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The Princely Prerogative 

karyn goldberger

1. This essay will examine Moshe’s early life: Exodus 2:1-15.
2. HaKtav VeHaKabala on Exodus 2:3.
3. Exodus 2:3.

if i were to casually ask you, “So, why was Moshe required to flee Egypt?” No doubt, you 
would respond, “Because he killed the Egyptian.” I would like to suggest that that fact is a 
part of the story. However, it is not the whole story. 1

In order to understand Moshe’s actions and their ultimate consequences, we need to 
return to earlier portions of the narrative. Comparable to the saga of a modern superhero, 
where the author often provides us with the backstory – the “origin story,” if you will – the 
Torah has given us clues to decipher the elements that contributed to the greatness of our 
superhero, Moshe. Moreover, these qualities of character will enable us to fully comprehend 
what truly transpired during the incident with the Egyptian taskmaster. 

Part One: Moshe’s “Backstory”
Soon after Moshe’s birth, we hear of his mother preparing a basket in which to place him 
and set him adrift on the Nile. It was her hope that he would be miraculously spared from 
Paro’s evil decree to drown the Jewish male babies in the river. 2 And, as it turned out, this 
was G-d’s plan as well; Moshe was to be saved by none other than the daughter of the 
perpetrator of this nefarious plan. 

Now let us paint a picture: this saviour was the very beautiful, very well-taken-care-of 
daughter of Paro. She had servants to do her bidding. If she had some shmutz in her “bath-
tub,” she would not demean herself by attending to it. And yet, that was essentially what 
happened. In her bathing area along the Nile, there appeared a basket. Not a pretty basket 
filled with fruit, mind you. But a dirty, malodorous basket covered in pitch and tar. 3 We 
can only imagine that a “regular” princess would have exited the scene until the mess was 
cleared away. Or, at the very least, she would have ignored it had it been far enough in the 
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distance. But not our princess! She was fully engaged with her surroundings; she noticed 
everything. Moreover, upon seeing the anomaly, she expended an effort to access the floating 
basket. 4 Despite her lofty station, she was definitely not a dispassionate bystander.

Subsequently, as the text indicates, she opened the basket, finding cradled within it, a 
baby boy.

ְלֵדי ָהִעְבִרים ֶזה. אֶמר ִמַיּ ְחמֹל ָעָליו ַוֹתּ ֶכה ַוַתּ ה ַנַער ֹבּ ֶלד ְוִהֵנּ ְרֵאהּו ֶאת ַהֶיּ ח ַוִתּ ְפַתּ ַוִתּ

When she opened it, she saw that it was a child, a boy crying. She took pity on it and said, “This 
must be a Hebrew child. 5

But within this verse, we notice something incongruous. At first the child is termed a “yeled” 
– a child. But a brief two words later, he is called a “na’ar” – a youth. 6 Interesting. Why did 
the text not use the term yeled/child again? Did the occupant of the basket grow from a 
child to a youth in the blink of an eye? Of course not! So what is the text trying to tell us 
with these two words so closely adjacent? 

To assist in our understanding of the term “na’ar” let us consider a passage later in Exodus.

ַע  ְרתֹו ְיהֹוׁשֻ ֲחֶנה ּוְמׁשָ ב ֶאל־ַהּמַ ר ִאיׁש ֶאל־ֵרֵעהּו ְוׁשָ ר ְיַדּבֵ ֲאׁשֶ ִנים ּכַ ִנים ֶאל־ּפָ ה ּפָ ר ה׳ ֶאל־מֹׁשֶ ְוִדּבֶ
ן־נּון ַנַער לֹא ָיִמיׁש ִמּתֹוְך ָהֹאֶהל. ּבִ

Hashem would speak to Moses face to face, as one man speaks to another. And he would then 
return to the camp; but his attendant, Joshua son of Nun, a youth, would not stir out of the Tent. 7

Ramban comments on this verse that Joshua is termed a na’ar, despite clearly being a full-
fledged, adult male. He theorizes that in all instances where there is a master and a servant, 
the Hebrew language calls the servant a “na’ar,” as servants must possess youthful vigour. 8

Nevertheless, this is not completely satisfying, as the sentence itself already has the 
terminology of “ְרתֹו  his servant. So, in this case, what does “na’ar” come to add? I – ”ּוְמָשׁ
would like to propose an expansion of the idea of “na’ar” as “servant” to the broader idea 
of “protégé.” A servant/master relationship is one where the subordinate party does the 
bidding of the superior. However, there is no concomitant intention that this servitude is 
meant to develop the character of the “na’ar,” as it would in the context of a protégé and a 
mentor. Moreover, this latter type of tutelage serves as an effective apprenticeship, in order 
that the protégé will eventually assume the role of his current mentor – as leader. 

4. Rashi on Exodus 2:5. She either sent her maidservant or extended her own (elongated) arm. Either action 
indicates agency and involvement with her surroundings.

5. Exodus 2:6.
6. Throughout this essay I cite (unedited) the JPS (Jewish Publication Society, 1985) translation found in Sefaria. 

However, where I find the translation less precise than I consider accurate, I reserve the right to bring an 
alternate translation.

