
Parashat Vayelech 
 

 

08/10/2016 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 1 

                                                                                 

“The Lord said to Moses: You are soon to lie with your fathers. This people will thereupon 

go astray after the alien gods in their midst, in the land that they are about to enter; they will 

forsake Me and break the covenant that I made with them. Then My anger will flare up 

against them, and I will abandon them and hide My countenance from them. They shall be 

made ready prey; and many evils and troubles shall befall them. And they shall say on that 

day, evils have befallen us.’ Yet I will keep My countenance hidden on that day, because of all 

the evil they have done in turning to other gods. Therefore, write down this poem and teach 

it to the people of Israel’ put it in their mouths, in order that this poem may be My witness 

against the people of Israel.”  

 

Well, as we have just heard, our parashah this week opens with the sad news that Moshe is 

soon to die. Indeed, in spite of the fact that Moshe was to lay hands on and invest Yehoshua 

with his authority as the new leader of Israel, it is apparent that, as far as the narrator of 

Devarim was concerned, things would never be quite the same again for our people. As we 

read in Devarim 34: “The period of wailing and mourning for Moshe came to an end. Now 

Yehoshua son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom because Moshe had laid his hands 

upon him; and the Israelites heeded him, doing as the Lord had commanded Moshe. Never 

again did there arise in Israel a prophet like Moshe - whom the Lord singled out, face to face, 

for the various signs and portents that the Lord sent him to display in the land of Egypt, 

against Pharaoh and all his courtiers and his whole country, and or all the great might and 

awesome power that Moshe displayed before all Israel.”  Reading this you can feel the 

narrator’s melancholia, his sense of loss and longing for a time now past, a time not yet 

recovered can’t you? In fact it’s a melancholia borne out of a recognition that everything 

Hashem said would happen following Moshe’s death had indeed happened, for in spite of 

the best efforts of Yehoshua and the shoftim (judges) this people did indeed go astray after 

alien gods, did forsake Hashem and His covenant; and His anger did indeed flare up against 

them; and they did indeed become ready prey, succumbing to many evils and troubles. But 

did it really have to be so? In answering this question we must examine whether Hashem’s 

prophecy that all these things would happen following Moshe’s death was wholly binding? 

Did the future of our people, as mapped out in that prophecy have to happen? Was the 

future now fixed? To what extent was it possible for our people, on hearing this prophecy, to 

choose another path, to choose loyalty to Hashem instead of forsaking Him for other gods? 

After hearing this prophecy was it possible that they might instead choose to honour and 

obey the terms of His covenant? I put it to you that these questions are not merely 

hypothetic but entirely relevant to each one of us because the issue that is fundamentally at 

question is to what extent any of us can exercise free will and choose our own destiny.  

 

The idea that human beings have been given free will is one that finds repeated expression in 

the Torah. That Adam and Chavah, possessed free will in Gan Eden is evident from the 

Bresheet account in which Hashem gave these first human beings the very first 

commandments. For a start God gave Adam and Chavah “every seed-bearing plant… and 
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every tree that has seed-bearing fruit” as food; they could therefore eat “of every tree of the 

garden… but as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of it; for as 

soon as you eat of it, you shall die”. Thus with the first commandment came the first exercise 

of free will and free will presupposes moral choice. They had to decide whether to eat or not 

eat; to obey or not to obey. Well, we know how that worked out….  According to the Christian 

doctrine of original sin, or at least Augustine’s version of it, since the Fall human beings have 

been in self-imposed bondage to sin. In other words, all people are inescapably predisposed 

to evil prior to any actual choice, and are unable to not sin. Free will is not taken away per se 

in the sense of the ability to choose between alternatives, but people are unable to make 

these choices in service to God rather than self. One passage that is classically cited in 

support of this idea of Original Sin is that of Romans 7 in which Rav Shaul struggles with his 

inability to make the right moral choices, i.e., to obey the mitzvot: “For we know that the 

Torah is of the Spirit; but as for me, I am bound to the old nature, sold to sin as a slave. I 

don’t understand my own behavior — I don’t do what I want to do; instead, I do the very 

thing I hate! Now if I am doing what I don’t want to do, I am agreeing that the Torah is 

good. But now it is no longer “the real me” doing it, but the sin housed inside me. For I know 

that there is nothing good housed inside me — that is, inside my old nature. I can want what 

is good, but I can’t do it!  For I don’t do the good I want; instead, the evil that I don’t want is 

what I do! But if I am doing what “the real me” doesn’t want, it is no longer “the real me” 

doing it but the sin housed inside me. So I find it to be the rule, a kind of perverse “torah,” 

that although I want to do what is good, evil is right there with me! For in my inner self I 

completely agree with God’s Torah; but in my various parts, I see a different “torah,” one that 

battles with the Torah in my mind and makes me a prisoner of sin’s “torah,” which is 

operating in my various parts. What a miserable creature I am! Who will rescue me from this 

body bound for death? Thanks be to God [, he will]! — through Yeshua the Messiah, our 

Lord! To sum up: with my mind, I am a slave of God’s Torah; but with my old nature, I am a 

slave of sin’s “Torah.””  

