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THE PURPOSE OF THE JOURNEY
THROUGH THE WILDERNESS*

Is the journey through the wilderness merely a
way to get to the Land of Israel, or does it have
an intrinsic independent significance?

Is the encounter at Mount Sinai mentioned in
the prophecies regarding the redemption from
Egypt? Why?
Where does the text hint to the encounter at
Mount Sinai?

What is the purpose of the encounter at Mount
Sinai and what is its role in the process of the
redemption?

A. Is the Wilderness a Journey or
a Destination?

The Journey  In the previous parasha (Beshalach) we discussed the
through the  nation’s journey through the wilderness. We saw the
Wilderness - nation leave Egypt with the goal of reaching Canaan,
aMeansof  although theydo notarrive there immediately. Instead
Forminga  they wander in the wilderness. We noted that the
Nation  purpose of the journey was to free the nation from
their mental dependence on Pharaoh and to bolster

their faith in their ability to deal with challenges,
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1 This lesson is a continuation of last week’s lesson; however it
can also be studied as an independent unit.
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The Journey
through the
Desert:

Not Mentioned
at the Burning
Bush

with God’s help.

The journey through the desert is part of the
process of forming the nation of Israel. The wilderness
itself has no significance; it is merely the way through
which the people must pass - both geographically and
mentally -to prepare themselves to enter the Land of
Israel. Presumably, had the nation been ready to enter
the Land of Israel immediately and did not need to
free itself of its dependence on Pharaoh, there would
have been be no need to wander in the wilderness.

The journey through the desert is not mentioned
during Moses’ encounter with God at the burning
bush:

And God said, “I have surely seen 1K) XY/ KN
the misery of my people who are " *ny »y nx
in Egypt, and | have heard their onpyynKIDI¥Na
cry because of their taskmasters; >vwinan oy

for 1 am aware of their sorrows.
And | shall descend to save them
from the hand of Egypt and bring
them up from that land to a land
that is good and spacious, to a
land flowing with milkand honey,
to the place of the Caananite, and
the Hittite, and the Amorite, and
the Perizzite, and the Hivite, and
the Jebusite. And now, behold,
the cry of the Children of Israel
comes to Me, and | have also
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The Journey
through the
Wilderness:
Not Mentioned
at the
Covenant
between the

Parts

seen the oppression with which :onx D*m’v onyn
the Egyptians oppress them. And e 127 oy
now, go and I shall send you to xyim s S
Pharaoh, and take my nation, the ~ 5%3¢» %2 my nx
Children of Israel, out of Egypt. /3 mnw) .ov¥mn
(Ex. 3:7-10) (o=t

The purpose of taking the nation out of Egypt,
according to the verses quoted above, is to save them
from slavery and bring them to the Promised Land.
The journey through the wilderness is not mentioned
because it is a means rather than an end.

In addition, the Covenant between the Parts mentions
only the exodus from Egypt and the return to the
Land of Israel:

And He said to Abram, “Know
surely that your descendants will
be strangers in a land that is not
theirs, and they will be enslaved
and tortured, for four hundred
years.Andthenationunderwhom
they labor | shall judge as well,
and afterward they shall leave
with great wealth. And you shall
come to your forefathers safely;
you shall be buried in good old
age. And the fourth generation
shall return here, for the sins
of the Amorites have not yet
been completed.” (Gen. 15:13-16)
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However, a closer look at the sections describing the B. "Serve God on this mountain”

exodus from Egypt reveals that the nation’s journey - Slgn or Goal?
through the desert, besides being a means to reach )
the Land of Israel, has an independent purpose. MOSES” ARGUMENTS AGAINST GOD’S CHOICE;

GOD’S RESPONSE
Let us reread the section in which God sends Moses

to Pharaoh. Moses’ Claim: At the burning bush (Ex. 3:11-12) Moses does not
“Whoam 1?7 immediately accept the mission that God gives him:

And Moses said to God, “Who D=7 5% Mn oKy
am | to go to Pharaoh and 9 x T2 3080
take the Children of Israel out %7 )3 NX XO¥IK °3)
of Egypt?” (Ex. 3:11) Rajakgalal

God replies:

And He said, “For | will be with ,7ap K ¥3 K"
you, and this is your sign that >3 fixa1 72
| have sent you, when you take Ix¥ina ,Janow
the nation out of Egypt you shall oymn oyn ny
serve God on this mountain.” D=7 PTIYN
(Ex. 3:12) hinRnn

The first part of God’s response is easily understood:
Moses claims that he is not worthy of this mission;
God responds that “I will be with you.” However, the
second part of God’s answer - “and this is your sign...”
- is less clear:

1. Can the nation’s future service of God on Mount
Sinai serve as a sign? A sign is ostensibly a
supernatural occurrence that can resolve any
possible doubts; the future service of God,
alternatively, is the nation’s own choice!
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Rashi’s

Explanation

2. Serving God on the mountain will occur following
the nation’s liberation from Egypt; how can
it counter Moses” present doubts about his
worthiness to carry out this very mission?

