Was Moshe Justified in Killing the Egyptian? — Guided Study
For a detailed analysis of this topic, see: http://alhatorah.org/Moshe's Killing of the Egyptian

The Story - Shemot 2:11-14
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Many praise Moshe's actions in the above passage, viewing him as championing the cause of
justice. Others, though, condemn him for an overly harsh response or for taking the law into his own

hands. With whom do you agree? Was Moshe right or wrong in killing the Egyptian? Why?

Other Questions to Think About:

1) "2y WK 727 7% TR X" — What was the Egyptian doing to the Hebrew? What are the

possible meanings of the word "721n"? Did his actions deserve a punishment of death?
2) "R TR 02 R 70113 191" — Why is Moshe looking around? Does this suggest that he is
attempting to hide his actions from outside observers? Does he feel guilty for what he is about to

do or is there some other way of explaining his search for bystanders?

3) "¥na Ny 1" — What meaning does the root "7 have in this verse? Is it the same as in verse

11? In both cases do those who strike do so with intent to kill?

4) "y % X¥1'"— What motivated Moshe to stand up for the Hebrew? Was he identifying with his

brethren or simply standing up against injustice? Did he even know that he was an Israelite?

For a variety of approaches to these questions, see the next page.


http://alhatorah.org/Moshe's_Killing_of_the_Egyptian

Commentaries

As you learn the following sources, see how each commentator answers the questions above. What is
their overall evaluation of Moshe? What are the advantages and disadvantages of each approach?

Approach #1 - Justified

Perhaps the most prevalent approach amongst commentators is to justify and even praise Moshe's
conduct. On what grounds do each of the following do so?

Sources #1-2 - Saving a Life
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What defense does HaKorem (Hertz Homberg) offer for Moshe? What prooftexts does HaKetav
VeHaKabbalah bring to support this position?

Given Moshe's intervention to save a life, what verse in the story is somewhat difficult for this

approach? How might these commentators explain it?

Sources # 3-4 — Deserving of Death
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Rakvaty!

According to the Midrash, who is the Egyptian and why does he deserve death?
Do you think this justifies Moshe's taking the law into his own hands?

See how Shemot Rabbah deals with this issue below:
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What possible understandings of the words "8 1’8 °2 877" do the two Midrashic sources raise?
Do you think the righteousness/ wickedness of the Egyptian's progeny should play a role in Moshe's

decision?

Source #5-6 — Law of the Jungle
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How do R. Hoffman and the Netziv justify Moshe? Can you think of contemporary examples where

one might similarly feel that lawlessness calls for extreme measures?
According to the Netziv, what do the words "2°N N 2 87" mean?

Do you agree that in a "lawless society", vigilante justice is ok?

Who, though, has the right to determine what constitutes "lawless" and to define a society as such?

2) Approach # 2 - Unintentional

A second approach suggests that Moshe's actions were indeed problematic, but unintentionally so:

R. Saadia Gaon
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According to R. Saadia Gaon, what were Moshe's intentions in hitting the Egyptian?
If Moshe is a "2 217", what punishment should be expected? Is this what happens?

3) Approach #3 - Blameworthy

Midrash Petirat Moshe
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The above Midrash is set right before Moshe is to die, and presents Moshe pleading with God to let

him live. What are Hashem's last words in justifying His decision that Moshe be mortal?



