
Moses recognizes that when Israel inhabits its land, it, like 
every nation, will have a political life. It will form alliances 
and relationships with other nations, but it will also have to 
contend with threats to its security from adjacent countries 
and regional powers. Then as now, wars are inevitable and, 
as we can plainly see in the rest of the Bible, the history of 
Israel in its land is comprised of many wars, skirmishes, 
conquests and defeats. Thus, in several locations in 
Deuteronomy, Moses provides the basic elements of what 
we could call, a military code.  

 )א:כ ׳בד( ...5מְּמִ ברַ םעַ בכֶרֶוָ סוּס תָיאִרָוְ 5בֶיְאֹ לעַ המָחָלְמִּלַ אצֵתֵ יכִּ
When you go out to battle against your enemies and 
you see horses and chariots, fighting-people many-
more than you... (Deut. 20:1a) 
Consider this to be an aerial snapshot as it were, of an army 
amassing its force against Israel. No specifics are given. We 
don't know where or why. We don't know the logistics, or 
the geopolitical context. All we know is that military 
conflict is imminent, and that there is asymmetry here. You 
are outnumbered and out equipped. The enemy has horses 
and chariots and fighting-people many-more than you do.   
Naturally, you will be afraid. But Moses  continues: 

 )א:כ ׳בד( .םיִרָצְמִ ץרֶאֶמֵ 5לְעַמַּהַ @מָּעִ 5יהֶ?אֱ ׳ה יכִּ םהֶמֵ ארָיתִ אֹל
Do not fear them, for the Lord your God is with you, the 
one who brought you up from the land of Egypt! (Deut. 20:1b) 
More than calming reassurance, Moses is in effect 
commanding them to not be afraid of the enemy. He then 
grounds the commandment in the invisible yet palpable 
reality that God is with them. The words ִּמָּעִ 5יהֶ?אֱ ׳ה יכ@  are 
extremely resonant in the Torah and throughout the Bible. 
They summon a rich catalogue of examples of divine 
protection (see examples at the bottom of the next page).1   
Then, in the deftest rhetorical move, having already cued 
the listener with the term  horse and chariot,2- בכֶרֶוָ סוּס
Moses summons the archetypal moment of Israelite 

 
1 And I can't resist two other great examples, one from the 
Prophets, Solomon's Prayer at the dedication of the Temple: 

 א״למ( .וּנשֵׁטְִּי לאְַו וּנבֵזְעַַי לאַ וּניתֵֹבאֲ םעִ הָיהָ רשֶׁאֲכַּ וּנמָּעִ וּניהֵ(אֱ ׳ה יהְִי
 )זנ:ח

May the Lord our God be with us as he was with our fathers—
may he not abandon us, may he not leave us! (1 Kings 8:57) and 
one from the Writings: 

 )ד:גכ ׳הת(  .ידִמָּעִ התָּאַ יכִּ ערָ ארָיאִ א( תֶומָלְצַ איגֵבְּ @לֵאֵ יכִּ םגַּ
Though I walk through a valley of deepest darkness,  
I fear no harm, for You are with me. (Psalm 23:4) 
2 We recognize it instantly from the first verse of the Song of the 
Sea: ָםיָּבַ המָר וֹבכְֹרְו סוּס  ה׳  האָגָּ הֹאגָ יכִּ לַ הרָישִׁאָ -I sing to God for he 
has triumphed, yes triumphed, horse and charioteer he flung 
into the sea! 
3For easy reference, here is the relevant text at the Red Sea: 

 הֹערְפַּ בכֶרֶ סוּס לכׇּ םיָּהַ לעַ םינִֹח םתָוֹא וּגישִּׂיַַּו םהֶירֵחֲאַ םִירַצְמִ וּפדְּרְיִַּו
 לאֵרָשְִׂי ינֵבְ וּאשְׂיִַּו בירִקְהִ הֹערְפַוּ .ןֹפצְ לעַבַּ ינֵפְלִ תֹריחִהַ יפִּ לעַ וֹליחְֵו וישָׁרָפָוּ
 לאֶ לאֵרָשְִׂי ינֵבְ וּקעֲצְיִַּו דֹאמְ וּארְייִַּו םהֶירֵחֲאַ עַסֵֹנ םִירַצְמִ הנֵּהְִו םהֶינֵיעֵ תאֶ
 המַ רבָּדְמִּבַּ תוּמלָ וּנתָּחְקַלְ םִירַצְמִבְּ םירִבָקְ ןיאֵ ילִבְּמִהֲ השֶֹׁמ לאֶ וּרמְאֹיַּו .׳ה
 Yילֶאֵ וּנרְבַּדִּ רשֶׁאֲ רבָדָּהַ הזֶ א(הֲ .םִירָצְמִּמִ וּנאָיצִוֹהלְ וּנלָּ תָישִׂעָ תאֹזּ

defenselessness and fear, namely when God brought Israel 
out of Egypt. In so doing, he triggers in his audience (and 
in us!) the memory of the greatest miracle of the Torah, the 
splitting of the Red Sea, and sparks in us an instant then-
and-now contrast.3  

Then: At the Red Sea Now: Living in the Land 
We were powerless. We have power. 
We were unsettled. We are settled. 

