moshe’s life? 

A. Because He Objected to the arrangement that Moshe had made with Yitro 

regarding his son, Gershom.  

c)    Q. How did Tzipora’s circumcising the son alleviate the threat to Moshe’s life?  

A. Subjecting Gershom to a circumcision, the symbol of entering into the Covenant 

with HaShem and therefore the converse of idolatry, represented the refutation 

of the arrangement that Moshe had agreed to prior to his marrying Tzipora. 

d)    Q. Why on the way to Egypt, should Moshe’s life have been threatened?  

        A. (Targum Yonatan ben Uziel):1 If Moshe was to say to Pharoah in God’s Name: “If 

you refuse to send forth My First-born Son (Israel), I will Kill yours,” isn’t it 

consistent that Moshe’s own first-born son was not circumcised, albeit this was 

in accordance with the arrangement that he had worked out with Yitro? 

Therefore a method had to be created whereby the circumcision of Gershom 

would take place, but not by Moshe who had sworn not to do so.  

e)     Q. (Ba’al HaTurim)2 How could Moshe agree to such an arrangement with Yitro 

whereby his first son would be brought up as a priest for idolatry (the 

commentator interprets the words of the Mechilta to not only indicate that the 

child would be an idolater, but even an idolatrous priest!) 

         A. Moshe recognized in Yitro an ambivalence about idolatry, and that he would 

eventually come around to true belief and convert to Judaism. (Not all agree that 

Yitro did so—see e.g., Ohr HaChayim on BaMidbar 10:30--)3 (Ba’al HaTurim’s 

                                                           
  ביוגרפיה - תרגום המיוחס ליונתן - תורה 1
The ancient commentary on the Pentateuch, that some refer to it as Targum Yerushalmi, is attributed to the Tanna 
Jonathan ben Uziel. Jonathan ben Uziel was the greatest student of Hillel the Elder. Targum Yonatan, similar to 
Targum Onkelos, is in Hebrew - Aramaic. It appears to have been redacted in the Geonic period, from Targum 
Onkelos and older excerpts from Talmud Yerushalmi; but where Targum Onkelos generally only translates the text, 
Targum Yonatan interweaves various Aggadaic and halachic material into the translation. There are a number of 
different versions of Targum Yonatan, one of which is in the standard editions of the Pentateuch alongside Targum 
Yonatan, under the name Targum Yerushalmi, which differs from the Targum Yonatan on parts of the biblical 
verses, and only these verses were published. Another version of Targum Yonatan has been published from the 
Neophyte manuscript, recently discovered in the Vatican… Bar Ilan CD ROM 
  ביוגרפיה - בעל הטורים 2
R. Jacob ben Asher was born in Cologne ca. 1269 and died in Toledo ca. 1343. In 1303 he fled with all of his family 
from Cologne to Barcelona. His main teacher was his father, R. Asher (Rosh) , although R. Jacob also studied with 
his older brother, R. Yechiel. R. Jacob began to prepare a collection of his father's responsa during the latter's 
lifetime. He also prepared an abbreviated version of his father's great halachic compendium, Piskei Ha - Rosh. This 
work, Kitzur Piskei Ha - Rosh, is printed after the relevant tractates in standard editions of the Talmud. R. Jacob 
also wrote a commentary on the Torah; the commentary consists of two parts: The first has gematriyot and brief 
sermonic, aggadic explanations according to the Massoretic notes and this part is found in most editions of the 
Mikra'ot Gedolot editions of the Pentateuch under then name Ba'al haTurim… Bar Ilan CD ROM 

  י פרק במדבר 3
אֶמר( ל) ֵֹ֥ יו ַוי ֶ֖ לָׁ א א  ָֹּ֣ ְך ל ִּ֑ ל  י א  י יִאם־ֶאל־ַאְרִצ֛  ִכֹּ֧ ְך ְוֶאל־מֹוַלְדִתֶ֖ ֹֽ ל   :א 

   החיים אור



3 
 

view interestingly parallels Hillel’s approach to the three potential converts in the 

anecdotes recorded in the Gemora in Shabbat, whereby he relies on his powers 

of persuasion over time to engage with individuals who Shamai summarily 

rejected.)4  

Nevertheless the commentator posits that Moshe was punished for agreeing to 

swear that he would comply with Yitro’s stipulation, by virtue of his grandson 

becoming an idolatrous priest. This is based upon ChaZaL’s interpretation of 

Shoftim 18:30— 

  יח פרק שופטים

                                                           
 יתבאר ”'.וגו אם כי אלך לא“ מאומרו הוא מובן והלא ”אלך“ תיבת לומר הוצרך למה לדעת צריך. אלך' וגו ארצי אל אם כי( ל)

