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Abstract

In the Hebrew Bible, certain behaviors of the prophets are reported which, in Jewish
exegetical sources—particularly the Talmud and Midrash—have been interpreted as errors.
These sources have addressed and explained such behaviors through multilevel and diverse
approaches. Given Moses’s unparalleled status in the Torah, the examination of his errors
and the exegetical methods of dealing with them holds particular significance. The present
article, adopting a descriptive-analytical approach, investigates these errors and their
interpretations in the aforementioned sources.

According to the Talmud and Midrash, the prophets are immune from error in receiving
and transmitting revelation, yet in human affairs, like other human beings, they may be
subject to lapses. The reporting of these lapses in Scripture serves an educational function:
preventing excessive sanctification of the prophet and offering a model of repentance and
return for others. The Torah reports eight errors of Moses, all but one of which occurred
after the commencement of his prophetic mission.

According to the Talmud, Moses’s error in breaking the Tablets is explained as follows:
through this act, he temporarily denied the formal descent of the Torah so that the people
might be preserved from the punishment for idolatry. An examination of these exegetical
explanations demonstrates that Moses’s errors did not arise from carnal desires. The
Imamiyya emphasize the absolute infallibility (‘isma) of the prophets and consider the
attribution of errors to them as evidence of the corruption of Scripture.
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Introduction

In the Hebrew Bible, reports of prophetic behaviors are recorded which, in Jewish
exegetical sources—particularly the Talmud (Mishnah and Gemara) and Midrash—have
been identified as errors or lapses. For example, Abraham, in two situations—one in Egypt
(Genesis 12:10-20) and another in Gerar (Genesis 20:1-18)—introduces his wife Sarah as
his sister to escape the danger of being killed. Likewise, according to Genesis 25:29-34,
Jacob obtains the birthright from his brother Esau through cunning, and according to
Genesis 27:1-40, he receives the blessing from his father Isaac through deception. These
errors have been examined in the aforementioned sources and explained through various
approaches.

Among the prophets, Moses holds a preeminent position and is regarded in Jewish tradition
as 'the greatest of the prophets.' Despite this exalted status, the Torah presents numerous
reports of his errors. The present study examines the methods of explaining these errors in
the Talmud and Midrash and analyzes each of them.

Research Findings

The exegetical explanations of Moses's errors demonstrate that these lapses did not arise
from selfish desires and motivations. Most of these errors are understood within historical
or natural frameworks, and some have been interpreted in a transhistorical or metaphysical


mailto:mahmadtobi@azaruniv.ac.ir
mailto:mahmadtobi@azaruniv.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2543-1208

University of Tehran

Print ISSN: 2228-5563 Religions and

Faculty of Theology
online ISSN: 2588-4816 Mysticism

and Islamic Studies

horizon. Often, these acts have been analyzed as expedient measures aimed at preserving
the collective interests of the people of Israel. Furthermore, the exegetes have sometimes
attributed these errors to divine decree, sometimes interpreted them as resulting from
Moses's inner disconnection from God due to his anger at the people's mockery, and
sometimes justified them by reference to divine punishment.

Conclusion

In Jewish tradition, the Torah is an eternal and immutable truth, the direct revelation of
God to Moses, preserved as a sacred heritage immune from any corruption. The Tanakh
and Talmud regard the human being as inherently fallible and susceptible to sin, exempting
no one. In the Talmud and Midrash, the prophet is chosen on the basis of moral virtues; he
is immune from error in receiving revelation but remains fallible in the human sphere. The
narration of prophetic lapses serves an educational function: warning against excessive
sanctification and opening the path of hope and repentance.

In light of Imami theology and historical-critical analysis, it may be argued that Scripture
has undergone alteration and redaction. Moses in Judaism is both the greatest prophet and
bearer of eternal laws, and a fallible human being; thus, he serves both as a paradigm of
prophethood and as an educational exemplar on the path of repentance and return. The
Torah reports eight errors of Moses, all but one occurring after the commencement of his
mission.

Moses's errors in the Talmud and Midrash have been explained in various ways. His killing
of the Egyptian officer prior to his prophethood—due to the officer's adultery with Dathan's
wife and intent to murder him—is explained as a divinely inspired act in accordance with
the eternal Torah. Moses's error regarding the circumcision of his son has received two
interpretations: one, the non-circumcision of Gershom due to Jethro's stipulation; the other,
the delay in circumcising Eliezer because Moses prioritized establishing lodging over the
immediate divine command.

Moses's initial hesitation in accepting his mission has been explained from four
perspectives: humility and avoidance of power; respect for Aaron's prophethood;
expectation that the deliverance of the Israelites would occur without human intervention;
and moral indignation at God's delay in responding to the people's suffering. Moses's
complaining tone toward God has been explained from several angles: his anger toward
Dathan and Abiram; his misunderstanding of divine deliverance; his protest against the
injustice of his generation's enslavement; and his grief over the children's exclusion from
deliverance.

The breaking of the Tablets by Moses is understood as a stratagem to protect the people
from the punishment for idolatry. Moses's refusal to destroy the Israelites and establish a
new nation from himself is explained from three perspectives: the superiority of collective
merit over individual merit; avoidance of personal glory; and fidelity to the divine covenant
and the continuity of God's promise to the patriarchs. Moses's error in refraining from
gazing upon the divine glory in the Burning Bush is explained through God's subsequent
refusal of his request to behold the full divine glory.

Moses's error at the waters of Meribah has been interpreted either as resulting from his
anger or as a means for the fulfillment of divine decree. Ibn Ezra considers it the result of
a rupture in his relationship with God, while medieval commentators attribute it to Moses
and Aaron's ascribing the miracle to themselves.
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