7. Exodus 33:11.
8. Ramban on Exodus 33:11.
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In addition to the pairing of Joshua and Moshe as protégé and mentor, another clear 
indication of this phenomenon is the case of the prophet, Samuel, and Eli, his mentor. 
Throughout the first few chapters of Samuel I, as he grows, Samuel is constantly referred 
to as a na’ar/youth. Notably, however, as Samuel is brought to Eli, the text utilizes the term 
na’ar not only as a noun, but seemingly as a verb as well.

לֹו  ִבֵאהּו ֵבית ה׳ ִשׁ ה ְוֵאיָפה ַאַחת ֶקַמח ְוֵנֶבל ַיִין ַוְתּ לָֹשׁ ָפִרים ְשׁ ָמַלּתּו ְבּ ר ְגּ ֲאֶשׁ ּה ַכּ ֲעֵלהּו ִעָמּ ַוַתּ
ַער ָנַער. ְוַהַנּ

When she had weaned him, she took him up with her, along with three bulls, one ephah of flour, 
and a jar of wine. And (meaning of Hebrew uncertain) though the boy was still very young, she 
brought him to the House of the LORD at Shiloh. 9

We note here that even the JPS translation is stymied by the terminology of הנער נער. The 
youth “youthed” might be considered a more precise translation. But what would that mean 
exactly? I would suggest that a parallel terminology might be that “the protégé behaved as 
a protégé” does – he served and he learned.’ 10

This reading is buttressed by Radak, who alludes to a purpose beyond a simple servant-
boy, when he explains that the “youth” was brought to Eli “to sit and learn before him and to 
be educated in Torah and Mitzvot.” 11 Although it is not explicit here that Samuel will inherit 
Eli’s position as high priest, it becomes clear later in the story. 12

And so, extrapolating to our narrative, this terminology intimates that Moshe, as a “na’ar,” 
would be the protégé of his new mother, Bat Paro. 13 Rabbi Yosei the son of Rabbi Hanina notes 
that Bat Paro, as she opened the basket, saw the Divine Presence was with the baby. 14 Thus, 
although at the outset she notes a mere physical child, with her attendant divine vision, 
she may have quickly realized that she is to be the mentor to this “na’ar.” And therefore, it 
would be critical for us to know exactly what she will be teaching him and what kind of 
role model she will be. And that is why the Torah is so explicit in describing her actions in 
finding him, as, through those actions, we learn of her qualities and her values. 

We have already observed that she is not a dispassionate bystander, but is fully engaged 
in her surroundings. 15 And so, after she opens the basket, she sees the baby crying and has 
pity on him. But she then exclaims: He is a child of the Hebrews. We are not told how she 

9. I Samuel 1:24.
10. If one now returns to the prior verse regarding Joshua and one reads the term “נער” as a verb, the cadence of 

the verses seem to flow more smoothly: And he would then return to the camp; and his attendant, Joshua son of Nun 
served (him) as his protégé; he would not stir out of the Tent.

11. Radak on I Samuel 1:25.
12. Ralbag on I Samuel 3:21 explains that Samuel showed himself to be a trustworthy prophet, such that he proph-

esied even during the lifetime of Eli (and consequently, assumed Eli’s role after his death).
13. Abarbanel (on I Samuel 1:24) brings a further parallel between the two “Na’arim” – the nursing of Samuel in 

this verse and the nursing of Moshe in Exodus 2:8.
14. TB Sotah 12b.
15. A harbinger of Moshe’s future engagement with his surroundings, in that he noticed the burning bush. Note that 

bushes likely burned all the time in the desert, but he was engaged enough to notice that it was not consumed.
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came to this conclusion. Did she notice a Hebrew swaddling cloth? Was he unwrapped and 
his brit was in evidence? 16 Or, did she just surmise that he was a Hebrew because no Egyp-
tian would have a need to do this? 17 Whichever way one chooses to source her declaration, 
because of it, there can be no doubt that she knew he was ethnically from the Hebrew slaves. 
And the fact that she was the daughter of the one who had enacted this decree against the 
Hebrew male children should have mitigated her pity. 

So let us anticipate what her next move should have been. If she were a good and obedient 
daughter, right then and there she would have sunk the basket, thus causing the baby to 
drown! 18 But, not only does she not do that, she has Miriam, the handy bystander, fetch 
a Hebrew nursemaid, who, as we are told, just happens to be Moshe’s birth mother. 19 We 
see from this, that, in addition to being a keen observer of her surroundings, she is also a 
defier – one with a definite sense of morality, in her choosing to save the life of the baby.

But that is not all. As she is speaking to the nursemaid, she tells her something astonish-
ing: she will pay her wages. It is one of those details that is often overlooked in the drama 
of the moment, but there it is! She, Bat Paro, could command the slave woman to do her 
bidding in any manner, yet she voluntarily offers to pay her a wage. We must conclude, 
then, that the text chooses to include this detail in order to outline another quality of the 
princess: Her belief in social justice and her high moral character (and of course – that she 
continues to be a defier!) 

