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Note: In the text below, words that are translated in bold are fairly direct translations of the
Hebrew. Words in regular type are extrapolations necessary to make the text understandable in
English. Words in parenthesis are further clarification of the meaning of the text.

Shemoth Rabba Chapter 25 (Selections)
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And Moses ascended to God and the LORD called to him from the mountain saying:
“Speak thus to the house of Jacob, and tell the Children of Israel.”

The following Midrash focuses on the double language of “Speak thus to the house of Jacob”
and “tell the Children of Israel.” The Midrashim that follow presume that “Speak thus to the
house of Jacob” refers to speaking to the women of Israel and “tell the Children of Israel”
refers to men.* Different explanations are given for the separate reference to men and women.
Strikingly, the different explanations offered display different perspectives towards women in
rabbinic society.
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(2) “Speak thus to the house of Jacob,” these are the women (i.e. the people referred to by
this phrase are the women) — God said to him (Moses): “Tell them the main points that they
can understand.” “And tell the Children of Israel,” these are the men (i.e. the people
referred to by this phrase are the men) — God said to him (Moses): “Tell them the details, for
they can understand.”
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Another explanation (of why women and men are mentioned separately): Why does it say to
speak to women first? Because they are prompt in fulfilling mitzvot (commandments).
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Another explanation (of why women are mentioned first) so that the women would direct
their children (alt: sons) to study of Torah.
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Another explanation of why women are mentioned first: Rav Tachlifa of Caesarea said: The
Holy One Blessed is He said: When I created the world, I only commanded the Original
Adam (i.e. Adam of the Garden of Eden story) not to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of
good and evil and then afterwards Eve was commanded (by Adam, i.e. second hand) and Eve
sinned and ruined the world; now, if I do not call women first, they will void the Torah.
Therefore it is said: ‘“Speak thus to the house of Jacob”

" “Midrash” (plural midrashim) literally means “seeking out” and refers generally to seeking out the meaning of
biblical text either through literal or homiletic explanation.
? In rabbinic times, “house” or “my house” was a common euphemism for a wife.
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The following commentary gives an alternate explanation of who are set aside by the phrase
“Speak thus to the house of Jacob.”
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Rabbi Yochanan said: “Speak thus to the house of Jacob” these are the Sanhedrin® (i.e. the
people referred to by this phrase are the Sanhedrin) as is said: ""House of Jacob let us go and
walk in the light of the LORD." (Isaiah 2:5)"
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And God spoke all these words, saying:
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(4) “All these words, saying:” for He (God) does everything simultaneously. He Kkills and
gives life simultaneously, afflicts and heals simultaneously, a woman on the birthing stool,
those who descend to the sea (i.e. go on boat trips, which are hazardous) and travel in
wildernesses, and those captive in prison — one is in the east, one is in the west, one is in the
north, and one in the south — God hears all of them simultaneously, and thus it says (Isaiah
45:7) “God is the fashioner of light and creator of darkness . ..”
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Dust, similarly, turns to man and returns to dust as it is said: (Amos 5:8) “and turns the
shadow of death to morning.”® What does “to morning” mean? “To morning” means “To its
original state.” I.e. God takes something that has turned negative and turns it back to good.
Regarding its original state, what does it say, (Exodus 7:20) ‘“And all the waters in the river
turned to blood,” and the blood turned back to water. Live flesh turns to dead, and the
dead flesh turns to living flesh.” The staff turned into a serpent and the serpent turned back
to a staff.> The sea turned to dry land and the dry land turned back to sea.” Thus it says
(Amos 5:8) “who calls to the waters of the sea and pours them out on the face of the earth.”

? The Sanhedrin was the rabbinic judicial and legislative body.

* How Isaiah 2:5 demonstrates that “House of Jacob” refers to the Sanhedrin is less than clear.

> Significantly, this verse concludes with the statement that God creates both Shalom (peace, wholeness) as well as
evil.

® The relationship of this verse to proving the cycle of man to dust is less than clear.