Rashi notes these difficulties in his commentary
(see Rashi on Ex. 3:11). He divides Moses’ speech into
two parts and explains that Moses is posing two
arguments:

1. “Who am I” - How could | be important enough
to speak with kings?

2. “And take the Children of Israel out of Egypt” - And
even if | am important, why does the nation of
Israel merit a miraculous liberation from Egypt?

Rashi divides God’s response into two corresponding
answers, one to each of Moses’ questions:

He answered [Moses’] first pwxy Sy wn
[question] first and his last x5 puxa
[question] last: “As you said, n” mnxw PINK
‘Who am | to go to Pharaoh’: 5% T o "
it is not your [endeavor], but xmTwK>-"TyI0
Mine, ‘For | will be with you.” x>’ Hwnoxe
‘And this,” the vision you have nxwan-"m 7oy
seen in the bush, ‘is your sign ,mp1 XY WwK

that | have sent you’ - and | am
[sufficient] to save [them]. Just
as you have seen the bush do My
bidding, and it is not consumed,
so too you shall do My bidding,
and you shall not be harmed.”
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The Bush -
the Sign

of Moses’
Worthiness
for the

Mission

And regarding your question
“By what merit will the nation
of Israel leave Egypt” - | have
a great matter [which depends]
upon this exodus, for they are
destined to receive the Torah
on this mountain three months
after they leave Egypt.? (Rashi
on Ex. 3:12)
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God’s promise that “this is your sign that I have sent
you” refers to the first part of the verse: “For | will
be with you.” The burning bush that is not consumed
by fire is a personal sign to Moses that he is worthy
of God’s mission.

2 Rashi’s explanation is based on the following midrash:

D3 &y M3t 3 = 75K 233 K KOXIX 031 3 T8 DK K 0D 2K n”
5 KOK oY TN T PR 7Y K Y37 51735 0K 208D Do
FINXW 2% N 7 9273 - 7PN 23K 0D KT T Y XD K
D™D DY MK TRV K YK YN i 9o oy e 05 smbw
10X DD XYY MSH PR FEK 10 — *7i 31 Y DoKX AR DTN
OWn OKYY ORI 32 71 5y 5305 oy iy e T mataw ye
“Who am | to go to Pharaoh, etc., and take the Children of
Israel out” - what merit do they have that would allow me
to take them out? God said to him: “For | will be with you”
- He says “I will be with you” only to those who are afraid.
“And this is your sign that | have sent you” - and by this it
will be known that you are My messenger, for | will be with
you and anything you desire I shall do. “When you take the
nation out of Egypt you shall serve God on this mountain”
- [regardingl what you said: What merit do they have that
would allow me to take them out of Egypt, know that in
merit of the Torah that they will receive through you on
this mountain they are leaving Egypt. (Midrash Rabba 3:4)

Other commentators quote this midrash as well, such as
Seforno:
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Future
Service of
God -

the Nation’s
Merit for

Redemption

The Purpose
of Leaving

Egypt -
Serving God

Difficulties
with Rashi’s

Explanation

The latter part of the verse - “When you take the nation
out of Egypt you shall serve God on this mountain”
- answers Moses’ second question regarding the
nation’s merit to leave Egypt. God responds that the
nation deserves to leave because they are destined
to serve God on this mountain, not in merit of their
current status.

According to this interpretation, serving God on
the mountain is not merely a sign with no further
significance. It is a crucial part of the process of
redemption - were the nation not fated to serve
God at Sinai, they would not have been worthy of
redemption from Egypt. Serving God is not only a
condition for the redemption; it is the purpose of
the redemption. Until this point it seemed as though
the goal of the exodus was to save the nation from
slavery and bring them to Canaan. Now it appears as
if there is another, more fundamental purpose: the
nation is redeemed from Egypt to serve God.

There are two problems with Rashi’s explanation.
First, according to the simple understanding of the
verse, Moses’ words, “And take the nation out of
Egypt,” do not seem to question whether the nation
deserves to leave Egypt; had he wanted to question
this he might have said, “And who are the people
that You shall take them out of Egypt?” In fact, the
second part of the verse seems to be a continuation

Although they are not worthy, they are prepared to serve
God on this mountain when you take them out from among
the sinners. (Seforno on Ex. 13:12)

of the self-doubt Moses expresses in the first part of
the verse.

In addition, Rashi’s interpretation of the second
part of God’s answer - “This is your sign” - as the
continuation of the first part is not compatible with
the simple understanding of the text either. If the
first and second parts of the verse were meant to be
read as one unit, then the following unit - i.e., the
third part of the verse: “When you take the nation
out of Egypt..” - should have begun with “And” [the
Hebrew prefix ve-]. Since it does not, the third part of
the verse seems to be a continuation of the second
part, and the verse should apparently be read thus:
“And this is your sign that | have sent you: when you
take the nation out... You shall serve God...”™

3 According to Siftei Chachamim and Mizrachi, Rashi is motivated
to interpret the verse in this way due to the difficulty that
arises in the next verse (see note 4).