  לשונם: וזה( יתרו מכילתא) ל"ז אומרם דרך על
 הנר 'כלום לו, אמר אומר: המודעי א"ר ,עולם של מכבודו שלחו אומר: יהושע' ר --חותנו" את משה )שמות יח:כז( "וישלח

 ''וכו ללמוד ואביאם מדינה בני כל ומגייר לארצי הולך אני אלא ולבנה? חמה בין מהנה אני מה החושך. במקום אלא מהנה
  "',וגו קני "ובני( א שופטים) אומר הרי כן? עשה ולא הלך יכול

 שניהם ולדברי, נתגייר א"ולר, עולם של מכבודו משה ושלחו נתגייר לא שיתרו סובר יהושע רביש משמע דבריהם מתוך
 אבל לבד ארצי חביבות לטעם ולא ארצי, אל אם כי אלך לא הדרך זה על לומר נתכוון יהושע' לר, נכון על "אלך" יתור יתיישב
 אל אם כי זו בהליכה לחלוטין פירוש אלך לא הדרך זה על א"ר ולסברת, פנים כל על אלך אלא הוא כן לא, יושב הייתי זה זולת
 מקום אמצא אם לומר ומולדתי ארצי לומר וכפל, ולשוב לגיירם אלך ומולדתי ארצי לבני יאות אשר אל פירוש מולדתי ואל ארצי
 :מולדתי בני ולפחות מדינתי בני כל אגייר

4 Shabbat 31a 
Our Rabbis taught: A certain heathen once came before Shamai and asked him, “How many Torot have you?” 
“Two,” he replied: “the Written Tora and the Oral Tora.”  “I believe you with respect to the Written, but not with 
respect to the Oral Tora; make me a proselyte on condition that you teach me the Written Tora (only).  (But) he 
scolded and repulsed him in anger. When he went before Hillel, he accepted him as a proselyte. On the first day, 
he taught him, Alef, Bet, Gimmel, Dalet; the following day he reversed (them) to him. “But yesterday you did not 
teach them to me thus,” he protested. “Must you then not rely upon me?  Then rely upon me with respect to the 
Oral (Tora) too.”  
On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen came before Shamai and said to him, “Make me a 
proselyte, on condition that you teach me the whole Tora while I stand on one foot.” Thereupon he repulsed him 
with the builder's cubit which was in his hand.  When he went before Hillel, he said to him, “What is hateful to you, 
do not to your neighbor:  that is the whole Tora, while the rest is the commentary thereof; go and learn it.”  
On another occasion it happened that a certain heathen was passing behind a Beth HaMidrash, when he heard the 
voice of a teacher reciting, “And these are the garments which they shall make; a breastplate, and an ephod.”  Said 
he, “For whom are these?” “For the High Priest,” he was told. Then said that heathen to himself, “I will go and 
become a proselyte, that I may be appointed a High Priest.” So he went before Shamai and said to him, “Make me 
a proselyte on condition that you appoint me a High Priest.” But he repulsed him with the builder's cubit which 
was in his hand. He then went before Hillel, who made him a proselyte. Said he to him, “Can any man be made a 
king but he who knows the arts of government? Do you go and study the arts of government!”  He went and read. 
When he came to, “And the stranger that cometh nigh shall be put to death,”   he asked him, “To whom does this 
verse apply?” “Even to David King, of Israel,” was the answer. Thereupon that proselyte reasoned within himself a 
fortiori: If Israel, who are called “sons of the Omnipresent,” and who in His Love for them He Designated them, 
“Israel is My Son, My Firstborn,” yet it is written of them, “And the non-Kohen that cometh nigh (to the Divine 
Temple Service) shall be put to death”: how much more so a mere proselyte, who comes with his staff and wallet! 
Then he went before Shamai and said to him. “Am I then eligible to be a High Priest?; is it not written in the Tora, 
“And the stranger that cometh nigh shall be put to death?” He went before Hillel and said to him, “O gentle Hillel; 
blessings rest on thy head for bringing me under the wings of the Shechina!” Sometime later the three met in one 
place; said they, “Shamai's impatience sought to drive us from the world, but Hillel's gentleness brought us under 
the wings of the Shechina.”  
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ימּו( ל) ִקֹּ֧ ם ַויָׁ ֶה֛ ן לָׁ ֶ֖ י־דָׁ ֶסל ְבנ  ִּ֑ ן ֶאת־ַהפָׁ יהֹונָׁתָׁ םֶבן־ג   ִוִ֠ הנַ ֶבן־מְ  ְרֹשֵּ֨ ּוא ֶשֶׁ֜ יו הָּ֣ נָׁ֗ ּו ּובָׁ יֹּ֤ ֶבט ֹכֲהִנים   הָׁ ָּ֣  ְלש 