’ Taken in context with the next sentence (discussing Moses’s staff turning into a snake), some surmise that the
reference to flesh dying and coming back to life is a reference to God turning Moses’s hand to being leprous and
then healing that hand during the burning bush encounter (see Exodus 4:6-7).

® Exodus 4:3-4.

? Exodus 14.
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So too it was stated (Exodus 20:7) “Remember the Sabbath to keep it holy,” and it says
(Numbers 25:9) “And on the Sabbath day sacrifice two he-lambs of the first year (which
requires actions that are considered melachot, the forbidden actions of Shabbat). Similarly it is
stated, (Leviticus 18:16) “Do not uncover the nakedness of your brother’s wife” (i.e. the
relationship of a man to his brother’s wife is forbidden) and it is stated, (Deut. 25:5) “When
brothers live together and one passes away, and has no son, the wife of the deceased shall
not go outside the family to marry a stranger, her levir shall come upon her and take her as
a wife and levir her.”

The preceding midrash indicates God’s capacity for seeming opposites. The words of the verse,
“all these words, saying” are taken to indicate the compatibility of these laws. The following
midrash also views the phrase “all these words” as an indication of God’s diverse nature.
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(5) Come and see that the manner of the Holy one, Blessed is He is not the manner of flesh
and blood. A flesh and blood king cannot make war and be a scribe and a teacher of
children. But the Holy One, it is not thus — Yesterday, on the sea he was as one who makes
war, as it is said: (Exodus 15:3, part of the Israelite’s song at the Red Sea) “The LORD is a
Man of war,” and it says, (Job 26:12) “Through his strength he stirs up the sea,” while
today, at the giving of the Torah, He descended to teach Torah to His children, and thus it
says: (Job 36:22) “For God is lifted up through His strength, who is a teacher like Him.” (A
verse referring both to God’s strength and to God as teacher) This is the meaning of the verse,
“All these words.”
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Another explanation of the phrase “And God spoke all these words, saying:” Rabbi
Yitzchak said: What the prophets of each and every generation were to prophesy in the
future they received from Sinai, for thus Moses says to Israel: (Deuteronomy 29:14) (that the
covenant with God extends not only to the Israelites of that generation) “but with all who are
here standing with us today and with those who are not here with us today” it is not written
here “and with those who are not here standing with us today” rather “and with those who are
not here with us today.” This refers to the souls that were to be created in the future that do
not have substance (i.e. physical existence) at the time of revelation because “standing” could
not be said about them, '° because even though they were not in existence at that moment,
each and every one received his prophecy (at Sinai).

' The verse in Deuteronomy refers to those present “standing with us today” and to those not “with us today.” Had
the verse referred to people not “standing with us today,” it would have implied the inclusion of people already in
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The preceding midrashim understood “all these words” to refer to some multifaceted nature of
God and God’s laws. In this midrash (immediately above and continuing below), “all these
words” is taken to indicate that at Sinai God not only spoke the words that were communicated
to the people at Sinai, but also the prophecies that would be communicated through other
prophets through the generations. The indication is that the prophets did not have corporeal
form at Sinai, but were present at Sinai to receive their prophesy at that time. The midrash now
continues to elicit proofs that all of God’s prophecies emanated from Sinai:
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And thus it says (Malachi 1:1): The burden of the word of the LORD to Israel in the hands
of Malachi,” it does not say “in the days of Malachi” but ‘“in the hands of Malachi,” for the
prophecy was already in his (Malachi’s) hands from Mount Sinai, but until that very hour,
he (Malachi) was not permitted to prophesy.”
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And so Isaiah said (Isaiah 48:16): “From the moment that it was, there I am,” Isaiah said:
from the time that Torah was given at Sinai, I was there and received this prophecy,
however, (id.) “now [The Lord] God sent me, and his spirit.”” But until now permission to
prophecy had not been granted to him.
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And it was not only all the prophets that received their prophecies from Sinai, rather all of
the sages who stood up in each and every generation received his insight from Sinai, and
thus it says (Deuteronomy 5:19) “These things the LORD spoke to your entire congregation
... with a great voice that continued no more.”