4 This issue prompted a number of commentators to explain
that the nation’s future service of God at Sinai is the sign
mentioned by God in the verse. Panim Yafot explains (see also
Or HaChaim ad loc):

YR Smamay 1an Tnd 3 Sy AT AN omaxt onn man e
PO Y3 o — (7D DHAN) 7033 0 PTYIN 0 (K L3 Aun)
o 1w Ny sab arw menb Aawn KM, omKes 2on b by on
0K 3 MK O N7 IIN5W TN 000 D9 W A 1D TN O
5y DK IR NTIPN DMYED OY K TRONIN27 T 73 00 “PAnow

20 MIXT KD, I KA 77 A
For God disregarded the high mountains and gave the Torah
on a small mountain due to its humility, as the Sages said:
“Why do you look with envy, high mountains” (Ps. 68:17) -
they are all flawed compared to Sinai due to their arrogance
(Megilla 29a). And this is the answer to Moses, that although
in his view there are greater men than he, did God not
choose Sinai although there were greater [mountains]? And



Interpretation

Ramban suggests another interpretation of this
verse’ according to which Moses only doubts his

therefore it is written: “And this is your sign that | have
sent you” and chosen you, for “when you take the nation
out of Egypt they will serve God on this mountain,” which
is small, and not on a higher [mountain].

Although his interpretation is consistent with the grammatical
structure of the verse, itis still not entirely convincing in terms
of explaining the content of the verse. This might be why
Rashi prefers to interpret the two parts of the verse separately,
explaining that the first part was meant to give Moses
confidence, while the second commanded him regarding the
nation’s future service of God at Sinai. This division of verse 12
inspired Rashi to divide verse 11 in a similar manner.

5 Ramban writes (punctuation and numbering mine):

T ¥ TIW (1) DT 0w RS WK 773PR 03, bW 7T 5Y oI
M7 53K (2) .OWD 2P K TOYY N3 PRI DD 021w WK MM, 0D
2PN DPD OK AN KT PR by Ty
Y DK Dow ik 7138 DK 7K O3 33K 17 (1) S0 W KPR T
Y MY MK (2) 2T D3 TP K S YOK T 0K 51T o K Ry
7% S orbyn5 5 MoK 103,70 PIXG DK 33 X KX ©3 930K
DBy YK 9K MK 1355 M2y K91, D1TAT W DA 030 oY 9 a0
DD DK 73 20 PIR DK NP MoK WK ,0n Do 0O
P25
To ity 7xn5 Jap IR K D R KN 9K D 0K (1) Ty e Sy
NTIPN D00 TP X TRONTD” 93 ,0OK TAMOW S20K 3 Oy K ZmKa
7200 MY MK N350 0w AR 53R M (2), 7 N DY DR K
DN WK DD 537 131 TR, 35 woK
..and the correct [interpretation] according to the simple
reading of the verse is that God said two things to Moses:
(1) That He would come down to save [the nation] from
the Egyptians, and [thoughl it would have been possible to
save them in the land of Goshen itself, or nearby, (2) still He
promised to bring them up and completely out of that land
and into the place of the Caananites.

And Moses was afraid of both, and said: (1) “Who am I to go
to Pharaoh,” | am the lowliest of people, a shepherd, and
he is a great king, and if | tell him to free the entire nation
he will kill me... (2) And he said further, “Who am | to take
the Children of Israel out of Egypt,” as you told me to bring
them up into the land of Canaan; for this nation is great and

The Sign: The
Encounter at

Sinai

own personal ability to carry out this mission and
does not question whether the nation deserves to be
liberated from Egypt. Moses’ fear of accepting God’s
mission is twofold: first, he fears that Pharaoh will
not listen to him and will attempt to kill him; second,
he is concerned that the nation will not be willing to
listen to him.

God’s answer accordingly has two parts: in response
to Moses’ concern regarding Pharaoh, God promises
that “I will be with you”; regarding his fear of the
nation’s reluctance, God gives him a sign to prove to
the nation that “I have sent you.”

The nation’s worship of God at Sinai serves as a sign
that establishes Moses as a prophet sent by God.
The sign, required to strengthen the nation’s faith in
God, is unlike the signs Moses presents to Pharaoh.
God does not offer Moses any supernatural miracles
to prove his status as God’s messenger; instead, He
promises that “You shall serve God on this mountain.”

perceptive and wise, and they would not consider following
me to a land of nations that are greater and stronger than
they - as you said [that | shall]l bring them up to a good and
broad land, to the place of the Canaanites...