 

Rav Shaul clearly oozes with frustration at what he feels is his innate inability to do what he 

knows to be right, and it is because of this that he speaks of himself as a prisoner - that is, 

someone who no longer has free will, someone that is in the possession of and must obey 

another. And that other, Shaul says, is sin. Now if we were to read this passage alone, without 

context, we too perhaps ought to embrace the Augustinian concept of original sin that it 

appeats to imply. But that context is vitally important. Let us therefore note, for instance, that 

immediately following the Fall, as Kayin brooded angrily on the rejection of his offering, 

“Adonai said to Kayin, “Why are you angry? Why so downcast? If you are doing what is good, 

shouldn’t you hold your head high? And if you don’t do what is good, sin is crouching at the 

door — it wants you, but you can rule over it.” Kayin had words with Hevel his brother; then 

one time, when they were in the field, Kayin turned on Hevel his brother and killed him.”  Did 

Hashem really mean that? “You can rule over it!” While acknowledging the power and 

influence of sin on the newly fallen human race, Hashem’s words nevertheless held out the 

possibility that Kayin could still choose to do what was right. Yes, sin crouched at the door, 
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yes sin sought to overpower Kayin, and yet Kayin could nevertheless still overcome it and rule 

over it. In other words, Kayin was no prisoner of sin, at least not yet, though he would be if he 

gave up the struggle. And as such, though sin crouched at the door, he could still choose to 

do the right thing… the Torahful thing! In short there was nothing inevitable about Hevel’s 

murder.  The choices that Kayin faced in the aftermath of his rejected offering, as he wrestled 

with his feelings about his brother, were real and not just theoretical choices. Ergo, ’it was the 

devil/sin what made me do it’ will be an inadmissible defence at the heavenly judgement. No, 

it wasn’t HaSatan that killed Hevel, and it wasn’t actually sin that killed Hevel - it was Kayin! 

Fratricide was his choice. As Yaakov explains in his miktav: “each person is being tempted 

whenever he is being dragged off and enticed by the bait of his own desire.” This was 

Moshe’s point too as throughout Devarim’s rephrasing of the Torah we repeatedly witness 

Moshe making it clear that the choice of whether to obey or disobey the mitzvot is a real and 

not  merely a theoretical choice as Augustinian theory of original sin would have it. As we 

read in Devarim 26, ““See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse — the 

blessing, if you listen to the mitzvot of Adonai your God that I am giving you today; and the 

curse, if you don’t listen to the mitzvot of Adonai your God, but turn aside from the way I am 

ordering you today and follow other gods that you have not known.”  

 

Reading this passage through the eyes of Original Sin you might think that the Torah was a 

bit of a con trick because here was Hashem presenting our people with commandments that 

He knew they could not obey, and that is why, as we read in this week’s parashah, Hashem 

predicted that “This people will thereupon go astray after the alien gods in their midst, in the 

land that they are about to enter; they will forsake Me and break the covenant that I made 

with them. Then My anger will flare up against them, and I will abandon them and hide My 

countenance from them. They shall be made ready prey; and many evils and troubles shall 

befall them.” In the words of Frazer from Dad’s Army, our people were doomed, doomed I 

tell you, to fail and thus experience God’s wrath. The Law, so we are told, was given to 

increase sin because, well you know, God likes nothing better than to give people impossible 

things to do and then judge them for their failure! And yet, that’s not the God of Devarim as 

Moshe presents Him! On the contrary, Moshe is at pains throughout not only to make it clear 

that the choice between the blessing and curses is genuine and not merely theoretical, but 

that the Torah is not a con trick. On the contrary, he said, “this mitzvah which I am giving you 

today is not too hard for you, it is not beyond your reach. It isn’t in the sky, so that you need 

to ask, ‘Who will go up into the sky for us, bring it to us and make us hear it, so that we can 

obey it?’ Likewise, it isn’t beyond the sea, so that you need to ask, ‘Who will cross the sea for 

us, bring it to us and make us hear it, so that we can obey it?’ On the contrary, the word is 

very close to you — in your mouth, even in your heart; therefore, you can do it!” Moreover, 

“Look! I am presenting you today with, on the one hand, life and good; and on the other, 

death and evil — in that I am ordering you today to love Adonai your God, to follow his ways, 

and to obey his mitzvot, regulations and rulings ; for if you do, you will live and increase your 

numbers; and Adonai your God will bless you in the land you are entering in order to take 

possession of it. But if your heart turns away, if you refuse to listen, if you are drawn away to 
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prostrate yourselves before other gods and serve them; I am announcing to you today that 

you will certainly perish; you will not live long in the land you are crossing the Yarden to enter 

and possess. I call on heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have presented 

you with life and death, the blessing and the curse. Therefore, choose life, so that you will live, 

you and your descendants, loving Adonai your God, paying attention to what he says and 

clinging to him — for that is the purpose of your life!” 