Resuming the story, Moshe is nursed by his natural mother and he grew – ויגדל. The impli-
cation of that word would be that he passed through a certain stage of development. At this 
point he is brought to the daughter of Paro. And once again, we may have not attended to 
this detail and thus under-estimated the enormity of that statement in the Torah. This child 
– whom it was evident to all was not of royal lineage – was brought to the palace. 20 It would 
be logical to conclude that the daughter of Paro did so in blatant disregard of her father’s 
wishes. Moreover, the verse notes that she compounds the wound: She names him. And 
she did not choose to name him any of the Egyptian “royal” names which were common at 
that time. (The “William” or “George” of that era.) If she had done so, he could have blended 

16. According to Rabbi Yosei, son of Rabbi Hanina (TB Sotah 12b) (See also: Ibn Ezra ad loc. And Rashbam, ad loc.).
17. Ramban on Exodus 2:6.
18. TB Sotah 12b. The Gemara notes that, at this juncture, her handmaidens adjure her to fulfil the king’s com-

mand. (And are summarily struck dead by the angel Gabriel.) Aderet Eliyahu supports her blamelessness in 
not following her father’s edict in the following way: Paro’s decree was to throw the boys into the river. And 
therefore, her declaration when naming him that she “drew him from the waters,” was, in fact, to show that 
she had NOT defied her father’s edict, as Moshe had already been thrown into the river. Hence her father’s 
decree had been fulfilled and she need not have thrown him in a second time.

19. Exodus 2:8.
20. Chibbah Yeteirah on Torah on Exodus 2:10. He states that Bat Paro did not hide Moshe’s origins from those in the 

palace. Moreover, he connects this fact with Moshe’s subsequent self-knowledge and his consequent desire to 
go out to his brothers. Additionally, as a point of interest, he asserts that Moshe grew up surrounded by com-
passionate women and violent men, and notes that it is this blend of qualities which enabled him to become 
the saviour of the Jewish people. (In this way, this commentator supports my claim that Bat Paro’s character 
had a significant impact on Moshe.)
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anonymously into palace life. Instead, she chose a name that would constantly represent 
his Hebrew origins. 21 Both of these facts (bringing him openly to the palace, and naming 
him in such a way) serve to show, once again, that she is a “Royal” defier. 

Within the verse under discussion, the text also notes that, “He was to her a son.” 22 We might 
have understood this intuitively. However, because the text notes it explicitly, it gives us 
pause, and we must deem this statement’s inclusion as significant. If we consider Jewish 
tradition, a son is not, of necessity, a biological reality, but it is also a concept. We are told: 
 You are children to Hashem, your G-d. A child is one who walks in the ways 23 .בנים אתם לה׳ אלוקיכם
of his “parents” and is guided by them – whether that child contains their genetic DNA or 
not. 24 Moreover, this terminology connotes that she was a very involved mother who took 
a direct and active interest in his upbringing. His care was not outsourced, as it was during 
the nursing stage of his development. In fact, we might have expected a tutor to be found 
for this time period. But, as the text shows no indication of this, we may deduce that Moshe 
was under the direct tutelage of his mother, Bat Paro.

Returning now to our prior thesis, we find that the textual inclusion of the details regard-
ing Bat Paro’s actions with respect to Moshe, combined with the assertion that he was a 
“son” to her, strongly alludes to the idea that Moshe internalized these values. We observe 
that she is acutely aware of her surroundings. She is an initiator and not a bystander. She 
has a sense of social justice and moral clarity. But most importantly, she is a defier; she will 
stand up for the principles in which she believes despite her status. With these qualities 
of character in mind, we can now examine the incident with the Egyptian, and Moshe’s 
motivations behind his actions. And, in doing so, we will determine the true cause of his 
flight from Egypt. 

Part Two: Moshe’s Flight From Egypt
It is a common assumption that Moshe fled from Paro in response to his killing of the 
Egyptian. However, might the story be more complex than this simple reading? If it were as 
stated, then we should consider the following verses from the text sufficient for that purpose:

ה ִאיׁש ִעְבִרי  ְרא ִאיׁש ִמְצִרי ַמֶכּ ִסְבלָֹתם ַוַיּ ְרא ְבּ ֵצא ֶאל ֶאָחיו ַוַיּ ה ַוֵיּ ל מֶֹשׁ ָיִּמים ָהֵהם ַוִיְּגַדּ (11) ַוְיִהי ַבּ
ֵמֶאָחיו.

חֹול… ְטְמֵנהּו ַבּ ְצִרי ַוִיּ ְך ֶאת ַהִמּ י ֵאין ִאיׁש ַוַיּ ְרא ִכּ ה ָוֹכה ַוַיּ ֶפן ֹכּ (12) ַוִיּ

ֶאֶרץ  ב ְבּ ֶשׁ ֵני ַפְרֹעה ַוֵיּ ה ִמְפּ ה ַוִיְּבַרח מֶֹשׁ ׁש ַלֲהרֹג ֶאת מֶֹשׁ ָבר ַהֶזּה ַוְיַבֵקּ ְרֹעה ֶאת ַהָדּ ַמע ַפּ ְשׁ (15) ַוִיּ
ֵאר. ב ַעל ַהְבּ ֶשׁ ִמְדָין ַוֵיּ

21. Chizkuni on Exodus 2:10.
22. Exodus 2:10 Note also that, as we compare Samuel to Moshe, we find another point of connection: Similar to 

Bat Paro’s adoption of Moshe, when Samuel’s adoptive father, Eli, calls out to him, he says, “Samuel, my son.” 
(I Samuel 3:16).

