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Thu 6 Aug 2020 / 16 Av 5780         B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi   
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Ekev 

 
 

Why Did Moses Break the Tablets? 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In this week's portion, Ekev, Moses recounts to the Israelites how he broke 
the first set of tablets of the Law once he saw that they had engaged in 
idolatry by building and worshiping a golden calf: 

And I saw, and behold, you had sinned against the Lord, your God.  You had 
made yourselves a molten calf.  You had deviated quickly from the way which the 
Lord had commanded you. So I gripped the two tablets, flung them away with 
both my hands, and smashed them before your eyes. [Deut. 9:16-17] 

 
This parallels the account in Exodus: 

As soon as Moses came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, he 
became enraged; and he hurled the tablets from his hands and shattered them at 
the foot of the mountain. [Exodus 32:19] 

 

Why did he do that?  What purpose did it accomplish?   
-Wasn’t it an affront to God, since the tablets were holy?   
-Didn't it shatter the authority of the very commandments that told the 
Israelites not to worship idols?   
-Was it just a spontaneous reaction, a public display of anger, a 
temper tantrum?  Did Moses just forget himself?   
-Why didn’t he just return them to God, or at least get God’s approval 
before smashing them?   

Yet he was not admonished! 
 

Six explanations in the Sources 
 
1-Because God told him to do it 
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The Talmud reports that four prominent rabbis said that God told Moses to 
break the tablets. (They were Meir, Akiva, Eleazar ben Azariah, and 
Yehudah ben Bathyra.) [Avot deRabbi Natan 3; also Tanhuma on Ki Tisa 30] 

 
2-Because the tablets were too heavy! 
 
The Talmud says that the tablets were two large sapphire stones, and 
weighed too much to be possibly carried by one person.  The letters God 
engraved on them miraculously lightened them.  This allowed Moses to 
carry the tablets. When the letters “saw” the Golden Calf which the Jewish 
people had made, they were revolted and “flew” out of the tablets, back to 
their divine source, leaving Moses with a burden he could not bear.  So 
Moses dropped them. [Taanit Y 4:5; also Tanhuma on Ki Tisa 30] 

 
It’s been calculated that the tablets weighed 1,000 pounds. 
 
3-Because idolaters have no stake in the Torah 
 
The Talmud says: 

And he broke the tablets following the sin of the Golden Calf. What source did he 
interpret that led him to do so? Moses said: With regard to the Paschal lamb, 
which is only one of 613 mitzvot, the Torah stated:  

And the Lord said to Moses and Aaron: This is the ordinance of the 
Paschal offering; no alien shall eat of it. [Exodus 12:43],  

referring not only to gentiles, but to apostate Jews as well…  
[The Israelites] at that moment were apostates, because they were worshipping 
the calf, so they were not worthy of receiving the Torah. [Shabbat 87a] 

The Midrash clarifies: 
Why did he shatter them? Rabbi Yishmael said: … Since the paschal sacrifice, 
which is only one commandment, was not permitted to idolaters… how much 
more so would it not be fitting to give the entire Torah to idolaters! That is why he 
broke them.  [Tanhuma on Ki Tisa 30] 

 

4-To lessen the punishment of the Israelites 
 
The Midrash says: 

What did Moses witness that compelled him to break the tablets? It may be 
compared to a king who travels abroad, while his wife remains at home with the 
servants. Because she was alone with them, rumors began to circulate 
concerning her behavior. The king heard them, and when he returned home, he 
wanted to kill her. His advisor learned this and tore up her marriage certificate. 
He said: “If the king should say, my wife has done such and such, we can reply, 
she is no longer your wife.” The king inquired about her and found that she had 
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done nothing wrong. Only the maidservants had acted shamefully. He became 
reconciled with her immediately. His advisor then said to him: “Master, write 
another marriage contract, since the first one was torn up.” [Tanhuma on Ki Tisa 30; 

see also Exodus Rabbah 43:1] 

 

Daat Zkenim, from 12th-century Europe, explains: 
[The advisor] tore up the marriage certificate because it was in that woman’s 
interest: instead of becoming an unfaithful wife ... [she was considered] 
unmarried [and therefore] subject to a lesser penalty. The same happened with 
the relationship between God and Israel at that time. Israel had become 
betrothed to God at time of the revelation at Mount Sinai. The Tablets were 
meant to be the marriage document that He would give His people forty days 
later. When Moses saw how corrupt they had become in the interval, he decided 
that it was in their best interest to tear up the marriage document, i.e. the Tablets, 
so as to make their legal status less serious. [Daat Zkenim on Deuteronomy 9:16]  

 
5-To save the Israelites on the grounds that they did not know the law 
 
The Midrash says: 

When Moses saw that [the Israelites] were doomed, he sought a pretext through 
which to save them. He said: It is written on the tablets that he who sacrifices to 
gods will be excommunicated, and so, I will break them and say to the Holy One, 
blessed be He: Until now they did not know the punishment for idolatry. If they 
had, they would not have done it.  [Tanhuma on Ki Tisa 30] 

 

Chizkuni adds: 
Moses smashed the tablets in front of the people and said: I did this so as not to 
make you guilty of transgressing the laws written on these tablets. It was written 
on them that you are not to have other deities, and you had made a Golden Calf 
for yourselves!  