God answered both [concerns]: (1) He said to him: Do not
fear Pharaoh, for “I will be with you to save you”; “And
this is your sign” to the nation that | have sent you to
them, for “When you take the nation out of Egypt you shall
serve God on this mountain.” (2) And from then they shall
accept upon themselves the service of God and follow his
commandments, and they shall believe in you, too, forever,
and they shall swiftly follow you anywhere you command
them... (Ramban on Ex. 3:12)



Difficulties
with
Ramban’s

Explanation

The nation’s encounter with God at Sinai proves that
Moses is fulfilling a Divine mission. When the people
arrive at Sinai, they recognize that Moses is truly
God’s emissary. The verses describing the encounter
at Sinai state this explicitly:

And God said to Moses, “Behold, 1137 e 5 mxh
| come to you in the thickness 2ya 7% K3 ‘2
of the cloud so that the nation ynv’ waya wa
will hear Me speak to you and @3 7oy 272 0Y7
believe in you, too, forever.” %% oy 13
(Ex. 19:9) (L™ Mw)

Ramban’s interpretation is more consistent with the
grammar of the verse, yet it too is problematic with
regard to the content of the verse. Moses raises an
immediate concern - how will he persuade the people
to believe in him and follow him? God’s responds with
a guarantee for the future, which will be fulfilled
after the exodus: when the nation arrives at Sinai,
they will know that Moses is God’s messenger. Even
though this is an enormously significant promise,
without an immediate proof that Moses was sent by
God how can Moses convince the nation to believe in
him? How will he lead them to redemption?

This might explain why Moses does not mention
his fear of Pharaoh again. Rather, he continues to
mention his concerns regarding the nation (Ex. 3:13,
4:1). God responds by advising him how to speak to
the nation (Ex. 3:14-17) and giving him signs to prove
that he was sent by God (Ex. 4:2-9).

What is the
Purpose

of the
Encounter at

Sinai?

Still, this does not answer our original question:
why does God initially suggest the nation’s future
encounter at Sinai as a sign to convince the people
to believe in Moses? How would this convince the
nation to believe in Moses while they are still in

Egypt?
In addition, Ramban’s position is still unclear. Is
the nation’s worship of God at Sinai merely a means

of convincing them of Moses’ status as a Divine
messenger, or is it a goal of itself, as Rashi suggests?

Let us return to the exchange between Moses and
God.



“Please let
us worship
the Lord, our
God”

C. “Three days’ journey” —
Pretext or Genuine Goal?

God sends Moses to Pharaoh to request that the
nation be allowed to leave to worship God in the
desert:

And you and the elders of Israel »ph A XD
shall come to the king of Egypt  0"¥n 770 % bxen
and say to him, “The Lord, God 7 v omox
of the Hebrews, has met with mpio»av; ﬂ’v-gg
us, and now, please let us go 3% ) oy
three days’ journey into the om nehw 717 K3
wilderness and make sacrifices ‘12 nmam 927m3
to the Lord, our God.” (Ex. 3:18) (M3 mnw) Aoy

This request is repeated later:

..And you shall say to Pharaoh, 2 % mmx.

of Israel, ‘Release My people
and they shall worship Me in
the wilderness..” Please let us
go three days’ journey into the
wilderness and worship the
Lord, our God, lest He afflict
us by a plague or by the sword.
(Ex. 5:1-3)

..And you shall say to him, “The
Lord, God of the Hebrews, has
sent me to you to say, ‘Release
my people and they shall worship
me in the wilderness.” (Ex. 7:16)
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Later, Pharaoh’s exchange with Moses and Aaron
centers on the demand to allow the nation to serve
God in the wilderness:
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“So says God: ‘Israel is my 33293770
firstborn son; and | say to you, 9% Ky Hxwn
“Release my son so he may .yTavnmanxnw

This demand is repeated seven times in Moses and
Aaron‘s conversations with Pharaoh®. In addition,
Pharaoh mentions it in his words to Moses:

worship Me...””” (Ex. 4:22-23) (33-13,1 Mnw)

God commands Moses to demand that Pharaoh
release the nation so that they can serve Him. Moses
obeys; during his audience with Pharaoh he demands
they be allowed to serve their God, not that they be

And Pharaoh called for Moses
and Aaron and said, “Entreat
your God and let Him remove
the frogs from me and my
people, and | shall release the
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freed: people and they shall worship /% nam oy

God.” (Ex. 8: T,/nmny
And afterward Moses and wn w31 NN ( < ( )

Aaron came and they said to % mmxn N
Pharaoh, “So says the Lord, God "1 “mx 3 9

In addition, a similar exchange between Pharaoh

6 Ex. 5:1-3; 7:16, 26; 8:16; 9:1, 3, 13.
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Pharaoh
Does Not
Release
Them

Permanently

Dishonest
Negotiations
with
Pharaoh

and Moses is repeated three times: Pharaoh is
“willing” to allow the nation to worship God with
certain limitations, to which Moses does not agree’
Ultimately when Pharaoh does release the Israelites,
he does so to allow them to worship their God:

And he called for Moses and [Ix? mwnb
Aaron at night, and he said, iy P 08N AP
“Get up and leave from among onx 03 *BY AR
my people, you and the Children 139 Sx3v» »2 o3
of Israel, and serve God as you .031273’71 K7y
have said.” (Ex. 12:31) (x> ,27 mnw)

When Pharaoh is finally convinced to allow the
people of Israel to leave, he does not release them
from slavery but allows them three days’ leave for
religious purposes. This is evident from Pharaoh’s
reaction when he realizes that the Israelites intended
to leave permanently:

And it was told to the king of own b
Egypt that the nation had fled, Jomnoynm2a
and the heart of Pharaoh® and his  »7ay iy 215
people turned against the nation, o 1oxm oy &
and they said, “What have we 7w 2wy nx
done, for we have released Israel .a72vn Y% Ny
from serving us!” (Ex. 14:5) (1,7 mnw ")

Why did Moses only demand that Pharaoh allow the

o

EX. 8:21-24; 10:8-11, 24-29.

