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Torah Talk for Hukkat 5781  Numbers 19:1-22:1 
 

Exodus 17  Numbers 20 
1    From the wilderness of Sin the whole 
Israelite community continued by stages as 
the LORD would command. They encamped 
at Rephidim, 

location 1    The Israelites arrived in a body at the wilderness 
of Zin on the first new moon,a and the people stayed 
at Kadesh.  
                        a Of the fortieth year; cf. Num. 33.36–38. 

  Miriam died there and was buried there. 
and there was no water for the people to 
drink. 

lack of 
water 

2    The community was without water, 

2 The people quarreled with Moses. “Give us 
water to drink,” they said; and Moses 
replied to them, “Why do you quarrel with 
me? Why do you try the LORD?” 3 But the 
people thirsted there for water; and the 
people grumbled against Moses and said, 
“Why did you bring us up from Egypt, to kill 
us and our children and livestock with 
thirst?” 

complaint and they joined against Moses and Aaron. 3 The 
people quarreled with Moses, saying, “If only we had 
perished when our brothers perished at the instance 
of the LORD! 4 Why have you brought the LORD‘s 
congregation into this wilderness for us and our 
beasts to die there? 5 Why did you make us leave 
Egypt to bring us to this wretched place, a place with 
no grain or figs or vines or pomegranates? There is 
not even water to drink!” 

4 Moses cried out to the LORD, saying, “What 
shall I do with this people? Before long they 
will be stoning me!” 

Moses [& 
Aaron] turn 

to God 

6    Moses and Aaron came away from the 
congregation to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, 
and fell on their faces. 

5 Then the LORD said to Moses, “Pass before 
the people; take with you some of the 
elders of Israel, and take along the rod with 
which you struck the Nile, and set out. 6 I 
will be standing there before you on the 
rock at Horeb. Strike the rock and water will 
issue from it, and the people will drink.” 

God’s 
response 

The Presence of the LORD appeared to them, 7 and 
the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 8 “You and your 
brother Aaron take the rod and assemble the 
community, and before their very eyes order the 
rock to yield its water. Thus you shall produce water 
for them from the rock and provide drink for the 
congregation and their beasts.” 

And Moses did so in the sight of the elders 
of Israel. 

what 
Moses does 

9    Moses took the rod from before the LORD, as He 
had commanded him. 10 Moses and Aaron 
assembled the congregation in front of the rock; and 
he said to them, “Listen, you rebels, shall we get 
water for you out of this rock?” 11 And Moses raised 
his hand and struck the rock twice with his rod. Out 
came copious water, and the community and their 
beasts drank. 

 God’s 
response 

12    But the LORD said to Moses and Aaron, “Because 
you did not trust Me enough to affirm My sanctity in 
the sight of the Israelite people, therefore you shall 
not lead this congregation into the land that I have 
given them.” 

7 The place was named Massaha and 
Meribah,b because the Israelites quarreled 
and because they tried the LORD, saying, “Is 
the LORD present among us or not?” 

naming the 
place 

13 Those are the Waters of Meribahb—meaning that 
the Israelites quarrelled with the LORD 

 God’s 
response 

—through which He affirmed His sanctity. 

 
Deut. 32:51 for you both broke faith with Me among the Israelite people, at the waters of Meribath-kadesh in 
the wilderness of Zin, by failing to uphold My sanctity among the Israelite people. 
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Baruch Levine, Numbers (Anchor Bible) 
 13. In a sense, this verse contradicts the preceding, further suggesting that v 12 was 
interpolated. Verse 12 states that Moses and Aaron had failed to sanctify God in the sight of 
the people, whereas v 13 records that subsequent to the conflict, God was sanctified 
(wayyiqqādēš) by virtue of his demonstrated power, here employed to produce water. Gray 
suggests that repeated use of the verb qādaš ‘to be holy’ is a play on the toponym Qādēš. 
Hiphꜥil hiqdı̂s ‘to proclaim holy’ requires a leader to show the people God’s acts or to recount 
them to the people (Isa 29:23). 
 
Jacob Milgrom, Numbers (JPS Torah Commentary) 
through which He affirmed His sanctity     Hebrew va-yikadesh bam. What is the antecedent of 
bam? Does it mean “through which” or “through whom”? Three possibilities have been 
proposed. The first, Moses and Aaron, has the advantage of the nearest parallel, Nadab and 
Abihu, by whose death the Lord sanctified Himself (Lev. 10:3). However, Moses and Aaron are 
mentioned only in the previous verse—a distant antecedent. The second, the waters, implies 
that although Moses and Aaron defied God, God continued to supply Israel with water and 
thereby caused His name to be sanctified in Israel. The third, Israel, avers that by means of 
God’s deliverance of Israel, He sanctified, that is, exalted, His name in the world (e.g., see Ezek. 
20:41). A fourth interpretation is even possible: By God’s punishment of Israel (the forty years 
of wandering attributed to this sin; Ps. 95:7–11), the Lord sanctified His name (e.g., Ezek. 
28:22).  

 
RASHI:  Through which He affirmed His sanctity. Rather, “through whom He affirmed His 
sanctity”—for Moses and Aaron met their deaths on account of these waters. 
 
RASHBAM: Through which He affirmed His sanctity. Though Moses and Aaron failed to affirm 
His sanctity, the waters at least did so. 
 
IBN EZRA: Through which He affirmed His sanctity. Rather, “He was sanctified through 
them” (compare OJPS)—“them” being Moses and Aaron. This is like the expression of Lev. 10:3, 
“through those near to Me I show Myself holy.” 
 
NAHMANIDES: Through which He affirmed His sanctity. Rashi and Ibn Ezra both explain that “He 
affirmed His sanctity” through the deaths of Moses and Aaron. But it does not appear so to me. 
Moses and Aaron have not yet died at this point, nor have the people been informed that they 
would die for this sin, which might indeed have led the people to regard the Holy One with awe. 
Rather, our verse makes clear that it was the Israelites who quarreled with the Lord through 
whom “He affirmed His sanctity.” If Rashi and Ibn Ezra were correct, it would have been enough 
to say that the Holy One had “gained glory” through them. I think the decisive factor is that, 
with the first rock, Moses struck it only “in the sight of the elders of Israel” (Exod. 17:6), while 
here “Moses and Aaron assembled the [whole] congregation in front of the rock” (v. 10). Thus 
the Holy One “affirmed His sanctity” here before the eyes of them all.  

 
Num. 20:10  Moses and Aaron assembled [ ּולְִ֜הַקַּיו ] the congregation in front of the rock; and he said to   

them, “Listen, you rebels, shall we get water for you out of this rock?” 
Num. 16:3   They combined [ ּו֞לֲהָּֽקִַּיו ] against Moses and Aaron  
Num. 20:2     The community … joined [ ּו֔לֲ֣הִָּקַּיו ] against Moses and Aaron. 