23. Deuteronomy 14:1 (See also Exodus 4:22; Isaiah 1:2; Jeremiah 3:14).
24. Bereishit 18:19: ט ּפָ ֶרְך ה׳, ַלֲעשֹׂות ְצָדָקה ּוִמׁשְ ְמרּו ּדֶ יתֹו ַאֲחָריו, ְוׁשָ ָניו ְוֶאת-ּבֵ ה ֶאת-ּבָ ר ְיַצּוֶ ְלַמַען ֲאׁשֶ



Hakhmei Lev

195

(11) Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his kinsfolk and witnessed 
their labors. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his kinsmen. 

(12) He turned this way and that and, seeing no one about, he struck down the Egyptian and hid 
him in the sand… 

(15) When Pharaoh learned of the matter, he sought to kill Moses; but Moses fled from Pharaoh. 
He arrived in the land of Midian, and sat down beside a well. 25

However, the ellipsis within the text above indicates the omission of the second scene in 
this narrative – the encounter between Moshe and the two quarrelling Jews.

ים. ים ִעְבִרים ִנִצּ ֵני ֲאָנִשׁ ה ְשׁ ִני ְוִהֵנּ ּיֹום ַהֵשּׁ ֵצא ַבּ (13) ַוֵיּ

ה ֹאֵמר  ֵפט ָעֵלינּו ַהְלהְׇרֵגִני ַאָתּ ה ֵרֶעָך. ַויֹּאֶמר ִמי ָשְׂמָך ְלִאיׁש ַשׂר ְושֹׁ ה ַתֶכּ ע ָלָמּ (14) ַויֹּאֶמר ָלָרָשׁ
ָבר.  ה ַויֹּאַמר ָאֵכן נֹוַדע ַהָדּ יָרא מֶֹשׁ ְצִרי ַוִיּ ר ָהַרְגָתּ ֶאת ַהִמּ ֲאֶשׁ ַכּ

(13) When he went out the next day, he found two Hebrews fighting; so he said to the offender, 
“Why do you strike your fellow?” 

(14) He retorted, “Who made you chief and ruler over us? Do you mean to kill me as you killed the 
Egyptian?” Moses was frightened, and thought: Then the matter is known! 26

But why is this brief episode necessary? What does it come to add? On the surface one 
might postulate that it is necessary to show that Moshe’s crime of hitting the Egyptian was 
known. However, it is evident that this scene was, in fact, not necessary, as in verse 15 we 
read that Paro, “learned of the matter and sought to kill Moshe.” In other words, the text 
makes sense even if we were to leave out this incident. Unless, of course, this vignette is 
critical to the true reason Moshe had to flee.

We must therefore delve into the complete text to extricate the truth from its depths. And, 
as we do so, we begin by attending to the introductory phrase, “It was in those days.” 27 This 
terminology indicates that this entire episode is integrally connected in some manner to 
that which previously transpired. Specifically, that which was most recently mentioned is 
the key to understanding what is about to happen. 28 In this case, that event was Bat Paro’s 
naming of Moshe so as to highlight her son’s origins as one who was pulled from the river. 29 
We are urged to consider that it was that act of bestowing upon him a name of such meaning 
and significance, which awoke in Moshe the realization that he was a Hebrew, and thereby 
spurred him to go out and to learn of the fate of his brethren. This, of course, led to the 
cascading actions which resulted in the necessity for him to flee Egypt.

25. Exodus 2:11-12,15.
26. Exodus 2:13-14.
27. Note the change from the cited translation to align with Malbim’s comment below.
28. Ramban on Exodus 2:23.
29. Malbim on Exodus 2:10.
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However, I do not think this is the only explanation. In my estimation, the Torah is tell-
ing us so much more. Consider that the text could easily have omitted all the details we 
focused on about the character of Bat Paro. The reader did not really need to know how 
involved she was in finding the basket nor that she had a desire to pay her servant. Of what 
relevance could those things really be, if not for helping us to understand the character of 
Moshe – inasmuch as he became “her son”? Thus, I would like to conjecture that the “those 
days,” to which the text refers, is not the one specific naming incident, but rather, his entire 
upbringing by Bat Paro. In this manner, the text is not just linking the two proximal elements 
(the “going out” and the naming) but is also linking the distal elements (Bat Paro’s raising of 
Moshe as a “son” who possesses her values, and the incident of the killing of the Egyptian.)

Before proceeding with the narrative, it is necessary to pause momentarily to consider 
that Moshe’s life until that time was a life of privilege within the palace. 30 He “stood before 
kings.” 31 He would have been educated in all aspects of palace life and attained a princely 
demeanour. Moreover, it would not be befitting a tender young prince to be exposed in 
any manner to the devastating scenes of slavery beyond the palace gates. At this point in 
his life, then, we could surmise that Moshe felt truly Egyptian, despite bearing his name, 
which integrally connects him to those slaves beyond the gates. 