 
6-To commit a sin that would make him share the punishment of the 
Israelites 
 
The Midrash says that Moses broke the tablets because he thought God 
would destroy the Jews for their sin and create a new chosen nation from 
Moses and his descendants.  Indeed, back in Exodus, God tells Moses: 

Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze forth against them and that I may 
destroy them, and make of you a great nation. [Exodus 32:10]. 

The Midrash concludes: 
Upon breaking the tablets, [Moses] told God, “Now I am a sinner just like them. If 
You decide to eradicate them, destroy me as well.” [Exodus Rabbah 41:1] 

 

Was this Moses' greatest achievement? 
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What do the last three explanations have in common?  The fact that Moses 
placed his people above the Torah.  The Lubavitcher Rebbe said: 

Which was Moses’ greatest achievement? Taking the Jews out of Egypt? 
Splitting the Red Sea? Receiving the Torah from God and transmitting it to 
humanity? If we are to judge by the Torah’s final summation of his life, Moses’ 
greatest deed was his breaking the Two Tablets of the Covenant, inscribed with 
the Ten Commandments by the very hand of God! 

 
Indeed, the last phrase in Deuteronomy is: 

No other prophet has arisen in Israel like Moses, who knew the Lord knew face 
to face ... and possessed great might and awesome power that he displayed in 
the sight of all Israel. [Deut. 34:10-12] 

The Jerusalem Talmud tells us that the phrase “great might” refers to the 
breaking of the tablets. [Ta’anit Y 4:5] Rashi comments that Moses' heart 
inspired him to shatter the Tablets before the eyes of all the people.  So the 
Torah ends with an approving account of its own destruction!  It was 
destroyed to preserve it.  The Rebbe says: 

With its closing words the Torah establishes that it sees its own existence as 
secondary to the existence of the people of Israel. 

 

It is seen as one of his greatest acts of leadership.  A leader must make his 
followers feel they are his first concern, not pawns. 
 

Did God approve the breaking of the tablets? 
 
Yes.  The Talmud derives this from a play on words: 

And from where do we derive that the Holy One, Blessed be He, agreed with 
[Moses' reasoning? Because in the Torah God refers to the tablets as follows: 

The first tablets which you broke [ְרּת ַּֽ ב  ר שִׁ ֶׁ֥ ֲָאש   -- asher shibarta] [Exodus 34:1] 

and Resh Lakish said: The word asher refers to the phrase   ִׁש ֲחָך ש  ר כֹּ יש  ְרּת  יִׁ ב  -- 
yishar koḥakha sheshibarta -- May your strength be enriched by your breaking [of 
the tablets]. [Shabbat 87a; Yevamot 62a] 

This is the origin of the phrase:  
Yasher koach! (Shkoiyech! in Ashkenazic. ), 

meaning: “Your action was worthy of my validation and may it strengthen 
you!”  (Correct version is the Talmud’s, yishar koḥakha, but most people 
say Yasher koach anyway.) 

-Yasher Koach was originally intended to compliment the Torah reader. In 
antiquity, the scroll was held upright. So Sephardim made Sifrei Torah in self-
standing hard cases. Ashkenazim didn’t, so their Torah reader had to be strong 
to keep the Torah scroll upright while he was reading from it.  So he was told 
Yasher Koach - More power to you!  We use the phrase today to wish strength 
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for those holding the Torah, but the original meaning refers to a case where the 
Torah was smashed on the ground! 

 
The Midrash even says that God rewarded Moses: 

God told [Moses]: Do not feel bad about the first tablets, for they only contained 
the Ten Commandments.  However, the second set of tablets I am giving you will 
also have halakhot, Midrash and Aggadot [the Oral Law].  כֹות ם ֲהל  ה  ְיֵהא ב  י נֹוֵתן ְלָך ש  ֲאנִׁ
דֹות ג  ש ְוא  ְדר   [Shemot Rabbah 46:1]  מִׁ

 

The Talmud adds that Moses became wealthy as a result: 
Rabbi Ḥama, son of Rabbi Ḥanina, said: Moses became wealthy only from the 
waste remaining from hewing the Tablets of the Covenant, as it is stated:  

Hew for yourself two tablets of stone like the first. [Ex. 34:1] 

The command “Hew for yourself” means that their waste shall be yours. As the 
tablets were crafted from valuable gems, their remnants were also valuable… 
However, Moses treated the Torah with generosity and gave it to the Jewish 
people. [Nedarim 38a] 
 

The Talmud says: This is one of the things that Moses decided on his own, 
and his decision was in accordance with the will of the Omnipresent. [Avot 

deRabbi Natan 2] 

 

Was Moses really angry or pretending? 
 