existence at the time of Sinai who were simply not present at Sinai, but not necessarily to future generations.
Instead, the reference to those not “with us today” implies the inclusion of people who were not even in existence at
the time of Sinai — i.e. future generations.
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Other Selected Midrashim on the Giving of the Torah
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“And they stood at the foot (lit: under) the mountain.” (Exodus 19:17) Said Rav Avdimi bar
Chamah bar Chasa: This teaches that the Holy One Blessed is He overturned the mountain
upon them like a cask, and said to them: “If you accept the Torah, good, but if not, this will
be your grave.” Rav Acha bar Ya’akov said: From here there is a great moda’ah’’ to the
Torah (i.e., if this were the nature of the Israelites’ accepting the Torah, then it is an agreement
made under duress and is not binding). Rava said: Even so, they again accepted the Torah in
the days of Achashverosh, as it is written: (Esther 9:27) “The Jewish established and
accepted,”12 meaning they established what they previously accepted.
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Rabbi Elazar said: At the moment that Israel preceded “we will do” with “we will listen,”"?
a heavenly voice emerged and said to them, ‘“Who has revealed to My children this secret
that the Ministering Angels use? As it is written (Psalms 103:20) “Bless the LORD, his
angels, those mighty in strength, who fulfill his word by listening to the voice of his words”
— at first it says of the angels that they fulfill and then that the angels listen.”

" Moda’ah is a system whereby agreements made under duress may be nullified. Under this system, a party who is
about to enter a contract under duress can give advanced notice to witnesses that he is going to sign an agreement
under duress (this notice is called moda’ah — declaration). The witnesses must have direct knowledge of the nature
of the duress. Under these circumstances, the person entering the contract may nullify the agreement by revealing
the fact that he had made a moda’ah. (Source: “The Talmud: The Steinsaltz Edition: A reference Guide”).

"2 The complete verse reads 3¢ nX 'y nivgs 292y X'9) 0779y 011937 2 991 ayI1 ¥ D9y D77 1927) (22p)) 7P
T 7Y 922 0313 02033 A9Xa o the Jews established and accepted upon themselves and upon their children
and all who would join them, not to be transgressed, to do these two days according to their writings (i.e. the
scriptural instructions) and times, year by year.

"> Famously, upon Moses telling the Israelites of God’s commandments at Sinai, the Israelites responded (Exodus
24:7) “We will do and we will listen,” which seems to be in reverse order, but is taken to indicate the Israelite’s
accepted what God had commanded prior to finding out exactly what that commitment entailed.
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Said Rabbi Joshua ben Levi: At the time that Moses ascended to heaven, the Ministering
Angels said before the Holy One Blessed is He: ‘“Master of the Universe, what business does
one born of woman have among us?” God said to them: ‘“He has come to receive the
Torah.” The angels said before Him (God): ‘“The hidden treasure that has been hidden by
you for 974 generations before the world was created, you want to give to flesh and blood?”
The words of two verses of Psalms are put in the angels mouths: “What is man that you
remember him, and son of man that you take notice of him.” (Psalms 8:5) “Adonay our
LORD, how majestic is your name upon all the earth, for you placed your glory upon the
heavens.”™ (Psalms 8:2)
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The Holy One Blessed is He said to him (Moses): “Return to them a response” (i.e. respond
to their complaint). Moses responded before him: ‘“Master of the Universe, I am afraid lest
they incinerate me with the breath of their mouths.” God said to him: ‘“Hold on to the
throne of glory, and return to them a response,” as it is said: (Job 26:9) “He causes one to
hold his throne, spreading his cloud over him.” And Rabbi Nachum stated: This teaches
that the almighty spread a piece from the glow of His Shekhinah (divine presence) and His
cloud over him (Moses).
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Moses said before Him (God): ‘“Master of the Universe, the Torah that you are giving to
me, what is written in it.” God responded: (Exodus 20:2) “I am the LORD your God who
took you out of Egypt.” Moses said to them (the angels): “You went down to Egypt? Were
you subjugated to Pharaoh? Why should the Torah be yours?”’
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Moses asked God: “Again, what is written in it?”” God responded: (id.) “You shall have no
other gods.” Moses asked the angels: “Are you steeped among the nations who worship
idols?”
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Moses asked God: ‘“Again, what is written in it?”” God responded: (Exodus 20:7) “Remember
the Sabbath day to sanctify it.”” Moses asked the angles: “Do you do work that you need
rest?”’
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Moses asked God: “Again, what is written in it?”” God responded: (Exodus 20:6) “Do not
raise up the name of the LORD your God in vain” Moses asked the angles: “Do you have
commerce (Lit: “give and take”) among you (false oaths being associated with disputed
business dealings)?