 

You see, it just isn’t the case that you can never do what is considered right from God’s 

perspective because of what is called original sin. On the contrary, Moshe makes it clear that 

you can choose obedience, you can do it! Though it may take some degree of inner personal 

struggle, obedience, that is doing what is right, isn’t an impossible idea and you aren’t 

doomed to fail in every instance as the doctrine of original sin would have us believe! Indeed, 

as Rav Shaul explains, you don’t even have to be Jewish or a believer in order to do the right 

thing! For in Romans 2:14 Rav Shaul speaks about “Gentiles, who have no Torah, do[ing] 

naturally what the Torah requires”. ‘Scuse me? Pagan unbelievers, worshippers of sun and 

moon, doing what is right according to Torah? Apparently so! And it is for this reason that 

Yeshua also told the story of a Samaritan man who did what the Torah commanded and 

loved his neighbour as himself while the Jewish characters in the story passed by on the other 

side! How could that be? Why, the Samaritan wasn’t even a believer in Yeshua and yet he was 

capable of doing what was right from God’s perspective. This parable purposefully confounds 

our nice, neat theologies doesn’t it! Was Rav Shaul really trying to tell us that he could never, 

ever perform an act of kindness? I know that he believed that he was the chief of sinners, but 

really? Isn’t it just possible that his frustrated outcry about being sold to sin as a slave, and 

not being able to do anything right, was polemical and for this reason is couched a bucket 

load of hyperbole? He is not trying to say that all non-believers can only ever do evil because 

they lack the means to control their sinful inclination, sold as slaves to sin; and by that same 

token he is not trying to say that believers can only ever now do what is right and can never 

sin. That doesn’t correspond to what he said about Gentiles doing what the Torah wants. That 

doesn’t correspond to Yeshua’s tale of the Samaritan. And that doesn’t correspond to the 

contemporary world that I have observed. It is true that the world is full of horrors. You just 

have to switch the news on for proof of that! The Shoah, for one, teaches us that human 

beings are capable of the most unspeakable evils. In the 1930s and 40s it seems that the 

whole of Europe was infected by the Nazi hatred of the Jews. What Hitler did to us was only 

possible because tens of millions of ordinary people chose to stand by and do nothing. 

Millions more were swept up in the avalanche of hate and became active participants, aiding 

the Nazis in their so-called Final Solution.  From a distance the Shoah seems to support the 

idea of mankind’s total depravity.  And yet look a little closer and we discover that in the 

midst of all that darkness and evil there are thousands of small shafts of light. The 26,120 

non-Jews who have been officially recognise by Yad Vashem as Righteous among the 

Nations are a testament to the fact that even in the midst of all that darkness it was possible 

to choose to do what was right - and many of these non-Jews paid the ultimate price for 

their kindness. Indeed, guess what? Only some of them were believers! These were real good 
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Samaritans as per Yeshua’s parable. In fact, when I look carefully out at our contemporary 

world in which admittedly there is so much hatred and suffering I also see millions of people 

every day doing wonderful selfless acts of great love, kindness and compassion - as 

mandated by our Torah. For instance, I see doctors and nurses of all religions and none, in 

every part of the world devoting their lives to helping others - to the saving and repairing of 

lives. I see carers looking after those who cannot help themselves, ameliorating people’s pain, 

making their lives more comfortable, helping them to face death with dignity and respect. I 

see people willingly giving up organs so that others can live. I see people giving blood, 

raising money for charity by running marathons, sitting in baths full of baked beans or 

custard and so on and so forth. And guess what? Only some of them are believers! Indeed, I 

also see, both historically and today, people who call themselves followers of the Messiah 

carrying out atrocities. I see these believers treating people badly. Believers can be just as 

rude, hateful, bullying, mean and stingy as anyone else. In fact many so-called believers that I 

have known have quite frankly been horrible people. So where does this leave us? Is there no 

advantage in being a believer? Doesn’t it automatically make you a better person? Well, no. 

Not automatically at least.  