Did Pharaoh reconsider? As mentioned above, from his
perspective he only allowed the nation temporary leave;
why then did “his heart turn against the nation”? The

commentators grapple with this question and suggest a
number of explanations. According to Rashi based on a
midrash, Pharaoh never regretted allowing the nation to leave
for three days. Only after three days had passed, when he
discovered that the nation did not intend to return he pursued
them. Rashi writes:

AWHWH W 0,0y A9 PIOPK - 7OPi M 0 0n o TR
TS YT KD ,0 b PINA IR W 29 T WP DY
“And it was told to the king of Egypt that the nation had
fled” - he had sent guards with them, and when they
completed three days’ journey, at which [point] they had
set to return, [the guards] saw that they were not returning
to Egypt, and they came and told Pharaoh... (Rashi on Ex.
14:5)
Ramban adds that according to a simple understanding of the
verse, it seems that Pharaoh was aware of the deception before
three days had passed, as he was told that the Israelites were
“confused in the land,” attempting to find their way to an
undefined place rather than traveling toward a predetermined
location to worship their God. In addition, he was told that
the nation had departed “with an upheld hand,” and not as
slaves leaving temporarily. Ramban writes:

2373 WY KD 3 5K 2135 AYIS AKX 2T K K bwar T 5
M9 °3 3K 0¥ 0 o5 8 T oy 5 385 i 0 385 1M 12w bxwe
5K 22Y Byw .Mtk 31 opo YK 03 0rK 13T oY) om oy
N DY MW DKM, DDINTY B 93T O W e T3 DR
,onhayb 2w ornyn oTaps KoM mTayn 0hKaT MR M

AR P b ibe)
And according to the simple reading of the text, this is
what God spoke of [when He said], “And Pharaoh shall say
of the Children of Israel, [‘They are confused in the land’]”
(Ex. 14:3). For when the nation of Israel did so and returned
to camp by Pi HaHirot, by Ba’al Zafon, this was told to the
king of Egypt, and he said: The nation has fled, and they
are confused in the wilderness, and they are not going to a
predetermined place to worship. And this is what is meant
by “And the Children of Israel left with an upheld hand,”
that they had made a flag and hoisted a banner, and they
left with joy and song, with tambourines and lyres, not as
slaves who intended to return to their slavery; all of this
was told to him. (Ramban on Ex. 14:5)

Rashbam and Seforno suggested similar interpretations.



nation to leave temporarily to serve God? Why didn’t

Likewise the Tur writes:

onpT 1 K9 93 121 oo e opn 53 XA K oien v
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For they defaced the land at every place they passed, and by
this it was clear that they did not intend to return.

Rabbi Yosef Bechor Shor explains that Pharaoh was not given
concrete information but rather:

a5 8K 2 13 K KT DMK Y, 1 P e eDn
They were speakers of slander, for they said: Surely they
have no other intention but to flee.

The commonality between all of these explanations is that
Pharaoh never intended to free his slaves permanently and
therefore could not have had second thoughts regarding his
actions. In this case, what do the words “And Pharaoh’s heart
turned” mean? What do the Egyptians regret in saying, “What
have we done, for we have released Israel from serving us!”?

In contrast to other opinions cited above, Rabbi Yosef Bechor
Shor explains that Pharaoh initially drove the nation out
entirely (“Get up and leave from among my people”). Only later
did his heart turn against them and he regretted doing so. If
the other commentators do not share this view, how do they
explain Pharaoh’s regret and the Egyptians’ exclamation?

Rashi provides a solution to this problem:

Y PND XY WP (D FE) 0T WIK VT I 0 Jam - 7
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“And it turned” - it turned from what it had been, for
he had said to them: “Get up and leave from among my
people” (Ex. 12), and the hearts of his servants turned, for
in the past they had said, “Until when shall this [nation] be
a hazard for us?” and now they turned to pursue them on
account of the wealth they had lent them. (Rashi on Ex.
14:5)
Rashi explains that only Pharaoh’s servants reconsidered; they
originally wanted to drive the Israelites out completely to be
spared from further plagues. However, their greed ultimately
prevailed and they reconsidered. Pharaoh, on the other
hand, never intended to free the nation and only agreed to a
temporary leave.

A Strategic

Request

he reveal God’s demand to release His nation from
bondage?®

This might have been a strategic decision: Moses
posed a request that could reasonably be granted.
It would be useless to ask Pharaoh to release all of
his slaves; he would never agree to such a demand.
Therefore, Moses presented a minimal demand.