We were unorganized. We are organized. 
We were haggard, 

traumatized, and destitute. 
We are free, proud,  

and strong. 
We were facing total 

annihilation. 
We are facing a single 

necessary battle. 
Pharaoh's horses and 
chariots are coming to 

attack and decimate us. 

The enemy's horses and 
chariots are arrayed 

against us to wage war. 
We panicked and 

screamed to Moses. 
Moses anticipates and 
neutralizes our fear. 

To deal with the imminent threat and its associated fear, 
Moses calls for a convocation to take place in which the 
priest will speak to the people.  

 :םהֶלֵאֲ רמַאָוְ .םעָהָ לאֶ רבֶּדִוְ ןהֵכֹּהַ שׁגַּנִוְ המָחָלְמִּהַ לאֶ םכֶבְרׇקָכְּ היָהָוְ
 םכֶבְבַלְ @רַיֵ לאַ םכֶיבֵיְאֹ לעַ המָחָלְמִּלַ םוֹיּהַ םיבִרֵקְ םתֶּאַ לאֵרָשְׂיִ עמַשְׁ
 @לֵהֹהַ םכֶיהֵ?אֱ ׳ה יכִּ .םהֶינֵפְּמִ וּצרְעַתַּ לאַוְ וּזפְּחְתַּ לאַוְ וּארְיתִּ לאַ
 )ד-א:כ ׳בד( .םכֶתְאֶ עַישִׁוֹהלְ םכֶיבֵיְאֹ םעִ םכֶלָ םחֵלָּהִלְ םכֶמָּעִ

And it shall be: when you draw near to the battle, the 
priest is to approach and speak to the people and say to 
them: Hearken, O Israel! You are drawing near today 
to battle against your enemies. Let not your heart be 
soft, do not be afraid, do not be in trepidation, do not be 
terrified before them! For the Lord your God is the one 
who goes with you, to do battle for you with your 
enemies, to deliver you! (Deut. 20:1-4) 

 םִירַצְמִ תאֶ דֹבעֲ וּנלָ בוֹט יכִּ םִירָצְמִ תאֶ הדָבְעַנְַו וּנּמֶּמִ לדַחֲ רֹמאלֵ םִירַצְמִבְ
 תעַוּשְׁי תאֶ וּארְוּ וּבצְַּיתְהִ וּארָיתִּ לאַ םעָהָ לאֶ השֶֹׁמ רמֶאֹיַּו .רבָּדְמִּבַּ וּנתֵמֻּמִ
 וּפסִֹת א( םוֹיּהַ םִירַצְמִ תאֶ םתֶיאִרְ רשֶׁאֲ יכִּ םוֹיּהַ םכֶלָ השֶׂעֲַי רשֶׁאֲ ׳ה
 )גי-י:די ׳מש( .ןוּשׁרִחֲתַּ םתֶּאְַו םכֶלָ םחֵלִָּי ׳ה .םלָוֹע דעַ דוֹע םתָֹארְלִ

The Egyptians pursued them and overtook them encamped by 
the sea, all of Pharaoh’s chariot-horses, his riders, and his 
army, by Pi ha-Hirot, before Baal-Tzefon. As Pharaoh drew near, 
the Children of Israel lifted up  their eyes: now here, Egypt 
marching after them! They were exceedingly afraid. And the 
Children of Israel cried out to the Lord, they said to Moses: Is it 
because there are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us out 
to die in the wilderness? What, now, have you done to us, 
bringing us out of Egypt? Is this not the very word that we spoke 
to you in Egypt, saying: Let us alone, that we may serve Egypt! 
Indeed, better for us serving Egypt than our dying in the 
wilderness! Moses said to the people: Do not be afraid! Stand 
fast and see the Lord's deliverance which he will work for you 
today, for as you see Egypt today, you will never see it again for 
the ages! The Lord will do battle for you, and you—be still!  
(Exod. 14:10-13). 
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Again, we can contrast this to the moment at the Red Sea. 
Then: At the Red Sea Now: Living in the Land 

Moses  
speaks to the people. 

The priest  
speaks to the people. 

Do not be afraid!  
Stand fast and see the 

Lord's deliverance which 
he will work for you 

today! 

Hear O Israel!  
Let not your heart be soft, 
do not be afraid, do not be 
in trepidation, do not be 
terrified before them! 