" This verse is taken as an indication that until this point, God’s Torah was kept in the heavens.
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Moses asked God: ““Again, what is written in it?”” God responded: (Exodus 20:11) “Honor
your father and mother.” Moses asked the angles: “Do you have father and mother?”
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Moses asked God: “Again, what is written in it?”” God responded: (Exodus 20:12) “Do not
murder, do not commit adultery, do not steal.” Moses asked the angles: “Do you jealousy
among you? Do you have evil inclinations among you?”
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The angels immediately conceded to the Holy One Blessed is He, as it is said: (Psalms 8:10)
“Adonay our LORD, how majestic is your name, etc.— whereas in contrast to 8:2 “you
placed your glory upon the heavens” is not written."”
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Immediately, each one of the angels became to him (Moses) one who loved him, and gave
him an item as a gift, as it is said: (Psalms 68:19) “You went up to heaven and took captives,
you took gifts of man,” - which means as a recompense for the fact that they called you a
man (i.e. they had debased Moses by referring to his being human) you have taken gifts.”
Even the Angel of Death gave him (Moses) something, as it is said (Numbers 17:12) during a
plague on the Israelites: “And he (Aaron) placed the incense and atoned for the nation,” and
it says (id. v. 13) “and he stood between the dead and the living, etc.” if he (the Angel of
Death) had not told him, how did he (Moses) know what to do.
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Rav Yehudah said in the name of Rav: At the moment that Moses went up to heaven (the
reference is to Moses going to Heaven to receive the Torah) Moses found Him, The Holy One
Blessed is He, that he was sitting and attaching crowns to the letters. Moses said before
Him (God): “Master of the Universe, who detains your hand” (i.e. who is making you do
this). God said to him: “There is one man who will be in the future at the end of a number
of generations, and Akiba ben Yoseph is his name, who in the future will expound based
upon each and every tip of letters in the Torah mounds and mounds of laws.

' The mention of God placing God’s glory in heaven in Psalms 8:2 was taken as the angels arguing that God’s
Torah belongs in heaven. When the phrase “Adonay our LORD, how majestic is your name" is repeated in 8:10
without this second phrase, it is used as a demonstration that the angels had conceded in their argument.
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Moses said before Him (God): “Master of the Universe: Show him to me. God said to him
(Moses): “Turn around.” Moses went and sat at the end of eight rows (i.e. Moses sat at the
back of Rabbi Akiba’s academy) and he did not know what they were saying. Moses’s
strength weakened (i.e. he was upset that he could not understand). When he (Rabbi Akiba)
got to a certain matter, his students said to him: ‘“Rabbi, from where is this known to you?”
Rabbi Akiva said to them: “it is a law given to Moses on Sinai.” Moses’s feelings were
settled. Moses returned and came before the Holy One Blessed is He and said before Him:
“Master of the Universe: You have a person like this and you give the Torah through me
(Lit: in my hands)?” God said to him (Moses): “Be silent, this is what arose in my thoughts.”
(lit. “Thus arose in thought before me”) (i.e. this is what I decided)
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Moses said before Him (God): ‘“Master of the Universe, you showed me his Torah, show me
his reward (i.e. his destiny).” God said to him (Moses): “Turn around.” Moses turned
around and saw them weighing his (Rabbi Akiba’s) flesh in the meat-market. Moses said
before Him (God): “Master of the Universe, this is his reward?!.” God said to him (Moses):
“Be silent, this is what arose in my thoughts.”