With this understanding, we see from the text that he “grew”– ויגדל and he “went out”– 
 If we consider the first term, we note that this word had been utilized previously in .ויצא
verse 10. The repetition signals the reader to ask the question: Why the double language? 
And the logical conclusion is that, in each case, Moshe went through a period of maturity 
appropriate to bring him to the next stage: from infant to child, and then from child to a 
more mature young man. 32 

However, another interpretation of “he grew” would be that he grew in responsibility 
and hence, this terminology indicates that a new status was conferred upon him within 
the palace. 33 And it is with this understanding that we can approach the term, “he went 
out.” It is important to note, also, that by virtue of the context, it is clear that he “went out” 
from the palace. So therefore, were he promoted in stature he might have chosen to venture 
forth in his new capacity. Moreover, reading on, we see that he went out “to his brothers.” 
As noted, the simple reading would be: to see his fellow Hebrews. And, as we have seen, our 
defier-princess, when naming her son, Moshe, ensured that he would be cognizant of his 
relatives-by-birth, the Hebrew slaves, even had he not had any interaction with them until 
this moment. 34 His life in the palace had precluded their meeting, but now, with his new 
status, he could not be held back. They must have been quite a curiosity for him. 

30. Malbim on Exodus 2:10.
31. Sforno on Exodus 2:7; Ramban on Exodus 2:11.
32. Ramban on Exodus 2:11.
33. Rashi on Exodus 2:11 quotes Rabbi Judah the son of Eloai (from Tanchuma Yashan 2.2:17). See also Esther 3:1.
34. Malbim on Exodus 2:10.
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Despite this widely accepted claim, Ibn Ezra asserts that the first reference to “his breth-
ren” was not referring to the Hebrews, but rather, to the Egyptians. This resonates logically, 
since, if Moshe had recently been promoted as a Prince of Egypt, that would be where his 
allegiance would currently lie. 35 In other words, although not the simple meaning of the 
text, since the wording is ambiguous, we are able to entertain the possibility that the first 
mention of “his brothers” may indeed refer to his Egyptian fellows.

Whereas this assertion may seem plausible, after leaving the palace, he “sees their 
suffering.” It seems unequivocal that the text is now referring to the suffering of the Hebrews. 

It is noteworthy though, with respect to Moshe seeing their suffering, there is a rare 
grammatical construct in these words. Usually, the verb “to see” is paired with the prepos-
ition “את,” and here we find instead, its pairing with the letter “ב“ before the object that he 
sees – their suffering. Ramban notes that this indicates that he did not simply see it, but he 
examined it deeply. 36 I would like to intensify that understanding by hypothesizing about 
what motivated him to look deeper. In my estimation the use of the letter “bet” here, as a 
grammatical construct, indicates that what he saw was so altogether novel and surprising 
to him, that he was mesmerized into looking more closely and investigating it more thor-
oughly. To support this contention, a similar formulation can be found when Dinah, the 
daughter of Jacob “goes out” to see the daughters of the city of Shechem. 37

ְבנֹות ָהָאֶרץ. ר ָיְלָדה ְלַיֲעֹקב ִלְראֹות ִבּ ת ֵלָאה ֲאֶשׁ ֵצא ִדיָנה ַבּ ַוֵתּ

Now Dinah, the daughter whom Leah had borne to Jacob, went out to visit the daughters of the land.

Her sheltered life up until that point would certainly have caused her to look with mesmer-
izing awe at what she saw, and thus would have motivated her to investigate their lifestyle 
more deeply. 38 And so, Dinah and Moshe (like his mother) were people who engaged fully 
with their surroundings. In a sense, each had been sheltered and when they came upon 
new knowledge, it needed to be fully investigated. 39 

So now, as we continue with our analysis of the story, we need to explore a number of 
possible options that might have occurred within the story line. When Moshe went out 
to see his brethren, either he could have gone out secretly – incognito, as it were, or as a 
public figure – as a full prince, with a full entourage in tow. On the face of it, it might seem 
that he went out in secret, since, as he saw the Egyptian hitting the slave, he looked this 

35. Ibn Ezra on Exodus 2:11. (Note that the cantillation marks do not indicate that this would be the natural under-
standing of the verse, as the flow of the verse would continue, (as the cited translation does), until after he 
sees their suffering. And his “Egyptian brothers” were certainly not the ones who were suffering.)

36. Ramban on Exodus 2:11.
37. Genesis 34:1.
38. HaKtav VeHaKabalah on Genesis 34:1.
39. And, in furtherance of the corollary, it can be noted that this delving further subsequently led them each down 

a dangerous path. The distinction, of course, being that Dena was taken advantage of by those who made poor 
moral choices, whereas Moshe, when confronted with a moral choice, acted with propriety, consequently pla-
cing himself in danger.
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way and that and saw no one, and then hid the body in the sand after killing him. In other 
words, in this understanding of the narrative the scene plays itself out in some back alley. 
However, there is one flaw with this scenario: If Moshe were incognito, then the quarrelling 
Hebrews would not have known it was him, for even the slave whom Moshe saved would 
not have been able to identify him.