The problem with this explanation is that God and
Moses both knew that Pharaoh would not agree even

9 See our lesson on Parashat Bo for an extensive discussion
of Moses’ apparent dishonesty during his negotiations with
Pharaoh. Here we shall suffice with quoting Abarbanel in his
commentary on the Torah. He writes, quoting Ran:

SN APRN 31D 3T 1w 0w D ¥HY 11 wn? TIan ey P D
M NN .0 MPAD ANNK O K MO MK KW T 0
PPN ARSD K WIRD DA 12 S pIsw MK i MeDa
MO NTIW TIMKIT TNINTRA TP WM N1 pani i oy
ZOYITINA Y7 (1,7 1Bp5) 1K, ORI 21 MK
For how did the Blessed One command our teacher Moses,
peace be upon him, to speak lies and deceit in His name?
It would have been preferable for him to state explicitly:
Release the nation from the suffering of Egypt. And what
purpose did this story have, since Pharaoh would ultimately
release them from his land against his will and not because
of their words? And the Ran has already commented on
this difficulty in his discourses, and answered that the Holy
One, Blessed be He, did this so that Pharaoh would pursue
the Children of Israel, as he said: “For the nation had fled”
(Ex. 14:5).
The source of Abarbanel’s quote from Ran is the following
midrash:
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Why did they say “three days” instead of saying, “Let us
leave forever”? Why did they say this - so that the Egyptians
would be misled and pursue them. (Midrash Rabba 3:8)
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to this modest request.” Moses could just as well have
demanded the Israelites’ freedom and forced Pharaoh
to agree.

Another explanation is that God intentionally presents
Pharaoh with a reduced demand that could be
easily granted. Pharaoh’s refusal of even this request
demonstrates the extent of his stubbornness and that
God hardened his heart."

According to these explanations the request for
three days’ leave to serve God is interpreted as a
practical means to an end.” The primary goal is to

10 “And | know that the king of Egypt will not allow you to go...”
(Ex. 3:19)
11 Abarbanel suggests this explanation:
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And | feel it is more correct to explain that God did so in
order to show the people the hardness of Pharaoh’s heart
and the stiffness of his neck... And especially because they
requested of him nothing more than to leave for three days
and worship their God, and it was seemingly understood
from their words that afterward they would return, and
he did not listen to their begging and entreaties. And even
more so had they asked him to release them all, for there is
no doubt that he would not be amenable nor listen to them.
And it was for this reason that He commanded our teacher
Moses, peace be upon him, to first ask for a small request,
three days’ journey, in order to observe his stubbornness.
12 Rabbi Yitzhak ben Asher Halevi, one of the Ba’alei HaTosafot,
suggests a similar interpretation (see also the commentary of
Ba’alei HaTosafot on EX. 4:24):
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Presenting
the True
Demand - To

Serve God

liberate the Israelites from slavery and bring them to
Canaan.”

Nevertheless, the repetition of this demand in the
exchange between Moses and Pharaoh emphasizes
its centrality and importance. It is possible that the
demand presented to Pharaoh is truly the primary
goal - allowing the nation of Israel to serve God. The
purpose of leaving Egypt, from God’s perspective, is
to allow the Israelites to serve Him.

Allowing the Israelites to become an independent
nation and return to their ancestors’ homeland is an
important goal itself. However, this is a natural, ethical
and human objective not a unique divine mission.
While Pharaoh might be more reluctant to free his
slaves than to allow them a temporary vacation, his
reluctance does not reflect the true goal of leaving
Egypt from God’s perspective.

Moses’ debate with Pharaoh revolves around the
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“Please let us go three days’ journey into the wilderness and
worship.” They did not ask him to release them completely,
for in that case they would not have lent them anything,
and the verse “And each woman shall request from her
neighbor and from those who dwell in her house, etc.”
would not have been fulfilled.
13 God states this explicitly:
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“And I said, I shall bring you up from the poverty of Egypt to
the land of the Canaanite and the Hittite and the Amorite
and the Perizzite and the Hivite and the Jebusite, to a land
flowing with milk and honey. (Ex. 3:17)



question: who is the Israelites’ true master? Whom
do they serve: Pharaoh or God? Hence, the main
purpose of leaving Egypt is to allow the Israelites to
serve God:* “When you take the nation out of Egypt
you shall serve God on this mountain” - serving God
is an integral part of the exodus from Egypt, not
merely a cover story.®

14 This is expressed in Leviticus as well:
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For the Children of Israel are servants to Me; they are My
servants whom 1 took out of the land of Egypt, | am the
Lord your God. (Lev. 25:55)

Emek Davar explains: “’For the Children of Israel are servants
to Me,” as they became My servants when they received the
Torah.” (Emek Davar ad loc.)

The purpose of leaving Egypt is likewise mentioned in a
number of places:
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And they will know that | am the Lord their God, Who took
them out of the land of Egypt to dwell amongst them, | am
the Lord their God. (Ex. 29:46)
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I am the Lord your God, Who took you out of the land of
Egypt to be a God for you, | am the Lord your God.
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And God took you and brought you out of the iron furnace,
from Egypt, to be for Him a nation of inheritance until this
day. (Deut. 4:20)
15 Ramban equates these two demands:
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For Moses told them what had been said to him: “You shall
serve God on this mountain” (Ex. 3:12), and to Pharaoh,

Not a
Movement for
Liberation,
but a Divine

Mission

“And this is your sign that | have sent you, when
you take the nation out of Egypt you shall serve God
on this mountain.” In light of the above, this verse
is better understood and the questions raised earlier
can be answered.

