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Introduction

On Shabbat Hol HaMo’ed Sukkot we read Yehezkel’s prophecy of the War of Gog as the
Haftarah. In this essay, we will consider several facets of this prophecy in its natural context in
Sefer Yehezkel.

The oracles of Gogin Yehezkel chapters 38-39 form a dramatic climax to a series of prophecies
of restoration following the destruction of the Temple in 586 B.C.E. Some time after Israel
returns to her land from exile, a coalition headed by King Gog from the land of Magog will
invade Israel. God will dramatically intervene and defeat the coalition. God’s name then will be
sanctified before all humanity.

In rabbinic literature, this cataclysmic event is referred to as “the war of Gog and Magog.” In the
biblical text, however, Gog is the name of an otherwise unknown king* who hails from the land
of Magog—one of Yaphet’s sons (Bereshit 10:2). Like Gog, the land of Magog plays no role
elsewhere in Tanakh.

This prophecy is commonly understood as messianic. Identifications of the enemies have
changed with historical times, depending on the perceived threats of the era coupled with the
hope that the messianic age was near. For example, some commentators (e.g, Abarbanel,
Malbim) identified these events with great wars between Christianity and Islam. In 1977, Rabbi
Moshe Eisemann explained the prophecy to allude to Nazi Germany.’ In 1971, Ronald Reagan,
then governor of California, offered a different slant:
Ezekiel tells us that Gog, the nation that will lead all of the other powers of darkness against
Israel, will come out of the north. Biblical scholars have been saying for generations that Gog
must be Russia ... But it didn’t seem to make sense before the Russian Revolution, when Russia
was a Christian country. Now it does, now that Russia has become communistic and atheistic,
now that Russia has set itself against God. Now it fits the description of Gog perfectly.*

! A fuller version of this article originally appeared in Sukkot Reader Volume II (New York: Tebah, 2012), pp. 46-56.
2The only biblical reference to the name Gog outside of this prophecy is among the descendants of Reuven (I
Divrei HaYamim 5:4), but this prophecy is about a foreign invader, not an Israelite.

3Moshe Eisemann, Yechezkel / The book of Ezekiel: A New Translation with a Commentary Anthologized from
Talmudic, Midrashic, and Rabbinic Sources (New York: Mesorah, 1977), pp. 580-582.

* Cited in Margaret S. Odell, Ezekiel (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2005), p. 476.
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Despite the best efforts of commentators and politicians, however, Rambam prudently cautions
that we cannot ascertain Gog’s identity until the Mashiah comes (Hilkhot Melakhim 12:2).

In this essay, we will consider the passage in its broader context in Sefer Yehezkel. We begin with
several central issues in Yehezkel chapters 38-39. We then analyze the unique role of this
prophecy in the larger unit of Yehezkel’s prophecies of restoration and the book as a whole.

Chapters 38-39

The armies of Gog invade Israel not as a punishment for sins, but rather to plunder a redeemed

and peaceful nation. God intervenes, thereby demonstrating His power and glory to the nations
and to Israel. Like the original exodus from Egypt, Israel will be entirely passive, while God acts

in history as Redeemer.

The timing of the expected fulfillment of this prediction is the subject of debate:

After a long time (mi-yammim rabbim) you shall be summoned; inthe | --7p2n 0271 D20
distant future (be-aharit ha-shanim) you shall march against the land... | -2% Xian DIY7 N°N32
Yehezkel 38:8° PR
mm BRPI

This shall happen on that distant day (be-aharit ha-yamim)...
Yehezkel 38:16 e TN D020 NPONR
Y DRI

The expressions of distance in time may indicate a period considerably later than the prophet.
Additionally, this prophecy has not yet been fulfilled. Consequently, many midrashim and later
commentators understand the prophecy to refer to the messianic era. However, it is possible
that Yehezkel predicts events that could have transpired shortly after he prophesied. Yehezkel
links this prophecy to his other prophecies of restoration in chapters 34-37, and it appears that
he expects those predictions to occur shortly (see 39:8).° It is possible that there was potential
for all of Yehezkel’s prophecies to have been fulfilled during his lifetime, even if they did not
occur and were instead deferred to the messianic era.”