Therefore, I postulate that it could only be that Moshe went out publicly, in his princely 
robes. And if so, he would not need to furtively look about before killing the Egyptian, as 
no one would think twice if he did so; it was his princely prerogative. Therefore, we must 
ask: what does the text intend when it tells us that he looked this way and that and saw 
no man? For, if a royal entourage is in the vicinity, then certainly there are many people 
around. Moreover, if he killed the Egyptian, it is conceivable that the Jewish slaves would 
immediately lift him upon their shoulders and celebrate him as their saviour. So how do 
we account for the antagonism towards Moshe we see displayed by the two quarrelling 
Jews? We must therefore seek a unifying theory of what transpired in order to dispel these 
potential discrepancies. 

Probing the text further we find that verse 11 may hold the key. In it, there is no mention 
of Moshe disguising himself as he goes out to see his brethren, as we might expect the text 
to tell us if he had done so. Combining this with the fact that the text does tell us later that 
the two slaves know about the killing the next day, seems to indicate that he actually did 
go out in regal attire. It is important to note at this juncture that he did not anticipate that 
he was going to be doing any killing; he simply wanted to observe. So why not wear his 
royal apparel? 

Reflecting upon this verse, another observation one might make is the double mention of 
 his brothers.” If we accept the postulate that the first “brothers” of the verse were his“ – אחיו
Egyptian brothers, from the context of the verse, after seeing their suffering, the “brother” 
being hit by the taskmaster was most definitely one of his Hebrew brethren. Although this 
seems confusing, I would contend that the text used the same word (without clarification) 
purposefully. As we, the readers are confused, so too was Moshe. He was uncertain as to 
where his allegiance should lie. Who were his “real” brothers?

Of note, also, is that he was a youth. 40 Early adulthood is a time of upheaval for most young 
people. But we can conjecture that it would be especially so for a person torn between his 
two heritages. The angst he must have felt as this battle raged within him would have been 
enormous. And it would have come to a head at the moment when he saw the taskmaster 
hitting the slave. The evidence for this theory can be seen in the next verse, where it describes 
him as looking this way and that. This wording may be a way for the text to inform us that 
he was weighing his options and attempting to make a decision. 41

40. Moshe was between the ages of 12 and 20 at the time of these events (Ramban on Exodus 2:23).
41. Consider the scene in Fiddler on the Roof, when Tevye is debating whether to let his eldest daughter marry the 

tailor: On the one hand, she loves him …but on the other hand, he is a poor tailor …but on the other hand, look 
at the way she looks at him …but on the other hand…
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Moreover, evidence for this internal conflict can also be found in the next phrase: he 
saw there was “no man.” The simple meaning would indicate that no physical person was 
present. But, as indicated previously, this was not very likely, both because he was a prince, 
and because people did seem to know about the event afterwards. 

To resolve this conundrum, we may note that sometimes in the text, the word איש refers 
to an important person. 42 And that would make sense in this scenario. Moshe was a prince; 
there likely would not have been anyone higher in rank than him in the immediate vicinity. 
Maybe there were many Jews around, which would explain how the two quarrelling slaves 
knew of his deed the next day. But, by definition, none of these slaves could be categorized 
as איש. Furthermore, even the Egyptian taskmaster’s rank would not rise to the level of 
that designation. Moshe was therefore not fearful and did kill him. And, as noted previ-
ously: it was his princely prerogative to do so. This reasoning might be sound. However, we 
still have the problem of why he felt he needed to run away on the second day – after the 
incident with the two slaves. If he were immune from culpability based on his sovereign 
status, then it should not matter to Paro whether the news was told to him on that very 
day or a day or two later. 

To assist in answering this problem, I propose a different explanation for the word איש. If we 
look elsewhere in the Torah where this word is used, it can give us clues to its meaning here. 

For example, as Yosef goes to find his brothers, and fails, he comes across a man, an איש. 

ׁש. ַבּקֵ ָאֵלהּו ָהִאיׁש ֵלאמֹר ַמה־ּתְ ׁשְ ֶדה ַוּיִ ָ שּׂ ה ֹתֶעה ּבַ ְמָצֵאהּו ִאיׁש ְוִהּנֵ ַוּיִ

A man came upon him wandering in the fields. The man asked him, “What are you looking for?” 43

On this verse, Ramban explains that Hashem arranged a guide for Yosef. 44 That anonymous 
“man,” was actually tasked with showing him the way to find his brothers. An additional 
support for this concept of איש was Moshe himself. Later in his life, when he had not come 
down from receiving the ten commandments at the appointed time, the nation cried out 
to Aaron:

ר ֶהֱעָלנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמְצַרִים לֹא ָיַדְענו  ה ָהִאיׁש ֲאׁשֶ י־ֶזה מֹׁשֶ ר ֵיְלכּו ְלָפֵנינּו ּכִ ה־ָלנּו ֱאלִֹהים ֲאׁשֶ קּום ֲעשֵׂ
ֶמה־ָהָיה לֹו.