י ִנַ֔ ֹום ַהדָׁ ֹות ַעד־יֶ֖ ֶרץ ְגלֵ֥ ֹֽ אָׁ  :הָׁ

the “Nun” in Menashe being interpreted as added in order to “protect” Moshe’s 

reputation. (The “delayed” or “transmuted” punishment is reminiscent of a) 

what happens first to Yaakov when he inadvertently declares that whomever has 

taken Lavan’s Terafim will die, resulting in Rachel’s death [Beraishit 31:19, 32;  

35:18] and b) ChaZaL’s assumption that Yehuda’s bones rattled in the coffin that 

was carried by the Jews during their time in the desert as a result of the curse 

that he called down upon himself when he promised Yaakov that he would 

guarantee returning Binyamin to him [Ibid. 43:9; 45:28; RaShi on Devarim 33:7 

s.v. VeZot LeYehuda]).  

f) Q. (Siftei Kohen)5 The same as e) Ba’al HaTurim above. 

A. The commentator provides an empirical basis for Moshe’s decision to agree to 

swear to Yitro’s demand, i.e., he observed how the Priest of Midian would first 

worship and then reject different gods on a daily basis. This convinced Moshe that 

his future father-in-law was a seeker. (Nevertheless the disagreement in the 

Midrash cited by Ohr HaChaim in fn. 3 above remains in play, i.e., either once Yitro 

was exposed to Tora, he instinctively knew that he had finally arrived at the 

“Truth” [R. Eleazar HaModa’i] or just as he had tried out other belief systems, he 

tried and ultimately rejected Judaism as well [R. Yitzchak].) 

2. The assumption of the Mechilta that Moshe’s being threatened by the Angel was the result 

of his swearing to Yitro to bring up his child as an idolater, leads to the question of why 

Moshe is not punished immediately upon making such a commitment, rather than only once 

he is on the road back to Egypt. Several possible answers present themselves:  

a. When Moshe swore, it was in order to marry Tzipora. At that point, he did not know 

if she would conceive a child, which would parallel what occurred in the lives of 

Sara, Rikva and Rachel. Perhaps he felt that the condition would never come to 

fruition.  

b. Even if Tzipora would end up conceiving a child while they were still in the presence 

of Yitro, perhaps Moshe did not feel bound to honor the agreement, since 

intrinsically it constituted perpetrating a sin, in effect swearing to something that 

undermined Moshe’s belief in God, even though this was prior to the Tora being 

Given at Sinai. The prohibition against Idolatry was one of the Seven Noachide 

Commandments which either came into effect following the Flood, or even earlier 

on, according to Sanhedrin 56b, being already prohibited in the Garden of Eden. 

c. Despite Moshe’s coming to the aid of Yitro’s daughters, did he do this as a person 

who was motivated by Jewish values, or humanistic, moral ones? Just as I would like 

to contend that Yosef self-consciously put behind him his traumatic past once he 

came to Egypt, as implied by the name that he gave to his first child (Beraishit 

41:51), so too did Moshe when he fled from the threat posed by Pharoah and Egypt 

                                                           
5 Shabbatai ben Meir HaKohen (Hebrew: 1662–1621 ;שבתי כהן) was a noted 17th Century talmudist and halakhist. 
He became known as the Shakh, (Hebrew: ש"ך) which is an abbreviation of his most important work, Siftei Kohen 
(Hebrew: שפתי כהן) (literally Lips of the Priest), and his rulings were considered authoritative by later halakhists… 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shabbatai_HaKohen  
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(Shemot 2:15), again as implied by the manner in which he named his first child 

(Ibid. 2:22). Yosef was sharply reminded of his true identity and destiny when he 

was struck by how his brothers were bowing before him, a fulfillment of the dreams 

that he had dreamt so long ago (Beraishit 37:7, 9; 42:9); Moshe’s awakening came 

when he experienced the Divine Revelation at the Burning Bush (Shemot 3:6 ff.) 