Commentators also puzzle over the uniqueness of the prophecy of Gog. Yehezkel appears to
state that his prophecy is the fulfillment of a long history of earlier prophecies:

Thus said the Lord God: Why, you are the one I spoke of | °RN27-WR RYI-7ART 272K ' MR-
in ancient days through My servants, the prophets of ORI X021 072y T2 DinTR o2
Israel, who prophesied for years in those days that I would SINR RO2T9--07IY 0777 0772 ORI

$ Translations of biblical passages are taken from the New Jewish Publication Society Tanakh (Philadelphia, 1985).
¢ See Yehiel Moskowitz, Da’at Mikra: Yehezkel (Hebrew) (Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 1985), p. 304.

7 The prophet appears to state that the full realization of his prophecies was dependent on some repentance on
Israel’s part: “[Now] you, O mortal, describe the Temple to the House of Israel, and let them measure its design.
But let them be ashamed of their iniquities: When (or “if”) they are ashamed of all they have done, make known to
them the plan of the Temple and its layout...” (43:10-11, see Rashi ad loc.). For further discussion of unfulfilled or
deferred prophecies of redemption in Tanakh, see Hayyim Angel, “Prophecy as Potential: The Consolations of
Isaiah 1-12 in Context,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 37:1 (2009), pp. 3-10; reprinted in Angel, Revealed Texts, Hidden
Meanings: Finding the Religious Significance in Tanakh (Jersey City, NJ: Ktav-Sephardic Publication Foundation,
2009), pp. 117-126.
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bring you against them! a7y
Yehezkel 38:17 152175 BRPI

Several commentators attempt to locate earlier biblical prophecies that anticipate this prophecy.
For example, Yeshayahu predicts the downfall of Assyria (Yeshayahu chapter 10), Tzefaniah
predicts a Day of the Lord against wicked nations (Tzefaniah 1:14-18), and Yirmiyahu predicts a
northern invader (Yirmiyahu 1-6). However, a king Gog is never mentioned in these earlier
prophecies. Yirmiyahu’s northern enemy, Babylonia, invaded in Yirmiyahu’s lifetime as a
punishment for Israel’s sins. As discussed above, it is unclear if Yehezkel intended his prediction
to be fulfilled immediately, and the invasion of Gog was not cast as a punishment for Israel’s sins.
More decisively, Yehezkel predicts that God will rescue Israel from Gog, whereas Yirmiyahu
correctly expected the northern invader to inflict great destruction. It is evident that there is no
direct precedent for Yehezkel’s prophecy of Gog in Tanakh, even though several of its themes
and formulations occur in earlier prophecies.

Hellenistic and rabbinic sources likewise recognized that there is no clear textual precedent for
the war of Gog, so they inserted it into earlier texts. In the Torah, Bilam predicts “ve-yarom me-
Agag malko” (“their king shall rise above Agag” [Bemidbar 24:7]). Instead of “Agag,” the
Septuagint reads “Gog.” Similarly, the Septuagint inserts Gog into a prophecy of Amos regarding

alocust plague:

This is what my Lord God showed me: He was creating [a plague of | 737 ,0°708 ' L,0IRT D
locusts at the time when the late-sown crops were beginning to ;WRP3 ni%Y nonna ,o3n Ty
sprout—the late-sown crops after the king’s reaping (ahar gizzei ha- 207 713, IR--WR -3
melekh). R:T OMY
Amos 7:1

In the place of “ahar gizzei ha-melekh” (“after the king’s reaping”), the Septuagint reads “ahar
Gog ha-melekh” (“after King Gog”).

Rather than inserting Gog into actual verses, one Sage in the Talmud suggests that Eldad and
Medad (Bemidbar 11:26-29) prophesied regarding Gog:

R. Nahman said: They prophesied concerning Gog and 19T 23 203 9P0Y 2Y MR a1 20
Magog, as it is said (Yehezkel 38:17): “Thus said the Lord D°POR 17 MR 170 MRIW PPRAINND

God: Why, you are the one I spoke of in ancient days through | Q™27 Q2’2 *NI2T AWK KT ANKA
0°7°2 0°R227 PROWS 9K 072V T2
OYY TNIR X279 20w 07

0 PATIIO

My servants, the prophets of Israel, who prophesied for years
in those days that I would bring you against them!”
Sanhedrin 17a®

R. Nahman identifies Eldad and Medad’s prophecy with Yehezkel’s prophecy of Gog specifically
to explain the elusive earlier biblical precedent to which Yehezkel appears to refer.