Come, make us a god who shall go before us, for that man Moses, who brought us from the land 
of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to him. 45

42. Gur Aryeh on Exodus 2:13 and Numbers 13:3. Furthermore, he notes here that the two striving Hebrews that 
Moshe encounters are Datan and Aviram, evil men who would report Moshe’s deed to Paro. (See also Rashi on 
Exodus 2:13 and Shemot Rabbah 1:29.)

43. Genesis 37:15.
44. Ramban on Genesis 37:15.
45. Exodus 32:1.
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Ramban is consistent and explains this instance of the word in the same way as he did for 
the story of Yosef: The term איש means a guide. 46

So we see that a very good case could be made for saying that the conflicted Moshe was 
looking for someone to guide him, but could find no one. Like his mother, he makes his own 
decision, based on the principles of justice that he has learned from her: he kills the Egyptian. 

Here, then, we arrive at the crux of the matter. We would expect Moshe to flee after killing 
the Egyptian! But he doesn’t. We have attributed his lack of flight at this juncture in the 
story to his royal status. However, would his “immunity” not also extend to the second day’s 
events? We must now figure out why he would feel secure enough to remain after this first 
incident, but feel a need to flee after his interaction with the two slaves. 

Thus, we return to the concept of the princely prerogative. We can envision that the king 
would want his prince to assert his dominance. In this scenario, what is one dead taskmaster 
to a king? He likely had thousands! So even if Moshe would come home and tell his “father” 
that he killed someone – even a taskmaster – his father (or, in this case, grandfather), the 
king, would likely applaud the decisive action. 

But what evidence was there that he actually did return home to the palace? For that we 
will have to recall one of the techniques we came across earlier. Remember when the text 
repeated “he grew” twice in close succession and we noted that one way of explaining this 
repetition was that it meant two periods of growth? 

Similarly, here we consider the term “vayeitze” – he went out. Occurring twice within 
such close textual proximity, we can only extrapolate that it is an indicator of a repeating 
situation. 47 He went out. Again. Furthermore, to solidify our theory, the text, in this subse-
quent instance, states that he went out “on the second day.” He spent a full day in the place 
to which he had returned. And he went out again on the second day from the same place 
he went out from on the first day – from the palace. 

In other words, he went home after he killed the Egyptian. Should I say that again? He 
went home! And the only way he could do that is by invoking his princely prerogative. His 
father, the king, did not want to kill him after his deed, but might actually have been proud 
of him – or at the very least, would have forgiven him. This prince was showing initiative. 
Exercising his power. Maybe he would need some guidance, the king might have thought. 
But it is something we can work with when grooming the offspring for royal service.

And so it was only on “day two,” after the incident with the two Hebrews, that the king 
sought to kill Moshe. Why? 

We see that, once again, as he had with the taskmaster, following in Bat Paro’s footsteps, 
Moshe chose to engage rather than stand idly by. He sought justice, as she did. And, in that 
a quarrel between two slaves is not within the purview of a prince, he defies the status quo, 
and acts in both instances without regard to consequences. 

46. Ramban on Exodus 32:1.
47. Exodus 2:11 and Exodus 2:13.
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During this second incident, he questions the one Hebrew slave. In response, the slave 
asks Moshe if he will kill him too. Such a reply would only make logical sense if Moshe were 
standing before him still attired in his princely garments, and still manifesting his “right” 
as a prince to execute justice in whatever manner he deemed acceptable. Had Moshe been 
a fugitive running from Paro, the Hebrew would not ask such a question. More likely, he 
would have shown gratitude for Moshe’s prior action, and maybe even tried to help his 
“brother” escape. However, the Hebrew before him did not know of Moshe’s inner turmoil. 
And therefore would assume Moshe to be as he appeared – a royal prince of Egypt.

Regarding Moshe’s thinking, Sforno explains that Moshe never intended to physically 
intervene in the conflict between the slaves. Because they were his brothers, his only inten-
tion was to chastise them verbally. 48 Alternately, almost ironically, according to his princely 
prerogative “carte blanche,” had he actually killed the slave, (ostensibly on the pretext that 
he was annoying him with his remark) then he would have been able to return to the palace 
and all would be well; not one of Paro’s regal eyebrows would be raised. But Moshe’s innate 
morality would not allow for this unethical sovereign overreach. 

And so, it is at this exact dramatic moment that the text recounts for us that Moshe was 
afraid. Not the previous day, when he killed the taskmaster. Not when he went back to the 
palace, slept, woke up and left again. Only now. Why?

I would submit that it was the terminology of the question asked of him by the Hebrew 
that sparked fear in Moshe: Would you kill me as you did the Egyptian? Unknowingly this 
formulation, comparing the actual killing of the Egyptian with the potential killing of the 
Hebrew, was the prompt that triggered within Moshe an understanding of where his true 
allegiance lay. He would not kill the slave, his brother – the Hebrew – as he had the task-
master – the Egyptian. Concurrently, he understood that Paro would see the discrepancy in 
his actions. Paro would discern that Moshe was willing to kill an Egyptian of higher status. 
But not a lowly slave who had addressed the ruler with impudence. And in so doing, this 
slave was rightly deserving of punishment as an example to others as to how to respect 
the monarchy. The differential response by Moshe to the two situations would send up red 
flags for Paro, and accordingly, Moshe would be deemed a traitor.