Could it be that just as Yitro’s daughters referred to him as an “Egyptian” (Ibid. 

2:19), it was not only because he “looked the part,” but that he had become 

Egyptian in terms of his belief system as well? If so, then God, by “Assuming” that 

He could “Win” Moshe back to his true identity, provides a precedent for Moshe 

doing the same vis-à-vis Yitro, and Hillel with respect to the potential converts. Of 

course the analogy cannot be taken too far, since God is the Bochein HaLevavot 

(Discerner of Hearts) and therefore is in a position to Know what someone is 

thinking as well as what the future holds, which by definition cannot be the case 

with respect to human beings such as Moshe and Hillel.  

Beit.  

1. The disagreement in Nedarim between the two Tannaim is who was the object of the 

Angel’s Wrath—R. Yosi: Moshe; R. Shimon b. Gamliel: The newborn. (With respect to the 

latter position, there also appears to be a dispute, with R. Yosi assuming that it was Moshe’s 

second-born, i.e., Eliezer, while MaHaRShA suggests that the text is referring to the first-

born Gershom, regarding whom Moshe had given his word to Yitro to bring him us as an 

idolater, and therefore not to circumcise him into God’s Covenant. 

2. R. Yosi treats the word “BaMalon” as not simply the location where this incident occurs, but 

also the reason for its taking place in the first place, i.e., that Moshe was more concerned 

about finding a place to shelter his family than to carry out the circumcision once they had 

arrived in a place where there was time for the child to recover from the procedure.  

3. The principle that HaShem Judges the righteous “KeChut HaSa’ara” (lit. the breadth of a 

hair; fig. extremely rigorously, with virtually no room for error) is applied here. Even if 

Moshe intended to get around to circumcising the child as soon as he had completed 

providing shelter for his family, God Judged him negatively for prioritizing his responsibilities 

in this fashion, Expecting him to first take care of the ritual obligation before worrying about 

the comfort and safety of his family. The failing appears to us to be relatively insignificant. 

Apparently that was not the case as far as HaShem was Concerned vis-à-vis His 

Representative, Moshe. Perhaps the point is that now that Moshe was Charged with 

carrying out the Divine Mandate to redeem the Jews from Egyptian slavery, he had to learn 

that all personal considerations, including taking care of his family, became secondary. This 

may have also been the basic reason why Aharon advised Moshe to send his wife and 

children back to Midian (RaShI on Shemot 18:2 s.v. Achar Shilucheha), i.e., not only not to 

expose them to the dangers of the situation in Egypt, but also in order that Moshe could 

focus completely upon the task that lay ahead.  

4. The reason why MaHaRSha6 and others interpret R. Shimon b. Gamliel in the Midrash to be 

referring to Gershom rather than Eliezer, was perhaps because they assumed that Moshe 

                                                           
  ביוגרפיה - מהרש"א 6
R. Samuel Eliezer ben R. Judah HaLevi Edels - the Maharsha - was born in Cracow in 1555. His wife was from Posen, 
to where he moved and established a yeshiva. He and his yeshiva were supported by his mother - in - law Edel 
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was a man of his word, and since he had promised Yitro to bring up his child in a certain 

manner, he felt bound to do so, regardless of his present task. The incident then becomes 

God’s Way of Informing Moshe that he was mistaken in thinking that his promise was more 

important than the worship of God and the fulfillment of His Commandments.  

Gimel.  

  כד פסוק ד פרק שמות חכמים שפתי. 1
 השם, על ולא הענין על המורה יצא" השמש "ויהי אמרפל" בימי "ויהי כמו דהכא "ויהי"' פי שאין ל"ר ה

 :אמשה קאי "ויהי" כ"אע פגש? למי הכתוב' פי לא למה כ"וא ",'ה "ויפגשהו הכי בתר מדכתיב
“VaYehi” could connote a time when an action occurred, i.e., “And it was when…”, or “And 

he (in this case, Moshe) was…”, describing a person’s actions rather than the moment when 

it occurred. According to Siftei Chachamim, RaShI chose the latter over the former, because 

in the second portion) of the verse, God’s Action is mentioned, it leads one to conclude that 

the first portion is similarly talking about someone else’s, i.e., Moshe’s, action, rather than 

when this was taking place.  