The Rambam said in his Mishneh Torah: 

Anger is an extremely evil tendency.  One should distance oneself from it by 
going to the other extreme. One should train oneself not to get angry, even when 
something appears to justify it. … The ancient sages said,  

-One who yields to anger is as if he had worshipped idols. [Nedarim 22b]  

-Whoever yields to anger, wisdom leaves him if he is wise and prophecy 
leaves him if he is a prophet. [Pesachim 66b] 

-The life of an irritable person is not a life. [Pesachim 113a]  

Therefore, they have commanded us to keep far from anger, to train ourselves to 
stay calm even when provoked. This is the good way. The conduct of the just is 
to take insults but not give insults, hear themselves flouted but make no reply, do 
their duty as a work of love, and bear affliction cheerfully. [Hilkhot Deot 2:3] 

 
But he also says it's sometimes useful to act angry: 

If one desires to instill reverence in his children and his household, or in public if 
he is the head of a community, and he wishes to show them his anger so as to 
bring them back to the good way, he should only act angry in their presence so 
as to reprove them, but within himself he must remain calm.  He should act the 
part of an angry man, when in reality he is not angry. [Hilkhot Deot 2:3] 
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So maybe Moses’ action was just an act.  That's why parents sometimes 
put on a show of anger in front of their children, for shock value, the 
equivalent of shock treatment! 
 
The Rambam notes that when the people complained of lack of water and 
Moses responded: 

Listen, you rebels, shall we get water for you out of this rock?  [Num. 20:10] 

Moses was really angry and it was not justifiable, because not all of them 
had been rebels in the Korach rebellion and all were suffering from thirst.  
So God did not forgive him. [Rambam, Shemoneh Perakim 4]  
 
But God quickly approved when he broke the tablets seemingly in anger.  
Why?  Possibly because God knew the anger was not real, only staged. 
 
Ecclesiastes wrote: 

ים ִ֑ נִׁ ֹוס ֲאב  ת ְכנִ֣ ים ְוֵעֵ֖ נִִׁ֔ יְך ֲאב  ִ֣ ְשלִׁ ת ְלה   ֵעֵ֚

There is a time for throwing stones and a time for gathering stones. [Ecclesiastes 

3:5] 

Daat Zkenim points out a direct parallel: There is a time for throwing the 
tablets (the first set) and a time for gathering the tablets (the second set). 
 

But the first tablets are still important 
 
The Talmud says: 

Had the first tablets not been shattered, the Torah would not have been forgotten 
by the Jews.  [Eruvin 54a] 

 
Rav Nahman of Breslov explains.  He notes that Malachi says: Zikhru Torat 
Moshe (Remember the Torah of Moses) [Malachi 3:22]. The first letters spell 
TaMmuZ without a vav. When the first tablets were broken, during the 
month of Tammuz, the vav departed.  Now, the size of the tablets was vav 
by vav (6x6 handbreadths). [Bava Batra 54a] So when the first tablets were 
broken, forgetfulness came into existence. [Likutei Moharan 217:1:1] 
 

The Talmud also says: 
Rav Aḥa bar Yaakov said: Had the first tablets not been shattered, no nation or 
tongue would ever have ruled over Israel. [Eruvin 54a]  

He derives this from the line in Exodus: 
And the tablets were the work of God, and the writing was the writing of God, 
engraved upon the tablets. [Ex. 32:16] 

and a play on words:  
Do not read engraved [ּות רֵ֖   ḥarut] but rather freedom [ḥerut]. [Eruvin 54a] -- ח 
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The Midrash says that the death of the righteous is as tragic to God as the 
day on which the tablets were broken. 

Rabbi Yudan asked: Why was the death of Aaron recorded in close proximity to 
the breaking of the tablets? Simply this: to teach that Aaron's death was as 
grievous to the Holy One, blessed be He, as the breaking of the tablets. [Lev. R. 

20:12] 

 

What happened to the broken tablets? 
 
Talmud: The first set was still holy and its pieces were preserved: 
 

From where does [Rabbi Meir] derive that the broken pieces of the first set of 
tablets were placed in the Ark? … [From the fact that God told Moses: “Hew for 
yourself two tablets of stone like the first…and I will write on the tablets the words 
that were on the first tablets,] which you broke, and you shall put them in the Ark” 
[Deut. 10:1-2]. This teaches that both the second set of tablets and the broken 
pieces of the first set of tablets were placed in the Ark. [Bava Batra 14b] 

 

A major teaching emerged from this episode: 
Be careful [to continue to respect] an elder who has forgotten his Torah 
knowledge due to circumstances beyond his control.  As we say: Both the tablets 
of the Covenant and the broken tablets are placed in the Ark. [Berakhot 8b] … One 
may not behave toward him in a degrading manner. [An elder who forgot his 
knowledge is like the broken tablets.] [Menachot 99a] 

 

Shabbat shalom. 