 

The point isn’t that unbelievers can never do what is right and believers can never do what is 

wrong. For that matter Israel in our portion was not doomed to disobedience, to failure, 

judgement and exile because sin meant that they could only ever choose evil. As Moshe said, 

we can genuinely choose to do what is right - the problem is that, without our even knowing 

it, our choice is so often loaded. Isn’t much of what we consider to be the exercise of free will 

simply following the line of least resistance? Did I really choose to support Norwich City or 

was it because my dad indoctrinated me? Did I really choose to live in Leicester or was it 

because Leicester University offered me a place? When I refuse to eat Brussel Sprouts isn’t it 

because my tastebuds are loading my decision toward the negative? I could still choose to 

eat them of course as a radical act of rebellion - putting the demands of my body, as it were, 

in their place. But, it’s actually easier and more comfortable for me not to eat Brussel Sprouts 

- and I’m all for making life easier! These are slightly facile examples, but what applies to the 

small details may also apply in larger ones. Doing what is right, loving God and our 

neighbour as the Torah requires, often comes after significant inner struggle and at a great 

personal cost. That’s why Yeshua likened following Him to taking up your execution stake and 

denying oneself. Doing what is right often means battling with and denying the loud 

demands of self-interest, what Freud would call our ID - our basest instincts. As with the 

righteous among the nations it may mean going against the flow of easy evil around you and 

paying the ultimate price. Indeed, Yeshua spoke of the path of righteousness as narrow and 

hard. It’s not that we can’t make that right moral choice, it’s just that we self-rationalise, 

distort and otherwise misrepresent that choice to ourselves. As Moshe said, sin crouches at 

the door, it seeks to overpower us, and, you know what, often it’s so much easier to give in, 

or to put up token resistance, than to fight to the bitter end. The writer to the Messianic Jews 

explains that even as believers we must continue to battle against sin and opines that, unlike 

Yeshua, “you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood”. And that’s the whole 



Parashat Vayelech 
 

 

08/10/2016 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 6 

                                                                                 

thing about Yeshua. He’s like us in the sense that he too lived with a human nature that was 

loaded toward sin, but he is different to us in that he never once gave in to it. We may be 

capable of doing the right thing but unlike us he always did the right thing. As the writer the 

Messianic Jews explains, “This High Priest of ours understands our weaknesses, for he faced 

all of the same testings we do, yet he did not sin.” It is because of His perfection that He is 

able to help us who are imperfect. For God’s wrath has been decreed against all evil so that 

from this perspective it doesn’t matter if you do what is right 90% of the time - would that 

the percentage be so high! - the result of even one moral failure in a lifetime of good is to 

eternal separate you from the blessedness God’s presence in the Olam HaBa. Only Yeshua, in 

His perfection, can help us, for the deal that God offers us is that He will accept Yeshua’s 

perfection on your behalf. For though Yeshua was perfect he nevertheless suffered as a 

sinner on the stake, giving His sinless, holy life as a payment to God, so that through His 

righteousness the deficiency in your Heavenly account may be made up. But that’s not all! 

Just as, in our portion, it is apparent that Moshe’s presence among our people helped to 

restrain them from sin, guiding them in their moral choices by first arbitrating then 

disseminating and explaining the Torah, so it is clear as as “the prophet like unto Moshe” 

Yeshua helps us to do what is right from God’s perspective. Through Him the Torah has been 

renewed and placed upon our hearts. Through Him our understanding of Torah is enriched 

and enlivened. Through Him were are energised to battle with the sin that crouches down 

and through Him we find the strength and encouragement to rule over it and dedicate 

ourselves to doing what is right. As Rav Shaul says, “In the same way, consider yourselves to 

be dead to sin but alive for God, by your union with the Messiah Yeshua. Therefore, do not 

let sin rule in your mortal bodies, so that it makes you obey its desires; and do not offer any 

part of yourselves to sin as an instrument for wickedness. On the contrary, offer yourselves to 

God as people alive from the dead, and your various parts to God as instruments for 

righteousness. For sin will not have authority over you; because you are not under legalism 

but under grace.” “So let us not grow weary of doing what is good; for if we don’t give up, we 

will in due time reap the harvest. Therefore, as the opportunity arises, let us do what is good 

to everyone, and especially to the family of those who are trustingly faithful.” 

 

As Moshe would say to us if he were here today (and of course he is, figuratively speaking, by 

means of the Torah): “I call on heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have 

presented you with life and death, the blessing and the curse. Therefore, choose life, so that 

you will live, you and your descendants, loving Adonai your God, paying attention to what he 

says and clinging to him — for that is the purpose of your life! On this depends the length of 

time you will live in the land Adonai swore he would give to your ancestors Avraham, 

Yitz’chak and Ya‘akov.” 