  כד וקפס ד פרק שמות( ם"רא) מזרחי. 2
 ויבקש(: "א לב נדרים) דנדרים רביעי בפרק דאמרי, יוסי וכרבי קרחה בן יהושע כרבי. למשה המיתו ויבקש

, תינוק לאותו אלא להרוג שטן בקש רבינו משה לא: "דאמר גמליאל בן שמעון כרבן ולא, למשה" המיתו

 דלעיל" ויהי" דמלת משום", תינוק זה אומר הוי, חתן קרוי מי', לי אתה דמים חתן כי(: 'כה פסוק) שנאמר

 על לא, משה על שב" המיתו" כנוי שיהיה יכריח, לעיל הנזכר משה על המורים" ויפגשהו" וכנוי מיניה

 :כלל נזכר שלא התינוק

Because of the prepositional pronoun for “VaYifgesheihu” relates to God Meeting Moshe, 

RaShI assumes like R. Yosi that the prepositional pronoun at the end of “LeHamito” also 

refers to Moshe rather than the baby, as R. Shimon b. Gamliel claims.  

Daled.  

1. From a technical point of view, the commentary Yahel Ohr (printed in the Mechokekai 

Yehuda edition of the Ibn Ezra) notes that Ashur and Mitzrayim not only were already 

notable nations by this time rather than a relatively formless enslaved minority, but that 

from a genealogical perspective, their founders could be considered to have been born prior 

to the progenitor of the Jewish people:  

Beraishit 10:22 “The sons of Shem (one of the sons of Noach): Elam, and Ashur, and 

Arpachshad, and Lud, and Aram.” 

Ibid. 6 “And the sons of Cham (another of Noach’s three sons): Cush, and Mitzrayim, and 

Put, and Canaan.” 

Ibid. 11:10-7 “10 These are the generations of Shem. Shem was a hundred years old, 

and begot Arpachshad two years after the flood. 11 And Shem lived after he begot 

Arpachshad five hundred years, and begot sons and daughters. {S} 12 And 

Arpachshad lived five and thirty years, and begot Shela. 13 And Arpachshad lived 

                                                           
(thus the appelation Edel's) . After her death, he served as a rabbi in a number of cities in Poland, until he passed 
away in 1632. He is primarily known for Hiddushei Halakhot, his commentary encompassing the entire Talmud, in 
which he elaborated difficulties in the Talmud, Rashi, and Tosofot; and, for Hiddushei Aggadot, his commentary on 
the Aggadaic material in the Talmiud. Hiddushei Halakhot was first published from 1612 and onwards; Hiddushei 
Aggadot was published in 1627. Both commentaries have for many years been published together with the 
standard Babylonian Talmud, alongside the commentaries of the R. Solomon Luria (Maharshal and his Hokhmat 
Shlomo) and of R. Meir of Lublin (Maharam)... Bar Ilan CD ROM 
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after he begot Shela four hundred and three years, and begot sons and daughters. 

{S} 14 And Shela lived thirty years, and begot Ever. 15 And Shela lived after he begot 

Ever four hundred and three years, and begot sons and daughters. {S} 16 And Ever 

lived four and thirty years, and begot Peleg. 17 And Ever lived after he begot Peleg 

four hundred and thirty years, and begot sons and daughters.” 

Consequently Arpachshad was Shem’s third child, whereas Ashur was Shem’s 

second son, and Mitzrayim was Cham’s second son. Therefore to refer to the people 

of Israel as a literal first-born makes no sense. However, a figurative interpretation 

regarding who was the first after the many generations following the Flood to 

recognize God’s Existance and worship Him, i.e., Avraham, would allow for the 

Jewish people to be considered God’s “First-born.”  

Yeshayahu 19:24 “In that day shall Israel be the third with Egypt and with Assyria, a 

blessing in the midst of the earth.” Ibn Ezra is interpreting the verse as connoting 

instead of three relatively equal nations all receiving God’s different Blessings, that 

Israel chronologically has to be considered the “third” in light of the genealogical 

information in Beraishit 11.   

2. The problem in verse 23 is the Divine Threat to kill someone’s firstborn, if the Jews, i.e., 

God’s “Firstborn,” are not allowed to leave Egypt. It is unclear who this individual is that is 

under threat. We have not previously heard about a firstborn belonging to Pharoah. Who 

says that he was married, let along the father of a child?  