Perhaps the most likely reading of Yehezkel 38:17 is that Yehezkel is not referring back to his
predecessors who predicted Gog. Rather, he is predicting what people will exclaim when his own

® Translations of Talmudic passages taken from Soncino.
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prophecy is fulfilled in the future: “this is what Yehezkel had predicted long ago!” Rashi, Kara,
Radak, and Yehiel Moskowitz® adopt this reading. If their reading is correct, then Yehezkel’s
prophecy of Gog is indeed groundbreaking, and Yehezkel does not claim otherwise.

In addition to the cataclysmic war, Yehezkel prophesied that the God-Israel relationship will
then achieve its ideal state. The prophecy of Gog concludes:

I will never again hide My face from them, for I | -53 >717-NX *PIOY WK 007 ,°19 7V 1 ROR-RD)

will pour out My spirit (eshpokh et ruhi) upon DP9% ' oKy OR o2
the House of Israel—declares the Lord God. ©o:ub HRPI
Yehezkel 39:29

Additionally, this change in Israel’s spiritual fortunes contrasts with their previous state, when
God hid His face as a result of Israel’s sinfulness:

And the nations shall know that the House of Israel were exiled only -n°2 993 019Y2 °9 297 W
for their iniquity, because they trespassed against Me, so that I hid My 271990 WK Y LR
face from them and delivered them into the hands of their adversaries, 723 DINNY 5007 12 oK)
and they all fell by the sword. When I hid My face from them, I dealt 0?9 27729797 ,0771%

MY ,0PYW DNRHDI
077,19 INORY ;0NN
75-30:1% HRPIT

with them according to their uncleanness and their transgressions.
Yehezkel 39:23-24

Gog and its Precedents in Sefer Yehezkel

Although there is no direct biblical precursor to Yehezkel’s prophecy of Gog, the prophecy
draws substantially from earlier passages in Yehezkel. Yehezkel parallels Gog with
contemporaneous nations who represent arrogance and evil. Similar to Gog, God also places
hooks in Egypt’s mouth (29:4; 38:4), a sign of divine power over that arrogant nation. Edom
represents all evil nations who harm and plunder Israel. As part of the process of restoration,
God will punish Edom and restore Israel (35:1-36:5). Yehezkel recapitulates these elements in
the final war of Gog. Redemption of God’s name occurs only when arrogance and evil are
defeated—not only when Israel is redeemed.

Gog in the Context of Yehezkel's Prophecies of Restoration

Yehezkel’s prophecies of restoration envision a better leadership (ch. 34), Edom’s ultimate
defeat (ch. 35-36), the return of Jews to their land and God’s purification of the nation (ch. 36),
God’s revival of “dead” Israel (37:1-14), and the reuniting of the northern and southern
kingdoms (37:15-28). These prophecies are followed by the war of Gog (ch. 38-39).

Generally speaking, prophets speak of Israel’s restoration as the final stage in the redemption
process. If there are troubles, they precede the redemption. Following this dominant prophetic
view, Rambam (Hilkhot Melakhim 12:2) takes for granted that the war of Gog will be an earlier
stage of Israel’s redemption. Yehiel Moskowitz lists rabbinic sources that similarly place the war
of Gog before the final redemption. In Yehezkel’s prophecy, however, Gog’s coalition invades to
plunder a redeemed nation (38:8, 11, 14). This positioning is unique in prophetic literature.

® Moskowitz, Da’at Mikra: Yehezkel, p. 309.
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However, Yehezkel’s presentation fits his consistent perspective that the primary redemption is
not of Israel, but rather of God. Even after Israel returns to her land, God cannot ultimately be
redeemed until all human evil is eliminated."

Several midrashim poignantly capture the love, patience, and anguish that God experienced
during His banishment from Jerusalem in Sefer Yehezkel:

R. Aha said: “God’s Presence may be likened to a king who left his KX 70w 7207 ROR "R
palace in anger. After going out, he came back and embraced and RZP 1Wn 0¥02 19w 1090
kissed the walls of the palace and its pillars, weeping and 7M1 P AN N 1
exclaiming: ‘O the peace of my palace, O the peace of my royal A1 V7D TRV YD

residence, O the peace of my beloved house! O peace, from now 7 75 172 0w 7 MY

9 9 9 9
onward let there be peace.”” QY?w "1 *MoYn N oW 1

N7 170 1 B N P Ana
Ekhah Rabbah Prologue 25 a1 I oy
“Being bound in chains” (Yirmiyahu 40:1): R. Aha said: If it is 73 77OND ,7730 9N
possible to say so, both He and Jeremiah were bound in chains. As a KPR "R ,0°P°12 710K K1)
parallel it is written (Yehezkel 1:1), “I was among the captives.” ,0°P°T2 710K RIM RIT 919733
Ekhah Rabbah Prologue 34 hirabhi 7102 °IRY 2°N2 7°PNN0MN

