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MESHECH CHOCHMAH
Parshas Masei

Mitzvos “From Hashem” and Mitzvos “With Hashem”
ַשֶ ה ִמ ִּמ ְׁש ּ ְפחֹת ְּבנֵי יוֹ סֵ ף וַיְ ַד ְּבר ּו לִ ְפנֵי
ׁ ּ אשי הָ ָאבוֹ ת לְ ִמ ְׁשפַּ חַ ת ְּבנֵי גִ לְ עָ ד ּ ֶבן מָ ִכיר ּ ֶבן ְמנ
ֵ ׁ ו ִַי ְּק ְרב ּו ָר
. וַאדֹנִ י צֻ ָוּה בַ ה' לָ ֵתת ֶאת נַחֲ לַ ת ְצלָ ְפחָ ד ָא ִחינ ּו לִ ְבנ ָֹתיו...ֹשה
ֶׁ מ
The heads of the fathers of the family of the children of Gilad, son of Machir, son of
Menasheh of the families of the children of Yosef, approached and spoke before Moshe…
My master has been commanded by Hashem to give the inheritance of Tzelafchad our
brother to his daughters. (36:1-2)
The final perek of our parsha deals with the concern of the families of Gilad, in light of the
fact that the inheritance of their relative, Tzelafchad, was to be given to his daughters. If
those daughters were to marry into other tribes, the children of those marriages would
then belong to those tribes, and the inheritance of Tzelafchad would effectively be
diverted from the tribe of Yosef to those tribes.
The Meshech Chochmah notes the Bnei Yosef’s usage of the phrase “’ואדוני צוה בה,”
with the letter beis, which literally translates as “My master has been commanded with
Hashem.” Presumably, the more intuitive phraseology would be with the letter mem –
“ – ”’מהmeaning from or by Hashem!1 What is behind this unusual spelling?

Divine Foreknowledge and Free Will

By way of preface to his explanation, the Meshech Chochmah refers us to the well-known
discussion regarding the of Hashem’s foreknowledge of what people will do and their
capacity to exercise free-will. Seemingly, the two are in conflict, for if Hashem already
knows what a person will do, then he has no choice but to do that thing, otherwise
Hashem’s knowledge was flawed!
The Rambam’s response to this question2 essentially takes the form of “neutralizing” one
1 The Meshech Chochmah notes that Onkelos, who translates this word as “– ’במימרא דה
through the word of Hashem,” is likewise responding to the issue of the usage of the letter beis.
2 Hilchos Teshuvah 5:5.
1

of the contradictory factors in the equation. In contrast to every other being, Hashem’s
knowledge is not something that is extrinsic to Him; rather, it is an intrinsic part of His
Being and hence, partakes of its unfathomable nature. In other words, since we cannot
understand what it means for Hashem to “know” something, we cannot pose the
contradiction between that knowledge and people’s capacity to choose.

Between Divine Knowledge and a Heavenly Proclamation

However, we will appreciate that this approach is effective only as long as no-one apart
from Hashem knows what will happen. As soon as this knowledge is available to anyone
else – which will be in a way that is extrinsic to their being – it will compromise the freewill of those involved. With this in mind, the Meshech Chochmah explains the Gemara’s
discussion3 regarding zivugim (Divine designation of marriage partners) in the beginning
of Maseches Sotah. The Gemara cites a teaching that forty days before an embryo is
formed, a bas kol (heavenly proclamation) is issued, announcing whom it is destined to
marry. The Gemara then raises a question on this idea from a different teaching which
states that a person’s zivug is determined based on their actions! If this is so, then how
can the designation of one’s zivug be pre-announced? Surely, this cannot be determined
in advance, as it will then force the person to make the choices that will lead him to the
person who is appropriate to his actions!
The Meshech Chochmah notes that the Gemara only perceives a contradiction between
these two teachings since the first one stated that one’s zivug is announced through a bas
kol. Barring such an announcement, the fact that Hashem knows who a person will marry
would not be seen as conflicting with the idea that it depends on the person’s action,
since Hashem’s knowledge and man’s free-will do not conflict. However, once we say that
one’s zivug is proclaimed via a bas kol, it then becomes known to the celestial beings,
whose foreknowledge conflicts directly with the free-will choices that people will then
make.

The Death of Tzelafchad and the Laws of Inheritance

As the Torah recounts, when Moshe was approached by the daughters of Tzelafchad
regarding inheriting their father’s portion in Eretz Yisrael, he brought their case before
Hashem, Who informed him that the daughters were entitled to inherit.4 The Meshech
Chochmah explains that the reason Moshe did not initially know the halachah is based on
the idea we have been discussing. Apparently, Tzelafchad’s daughters were the only ones
who had both no father and no brothers. As such the question of daughter’s inheriting
was unique to them at that time. However, their situation was a result of their father’s
death which, as they stated, came about “on account of his sin.” Since the circumstances
which led to their situation were based on Tzelafchad’s free-will, the ruling concerning
it was not initially made known to Moshe; rather, it remained in the sole domain of
Hashem’s knowledge – which does not compromise free-will – until Tzelafchad made his
decision and the question then became relevant.
Coming back to our pasuk, this is why the Bnei Gilad are refer to the ruling of giving
Tzelafchad’s inheritance to his daughters as something Moshe was commanded “– ’בה
with Hashem.” The background to that ruling, lying as it did with Tzelafchad’s free-will,
3
4