Ibn Ezra: The threat is against Pharoah’s firstborn, should he not release the Jews from 

servitude.  

R. Yosef Kimchi:7 The threat was leveled against Moshe’s firstborn in the event that he did 

not carry out with diligence and alacrity God’s Charge to become involved in the freeing of 

the Jewish people. 

3.   RaShI: Moshe’s sin involved first taking care of the family’s needs for shelter, i.e., inquiring 

about lodging, prior to his concerning himself with his newborn’s circumcision. 

Benefit: RaShI’s approach explains why Tzipora’s circumcising her son alleviates the 

Angel’s attack, i.e., he was lacking a Brit and once it is carried out, everything this 

immediate danger has been removed.   

                                                           
7 Joseph Ḳimḥi (1105–1170) (Hebrew: יוסף קמחי) was a medieval Jewish rabbi and biblical commentator. He was 

the father of Moses and David Kimhi, and the teacher of Rabbi Menachem Ben Simeon. Grammarian, exegete, 
poet, and translator; born in southern Spain about 1105; died about 1170. Forced to leave his native country owing 
to the religious persecutions of the Almohades who invaded the Spanish Peninsula in 1146, he settled in 
Narbonne, Provence, where he spent the rest of his life. The Provence region of southern France, at a time when 
the local Jewish population was under the considerable influence of the neighboring Spanish-Jewish community to 
the South. He is known to have written commentaries on all the books of the Bible, though only fragments of his 
work have survived until today. The foundation of his work is a literal reading of the Hebrew text and its 
grammatical analysis, interspersed with contemporary philosophical musings. This reflects his opposition to a 
christological reading of the text, which highlights allegory. In fact, Kimhi participated in several public debates 
with Catholic clergy, in which he highlighted his own method of reading biblical texts. His opposition to the 
contemporary Christian reading can be found in his Book of the Covenant (ספר הברית). His son David, though but a 
child at the time of his father's death, may also be considered one of Ḳimḥi's pupils, either directly through his 
works, or indirectly through the instruction he (David) received from his elder brother Moses… 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Kimhi  
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Problem: RaShI’s approach does not adequately account for 4:18-23 that precede this 

incident. How is the absence of circumcision for their son related to HaShem’s 

Instructing Moshe to go to Mitzrayim? It is a “stretch” to say that Moshe might have 

died after reasonably deciding that circumcising his son would either delay the 

beginning or the continuity of his mission when he would have to wait for the child to 

heal from the procedure. At the very least the sin was BeShogeig rather than BeMeizid. 

To say that HaShem Deals with Tzaddikim “KeChut HaSa’ara” leaves something to be 

desired.  

 R. Yosef Kimchi: Moshe was dillydallying with respect to undertaking the mission to lead the 

Jews out of Egypt. a) He didn’t know when he would get the actual call to begin his journey; 

b) he took his family with him because he didn’t know how long the entire redemption 

process would take and didn’t wish to bereft of his family for so long. For this reason, God 

Told Moshe to get going; instead of blaming the Angel’s attack on his hesitation, Moshe 

thought that the Angel had come to attack the child due to his lack of circumcision. She 

clumsily carried out the circumcision and thought that she had nearly killed her child, but 

when she saw that the attack was suspended, she realized that rather than associating the 

circumcision with death, it should rather be connected to a living relationship with God.  

Benefit: R. Kimchi’s approach explains why there is a connection between the attack of 

the Angel and Moshe’s mission. Moshe deliberately was delaying carrying out God’s 

Directive and therefore God Determined to Get his attention by sending the Malach.  

Problem: While the need to send the family back is conveyed by the danger associated 

with the Angel’s attack, what this has to specifically do with circumcision is unclear. 

Couldn’t the same point have been made some other way?  

4.   R. Kimchi understands “VaTimaein LeShalcho” as “And if you delay in doing everything in 

your power to have the Jews sent forth from their Egyptian slavery.” He does so because at 

the end of v. 21, God has already Stated that Pharoah was not going to send the people out. 

Why would HaShem have Moshe engage in public posturing if there would not be any 

possibility for the demand to be positively addressed? Ultimately, the death of Pharoah’s 

firstborn was not a function of Pharoah’s personal will, but rather a reflection of God’s 

Intention to Bring upon the Egyptians all ten plagues, including Makat Bechorot.  

 