 .ןוּשׁרִחֲתַּ םתֶּאַוְ םכֶלָ םחֵלָּיִ ׳ה
 )גי:די ׳מש(

 

 םכֶמָּעִ @לֵהֹהַ םכֶיהֵ?אֱ ׳ה יכִּ
 עַישִׁוֹהלְ םכֶיבֵיְאֹ םעִ םכֶלָ םחֵלָּהִלְ

 )ד:כ ׳בד( .םכֶתְאֶ
Moses:  

God will do battle for you. 
And you, be silent!  

(Exod. 14:13) 

The priest:  
God is the one that will be 

with you to do battle for you 
with your enemies to save 

you. (Deut. 20:4) 
We should be silent and 
passive to God's actions. 

We should be active and 
participatory with God. 

We can draw the following conclusions, when we compare 
the two situations: 

God rescued us with a 
miraculous intervention: 

the splitting of the sea and 
subsequent drowning the 

Egyptian army. 

God will not rescue us 
with a miraculous 

intervention. Victory is 
contingent on God being 
among the fighting force. 

When Israel moves from 
slavery to freedom,  
God is the warrior.  

Israel watches.  
God's actions alone 

enable Israel's victory 
over Egypt. 

When Israel settles the 
land, Israel is the warrior. 

God is "embedded" 
within the Israelite army. 
God's presence combined 

with Israel's actions 
enable Israel's victory 

over its enemies. 
Israel is totally dependent 

upon God  
for its security  
and well-being. 

Israel is independent  
and responsible for its 

destiny, provided  
it maintains God's 

presence in its midst. 
In the book of Exodus, we 

are in a world in which 
God upends nature.  

God has total agency and 
responsibility for the 
outcome of events. 

In the book of 
Deuteronomy,  

we see a world in which 
human beings assume 

agency and responsibility 
for the outcome of events. 

Four Phrases for Fear. When the priest addresses the 
people, he uses four phrases.  

םכֶבְבַלְ @רַיֵ־לאַ .1 -let your hearts not be soft. 
וּארְיתִּ־לאַ .2 -do not fear. 
וּזפְּחְתַּ־לאַוְ .3 -do not act rashly. 
םהֶינֵפְּמִ וּצרְעַתַּ־לאַוְ .4 -do not break down before them.  

It is tempting to see a kind of physiological progression 
here, that the immediate reaction to the sight of horses and 
chariots, is a loss of resolve or soft-heartedness, followed 
by actual fear, rashness, and finally a complete mental 

breakdown. While we know 
that when we are in a state of 
fear, we undergo a complex 
series of physiological 
responses - such as an in-
crease in pulse, respiration 
blood pressure, and increase 
in adrenaline - it is more 

likely here that the priest was trying to be more rhetorical 
than clinical. His job was to stir the individuals who would 
make up the force into action. Such is the opinion of Italian 
commentator, Isaac Samuel Reggio (YaShaR, 1784-1855) 
who suggests that when the priest says, ַםכֶבְבַלְ @רַיֵ־לא -let 
your hearts not be soft he is stating a ְּללָכ -a general term 
for the loss of courage and follows with three specific terms 
that are specific responses to the specific situation: ַ־לא
וּא רְיתִּ -do not fear-the thunderous noise that their 

multitudes are making. וּזפְּחְתַּ־ ל אַוְ -do not act rashly: do 
everything possible according to a set regimen, without 
impulsivity or shuddering. ְםהֶינֵפְּמִ וּצרְעַתַּ־לאַו -do not break 
down before them: when they advance to you face-to-face. 
In other words, what he is saying is, be courageous. Be 
people who are ַבלֵ יצֵימִּא -steadfast or courageous of heart, 
in effect foreshadowing a big theme at the end of the book, 
when Moses stirs the people to be ֲץמָאֱוֶ קזַח -be strong and 
courageous for their upcoming conquest of the land. The 
priest understands that it will require great courage to wage 
war. Therefore, his job during this convocation is to stir the 
people to keep their minds clear and focus on the tasks at 
hand with clarity and resoluteness. And, in lieu of Moses, 

vested with the task of 
symbolically maintain-
ing God's presence 
among the people, he 
will now be the one to 
invoke God and stir the 
people to believe that 
God is with them, and 
to trust that God will 
not let them falter.  ה׳  יכִּ

םכֶמָּעִ @לֵהֹהַ םכֶיהֵ?אֱ -it is 
precisely because God 
is the one who is going 
with them in their 
midst, that the people 
will have a constantly 
replenishing reservoir 
of courage and strength 
to face their enemies. 
Moreover, because 
God is will and always 
be with them, they will 

sustain the fortitude and resolve that their cause is just and 
their actions are noble. It is one thing to have strength of 
arms. It is another thing, to have strength of purpose.  And 
faith. And trust. That God is with us.       Shabbat Shalom!  