Sotah 2a.
See Bamidbar 27:1-7.
2

required that it remain “with Hashem” until the resulting situation unfolded and the
question regarding his daughters became relevant.5

Mitzvos “To Moshe” and Mitzvos “Through Moshe”
.ש ָר ֵאל ְּבעַ ְרבֹת מוֹ ָאב
ׂ ְ ִֹשה ֶאל ְּבנֵי י
ֶ ׁ שר ִצ ָוּה ה' ְּביַד מ
ֶ ׁ ֲֵא ּ ֶלה הַ ִּמ ְצוֹת וְ הַ ִּמ ְׁשפָּ ִטים א
These are the mitzvos and the laws that Hashem commanded through Moshe to Bnei
Yisrael in the Plains of Moav (36:13)
It is interesting to compare the concluding pasuk of Chumash Bamidbar with that of
Chumash Vayikra,6 which reads:
ש ָר ֵאל ְּבהַ ר ִסינָי
ׂ ְ ִֹשה ֶאל ְּבנֵי י
ֶ ׁ שר ִצ ָוּה ה' ֶאת מ
ֶ ׁ ֲֵא ּ ֶלה הַ ִּמ ְצוֹת א
These are the mitzvos that Hashem commanded Moshe to Bnei Yisrael at Har Sinai
We note that while the earlier concluding pasuk refers to the mitzvos as ones that
Hashem commanded “ – אֶ ת מ ֶֹשׁה אֶ ל ְּבנֵי יִ ְש ׂרָ אֵ לMoshe to Bnei Yisrael,” our pasuk refers to
them as ones that Hashem commanded “ – ְּביַד מ ֶֹשׁה אֶ ל ְּבנֵי יִ ְש ׂרָ אֵ לThrough Moshe to Bnei
Yisrael.” What is the difference between these two descriptions?

Hearing the Mitzvos

The Meshech Chochmah explains that the basis to understanding the two pesukim is
found in the Gemara in Maseches Yoma,7 which draws a distinction between the way
mitzvos were transmitted at Har Sinai and the way they were transmitted in the Mishkan.

5 The Meshech Chochmah proceeds to discuss a fascinating accompanying point. The Bnei Gilad
were claiming that since Tzelafchad’s daughters inherited his portion, they should only be allowed
to marry someone from the tribe of Yosef. If this is true, then as surely as the halachah that they
inherit was not known prior to Tzelafchad’s death, their designated zivug could likewise not be
made known through a bas kol, for it, too, was influenced by Tzelafchad’s actions. To this Hashem
responded (pesukim 5-6) that although Bnei Gilad were correct in principle, the prohibition against
marrying someone from a different tribe did not apply to Tzelafchad’s daughters themselves.
Rather, as the Gemara (Bava Basra 120a) explains, they were encouraged to marry from the tribe
of Yosef as a matter of “eitzah tovah – good counsel.” The Meshech Chochmah explains that this
“good counsel” was actually the bas kol which was proclaimed before they were born, which stated
that each of their zivugim were actually from the tribe of Yosef! Since they were not restricted
halachically by the fact that they inherited their father, it turns out that his actions did not influence
their zivug, in which case there was no reason for it not to be proclaimed through a bas kol as is the
case with everyone else.
6 27:34.
7 4b.
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XX

At Har Sinai: All of Bnei Yisrael heard the Mitzvos being given to Moshe, who
then taught them to the people.

XX

In the Mishkan: Only Moshe heard Hashem transmitting the mitzvos, who
then transmitted them to the people.

As is his way throughout his peirush, the Meshech Chochmah demonstrates that this idea
identified by Chazal can be perceived by a careful reading of the pesukim:
XX

The earlier pasuk, which discusses the mitzvos that were transmitted “at Har
Sinai,” refers to Hashem commanding Moshe (“ )”אֶ ת מ ֶֹשׁהto tell them to Bnei
Yisrael, as this is something the people themselves heard.

XX

Our pasuk refers to the mitzvos which were given “in the Plains of Moav,”
many years after we had moved on from Har Sinai. These were heard by
Moshe in the Mishkan and as such are described as being commanded “ְּביַד
מ ֶֹשׁה,” which literally means “In Moshe’s hand.” Since they were initially heard
by Moshe alone, they were “in his hand” – concealed from others – until he
transmitted them to the people.

Interestingly, there is also a pasuk in the end of Chumash Vayikra8 which refers to the
mitzvos given at Sinai as being “into Moshe’s hand.” How does this fit in in light of our
discussion? The Meshech Chochmah explains that even with regards to the mitzvos that
were given at Sinai, there were aspects that were given to Moshe alone, such as certain
oral traditions (Halachah le’Moshe mi’Sinai). In addition the Gemara9 states that pilpul,
the methodology of expounding halachos, was originally given to Moshe alone, who then
shared it with Bnei Yisrael. It is with reference to these aspects that the mitzvos from Sinai
are also referred to as having been given “ – בְ ּיַד מ ֶֹשׁהinto Moshe’s hand”
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26:46.
Nedarim 38a.
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