7% A7°ND 720 99N

On a deeper level, Sefer Yehezkel may be considered an “autobiography” of God during the
period of the destruction. God goes into exile (chapters 8-11), driven away by Israel’s sins. God
must redeem Israel in order to sanctify His name even if Israel does not merit redemption (ch.
20, 36). The book’s climactic vision is of a rebuilt Temple with God’s Presence returning to it
(ch. 40-48). The prophecy of Gog, which involves the eradication of human evil coupled with
the worldwide sanctification of God’s name, fits the unique message of the book. God is at the
center of exile and redemption. Therefore, Israel’s exile and restoration are ancillary to this
process, rather than central to it.

It is fitting that the Kaddish prayer derives its opening formula, Yitgaddal ve-Yitkaddash, from the
conclusion of chapter 38:

Thus will I manifest My greatness and My holiness (ve-hitgaddilti ve- SRYTRNT  RTA0m
hitkaddishti"'), and make Myself known in the sight of many nations. ;0°27 D29 1YY AT
And they shall know that I am the Lord. SO 9T
Yehezkel 38:23 32:1 DNPIT

The Kaddish is a prayer for the sanctification of God’s name as a result of divine exile after the
Temple was destroyed. One Talmudic passage captures this spirit when discussing the Kaddish
and its significance:

12 See further discussion in Hayyim Angel, “Ezekiel: Priest-Prophet,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 39:1 (2011), pp. 35-4S;
reprinted in Angel, Creating Space between Peshat and Derash: A Collection of Studies on Tanakh (Jersey City, NJ:
Ktav-Sephardic Publication Foundation, 2011), pp. 122-133.

" This grammatical form is also found in Vayikra 11:44, ve-hitkaddishtem ve-heyitem kedoshim, you shall sanctify
yourselves and be holy.
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R. Yosei entered into one of the ruins of Jerusalem to pray.

Elijah appeared. ... He asked me, “What did you hear in
this ruin?” I replied: “I heard a divine voice, cooing like a
dove, and saying: ‘Woe to the children, on account of
whose sins I destroyed My house and burnt My temple
and exiled them among the nations of the world!”” He
said to me: “... Not in this moment alone does it so
exclaim, but three times each day it says this! And more
than that, whenever the Israelites go into the synagogues
and schoolhouses and respond: ‘May His great name be
blessed (yehei shemei ha-gadol mevorakh),” God
shakes His head and says: ‘Happy is the King who is thus
praised in this house! Woe to the Father who had to
banish His children, and woe to the children who had to
be banished from the table of their Father!”

Berakhot 3a

7971 907 NAR QYD 0P %27 AR LX°IN
NI27I1M DR 727377 °N0IN ;7172

... WY 7 IPOR K2 590N 2w
NI 7272 NYAY P 7,732 00 R
73170 NNTIAY 2P N2 SNYAY 19 2NN
NX N2 2P MNYAY 2°327 N NI
1°2% 00793 907 DR SN9IWY *N2
NINIR 7292 37 YW R ... 0% 0K .DIMIRG
NN D°RYD WHW 0171 O 922 ROX,TD
SRWOW VWA ROR ,7292 7 8 ;D
TP MW7 °N2%Y N1°0ID °NAY P01
X177 7102 VTR 720 DITAT AW KT
T02PAY T2 WK DININT WRD VIV

, P12 DR 93w 2R 12 71,70 10022 10K
DR W ¥ 19aw 00127 0 N

A M2

Throughout his book, Yehezkel conveys glimpses of divine heartbreak and anger, but also an

eternal hope for the future manifestation of God’s glory. The ultimate redemption occurs when

God returns to a rebuilt Temple and purified nation and land, with all human evil eradicated.

When this occurs, God’s name is sanctified and Yehezkel’s vision of redemption has been

tulfilled.
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