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What Section of Ezekiel Should We Be Reading? 
Megillah 31a speaks of reading "yom ba Gog, the day that Gog comes," on the Intermediate 

Sabbath of Sukkot. R. Hai Gaon connected this to a belief that the war of Gog and Magog 

(discussed in the haftarah) would occur in this month; even if true, that does not yet explain why 

we read this selection during this holiday. 

 

An interesting issue about this haftarah is that we start reading at the words "b'yom ba Gog, the 

words the Talmud mentions. On other occasions, though, we started the reading earlier than the 

Talmud noted, apparently assuming the Talmud was pointing to the most significant words of the 

haftarah rather than its necessary starting point. Indeed, the Siddur of R. Amram Gaon starts 

earlier, where God first addresses Gog. 

 

The Reverberation of the Gog Tradition 
The haftarah itself is easily summarized, but its ramifications and ripples spread beyond its 

narrow reading. The haftarah continues a section that takes up two chapters of Ezekiel, in which 

the prophet is told to prophesy towards Gog, the king of Magog (Magog is the name of the 

nation, Gog the king). 

 

In the section we read, Ezekiel predicts that Gog will come to attack the land of Israel, and God 

will be stirred to a forceful enough reaction to prove, for all time, His strength and Presence. One 

of the terms used here, v'hitgadalti v'hitkadEshti is pronounced ve-hitgadelti ve-hitkadeshti, the 

source for our starting Kaddish by saying yitgadel ve-yitkadesh (as opposed to yitgadal ve-

yitkadash). 

 

Gog will be killed in Israel, but will leave great destruction in the Land, of people, animals, and 

property. R. Saadya Gaon, in Emunot ve-Deot, has a long discussion of the traditions regarding 

the arrival of the Messiah, and he quotes one that says that those killed during this war will not 

be revived in the eventual Resurrection of the Dead. As if to counter that, Shabbat 118a reports 

the opinion that those who eat seudah shlishit, the third Shabbat meal, will be saved from several 

disasters, including this war of Gog and Magog. 

 

Those last two citations introduce us to the remarkable resonance this prophecy has had in 

Jewish thought. The name Gog is mentioned in Scripture only here and early in Genesis, where 

the descendants of Japheth are mentioned, and in Chronicles as one of the grandsons of Reuben.  

 

Yet the Sages interpret many prophecies as relating to this war of Gog and Magog. For just one 

example, Avot de-Rabbi Natan notes that there are ten times Scripture refers to God coming 

down to Earth itself; the war of Gog and Magog, where God’s “legs” are described as standing 



on the Mount of Olives, is one of them. This prooftext, from Zachariah, refers to a battle at the 

end of days, but Gog is not mentioned. 

 

The war we read about here, then, is The War, the one that will finally and eternally establish the 

existence and rulership of God. Granting R. Hai’s tradition that it will happen in Tishrei, we can 

wonder both why we would read about it on this Shabbat, and why it would be necessarily true 

that it will happen in Tishrei. 

 

The Order of the Redemption—Fixed or Pliable? 
Before getting to those issues, I would just point out that Turei Even notes an order to the Arrival 

of the Messiah we might not have recognized. He deduces from Maimonides’s words at the end 

of the Mishneh Torah that Messiah will come, only after that will there be the war of Gog, and 

after that God will blow the shofar to gather the exiles. 

 

For those who like to see our times as the beginnings of fulfillments of the prophecies of old, 

Turei Even’s comment suggests that even the return to Israel we are currently seeing is not yet 

the one predicted. Since the war of Gog has not yet happened—a fact we know by the 

description here and elsewhere, which says that this war will finally prove God’s rule to the 

world—the ingathering has also not happened. 

 

That is only true, however, if the order of the Redemption is set in Scripture and cannot be 

altered. As I have mentioned elsewhere, R. Moshe Lichtenstein has suggested that the varying 

prophecies in Scripture might indicate alternate paths to the same end. If that were true, it might 

be that events have let God to allow an ingathering of the exiles even before Messiah has arrived, 

or God has been universally recognized. 

 

Seeing Scripture as laying out possibilities rather than certainties also allows us to wonder 

whether we might be able to avert the horrors of these wars in ways other than eating the third 

Sabbath meal. Any steps we take towards making God’s Rule known in the world, towards 

avoiding any king who would brazenly challenge God and attack God’s people, are steps we also 

take to saving ourselves and others from death, destruction, and suffering. 

 

Our wish to minimize suffering in the world, even if not our own, is also represented in our 

haftarah. As Rashi and others note, the haftarah speaks of Jews’ burying the dead of this war, 

Jewish or not. It is a trait embedded in our peoplehood, to fight the enemy as long as necessary, 

but also to show kindness wherever possible. In the same vein, one of the messages of the 

haftarah might be that we should be proactive in trying to stop the war of Gog from being 

necessary. 

 

Sukkot As the Holiday of Universal God Recognition 
That last point offers a broader reason to read this haftarah on Sukkot as well. In many ways, 

Sukkot is a holiday that reminds us of God in Nature. For some examples, we are celebrating a 

successful harvest, praying for rain, and the haftarah of the first day warned that, in the future, 

any nation that fails to honor Sukkot will not get rain. 

 

In that context, the reminder that the course of human history will necessarily lead to universal 



recognition of God’s power and of God’s special relationship with the Jewish people rings 

important. The likeliest course of events may be that a war such as the one described here, with 

all its awfulness, will have to occur to make this point.  

 

But as we celebrate this holiday, with all the joy we should have, we take the Intermediate 

Sabbath of to remind ourselves that we ought to be striving to bring about recognition of God in 

ways that mimic that joy, and that save ourselves and others from what they might otherwise be 

forced to endure.  

 

Shabbat Shalom  

 