God entrusted Moses with a weighty mission: to
liberate the Israelites from Egypt and bring them
to the land of Canaan. Moses doubts his ability to
carry out this mission and fears both Pharaoh’s
reaction and the potential doubts of the nation.
Moses must convince them all that he was sent by
God and did not come of his own initiative. How? If
he states that his intention is to free the Israelites
from slavery and bring them to another country, this
would indicate nothing more than a natural desire
to free an enslaved people. Pharaoh would certainly
not agree to this. Moreover, even the Israelites
might not want to follow Moses. However, if Moses
requests that the nation be allowed to leave and
serve God, if the stated purpose of leaving Egypt is:
“You shall serve God on this mountain,” there would
be no doubt that the initiative to free the Israelites
from Egypt did not originate with Moses. This is no
mere human initiative to liberate a people; this is a
Divine plan. This approach is more likely to convince
both Pharaoh and the Israelites. According to this

too, he said, “Please let us go three days’ journey into the
wilderness and worship the Lord our God” (Ex. 5:3). And
[three days’ journey] is the distance from Egypt to Mount
Sinai.



interpretation, the verse “And this is your sign that
I have sent you” means that the demand to serve
God on this mountain is itself the sign that Moses is
God’s messenger.'t

16 The fact that Moses did not come of his own initiative but on
behalf of a greater ideal, with no thought of personal gain and
no intention of increasing his own power, inspires trust in
him. God provides signs and miracles at certain points to gain
the nation’s trust and prove that Moses is not a false prophet
or a liar, and the plagues are necessary to soften Pharaoh’s
heart, but the foundation of their belief in Moses is the nature
of his mission and leadership.

Does the
Encounter
at Sinai have
Inherent

Significance?

D. The Encounter at Sinai
as a Stage in the Process of
Redemption

The above analysis raises an additional question:
why is the nation’s encounter with God at Mount
Sinai not mentioned in Moses’ first prophecy at the
burning bush or in Abraham’s Covenant between the
Parts? Why does God only mention it in response to
Moses’ concerns and why does Moses not mention it
at all in his speech to the Israelites? Is it possible that
the nation of Israel could have been redeemed from
Egypt without later coming to Sinai?”

The encounter at Sinai seems to be relegated to
secondary status at the Covenant between the Parts
as well. Abraham is given two promises: the promise
for land and the promise for descendants. He is
never promised that his descendants will receive the
Torah.

17 This possibility seems to be raised in the song Dayenu, sung at
the Passover Seder: “If He had taken us out of Egypt...and not
brought us before Mount Sinai..and not given us the Torah,
dayenu [this would have been enough for usl.” This poem
can be understood in a number of ways, but taken literally
it seems to indicate that every stage of the redemption is
significant itself and is sufficient to thank God for, even if He
had not brought us to the next stage. The redemption from
Egypt would have been significant even had we not received
the Torah and perhaps even had we not entered the Land of
Israel. (However, the text consistently links leaving Egypt to
entering the Land of Israel, while receiving the Torah at Sinai
is not mentioned as an integral part of this process.)
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However, this can be wunderstood differently:
from Abraham’s perspective, serving God is not a
guarantee but a goal. Man’s role in this world is to
serve God. Therefore, Abraham is not promised that
his descendants will be given the Torah, not even as
part of the Divine plan for them.

This might be the reason that the future encounter at
Sinai is not emphasized during the encounter at the
burning bush - for the nation of Israel, like Abraham,
serving God on the mountain is not a promise but
a primary goal. It is the essence of their part in the
covenant between them and God. The promise made
at the burning bush represents only God’s side of the
mutual covenant, i.e,, fulfilling the conditions which
would allow the nation of Israel to serve Him: freeing
them from slavery, purifying them from forty-nine
levels of impurity and bringing them to the Promised
Land, the most suitable place to serve God.

Later when God discusses the details of the
process with Moses, the nation’s responsibility of the
covenant is mentioned as well: they must serve God.”®
This is their role and their goal, and for this purpose
they will be taken out of Egypt.”

18 What is the nature of the “service of God” regarding which
the nation was commanded? The Torah has not yet explained
this term. It may be understood as bringing sacrifices or as
forming a renewed covenant with God that would come to
shape the nation’s service of Him.

19 Here we return to the crucial idea expressed by Rashi, quoted
above: the nation of Israel was redeemed from Egypt through
the virtue of their future acceptance of the Torah.

The encounter at Sinai is a renewal of the covenant
between the nation of Israel and God - a covenant
which God first made with Abraham. God began
fulfilling his side by redeeming the nation from Egypt
and later completes it by bringing them to the Land
of Israel. The nation fulfills their obligation at Mount
Sinai by committing themselves to serve God.»