Despite the assertion that it is only the juxtaposition of the two scenarios and Moshe’s 
selective election to execute imperial justice in one and not the other that will draw the 
attention of Paro, an astute reader will have a rebuttal to this claim, arguing that the very 
next phrase shows that Moshe was afraid, when he remarks, “for now the thing is known.” 
The simple reading, as we postulated at the outset of this essay is that “the thing” that was 
known was the killing of the Egyptian. However, if so, then why did the text not explicitly 
tell us that Paro knew about the killing of the Egyptian? Why this ambiguous language? 

But what if we could see how the phrase “נודע הדבר” – “the thing was known” – is applied 
uniquely to certain similar situations in Tanach? Would we then be convinced that it was 

48. Sforno on Exodus 2:13.
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not the murder of the Egyptian that caused Paro’s anger, but rather his realization that 
Moshe was a traitor? For, in other similar cases in Tanach where this terminology is used 
it is referencing a traitorous conspiracy. 49

Our first textual support for this theory occurs in I Samuel, chapter 20, where we find 
the story of Jonathan, son of Saul, who, out of love for David, conspires against his father 
to save David’s life. He and David had pre-arranged a sign involving Jonathan’s attendant, 
who was to retrieve the arrows Jonathan had shot in a certain manner. The text confirms:

ָבר. ַער לֹא־ָיַדע ְמאּוָמה ַאְך ְיהֹוָנָתן ְוָדִוד ָיְדעּו ֶאת־ַהּדָ ְוַהּנַ

The boy suspected nothing; only Jonathan and David knew the arrangement. 50

This is certainly conspiratorial language. And it utilizes the same phraseology in the Hebrew 
text as we see in the text with respect to Moshe: they “knew of the thing.” 51 

A second example of this terminology can be seen in the story of Esther. As Mordechai 
sat at the palace gate, he overheard the traitorous plot by Bigtan and Teresh to take the 
king’s life. And, as you might have surmised, the wording there is already familiar to us: 

ָכי. ם מְׇרּדֳ ׁשֵ ֶלְך ּבְ ר ַלּמֶ ה ַוּתֹאֶמר ֶאְסּתֵ ְלּכָ ר ַהּמַ ד ְלֶאְסּתֵ ּגֵ ַכי ַוּיַ ָבר ְלמְׇרּדֳ ַדע ַהּדָ ּוָ ַוּיִ

Mordecai learned of it and told it to Queen Esther, and Esther reported it to the king in Mordecai’s 
name. 52

The text does not say that he overheard them, or any form of that word. Rather, the text 
uses the same two key words in the Book of Esther as it does in our story. 53 

With this understanding of the terminology “the thing was known” as being a reference 
to a traitorous act, we can now see how the second scene of Moshe with the two quarrel-
ling Hebrews is integral to Moshe’s fear and his subsequent understanding of his need to 
flee. He understands that it is only now, when Paro sees the contrast between these two 
cases the king will realize that, in Moshe’s weighing of the options, he has NOT chosen to 
be a Prince of Egypt, but has, instead, cast his lot with the lowly Hebrew slaves. In other 
words, Paro will deem Moshe to be a traitor, and traitors cannot be countenanced; they 
must be put to death. This would not necessarily be so if a prince of Egypt had killed one 
inconsequential taskmaster. 

49. Moreover, as noted at the outset of this section, if it were only the murder of the Egyptian that necessitated 
Moshe’s flight, we would not need to hear about the second incident between the Hebrews at all.

50. I Samuel 20:35.
51. “Arrangement” is an interpretation of the word “davar.”
52. Esther 2:22.
53. Once again, the English translation is imprecise. It should read, “The thing was known to Mordechai.”
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Conclusion
Moshe’s handling of the two situations which are the impetus for his flight from Egypt can 
only be understood through the lens of his upbringing. The details that were given in the 
Torah about Bat Paro and her actions serve to give the reader insight into her character. It 
becomes evident that these traits she then inculcates in “her son,” Moshe. Through this know-
ledge, we have a better understanding of why Moshe, a keen observer of his surroundings, 
attended to both of these seemingly trivial events. We understand that his sense of justice 
would dictate that he become involved, and ultimately kill the Egyptian. And furthermore, 
we grasp why he would seek to counsel the two sparring Hebrews. We can recognize that 
Moshe’s inherent sense of right and wrong will take precedence over any royal status he 
may have and compel him to defy the king. 

With this understanding as a background, we return to our central question. We find, 
therefore, that it was not Moshe’s killing of the Egyptian that caused him to flee from Egypt. 
Using the notion of a “princely prerogative,” we were able to explain the inconsistencies 
within the text. Through this lens we understand that the second story of the two quar-
relling Hebrews was as essential as that of the first, the killing of the taskmaster, in the 
reasoning behind Moshe’s flight from Egypt. For it was only the contrast between them that 
would cause Paro to recognize that Moshe was a traitor who needed to be eliminated. And 
it was Moshe’s realization of this fact, as he stood before the two quarrelling Hebrews, that 
caused fear to arise within him, necessitating his pre-emptive flight from the wrath of Paro. 