20 There is, of course, a significant difference between the
covenant between God and Abraham and the covenant
between God and the entire nation of Israel. Abraham arrived at
the encounter and covenant with God independently, through
self-preparation and inner harmony. The nation, on the other
hand, had only just been released from slavery and purified of
forty-nine levels of impurity. It was necessary for the nation
to experience the revelation of the Divine Presence and accept
the commandments - to encounter something extraordinary
-to enable them to serve God afterwards. At Mount Sinai,
God’s presence was revealed to the nation beyond a shadow
of a doubt and there He gave them the Torah, which would
serve as their guide to the service of God.
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of Leaving
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E. “Found Favor in the
Wilderness”
THE WILDERNESS: WHERE THE TORAH WAS GIVEN

The purpose of leaving Egypt was so that the Israelites
would serve God. Moses’ request that the nation be
allowed to leave to worship God proves that he is a
Divine messenger. Presenting this demand to Pharaoh
is not merely a cover story, but a genuine presentation
of the nation’s primary goal. The entire exchange
between Moses and Pharaoh revolves around one
question: Whom do the people serve?

The encounter at Mount Sinai begins with this
point:

| am the Lord your God, Who Job=x ' a3
took you out of the land of yixn Jrxyin wx
Egypt, from the house of slaves. .72y ran onyn
(Ex. 20:2) (2,5 mnw)

Therefore, when the Israelites leave Egypt they must
travel through the wilderness to serve God on “this
mountain,” which is “the mountain of God, Horeb”
(Ex. 3:1). The journey through the wilderness was not
only from fear that “the nation would regret [their
decision] and return to Egypt” (Ex. 13:17) - it was
planned in advance so that the nation would come
to the mountain of God in the wilderness and serve
Him there.

Traveling
through the
Wilderness -
An Imperfect

Situation

Journey
through the
Wilderness -
the ldeal

Synthesis -
The Five
Expressions of

Redemption

In summary, there were two goals in leaving Egypt:
the first goal was to reach the Promised Land; the
second was to serve God.

For the purposes of reaching the Land of Israel, the
journey through the wilderness has no inherent
significance. Therefore, it is not mentioned in the
first verses that describe Moses” mission, which focus
on the entry into the Land of Israel. Similarly, the
beginning of Parashat Beshalach relates to the journey
through the wilderness not as an ideal situation, but
as a journey which prepares the nation for their
eventual entry into the land (Ex. 13:17)

In contrast, the second purpose of leaving Egypt -
serving God - entails traveling through the wilderness
and coming to the mountain of God.? From this
perspective, the journey through the wilderness is
an end unto itself, the optimal situation: “When you
take the nation out of Egypt you shall serve God on
this mountain.”

These two aspects of the exodus from Egypt and the
journey through the wilderness are not two separate;
they are linked to one another as demonstrated by
the expressions of redemption at the beginning of
Parashat Va’era:

The first three expressions relate to the salvation
from Egypt:

21 We shall explain why below.
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The fourth expression appears in the next verse:
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Finally, the final expression of redemption appears in
the following verse:
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According to these verses, the Israelites’ becoming
God’s nation by receiving the Torah precedes their
entering the Land of Israel. Therefore, the journey to
the land has an independent significance: during this
journey, they will serve God and become His chosen
people.

Thus God explains the purpose of the awesome
encounter at Sinai:
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the Torah
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The Journey
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on God
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THE WILDERNESS AS A PLACE OF FAITH

Thus the journey through the wilderness, which led
to the encounter at the mountain of God, was not
an imperfect situation nor was it the result of the
nation’s weakness. In taking the Israelites out of
Egypt, God wanted them to serve Him; He chose this
particular mountain, specifically in the wilderness, for
this purpose. There must be some deeper significance
to the choice of this particular place.

What is the significance of God’s choice? Why does
he choose specifically the wilderness?

The wilderness is the most appropriate place to
renew the service of God. It is, therefore, the most
fitting place to transform the people leaving Egypt
into God’s nation.

The people of Israel do not become God’s nation
only at Mount Sinai. Rather, the process continues for
years, facilitated by the nation’s travels in the desert.
The wilderness is not a comfortable place to live;



remaining there for a long period of time requires a
near-total reliance on God. God supplied the nation
with their needs in the wilderness - the water, the
manna, the quail - in a miraculous fashion. God
ensured that “your clothing did not wear and your
feet did not swell” (Deut. 8:4). God walked before
them in a pillar of cloud by day, and a pillar of fire
by night, to guide their way through the wilderness.
God saved them from the snakes, scorpions and other
dangerous creatures which were abound there. It
was particularly in the inhospitable wilderness that
the nation was given a chance to experience their
immense dependence on God, as well as God’s love
for them in providing them with everything they
needed.

Therefore, the deeper purpose of the journey
through the wilderness was to form the unique
connection between God and the nation of Israel, as
described by Jeremiah:
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F. Summary

Parashat Beshalach details the various aspects of the
journey through the wilderness, which ultimately
transformed the people into the nation of God, free
from the yoke of Pharaoh’s slavery.

Parashat Yitro describes the main component
of the change that the people must undergo: they
arrive at Sinai, where they are meant to “serve God,”
fully experience the revelation of God’s presence and
become His nation, as Moses is told in Parashat Va’era:
“And | shall take you as a nation for Me, and | shall be
a God for you” (Ex. 6:7).



